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*5 to 9* follows Manuel Santiago Jr., a determined high school senior who lives every day on a
demanding schedule—student from dawn until late afternoon, worker from afternoon until night. Ever
since his father died from a sudden heart attack years earlier, Manuel has taken on the role of second
parent, waking up at 5 a.m. to help his siblings get ready for school, managing household
responsibilities, and working at a local diner until 9 p.m. to help his single mother keep their family
afloat. His father's death not only left an emotional scar but also sparked Manuel’s dream of becoming
a doctor, after witnessing firsthand how lack of access to timely medical care devastated his family.
Becoming the first in the Santiago family to attend college is not just his ambition—it’s his promise to
himself and to the father he lost.

Manuel’'s dream school is UCLA, where he hopes to major in Biology on the pre-med track, setting him
on the path toward becoming a physician. His second choice, UC Irvine, is a campus he respects
deeply and would be proud to attend, especially since it's more affordable and Manuel knows he’ll be
paying tuition on his own. While his heart leans toward UCLA'’s prestige and opportunities, UC Irvine
represents a realistic and meaningful path—one he values, even if it isn’'t the dream. Still, with UCLA
being significantly more selective, the uncertainty weighs heavily on him.

As senior year ramps up, Manuel struggles to balance his AP classes, extracurriculars, and heavy
responsibilities at home. He studies during work breaks, writes essays at one in the morning, and hides
his exhaustion from teachers and friends. Slowly, his grades begin slipping, and for the first time,
Manuel fears that all the sacrifices he’s made are starting to collapse on him. Teachers notice him
falling behind. His counselor reminds him how important first-semester grades are. But Manuel feels
trapped—nhe can’t quit his job, and he can’t drop his dreams.

The breaking point comes when UC Irvine decisions are released. Manuel opens the portal with real
hope: UCI is a respected school, affordable, and an attainable path to becoming a doctor. But when he
reads the rejection, the shock is crushing. Losing the more affordable option—the one that felt within
reach—sends him spiraling. He starts to believe he isn't good enough for UCLA, and maybe not college
at all. His grades drop further. His motivation fades. He enters his abyss—a moment where the future
he imagined feels like it's slipping through his fingers, just like his father slipped away.

Eventually, Manuel breaks down under the pressure and finally confides in his counselor, a trusted
teacher, and his boss. When they learn about the full weight he’s been carrying since his father’s
death—the grief, the responsibilities, the financial pressure—they rally behind him. His counselor helps
restructure his deadlines. Teachers offer flexibility and tutoring. His boss adjusts his schedule so he
isn’'t working late every night. For the first time, Manuel isn’t facing everything alone.

With support, Manuel regains control. He brings his grades back up, finishes his applications strong,
and walks into his UCLA interview grounded and honest. He speaks about why he wants to become a
doctor, how losing his father shaped him, and why being the first in his family to pursue higher
education matters. His story carries weight—because it's real.



Weeks later, after waiting in anxious suspense, Manuel opens his UCLA portal at home after a long
shift. He’s accepted. The final moment shows him standing outside under a streetlamp, still in his diner
apron, holding the acceptance letter as tears fill his eyes. Exhausted but victorious, Manuel Santiago Jr.
doesn't just get into college—he breaks a generational barrier, honors his father's memory, and takes
the first step toward becoming the doctor he once wished his family had.



