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  EXT. SUNSET & MARMONT LANE - WEST HOLLYWOOD - LATE MORNING


  Frame opens on BEN (30s), running along the sidewalk. He is a block away from THE CROSSING.


  Camera pulls back to reveal the spot where SUNSET BOULEVARD and MARMONT LANE intersect. The CHATEAU MARMONT stands like a castle in the background.


  Ben is looking frantically for TAYLOR (30s). Ben's eyes go wide. He stops running and cups his hands to his mouth.


  BEN


  Taylor! TAYLOR! Get out of the road!


  Taylor is standing in the middle of Sunset Boulevard, looking down. Cars swerve around him. Horns blare.


  BEN


  C'mon, Taylor. Please don't do this!


  A CAR SPEEDS BY, narrowly missing Taylor. We hear a distant SIREN from an emergency vehicle.


  Ben goes to step off the sidewalk, but is forced back. The vehicles are moving too fast and erratically.


  BEN


  Let's just talk about this, man!


  Ben's voice is drowned out by horns and traffic. Onlookers gather, their phones out and cameras rolling.


  A BUS passes in front of Taylor, and Ben loses sight of him for an instant.


  BEN


  Taylor, I'm sorry!


  Taylor raises his head. For a moment, Ben thinks they'll make eye contact. Instead, Taylor smiles, and appears to look through him. He mouths something inaudible.


  The roar of a MOTORCYCLE is heard above the din. The RIDER, oblivious to the cause of traffic, screams down Sunset along the center turn lane.


  BEN


  Please, man, just come back to the curb!


  The motorcycle nears the crossing from the EAST. A CAR is approaching from the WEST. Behind the car is a large and RUSTED DELIVERY VAN.


  The CAR DRIVER tries to move into the outer right lane, but is blocked by other vehicles. The VAN DRIVER slams on his brakes, but is forced into the center lane to avoid hitting the car.


  Unable to maneuver out of the path of Taylor and the oncoming van, the motorcycle begins to wobble.


  BEN


  TAYLOR, LOOK OUT!


  The MOTORCYCLE TOPPLES. The rider and bike slide and scrape along the road. Sparks fly in every direction.


  The surrounding drivers swerve to avoid the impending collision. Some turn away. Some drive toward where they're looking.


  BEN


  TAYLOR!


  Taylor looks at Ben. He smiles again, before closing his eyes.


  The vehicles converge where Taylor is standing.


  Ben cries out and covers his eyes.
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  You remember that scene, of course.


  You knew the characters by different names, but you’ll recognize that moment when the perennially bankable actor stood amid the chaos. While that other actor, who always played the best friend, looked on in horror.


  You might have taken your significant other to see it on a date night. Perhaps you were the one taken. You may have thrown it on after perusing the Top Ten movies streaming in your country. In an era where reboots, superhero, and horror movies reigned supreme, it managed to become Top Ten everywhere, for a time. And while you might never be one to admit your disillusioned, cynical heart responded to those types of films, the leading man and woman always turned in solid performances, didn’t they? Wasn’t everyone curious when she took the role, after so many Oscar nominations? Certainly, that lent the project some gravitas. Certainly your friends couldn’t fault you for seeing what all the fuss was about.


  Either way, we all remember that moment. Even if you didn’t see the film, you’ll definitely remember the song from the credits, voiced by that tour de force who married the professional athlete. In the late 2020s, you couldn’t escape that song if you tried. I even heard my mother humming it once, and apart from a curious affinity for Neil Diamond, she was not a music lover.


  That song, this scene, those actors, the movie. You likely remember it as an entertaining way of passing a couple of hours with a bowl of popcorn in your lap. I remember it from my real life. I remember what really happened.


  That script made my career. But it nearly ruined my life.
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  This all began with a collision.


  Not the one from the climax of the film, but another about six months before. And neither might have happened at all, had Taylor not gotten himself fired. Again.


  If you’re one of the few who hasn’t seen the movie, you won’t be familiar with that early part of Act I. We see Taylor (known as “Ethan” in the eventual film) on the set of a show-within-a-movie. Ethan mouths-off the precocious star of said show, before being unceremoniously escorted off the lot. That part was entirely true, which furthered some of the intrigue around the film and identities of those involved. It didn’t further it by much, however, because you can throw a stick in Hollywood and hit someone who was just fired from set.


  This is followed by the scene where Ethan calls his best friend, “Donovan.” Taylor did call me twice that morning, on an otherwise normal Tuesday in Los Angeles. The first time was as he careened down Sunset Boulevard, having just been released from Colby Takes on America. That wasn’t quite the name of the show, but by necessity I’ve changed a lot of the technical detail of what follows. There’s been enough litigation in relation to the film, and the easiest way to avoid more is to soap over some of the specifics.


  At any rate, if you’re a certain age, you’ll remember that television program, too. Another hit from a network that spawned an endless number of child stars, including Taylor himself, once upon a time. I was at the office when my phone vibrated. I debated letting it go to voicemail, but Taylor was seldom one for using a phone for its original purpose. Intrigue got the better of me.


  “Taylor? Are you okay?”


  “That kid may think he’s the next Zac Efron, but he’s going to have a wake-up call at some point.”


  “What happened?” A mostly rhetorical question, but I asked it anyway.


  “It started with him telling the AD that ‘Colby would never say this.’ And then the little prince looked at me. Pointed right at me, with his rolled-up script in his hand as though he’s Spielberg himself, and said, ‘Rewrite it.’”


  “So?”


  “So? So? That’s your response?”


  “Well, Taylor, you’re the writer. Not the…” I considered my words. “He’s the lead. You know how this works.”


  “It’s less about ‘how it works,’ Ben, and more about this kid’s sense of entitlement. He’s walking around like he’s heaven’s gift to the entertainment industry.”


  “Maybe he is.”


  “It’s hard enough trying to turn this lemon of a storyline into lemonade without the input of a twelve-year-old. You probably have the skills to do it, Benny, but I definitely don’t.”


  “Don’t call me Benny. Either way, all I’m saying is that this isn’t the first time this has happened. And at this rate, you may be getting closer to the last time before—”


  “I’m not worried about that.”


  “I’m just saying you’re not helping your reputation here. There’s going to come a point—”


  (CONT'D)


  BEN (O.S.)


  --come a point when you get blacklisted entirely.


  TAYLOR


  So what? I've had it with--


  CUT TO:


  INT. BEN'S OFFICE - CENTURY CITY - LATE MORNING - CONTINUOUS


  BEN is sitting in an office overlooking a commercial compound in CENTURY CITY, the corporate end of Hollywood.


  Before TAYLOR can finish his sentence, we hear the SCREECHING OF BRAKES through the phone, followed by the crunch of metal.


  BEN


  Taylor? Are you okay?


  Ben stands up at his desk.


  BEN (CONT'D)


  Taylor? What happened? Are you there?


  CUT TO:


  EXT. THE CROSSING - WEST HOLLYWOOD - LATE MORNING - CONTINUOUS


  Camera on Taylor's face as he looks through the windshield. Behind him, another car is smashed into the backseat of his own, hissing steam. The OTHER DRIVER looks dazed but okay.


  Taylor's mouth is agape. The frame flips to Taylor's POV, and we see he is looking at a WOMAN (30s).


  TAYLOR


  Where--


  Her hand is outstretched against the hood of his car, the front end having narrowly missed running her over.


  The woman is wearing running clothes, a ball cap, and sunglasses. She lifts the glasses to the brim of her cap, revealing a startled expression.


  She locks eyes with Taylor, and smiles.


  CUT TO:


  INT. BEN'S OFFICE - CENTURY CITY - LATE MORNING - CONTINUOUS


  BEN


  For the love of God, Taylor, are you okay?


  TAYLOR (O.S.)


  Where did she--


  The line goes dead.
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  That was the scripted version of our phone call.


  It’s weird, seeing oneself on the printed page. Particularly with a writer’s embellishments. Real-life incidents fictionalized and conversations edited. Sometimes re-purposed under different circumstances altogether. It’s even stranger seeing oneself—or at least a version of it—on the screen.


  But when I first read the screenplay, especially when the names still read BEN and TAYLOR instead of “Donovan” and “Ethan,” it felt like reading an unauthorized biography of our lives.


  The dramatized discourse was close to the one we’d had, but not exact. I normally wouldn’t recall specifics of most conversations, but given the charged circumstances of the firing, fender bender, and Taylor’s phone going dead, I trusted my memory on that one.


  After the line disconnects, we cut from Donovan/Ben back to the intersection. The woman in front of Ethan/Taylor’s car is gone.


  The Top Gun actor playing Ethan looks all around as bystanders corral around the crashed vehicles, checking to see if their drivers are okay. Ethan gets out of the car, ignores the witnesses, and takes a few steps in every direction. Trying to see if his eyes just deceived him.


  I’ll admit, it was a hell of an inciting incident, to use a showbiz term.


  When I read the pages later on, I felt like I could almost grasp the metaphor. But when I overlaid it against what really happened, it was impossible to reconcile. On the page, it was a creative “meet cute.” In real life, it was the beginning of the end.


  There was nothing cute about that.
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  It’s a strange thing, closing down a life.


  When we were in high school, Taylor’s mom began sleeping a lot. This was the same woman who, just a few years earlier, stood toe-to-toe with agents, directors, and studio execs on behalf of her young son. Ms. Thorne would have been an anomaly regardless, given the climate of Hollywood at the time, but the string-holders were caught particularly flat-footed after likely expecting passivity from the rural Canadian teacher. Taylor may have been a Next Big Thing commodity to everyone who looked at his headshots and demo reels, but to Katherine Thorne, he was still her miracle baby.


  Taylor’s mom was an older woman—to us back then, anyway. After years of miscarriages, fertility treatments, and on-again-off-again adoption discussions, Taylor arrived on the scene when she and Chuck, Taylor’s father, were in their forties. Assuming her missed monthly cycles were early menopause, a routine checkup ended up diagnosing concurrent symptoms of nausea and increased appetite as a baby growing in her womb. For the first and only time in her life, Katherine had a healthy pregnancy leading to a healthy baby boy in the summer of 1990, just after she celebrated her forty-fourth birthday.


  Nevertheless, aching limbs, deepening purple under her eyes, and the need for both a mid-morning and mid-afternoon nap fifteen years later seemed out of character for someone who’d strapped on a backpack and ventured solo into the Andes around the same time we headed into the tunnel of adolescence. At Chuck and Taylor’s insistence, she finally relented and re-visited the doctor she hadn’t seen much beyond Taylor’s childhood check-ups. What they’d hoped was a thyroid or other benign issue turned out to be stage four ovarian cancer. And that’s when Taylor first found out what it was like to have someone leave his life before he was ready.


  Chuck did the best he could, raising a son in a country that still felt foreign after half a decade, in a city where it’s hard to make more than fair-weather friends. Taylor did the best he could, attempting to stay within the bounds of reasonable teenage rebellion in a place where the word “no” seems reserved for actors at auditions.


  Around Taylor’s eighteenth birthday, he and Chuck came to a mostly unspoken accord that the health of their relationship was inversely proportionate to the time they spent with one another. During a spirited four a.m. discussion after one of the Hollywood parties Taylor was sometimes still invited to, the son proclaimed he was a “grown-assed man,” and that the trust fund holding his childhood acting money and mother’s life insurance proceeds ought to fund the rent on his own apartment. The father weighed the data. An engineer by trade, Chuck had never quite quantified his right-brained son; Katherine had always deciphered one for the other. Though Chuck wasn’t wild about interrupting the compounding in the trust, and couldn’t help showing Taylor a few time-value-of-money graphs, he could also see the return on investment from getting a full night’s sleep again.


  When Taylor’s paternal grandfather passed on around that same time, leaving his grandmother to manage their cabin in the woods alone, all data points seemed to converge on Chuck’s returning to Canada and leaving the grown-assed man to his own devices. They agreed Taylor would make monthly flights, under the guise of visiting his aging grandmother. Given that she lived outside the city and Taylor didn’t have any local Canadian friends, these weekends ended up giving father and son more quality time than when they’d lived under the same roof. I remember Taylor even began looking forward to these, after the novelty of his bachelor pad faded. He began to speak often about the hiking and camping with his father, about listening to what he called the quiet language of water and woods (mellifluous enough that I figured he borrowed the phrase from someone else), in contrast to the cacophony and bombast of Hollywood. I’m sure the home-cooked meals with actual nutrients didn’t hurt, either.


  Though the trips to visit his grandmother continued right up to Taylor’s last days here, the quality time with his father did not. Chuck’s heart, which had never quite learned how to express itself with words, went out with one final shout. Approximately a month after the state of California decreed Taylor could legally handle his liquor, his trust fund received another unwanted bump when the universe decreed he would handle life without any immediate family at all.


  So, I was it. I was the de facto next of kin remaining in Taylor’s world, apart from his ninety-three-year-old grandma fifteen hundred miles away. My phone began ringing incessantly in the forty-eight hours after the incident, to the point where I had to change my number. I even had to change the office lines and email domain after we were flooded with media outlets searching for their next clickbait headline. In that way, Taylor finally got what he’d always been searching for, even if it was short-lived.


  After the paparazzi finally got bored, my wife and I went to Taylor’s apartment. What remained was a life represented mostly by stacks of DVDs and VHS tapes, flanking a movie theater-style recliner. Surrounding these were even greater stacks of paper, filled with half-finished script treatments for reboots loaded with Deus Ex Machinas and MacGuffins. Beyond those was a kitchen table adorned with a half-eaten TV dinner, unopened bills, and post-it notes with reminders like “write the gorilla scene” and “pay the electricity.” There were unwashed dishes in the sink. A whiteboard on his refrigerator where he’d scrawled “Call Joe.” Some boxes beside his bed. A pile of clean laundry on top of it, as though he might return any moment to fold and put it all away. Just kidding. That part never would have happened.


  Two rooms and a bathroom. That’s all it was. It might as well have been a mansion from the feeling of overwhelm that overtook me while looking at it. We hadn’t been there more than a couple of minutes when I told Sam we’d come back some other time, and I all but ran outside to get some air.


  I had no idea, in those first days, what we were meant to do. Whom we should contact. What was supposed to happen next. But if closing down a life wasn’t odd enough under normal circumstances, things with Taylor’s “estate” were about to get even stranger.
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  The second time Taylor phoned on The Day That Changed Everything was to ask for a ride.


  My repeated outbound calls to him had gone straight to voicemail during the twenty-minute eternity following our disconnection. When my cell finally rang with a blocked number on the call display, I nearly had a coronary, fearing it was a death notice. That thought didn’t quite logic, given that I’d heard the crash and then heard Taylor speak afterwards, but I had nothing else to go on. For reasons we’ll get into shortly, I’d made it a policy back then not to answer blocked numbers, but I decided to risk picking up.


  “Hey man, my phone died.”


  “You gave me a heart attack, Taylor.”


  “I know. Bad timing.”


  “What the hell happened?”


  “Well, the car is a write-off, and I need a lift.”


  “Are you all right?”


  “Never better.”


  “Where are you calling from?”


  “The back of an ambulance. I’m using one of the medic’s phones.”


  “I thought you said you were all right.”


  “They think I might be concussed.”


  “But you’re otherwise okay?”


  “Yeah. The Datsun, not so much. Can you pick me up?”


  “Where are you?”


  “Beside the Chateau Marmont.”


  “You live like half a mile from there, man. Can’t you walk, or Uber?”


  “Well, that’s lovely. Thanks, Best Friend.”


  “It’s just the middle of the day and I’m in the middle of a project.”


  Taylor’s voice dropped almost to a whisper. “They want to take me to the hospital to get checked out. I’m not sitting for hours and racking up a credit card, just for some guy in green pajamas to tell me I’m okay. The medics said they’d compromise by releasing me into someone’s care.”


  “I have a meeting with a client in less than an hour. I can’t babysit you right now.”


  “It’s all good, I’ll go to the office with you. One of your designers will at least be able to see if I fall out of my chair or something.”


  I remember leaning forward on my desk, resting my forehead against my hand, and shaking my head. Funny, the things we recall later.


  “You still there, Benny?”


  I sighed, making no attempt to keep it inaudible. “Give me twenty minutes.”


  “Love you.”


  “Shut up.”
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  During the brief “did we miss anything” investigation following the second, big accident, files from that first minor collision were pulled. Within the attending officer’s report was a line that read, “Driver stated he stopped suddenly after he thought he saw a pedestrian in the roadway.” That’s it. That was the only mention.


  By the time I picked Taylor up from the accident scene, the reference had vanished from his own retelling. Maybe by then he had tired of being yelled at by the other driver, who, after realizing he hadn’t killed anyone, chose to misdirect anger toward his potential victim. Perhaps the collective shouts of other motorists, now inconvenienced by a pileup on Sunset Boulevard, deterred Taylor from sticking with his original claim. It could have been what I imagine were the upraised eyebrows of the police and paramedics. No matter the reason, I didn’t hear him mention her aloud in connection with that accident ever again.


  “How am I supposed to work now?” Taylor was alternately scrolling through his phone and rifling through the compartments of my car. He found a kids’ snack pack in the glove box.


  “You’re a writer. You can work anywhere.”


  “You know what I mean. Whatcha working on these days?” He busted open the Dunkaroos.


  “C’mon, Taylor, those are for the kids.” I shook my head, realizing my statement wasn’t in conflict with the circumstances. “Anyway, tell me again what happened?”


  “I’ve told you twice already, man. The sun hit my windshield at a funny angle. I couldn’t see and hit the brakes. Then the guy riding my backside dislocated my backseat.”


  “No, I meant on set.”


  From my peripheral vision, I could see that he’d turned to look at me, so I shot him a quick glance. For a fraction of a second, two decades’ worth of practiced L.A. veneer dropped, and I saw a glimpse of the Taylor I’d first met over twenty years earlier. Then he flashed the grin that those of us who came of age in the aughts had seen a thousand times, and resumed his snack dunking.


  “Same thing that always happens, Ben.”


  I waited for him to elaborate, and when he didn't, I bit. “And what's that, Taylor?”


  “I was just... me, Ben. I was just me. And you know how I am.”


  I kept quiet. This was like watching a deer come out from the trees.


  “I dunno, man,” he resumed between bites. “Even before this, I’d been thinking maybe I should move back to Canada.”


  “Seriously? You’ve been here most of your life now. What would you do up there?”


  “Get a real job, I guess. Look after Grandma. If I can’t make good on things here, I might as well make good while being close to her.”


  “Make good on things?”


  He snagged another snack pack from the glove box. “It’s probably about time I grew up, Benny, don’t you think?”


  In truth, I’d been thinking that for about a decade. But when you see someone on the precipice of throwing away their dreams, it still gives you pause.


  “What about writing?”


  He laughed. “I don’t know if we can call what I’ve been doing ‘writing.’”


  I felt my head moving, before I had a chance to think about it. Taylor clocked this as well. “Why are you shaking your head?”


  “It’s nothing.”


  “Spit it out, Benjamin.”


  “It’s just… What I wouldn’t give for your time and freedom to write.”


  I regretted it the moment I said it. I could feel Taylor’s eyes boring into the side of my head. By rights, he could have laid into me. He could have said something like, ‘Really? You’d trade your parents for a trust fund?’ Whether through restraint or reflection, he said something else entirely.


  “I don’t know if I even know how to write anything real anymore. I’m tired of writing for focus groups and test audiences.” He looked back out the window. “I can’t even remember the last time I put words together without trying to anticipate some development exec’s reaction. I’m sick of being asked to write roles that match social media influencers who think this is just another way to increase engagement, instead of developing characters for real actors who’ve studied the craft and want to create something meaningful.” He paused, then looked back at me. “I dunno. Maybe everything we’ve been doing has been pointless. Do you ever wonder about that, Ben? If this is all just a charade, and we’ve been focused on the wrong things?”


  “Where is this coming from?” When he didn’t answer, I attempted some humor, mostly because I possess a genetic inability to cope with any deviation from the norm. “C’mon, Taylor, how am I supposed to live vicariously through you if you leave? What about all our pitches that go nowhere?”


  “It’s not too late to go after your dreams on your own, Benny.”


  We drove a few more blocks without speaking, a stunned silence for me. Taylor finally broke the quiet.


  “Seriously, what are you working on these days? You said on the phone that you’re in the middle of a project. Who’s the client?”


  I laughed. “For a moment, I was worried you were actually concussed. Not worried anymore.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  I flashed him one of my grins. “Same thing that always happens, Taylor.”


  EXT. THE CROSSING - WEST HOLLYWOOD - TUESDAY LATE MORNING


  TAYLOR sits on the steps of the concrete wedge between SUNSET BOULEVARD and MARMONT LANE. He is framed by the hotel behind him and the large billboards overlooking the stairs. An advertisement for an upcoming Tom Cruise movie features a larger-than-life shot of the actor, staring down at Taylor and the intersection.


  Taylor waits, book in one hand, phone in the other. It's in video mode, pointed at the intersection. A text from BEN comes in, saying, 'This is pushing it, even by your standards.'


  Taylor stands and swipes from the camera to Ben's text, typing out a reply that he'll be there soon. When he looks back up, she's there.


  NATALIE (30s) is standing on the sidewalk in front of him, smiling.


  NATALIE


  Well.


  Taylor returns the grin.


  TAYLOR


  Well.


  She is again dressed in sportswear, a ball cap and sunglasses, her long hair tied back in a ponytail.


  NATALIE


  At least they shifted me closer to the sidewalk this time. Inter-dimensional travel is stressful enough without being dropped in the middle of traffic.


  She has a wry grin on her face, as though this is the most normal thing in the world. Taylor returns the smile again.


  TAYLOR


  Is that what this is? Shifting dimensions?


  NATALIE


  Your guess is as good as mine. Whatcha reading?


  TAYLOR


  Huh?


  Natalie nods toward the book in Taylor's hand.


  NATALIE


  What have you got there?


  TAYLOR


  Oh, this. It's a collection of famous speeches.


  NATALIE


  Were you about to deliver oratory to the traffic on Sunset?


  TAYLOR


  (laughs)


  No, just wanted something to read in case you didn't show.


  NATALIE


  Sounds like a real page-turner.


  Taylor stuffs the book into his back pocket.


  TAYLOR


  It can be, at times. But without the voice to accompany the words, some of it gets lost in translation.


  NATALIE


  Kind of like reading song lyrics without hearing the music.


  TAYLOR


  Yes! Exactly. Anyway, I'm trying to find some inspiration.


  NATALIE


  To make a speech?


  TAYLOR


  To write something inspiring.


  Natalie nods toward the Chateau Marmont.


  NATALIE


  Fancy a walk, away from the noise?


  TAYLOR


  I do... fancy that.


  They set out and walk a few steps in silence.


  NATALIE


  How'd you know I'd be here?


  TAYLOR


  I didn't, exactly. Other than the other times you appeared were around this same time of day.


  NATALIE


  Huh. I hadn't realized that.


  TAYLOR


  What is this, anyway? Am I hallucinating or something? Where are you coming from? How is this happening?


  Natalie laughs.


  NATALIE


  I'll start by answering the most recent from that torrent of questions.


  TAYLOR


  (embarrassed)


  Sorry.


  NATALIE


  I don't know how this is happening, I just know that it is. And I'm coming from here, just not... here.


  TAYLOR


  I don't understand.


  NATALIE


  That makes two of us. All I know for sure is that for the third time now, I've come to this spot and ended up in a different world. I appear to be staying longer than three seconds this time, though.


  TAYLOR


  What is this spot in your world?


  NATALIE


  Same as here. Sunset and Marmont Lane.


  TAYLOR


  So how do you know you're shifting between places, then? I mean, for me, it's obvious. You're not there one second, and then here you are the next.


  NATALIE


  I'm not quite sure how to describe it. Everything goes a bit fuzzy, a bit shimmery, and then it's as if someone hit the pause button on life and rearranged all the set pieces while I'm frozen.


  TAYLOR


  So this world looks different?


  NATALIE


  It does, and it doesn't. The first time, even the weather was different. If that wasn't the first clue, your car nearly taking me out at the legs took care of that.


  TAYLOR


  Why were you in the middle of the road, anyway?


  NATALIE


  The first time I was out for a run, cutting across during a break in traffic. The other times were because I was testing to see if I had been hallucinating.


  TAYLOR


  So this is really happening, then? You're really real, and I didn't just conjure you up?


  Natalie stops walking and turns to face Taylor. He does the same. She lifts her sunglasses to the brim of her ball cap and reaches out to take both of his hands in hers. They lock eyes for a moment, and then she nods to their hands.


  NATALIE


  Does this feel real?


  Taylor grins.


  TAYLOR


  Yes, it does.


  She lets go, dons her sunglasses again, and resumes walking.


  NATALIE


  Then I guess I'm real.


  They both smile, and walk a few more steps in silence.


  NATALIE (CONT'D)


  So what are you, then? A writer?


  TAYLOR


  In job title, yes. I don't know if I would actually call myself that.


  NATALIE


  What does that mean?


  TAYLOR


  It means that if there's a certain way one should feel by applying the moniker 'writer,' I've yet to know what it is.


  NATALIE


  Well, for what it's worth, we're all writers any time we write something down.


  TAYLOR


  (grins)


  I suppose you're right.


  NATALIE


  Maybe you could write something down for me to read sometime.


  TAYLOR


  After what's happening here, I think there's a good chance of that.


  Natalie reaches for the book and lifts it to her face.


  NATALIE


  I love the smell of books. And bookstores. Don't you?


  TAYLOR


  I do. They feel like home.


  NATALIE


  Your home was a bookstore?


  TAYLOR


  (laughs)


  I wish. That would have really been something.


  NATALIE


  I've always thought so, too. Just one sofa in the middle of the place that could double as a bed. What more would a person need?


  TAYLOR


  Sunlight and food, from time to time.


  NATALIE


  Words and art are the sunlight and sustenance of the soul, my friend.


  TAYLOR


  I ought to write that down.


  They continue ambling down the side streets, past people walking their dogs or out for a run. Most of these ignore the two of them, all oblivious to what has just happened.


  NATALIE


  What would you call yourself?


  TAYLOR


  I beg your pardon?


  NATALIE


  You said before that you wouldn't call yourself a writer.


  TAYLOR


  Oh. Well, I guess I would have to call myself that. It's just that the words are always for other people.


  NATALIE


  Isn't that the nature of writing?


  TAYLOR


  (laughs)


  Yes, but I mean that I usually just end up writing what other people tell me to. Or what I think they want.


  NATALIE


  Perhaps one day you'll find your way to words that are your own.


  Natalie glances around, then again lifts her sunglasses onto the brim of her ballcap. She hands the book back to Taylor, and they steal an extended glance at each other.


  NATALIE (CONT'D)


  Cat got your tongue, or is a smile just one of your standard replies?


  TAYLOR


  You have a very unique style of speaking.


  NATALIE


  Says the guy who feels his speech could use some style.


  They both laugh.


  NATALIE (CONT'D)


  Well. If I'm going to be here a while, how do you feel about a tea, Mr.--?


  TAYLOR


  (grins again, and almost forgets to reply)


  Taylor. Taylor's my first name, that is.


  He extends his hand. Natalie smiles, but raises an eyebrow.


  NATALIE


  Natalie. Also my first name.


  They shake hands.


  TAYLOR


  I feel great about it. Tea, that is. Where to?


  NATALIE


  You're asking me? I'm not sure, but any old teahouse will do.


  TAYLOR


  Are we calling them that? Teahouses?


  NATALIE


  Just like we're going to call you a writer.


  She elbows Taylor lightly in his side, and they grin at one another.


  CUT TO:
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  When I met Taylor, the first thing I ever said to him was, “I love the smell of video stores, don’t you?”


  Look familiar? Such is writing.


  I’m of an age where most of the world still calls me young, but I’m old enough to remember VCRs and Blockbuster Video. I was born in L.A., so maybe it was inevitable that the creative arts would be our Friday Night Football. Even so, I was the kid who took his allowance and spent it on VHS rentals and Slurpees instead of trading cards and arcade games. I’d go to the theater whenever I could manage it, but my modest weekly stipend went a little further at Red’s Video, which was a handful of blocks away from my parents’ house. I used to take near-daily walks in order to find a new release I hadn’t already seen.


  More often than not, I’d end up renting an old favorite. I’m not about to admit to you how many times I’ve seen films like Heat or The Shawshank Redemption. Suffice to say that if you quote either of these—or quite a few more from that time—and err on the lines, I won’t be able to stop myself from correcting you. It’s a quality my wife finds both maddening and endearing. And I must concede that the latter may just be for sympathy or show.


  Either way, I love good dialogue. I love a soaring soundtrack. I love cinematography that feels like a painting come to life. I enjoy art-house indies and big-budget blockbusters. I’m taken with golden-age Hollywood overacting, and admiring of modern naturalistic minimalism. I’m enamored of movie trailers. Popcorn is my favorite food group. While I don’t mind a thoughtful small-screen series, there’s something special about an entire universe ringed into two hours. Fully formed arcs. Happy endings. Sad endings. Endings that make you think. I love having all of my senses plumbed, explored, exploited, ripped apart and put together again by what I see on the big screen.


  After Taylor moved to L.A., it felt like I’d found a kindred spirit. We technically met in elementary school, but where we really got to know one another was in the aisles of the video store. Even before our teacher introduced Taylor to the class, most of the students knew who he was already. I certainly did, given that I dutifully read the entertainment section of our newspaper while I ate my morning cereal.


  We’d had a couple of famous alumni from our elementary, but nobody who was actively at school while active in the business. Taylor’s presence in our humble K-5 hallways was probably an accident; his parents, having uprooted from Canada after his big break, likely didn’t know any better when they enrolled him in our public school. Though Katherine always maintained that’s where he would have ended up anyway, star-on-the-rise or not.


  I don’t remember exactly what my ten-year-old brain would have conjured as representing the lifestyles of the rich and famous—though Taylor and the Thorne family weren’t completely either—but I didn’t imagine for a moment that their day-to-day might resemble mine. If I wasn’t surprised enough when Taylor walked into my classroom midway through fifth grade, I was shocked entirely when I first saw him in the video store, apparently doing the same thing as me. Though I pretended not to notice him as I walked past displays for Almost Famous and The Matrix, from my peripheral vision I could sense the big grin that had broken out on his face. The next thing I knew, I heard a voice from the next aisle over saying, “You’re Ben, right?”


  My brain, when it gets stressed, has this wonderful coping mechanism of offering up replies I would normally never say out loud, even to myself. If misery loves company, then nervousness is absolutely smitten with mortification. When the words came out of my mouth, it was almost as though I was hearing them for the first time at the same time as the most popular kid at school: “I love the smell of video stores, don’t you?”


  If it wasn’t a strange enough thing to say, it might have been an even stranger thing to love. The musky combination of plastic, wood, dust, and cathode-ray tube TVs. Well-trodden industrial carpet. A vague scent of burning. Nevertheless, I did, just as much as I loved the sound of a VHS cassette case opening, or a VCR rewinding. But if Taylor hadn’t surprised me enough by knowing my name, he upped the ante by responding to my spectacular non sequitur by saying, “I thought I was the only one.” Then he introduced himself, as if every kid within a fifty-block radius didn’t already know his name.


  Thus began a friendship with core tenets that included the precise recitation of dialogue, verbal treatises regarding who was the better director—Spielberg, Scorsese, Michael Mann, or more recently, Nolan and Villeneuve—and a fundamental belief that in all matters, imagination was just as vital to life as the reality of life itself. If a movie could be made from a situation or setup, then it was a creative right, if not a human imperative. For the longest time, our routine consisted of stopping at Red’s on the way home from school, having a viewing with popcorn, and then engaging in a Siskel and Ebert-like debrief while the tape rewound.


  If we took a time machine back to the early aughts and asked the unscripted Taylor and Ben what they were going to do with their lives, I’m certain their answer would be unequivocal and unabashedly confident: “Make movies.” Taylor and I began crafting our first scripts from the first time we sat in his parents’ living room together, watching Pulp Fiction. I think we assumed that he’d write and headline, and that I’d write and direct, maybe with a cameo thrown in. I think we also assumed that Taylor’s star would only ever continue to rise, and he always gave the unprompted promise that he’d take me with him on the journey. Life, and certainly my parents, had other plans in the years to come, but I just remember feeling so certain of that path. Like it was an inevitability.


  I don’t know how much of our money we spent at Red’s in the early 2000s. While we couldn’t forestall their inevitable closing, just as I couldn’t forestall Taylor’s inevitable crash, I’d like to think that in both instances our times together at least delayed them for a while.
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  The scene where Taylor and Natalie discuss their worlds and his writing was their third meet-cute and the first time they speak to one another, in all their movie-dialogue cleverness. In the interim, we’ve seen “Ethan” talk “Donovan” into hiring him back for the umpteenth time at the latter’s advertising agency. With Ethan living in West Hollywood and Donovan’s office in Century City, Ethan passes through the crossing every day on his way to work. On the days he goes to work, at least. In that respect, art did indeed imitate life.


  Prior to that first conversation, we saw a second encounter exactly one week after the first accident. In that setup, Ethan nearly collides with Natalie (changed in the later screenplay to the “Julia” that you remember) at the crossing again. This time, heading in the opposite direction, while riding a bicycle to get back and forth from work. A bicycle borrowed from Donovan, let us note, thanks to Ethan’s checkered history with rental car companies. Julia’s supposedly otherworldly-self appears in his path again, and he swerves to avoid her, toppling over in a comic mess.


  Their near-miss doesn’t cause a multi-car pileup this time, thanks to a momentary lull in traffic. After her initial shock from finding herself in a new dimension once more, they lock eyes again. Realizing Taylor is okay, she laughs—with that actress’s trademark grin and laughter—at his mouth agape and helmet askew. Taylor, almost involuntarily, laughs too, and is about to say something when she once again vanishes into thin air.


  Some of that did happen.


  Taylor did talk me into a job, after I picked him up from the ambulance two weeks earlier. “Whatcha working on these days?” was a question he tended only to ask when he was between industry jobs. While Taylor continued the audition circuit after high school, I’d gone to college. My parents deemed it non-negotiable, despite having been raised in the City of Dreams. For a time, they indulged my desire to follow Taylor into the industry. I even logged half a dozen acting credits after his agent took me on, probably as a favor to Taylor at a time when his star was ascending. Teenage acne eventually took me out of the picture—literally—but I had a blast while it lasted.


  We started writing a few spec scripts and plenty more one-pagers (an industry term for a story synopsis on a single sheet), and a couple of these were even given courtesy reads by development execs. But through it all, Mom and Dad Regan made it clear that even if I managed to land more than a supporting role or one of our pitches went into production, I’d still be spending the ages of at least eighteen to twenty-two at UCLA.


  They’d taken a fairly hands-on approach with my class selections, too. While my first couple of years consisted mainly of screen-writing and arts courses—with me thinking I was lending academic credibility to our screenplays—by years three and four my calendar was mostly full of business, design, and marketing. My dad had spent his career in advertising and was convinced it was one of the few recession and automation-proof fields. “People are always going to be selling s***,” was his succinct, yet somehow poetic way of putting it.


  By graduation day, I had a diploma, a wife, a child on the way, and had already started my own shop, Regal Media. Taylor, by contrast, was still hanging onto the dream, though it was losing hair and teeth by then. As his acting credits diminished in proportion to his rising reputation for being a pain in the ass, he was at least beginning to get some paid writing gigs, where they could stick him in a box and he wouldn’t bother anyone. These were usually for one-off commercials at first, though that didn’t stop him from projecting barbs about all the time and money I’d “wasted” by being in college. As his writing improved—which is really saying that as it began conforming to industry norms—so did the level of his jobs, but for a long time there was nothing regular.


  He survived between projects and the occasional acting gig via monthly disbursements from his trust fund. When that wasn’t enough to indulge the Hollywood lifestyle—and by design it seldom was—he occasionally bolstered his income by coming to work for me. Though it was never made entirely clear who was actually in charge.


  Taylor did also live a few blocks away from the supposed crossing, in a rent-controlled apartment on Havenhurst where Chuck co-signed a lease back in 2009. And Taylor did indeed trash a three-thousand dollar hybrid bicycle I’d purchased with cash and good intentions. Taylor’s short-lived use of the bike at least brought its cost-per-ride down to about a thousand dollars, but I was still pissed. When I asked him what happened, he mumbled something about a fox running across the road before quickly saying he would add this to the several-pound stack of verbal IOUs he’d written me over the years. Okay, he may not have said it exactly like that.


  Finally, according to both of them, Taylor did meet Natalie in front of the Chateau Marmont. I would meet her a few weeks later.


  INT. TEA SHOP - WEST HOLLYWOOD - MIDDAY


  TAYLOR and NATALIE are seated at a high-top table in a tea / coffee shop.


  NATALIE


  Is there a last name to go with Taylor?


  TAYLOR


  Thorne.


  NATALIE


  Well, that's a literary name if I've ever heard one. So, Taylor Thorne, tell me about your world.


  TAYLOR


  (laughs)


  Shouldn't you be the one to talk about where you're from?


  NATALIE


  I told you, I'm from here, which makes this whole thing just a little less interesting. They could have sent me to Tokyo, or Mars, or Seychelles. But alas, I'm still in the same neighborhood--yet different.


  A SERVER comes to their table and puts a tea in front of each of them. Taylor's phone buzzes, but he ignores it. Natalie smiles and nods at the server, and waits for them to depart before speaking again.


  NATALIE (CONT'D)


  So, the question is maybe more when than where. And of course, the mighty 'how.'


  (pauses)


  What? What are you grinning about?


  TAYLOR


  I just like the way you talk. This 'when' is March, twenty-twenty-four.


  NATALIE


  That's my 'when' as well. So I guess I'm just moving through space, rather than time or place.


  TAYLOR


  Where do you live?


  NATALIE


  That's a little forward, don't you think? I mean, you just met this girl, lost as she is through space.


  TAYLOR


  I didn't mean--


  NATALIE


  (laughs)


  I'm not being evasive, I promise. It's just a bit of an open question at the moment. How about you, stranger?


  TAYLOR


  Just over on Havenhurst.


  NATALIE


  And that's where you're writing your magnum opus?


  TAYLOR


  (laughs)


  Right now I don't seem to be writing much of anything, anywhere. Let alone anything resembling a masterpiece.


  NATALIE


  So what do you write instead?


  TAYLOR


  Screenplays. Serials. Shorts. I'm a screenwriter.


  NATALIE


  (laughs)


  Ah, and there we have it. I switch dimensions, and everyone is still connected to the industry in some way or another.


  TAYLOR


  But of course.


  (nods towards the service bar)


  Our barista? Probably an actor.


  NATALIE


  (looks around the coffee shop)


  That girl on her eBoard?


  TAYLOR


  On her what?


  NATALIE


  Her eBoard.


  TAYLOR


  (laughs)


  That's an iPad.


  NATALIE


  What kind of pad?


  TAYLOR


  iPad. iPhone?


  NATALIE


  Are you channeling Tarzan?


  Taylor laughs.


  NATALIE (CONT'D)


  Well, either way, she might be studying for something, but I'm going to say... publicist.


  TAYLOR


  (nods toward a table in the corner, occupied by two stooped-over patrons)


  Those two old lovebirds?


  TAYLOR & NATALIE


  Producers.


  They both laugh.


  NATALIE


  I love that.


  TAYLOR


  That everyone is in the industry?


  NATALIE


  No, those two 'old lovebirds,' as you called them, sitting in their world of two.


  Taylor smiles, but it doesn't quite reach his eyes.


  NATALIE (CONT'D)


  Is there a Ms. Thorne?


  TAYLOR


  (grins)


  Now who's asking the forward questions?


  NATALIE


  Well, Taylor, while I'm still learning the nuances of space-time travel, I don't believe this is any moment for small talk, do you?


  TAYLOR


  I loathe small talk.


  NATALIE


  As do I. Though I find many people say the same and then do it anyway.


  TAYLOR


  Well, Natalie, from this moment on, let us vow never to talk small.


  NATALIE


  Agreed. Only the big-ticket topics for us.


  They both smile and take sips of their drinks.


  TAYLOR


  Not exactly.


  NATALIE


  Pardon?


  TAYLOR


  (laughs)


  There's not exactly a Ms. Thorne. Only my mother and grandmother went by that.


  NATALIE


  If it's 'not exactly,' what would be the 'exactly'?


  TAYLOR


  Is there a Mr.-- What is your last name, by the way?


  Natalie grins.


  TAYLOR (CONT'D)


  Why is that funny?


  NATALIE


  It's just been a while since anyone asked.


  TAYLOR


  Well, you said this was no time for small talk, didn't you?


  NATALIE


  (laughs)


  How is my last name not small talk, but your relationship status is?


  TAYLOR


  It's a small relationship.


  NATALIE


  What does that mean?


  Taylor folds his arms across his chest.


  TAYLOR


  Nope. Nuh-uh. I'm not answering anything else until we even up the score.


  NATALIE


  I don't believe in keeping score.


  TAYLOR


  'Though I find many people say the same, then do it anyway.'


  Natalie laughs.


  NATALIE


  Fine. Last name? Pierce. Relationship? I don't know if 'small' is small enough to capture it either.


  They look at one another, taking sips of their tea. Each appears to be evaluating what to say next.


  NATALIE (CONT'D)


  Why aren't scripts the kind of writing you want to be doing?


  TAYLOR


  Pardon?


  NATALIE


  You said earlier that you're writing for other people. What would you write if it was just for you?


  TAYLOR


  I don't know. I've always thought I wanted to make movies. But this industry isn't at all what I dreamt it would be when I was a kid.


  NATALIE


  Truer words might ne'er been spoken.


  TAYLOR


  What do you do, when you're not teleporting?


  Natalie raises an eyebrow and suppresses a smile.


  TAYLOR (CONT'D)


  Been a while since anyone asked that, too?


  NATALIE


  (laughs)


  It has.


  TAYLOR


  Don't get out much?


  This elicits a full-throated laugh from Natalie, causing other patrons to briefly turn their heads toward the couple.


  NATALIE


  Something like that.


  TAYLOR


  Why is that funny?


  NATALIE


  I just like to laugh, Taylor Thorne.


  TAYLOR


  There are worse things to do.


  (pauses)


  I get the sense you're not going to elaborate.


  NATALIE


  It's also a bit of an open question at the moment--


  (checks her watch)


  --and I need to be getting back. Perhaps we'll get into it if we get another of these extended visits. Come to think of it, I've been here for quite a while.


  Natalie looks around the tea shop again, as though seeing it for the first time.


  NATALIE (CONT'D)


  I wonder if I'm here to stay this time. Wouldn't that be a kicker.


  TAYLOR


  It's been at least an hour, I think, and the other times were less than a minute. You're welcome to crash on my couch, though. Assuming aliens sleep.


  NATALIE


  That's all I am to
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