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S unrise

SKYLAR IS TOSSING AND TURNING when he first smells smoke.

Heblinks repeatedly to focus in the darkness. Sniffs the acrid air,
noticing clouds of smoke wafting through the cracks of the closed
door. The red numbers of the digital clock on his nightstand glow
1:18 a.m.

“Oh my God!” he shouts, tumbling out of bed, groping through
darkness and shadows. “Shit!” he whispers, wringing his hand
after touching the doorknob, unaware of its intense heat. He runs
into the bathroom, clicks on the light, grabs a towel, and thrusts it
under the cold-water faucet, inadvertently knocking medicine bot-
tles, toothbrushes, and dental floss out of his way. His body tingles
from the rush of heat enveloping the room. He is terrified of open-
ing the door. But far more terrified of leaving it closed.

Loud, crackling flames, the intimidating height of the doorway,
leap out and lick at him like spookhouse pranks. He covers his
nose and mouth with the damp towel. Through flickering waves
of fire and thickening smoke, he sees his invalid father rolled on
his side, his back facing Skylar, the wheelchair at the foot of the
bed. He lies immobile, lifeless. Skylar can’t tell if he’s dead, or
unconscious.

“Daddy!” Skylar yells, the roar of the flames drowning him out.
He must outwit the blaze to rescue his paraplegic father. He stiffens
at the inevitability of having to enter the room.

When he spots an opening, he half lunges forward. But pulls
back when the dancing flames merge. His forehead drips sweat
from heat and anxiety, his black face turning blacker from the dingy
clouds. He coughs and chokes violently, his chest inflating, lungs
exploding. He paces quickly, on the verge of panic, his mind des-
perate for a strategy to penetrate the blazing room. His father
remains immobile.




He stops pacing. Dizzy from the inhalation of thick fumes, he
stands frozen, helpless, incapable of movement. His feet feel one
with the floorboards, his alertness waning. Ready to jump through
the raging flames devouring the door frame, his rubbery body
begins a graceful sway, both arms blocking his face, when the
director yells, “Cut!”

|

A loud buzzer sounds. A bullhorn amplifying the director’s voice
commands cast and crew to break for ten. Silence segues to chatter
and laughter. Skylar remains on his mark, the angle of his head
submissive. The impatient actor portraying his father leaps out of
bed, hissing through clenched teeth. The cinematographer, assis-
tant director, and script girl sigh. The director softly touches Sky-
lar’s shoulder. He winces. Pandemonium subsides as everyone
empties the set, milling outside the building. It is quiet again and
Skylar is alone with the director.

“Is there a problem?” the director asks, his gaze fixed on the
cigarette being crushed beneath his toe.

“No,” Skylar replies, unable to face him.

“This is the ninth take and you can’t walk through the flames.”
Glancing over his shoulder, he lights another cigarette, which bobs
in his mouth as he speaks. “I assure you, the costume is guaranteed
fireproof.”

“I know.”

“And it’s not too late for the stuntman to complete the take—"

“No,” Skylar replies, more abruptly than he meant to. But he will
not be deterred on this. “I insist on doing it ... myself.”

“Are you afraid of fire?” He faces Skylar for the first time.

“What does that mean?”

“Just a question. Relax.” He pulls deeply on the cigarette, then
speaks, the smoke escaping his lips in short bursts. “I've got a
schedule, a budget to adhere to—"

“I know, I know.” Skylar still avoids eye contact. “Just give me
time. I know I can do it.” He doesn’t care to discuss it any further.
“I'll be in my trailer. See you in ten?” He walks away.

The sun blinds him when he steps outside the soundstage. All
eyes gang up on him as he heads toward his trailer. No one speaks.
They just look, exchange embarrassed glances with each other, and
continue their conversations, their eyes trailing the principal actor.
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