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Act 1

◆

Setup


Chapter 1

The Noticing

Andy stood in the center of Times Square, his boots planted on asphalt that hummed beneath the weight of a million restless lives. Cold air slid through the canyon of buildings carrying the smell of ozone and wet concrete. Above him, towering digital screens washed the crowd in electric blues and violent pinks, turning faces ghostly for half a second before replacing them with something brighter, louder, hungrier.

Everywhere he looked, people were trying to hold onto the night before it disappeared.

Phones lifted into the air. Laughter too loud. Champagne already open. Couples kissing before midnight even arrived.

The city felt less like a celebration and more like something straining not to crack apart.

“Look at this place!” Marcus shouted beside him, throwing an arm across Andy’s shoulders hard enough to jolt him sideways. Gin rolled off Marcus’s coat in waves. “This is it, man. Center of the universe. Tonight we own New York.”

Andy nodded automatically.

His neck had gone tight inside his jacket collar. He looked past Marcus toward a family trying to take a selfie near the barricades. The mother kept smiling for the picture while dragging a crying kid back into frame with one hand. A man in a glitter hat shoved through the crowd screaming into his phone. Somewhere nearby, bass from a club rattled through the pavement like a second heartbeat.

The noise compressed something across Andy’s chest.

He tried to find whatever excitement everyone else seemed connected to, but every time he reached for it, the feeling slipped through him like smoke.

“We gotta move,” Leo said, checking his watch for the fourth time in two minutes. “If we’re not close before eleven, we’re dead. I didn’t fly out here to stare at the back of some dude from Jersey.”

Leo was already forcing himself into a gap between tourists before anybody answered him.

Marcus laughed and followed.

Andy followed too because that was what he always did.

The crowd carried them forward in waves. His shoulder bumped strangers he would never remember. Somebody spilled beer near his boots. Confetti stuck to the wet pavement like pieces of cheap plastic snow. He shoved his hands deeper into his pockets and felt the torn lining in his right glove catch against his thumb again.

His mother used to tell him to throw those gloves away.

For some reason, he still hadn’t.

They drifted away from the main artery of the square and slipped into a narrower side street where the noise dulled into a distant roar. The transition happened fast. Neon gave way to shadows. The air smelled older here—wet brick, exhaust, garbage waiting for morning pickup.

Andy slowed slightly.

The darkness felt honest compared to the lights.

Trash skittered across the sidewalk in the wind. Somewhere above them, an apartment window slammed shut. Steam curled from a vent near the curb and disappeared into the cold.

That was when Andy saw the man.

He stood near a rusted lamppost beneath a flickering light that buzzed every few seconds like it was struggling to stay alive. The man wore a faded canvas coat that looked older than Andy was. He wasn’t shouting. Wasn’t preaching. Wasn’t asking anyone for money.

He simply stood there holding a piece of cardboard.

The edges had curled from moisture. The letters were handwritten in thick black marker.

Steady. Deliberate. Unhurried.

Almost everything else in the city seemed desperate to be noticed.

The man did not.

“Oh, you’ve gotta be kidding me,” Marcus muttered, stopping short enough for Leo to nearly run into him. A grin spread slowly across Marcus’s face. The same grin he always wore right before humiliating somebody online. “Look at this. We found a live one.”

Leo pulled out his phone.

Its pale glow lit the bottom half of his face.

“Hold on,” Leo said. “This is perfect. Hey, Pops! You lose your church bus or something?”

The man didn’t react.

His eyes stayed fixed somewhere beyond them, calm and gray beneath the weak light.

Andy saw how still he was.

Still.

Like somebody standing in the middle of a storm who already knew the storm would pass.

Marcus stepped closer. “What’s the sign say? God’s got a plan?” He laughed and gestured toward the overflowing trash cans farther down the alley. “This the plan? Standing out here freezing while everybody else is actually living?”

The man finally lifted the cardboard slightly higher.

The verse reference caught the light first.

Jeremiah 29:11.

Andy went still for a second.

He hadn’t opened a Bible since he was a kid sitting beside his mother in a church that smelled like old carpet and burnt coffee. But he recognized the verse instantly anyway.

Funny how certain things stayed buried until the right moment dug them back up.

The man looked at Marcus when he finally spoke.

“For I know the plans I have for you.”

His voice wasn’t loud.

It didn’t need to be.

The words settled beneath the city noise instead of fighting against it.

Marcus laughed again, but the sound came out thinner this time. “Yeah? Does the plan come with money? Fast cars? Maybe a penthouse? Because if not, I think we’re doing alright on our own.”

Leo circled sideways trying to get a better camera angle. “Seriously, Marcus, get beside him. This is going viral.”

The man ignored the phone completely.

Instead, his eyes shifted past both of them and settled on Andy.

The street suddenly felt longer.

Andy couldn’t explain it. The roar from Times Square was still there somewhere behind them, but it sounded farther away now, muffled beneath the pulse in his ears. For one strange second, it felt like the entire city had stepped backward.

The man’s expression never changed.

No judgment. No anger. No performance.

As if he were looking at somebody he had expected to see eventually.

“…plans to give you a future,” the man continued, “…and a hope.”

The words landed harder than they should have.

Andy swallowed.

His throat felt dry all at once.

Marcus shook his head and turned away first. “Man, what a depressing way to spend New Year’s Eve.” He slapped Leo on the shoulder. “Come on. We’re losing our spot.”

Their laughter returned quickly, but now Andy noticed something frantic underneath it.

Like they were trying to outrun silence before it caught them.

He took a step to follow them.

Then another.

But he kept looking back.

The man had already returned to stillness beneath the flickering light, cardboard sign resting against his coat while wind curled through the alley around him. Neon from the square bled faintly across the brick walls without ever fully reaching him.

The shadows held him instead.

Andy couldn’t stop thinking about the verse. Not because it was loud.

But because it was heavier than the giant glowing advertisements screaming above the city.

Like one quiet sentence somehow carried more weight than everything else combined.

“Andy!” Leo yelled from ahead. “You coming or what?”

Andy blinked and forced himself forward again.

The crowd swallowed them as they pushed back into Times Square. Noise slammed into him immediately—music, chanting, horns, people screaming countdown numbers long before midnight arrived. Giant screens flashed across wet pavement while helicopters circled somewhere overhead like insects.

Marcus was shouting with strangers already.

Leo had his phone raised high filming everything.

Andy looked up at the massive glowing clock hanging over the square.

Then he looked between people instead.

At the dark spaces the neon couldn’t quite reach.

A woman crying while pretending to laugh. A man staring blankly into nothing while his girlfriend kissed his cheek. Security guards watching the crowd with exhausted eyes.

Everybody seemed desperate for midnight to fix something.

Andy rubbed a hand across his face.

His skin felt gritty from the city air.

For the first time in a long time, the emptiness inside him had shifted. Not larger or smaller.

Like a question had finally been asked out loud.

The countdown began.

A million voices rose together in broken unison.

Ten. Nine. Eight.

Andy didn’t join them.

He stood still while cold wind moved through the crowd and wondered if the man was still standing beneath that flickering light somewhere beyond the noise, waiting for the year to end.

Or maybe waiting for something else entirely.

Seven. Six. Five.

Marcus screamed beside him.

Confetti cannons fired too early.

Phones lifted everywhere around him.

Andy stared into the spaces between strangers and felt something unfamiliar settle quietly beneath the noise.

Just something uncomfortable pressing quietly at the edges of the night.


Chapter 2

The Countdown

The digital clock above Times Square flickered against the clouds, its massive glowing numbers bleeding through cold air and drifting steam. Eleven fifty-nine and thirty-nine seconds.

The city tightened around the moment.

Andy stood shoulder to shoulder with strangers packed so tightly he could barely move his arms without bumping somebody. Heavy coats scraped against him from every direction. Someone behind him kept shoving forward every few seconds as if getting six inches closer to midnight might somehow change their life.

The crowd smelled like sweat, alcohol, perfume, wet wool, and street smoke.

A woman somewhere nearby was laughing too hard.

A man in front of Andy had tears running down his face while he screamed into the sky.

Marcus leaned close enough for Andy to feel bourbon on his breath. “This is it, man!” he shouted, grinning wildly beneath the shifting neon lights. “Best year of our lives starts right now.”

Andy nodded automatically.

The words slid past him without landing.

Above the crowd, giant screens flashed advertisements between countdown graphics. Luxury watches. Airlines. Streaming services. Beautiful people smiling like they had discovered something permanent. The light washed over the sea of faces below, turning everyone artificial for a second before changing colors again.

Andy looked around and suddenly had the strange feeling that nobody here actually believed the night would fix anything.

But they desperately wanted it to.

The pressure inside the crowd kept building. Bodies pressed tighter together. Phones lifted into the air like people were trying to record proof they had existed here. Confetti already clung to wet pavement near the barricades, flattened into gray slush beneath thousands of boots before midnight had even arrived.

A woman beside Andy whispered the countdown numbers early under her breath.

Nervous.

Like a prayer she was afraid might stop working if she didn’t keep repeating it.

Marcus was yelling at Leo now, trying to get him closer for a better video angle. Leo barely looked up from his phone. The screen reflected brightly in his eyes while he adjusted camera settings with frantic concentration.

Even now, he was experiencing the night through glass.

Andy tried to take a full breath and couldn’t.

The crowd compressed tighter.

Somewhere deeper in the square, people had started counting down already even though there were still nearly forty seconds left. The sound rolled outward in uneven waves before collapsing into shouting and laughter again.

Andy closed his eyes for one second.

Immediately he saw the cardboard sign again.

Jeremiah 29:11.

The memory came back sharper than the lights around him.

Plans to give you a future and a hope.

The words sat out of place here, buried beneath digital advertisements and screaming strangers. They carried more weight than the giant glowing screens hanging over the city.

“Thirty seconds!” somebody screamed.

The crowd erupted again.

People shoved forward hard enough to rock the barricades. A girl climbed onto her boyfriend’s shoulders near the center of the street while security guards shouted at her to get down. Somewhere nearby, a bottle shattered against the pavement.

Andy felt sweat beneath his jacket despite the freezing air.

He suddenly wanted out of the crowd.

Like his body had realized something before the rest of him caught up.

The woman beside him was crying openly now. Mascara streaked beneath her eyes while she smiled at absolutely nothing. Andy watched her grip a cheap plastic horn so tightly her knuckles turned white.

He wondered what she was hoping midnight would erase.

Ten.

The square exploded into synchronized screaming.

Nine.

The sound struck Andy physically, vibrating through his chest and ribs.

Eight.

People jumped in place.

Seven.

Marcus wrapped an arm around his shoulders again.

Six.

Leo held his phone higher above the crowd.

Five.

Andy looked up at the descending ball glowing against the dark sky.

Four.

Three.

The city seemed to inhale all at once.

Two.

Silence flashed briefly through Andy’s mind—not outside, but somewhere underneath the noise. A small pocket of stillness buried beneath the chaos.

Then—

ONE!

The square detonated.

Confetti cannons erupted from rooftops, vomiting color into the freezing air. Lights strobed violently across the buildings while strangers grabbed each other and screamed like survivors pulled from a wreck. People kissed desperately. Some cried harder after midnight than before it.

Marcus shook Andy violently by the shoulders. “Happy New Year!”

Andy forced a smile that disappeared.

Paper rained down around them.

For a few seconds it looked beautiful suspended in the lights.

Then it started landing.

Wet pavement. Dirty snow. Beer puddles. Garbage bags stacked near barricades.

By morning it would all be swept away.

The woman beside him was kissing a stranger now with her eyes squeezed shut like she was trying to hold onto something already slipping away. Nearby, a man screamed that this year was finally going to be different while his friends filmed him laughing.

The desperation hadn’t disappeared at midnight.

It had only changed shape.

“C’mon!” Leo yelled. “The party’s just getting started!”

The group started forcing their way toward the side streets while the city kept screaming behind them. Andy followed slowly, stepping over crushed cups and soaked confetti. His shoulder brushed against strangers moving in every direction at once.

He glanced back one last time toward the darker street where they’d seen the man with the cardboard sign.

The alley was invisible now beneath the flood of neon and smoke.

Still, Andy couldn’t shake the feeling that the man remained there somewhere beyond the lights, untouched by the noise, waiting patiently while the city exhausted itself trying to feel alive.

Marcus kept talking beside him about afterparties and rooftop bars.

Andy barely heard him.

The emptiness inside him was still there.

Not louder. Not smaller.

Just harder to ignore now.

As the group turned away from Times Square, the celebration behind them blended into one massive distorted roar. It no longer sounded joyful to Andy.

Beside him Marcus was already laughing at something ahead, the sound loose and searching. Andy watched his face instead of the crowd and couldn’t find anything settled in it.

He shoved his hands deeper into his pockets and kept walking into the new year feeling less like someone beginning a new life and more like someone who had finally noticed how lost everyone around him really was.


Chapter 3

The Echo

Morning came gray.

The kind that pressed flat against the windows and made the city feel tired before the day had even started.

Andy woke on Marcus’s couch with a pounding headache and the stale taste of whiskey sitting heavy at the back of his throat. The television was still on mute across the room, flashing endless New Year highlights beneath a scrolling news banner. Confetti drifted silently across the screen while smiling anchors talked about fresh starts and resolutions no one in the apartment was listening to.

Empty bottles crowded the coffee table.

One had tipped over during the night, leaving a dark stain across a stack of pizza boxes.

Marcus was asleep in the recliner with his mouth open, one shoe still on. Leo had collapsed on the floor beside the couch, phone still clutched loosely in his hand like he’d fallen asleep scrolling.

The room smelled sour. Alcohol. Sweat. Cold takeout grease.

Andy rubbed both hands over his face and sat there for a moment without moving.

Outside, a siren wailed somewhere below the apartment window before fading into traffic noise and distant horns. The city sounded exhausted.

His phone buzzed in his jacket pocket.

Then buzzed again.

Messages. Notifications. Videos. Tags.

The world had already moved on to documenting the night before.

Andy pulled out the phone.

Thirty-two notifications.

Marcus had already uploaded clips from Times Square.

Leo too.

Andy watched the first video automatically.

Shaky camera movement. People screaming. Lights exploding overhead.

Marcus appeared on-screen laughing wildly while confetti blasted across the square behind him. Leo spun the camera toward the crowd and shouted something incoherent into the microphone before the image jerked sideways—

—and briefly caught the alley.

The flickering light. The brick wall. The old man holding the cardboard sign.

Then the camera snapped back toward the celebration.

Andy replayed the clip.

Again.

The preacher barely occupied two seconds of footage, half hidden in shadows while the city screamed around him.

Still, Andy couldn’t stop looking at him.

Jeremiah 29:11.

The numbers sat in Andy’s memory now, heavier than they had any right to feel.

A new notification appeared.

Marcus: BRO THIS IS BLOWING UP 😂😂😂

Another.

Leo: People are LOSING IT in the comments.

Andy opened the video page.

Views were climbing rapidly.

Thousands already.

The comments moved faster than he could read them.

LOL religious NPC bro picked the worst audience possible this guy definitely lives under a bridge future and a hope 😂 someone get grandpa back to church NYC eats people like this alive

Andy kept scrolling.

At first the comments were funny. Then repetitive. Then strangely angry.

People mocked the old man harder than they needed to.

One comment stopped him.

Everybody wants hope until somebody talks about where to find it.

Andy stared at the sentence longer than the others.

Something about it bothered him.

Because it felt true in a way he couldn’t explain.

Marcus stirred in the recliner behind him. “How many views now?” he mumbled without opening his eyes.

Andy locked the screen. “A lot.”

Marcus grinned weakly. “Told you. People love trainwrecks.”

The apartment fell quiet again except for the television flashing silently across the walls.

Andy stood and walked toward the kitchen.

The floor creaked beneath his socks. Someone had left cabinet doors hanging open overnight. A half-empty bottle of champagne sat beside the sink next to melting ice and paper plates streaked with dried sauce.

The overhead light buzzed.

He poured water into a glass and stood at the sink.

The water tasted flat.

He stayed there longer than he meant to.

His phone buzzed again.

Another comment notification.

Another replay.

Another joke.

He leaned against the counter and watched snow drift lightly past the window outside. The city looked different during daylight. Less magical. Dirtier. Exhaust hanging between buildings. Wet slush piled against curbs. Steam rising from street vents like the city itself was struggling to breathe.

The verse returned again without warning.

Plans to give you a future and a hope.

Andy shut his eyes briefly.

He could still hear the man’s voice beneath the screaming crowd. Calm. Certain. Almost gentle.

That part unsettled him more than the verse itself.

Most people in the city sounded desperate to be heard.

The man hadn’t.

Behind him, the television suddenly crackled with static before correcting itself.

Marcus groaned from the recliner. “Turn that thing off.”

Andy grabbed the remote and muted the flashing screen completely.

The silence that followed sat strangely heavy.

He stood there listening to the old radiator click inside the wall.

Water pipes groaned somewhere overhead. A car alarm echoed outside. Then quiet again.

His phone lit up one more time.

Mom.

He stared at the screen while it vibrated in his hand.

The call went to voicemail.

A few seconds later, a text appeared.

Hope you made it into the new year safe. Love you.

Andy read the message twice.

Then locked the phone without replying.

The apartment suddenly felt smaller than before.

He walked back toward the living room and paused near the window.

Across the street, people were already dragging garbage bags full of soaked confetti toward the curb. A sanitation truck crept through the intersection while workers scraped wet paper off the pavement with long push brooms.

By afternoon, most traces of the celebration would be gone.

Andy rested his forehead lightly against the cold glass.

Somewhere beneath the endless noise of the city, beneath the hangovers and headlines and glowing screens, something quiet had followed him home from that alley.

Just an irritation beneath the surface of his thoughts.

Something he couldn’t locate or explain.

Behind him, Marcus started snoring again.

The muted television flashed across the apartment walls in silent bursts of blue light.

Andy stood alone in the dim room while snow drifted slowly outside and wondered why two sentences written on a piece of cardboard felt more difficult to ignore than everything else he had seen in New York.


Chapter 4

The Loop

By July, the city felt swollen with heat.

Humidity clung to everything—the siding on the house, the cushions on the deck chairs, even the labels peeling slowly from the beer bottles sweating in Andy’s hands. The backyard grass had grown uneven and wild around the edges of the fence because nobody had bothered cutting it in weeks.

Marcus sat hunched over his phone at the patio table, scrolling endlessly while blue light reflected off his face. Leo stood near the grill fighting with a cheap lighter and swearing under his breath every few seconds when the flame died in the wind.

The evening sagged around them.

Nothing moved quickly anymore.

“Twenty thousand shares now,” Marcus said without looking up. “That Times Square clip’s still climbing.”

Andy leaned against the railing and watched a beetle crawl slowly across the cracked paint near his elbow.

“People still care about that?” he asked.

Marcus laughed. “Internet never forgets, man.”

Leo finally got the lighter working. Cigarette smoke drifted upward into the thick air. “That old guy looked completely dead inside,” he said. “The comments are brutal.”

Andy took a sip from his beer.

It was warm already.

He didn’t answer.

The memory hit him anyway—the flickering alley light, the cardboard sign damp from snow, the calm in the man’s voice that felt stranger now than it had that night.

More real, maybe.

“We should go back this year,” Marcus said suddenly. “Not just one night either. Do
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