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​CHAPTER ONE - Observers
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This is based on a true story.

How much of it is true... I’ll let you decide.

The holding room is full of people pretending not to be nervous.

Some rehearse quietly under their breath. Others stare at their phones, scrolling with forced

indifference. A few over perform  their confidence, laughing too loudly, making jokes no one

Asked for.

Dante sits near the wall, hands resting on his knees, watching.

He’s late thirties, calm in a way that feels earned rather than manufactured. He doesn’t pace.

Doesn’t rehearse. He just waits, eyes drifting from face to face, reading the room like a place

he’s already been before.

The door opens.

A woman in her forties steps out, clipboard in hand.

“Dante Jones?”

He stands.

The other actors glance up, measuring him without meaning to. Dante nods politely and follows

the woman inside.

The audition room is bright and clinical.

Three people sit behind a table — two women and one man — surrounded by scattered

headshots and resumes. Dante’s photo rests on top of the pile. One of the women flips it over,

scanning his credits.

They all look up at him.

“Hello,” Dante says.

The man smiles. “We’re ready when you are.”

The assistant hands Dante the sides. He takes them, lowers his head for a moment, breathing in,

letting the noise of the world fall away.

He looks up.

“After all this time, how could you?”

“Well, I don’t know what to tell you,” the reader replies flatly. “You were gone half the time.”

“So that gives you the right to throw away all these years?”

“You don’t understand—”

“No,” Dante cuts in, stepping closer. “You don’t understand.”

The shift is subtle but electric.

The reader falters for half a second, scrambling to catch up. Behind the table, the two women

exchange a glance. The man smiles despite himself.

It’s working.

Dante exits the building a few minutes later, already texting on his phone.

I finished early. I’m gonna go pick him up, thank you.

He hits send and slips the phone back into his pocket.

The city swallows him whole.

He rides the subway uptown, standing among strangers, watching reflections flicker across the

dark windows. His mind drifts — not to the audition, not to the outcome, but to the familiar math

of the day: time, money, responsibility, love.

At 125th Street, he steps off.

Harlem sings around him, vibrant and alive, layered with voices and histories. He walks the last

few blocks to a school just as the doors open.

Children spill out in waves.

Dante’s phone rings.

“How’d it go?” his agent asks.

“Well,” Dante says. “I think. They liked me. Or at least pretended to.”

“I’ll let you know if I hear anything.”

“Thanks. I’ll swing by next week. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Sounds good.”

Dante hangs up just as the security guard approaches.

“What’s up, man.”

“Nothing much,” Dante says dryly. “Living the dream.”

The guard chuckles.

Kyle appears from the crowd and runs straight into his arms.

Dante hugs him without hesitation, the world rearranging itself around that single moment.

“How was your day?”

“Alright. Mr. C is annoying.”

“What did he do now?”

“I threw a ball at someone’s head by accident and he put me on time out.”

“Did you apologize?”

“Yes.”

“Then you’re good.”

"what else?" Dante asks. "How was your mom's?"

Kyle shrugs. “Mom was fine. School was fine. Now I’m here.”

Dante laughs, recognizing himself in his son.

They walk home together.

Dinner is simple.

They eat on the couch, watching Dragon Ball Super, Kyle explaining the plot with unnecessary

intensity.

“Do we have Lea this weekend?” Kyle asks.

“Friday,” Dante replies.

Kyle nods, satisfied.

Later, the apartment is quiet.

Kyle lies in bed beneath a soft blue nightlight. A toy astronaut rests beside his pillow.

Dante sits at the edge of the mattress, one hand on Kyle’s back.

“Tell me one of your stories,” Kyle murmurs.

“The one about where you came from.”

Dante pretends to consider it.

“You sure? It’s top secret.”

Kyle nods solemnly.

“Okay,” Dante says. “But you can’t tell anyone. Not even the dog at mama’s house.”

Kyle smiles.

“Well,” Dante continues softly, “where I’m from, people don’t really have names. We’re

observers. We watch. We learn.

“Why’d they send you here?”

“To study humans. How they love. How they hurt each other even when they don’t mean to.”

Kyle thinks.

“And when you’re done?”

“They’ll send a beam of light to take me back home.”

Kyle’s eyes widen.

“Will I see it?”

“Maybe. If you keep your eyes open.”

Dante kisses his forehead.

Kyle drifts to sleep.

The nightlight flickers once.

Dante pours himself a drink.

He sits at the coffee table, opens his laptop, and begins to write.

The cursor blinks.

Then the words appear on the screen:

His body was never recovered...

Dante stops.

He walks to the window, staring out at the city lights — endless, glittering, alive.
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​CHAPTER TWO - Morning People
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Dante wakes up on the couch with his neck bent at an angle that feels wrong in several different

ways.

His laptop is still open on the coffee table, the screen dimmed but alive. Somewhere inside it, his

last thought from the night before is still waiting for him. He doesn’t look.

His alarm goes off.

Dante hits stop, stands up, and walks straight into the bedroom.

“Kyle,” he says softly, nudging the blanket. “Time.”

Kyle groans, rolls over, and pretends not to exist.

They brush their teeth side by side, both staring at their own reflections with identical

expressions of mild resistance. Kyle pulls on his clothes while Dante packs a lunchbox—fruit, a

sandwich, something sweet he’ll pretend not to notice.

They leave the apartment together without much ceremony.

The subway is already full.

Bodies packed too close, everyone staring straight ahead or at nothing in particular. Kyle watches

the faces around him, absorbing details adults no longer notice—tight jaws, tired eyes,

expressions permanently halfway between irritation and resignation.

“Dad,” he says.

“Yes.”

“Why does everyone look so angry in the morning?”

Dante looks around the car.

He considers the question more seriously than Kyle expects.

“Well,” he says slowly, “that’s actually a good question.”

Kyle waits.

“Whatever you decide to do later in life,” Dante continues, “make sure it’s something you love.

Something that never feels like a job.”

Kyle frowns. “But they all have jobs.”

“Yeah,” Dante says. “Most of them are going somewhere they don’t like because they have to.

Because they need money to support themselves. And their families.”

Kyle thinks about that.

“Do you like your job?”

Dante smiles faintly.

“I very much do,” he says. “Whenever they let me do it.”

Kyle nods like this makes perfect sense.

“You wanna play chess?”

“Sure.”

Dante unlocks his phone, opens the app, and hands it over. Kyle immediately starts planning

three moves ahead.

Back home, Dante rearranges the living room.

The couch slides to the side. The coffee table moves against the wall. A blue fabric backdrop

goes up on a tripod, wrinkled but passable. Another tripod takes position opposite it.

The apartment becomes a studio in ten minutes.

Dante checks the framing on his phone, reads his sides one last time, then texts quickly.

His phone vibrates. He smiles.

He clips the phone into place, grabs Kyle’s iPad, and dials.

Pedro answers on the second ring.

“What’s up, my brother!”

“Hanging in there,” Dante says. “How you doing?”

“Doing my thing. Whatever that is. Had an audition yesterday. In person.”

“Yeah? How’d it go?”

“Good. Same casting director keeps bringing me back, so that’s something.”

“Keep plugging away. What was it for?”

“This pilot about a group of thieves. Writing was shit, but I could use the work.”

Dante laughs. “Man. This fucking career, I swear.”

“Who you telling. Anyway, this one doesn’t seem so bad?”

“Yeah,” Dante says. “I actually like this character. So you’re everyone else, obviously.”

Pedro smirks. “You off book?”

“When am I not?”

“True. That brain of yours. Alright—whenever you’re ready.”

Dante sets the iPad down, presses record on his phone, and steps into frame.

For a moment, everything else disappears.

The city. The bills. The waiting.

There is only the blue wall.

And the chance, however small, that today might move him one inch closer to the life he keeps

promising himself is possible.
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​CHAPTER THREE - Shared Custody
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Dante is making eggs when the knock comes.

Kyle doesn’t even wait for him to answer — he jumps off the couch and runs to the door, already

smiling.

Daniela stands in the hallway, coat half-open, a small hand wrapped around hers.

Lea.

5 years old, all curls and wide eyes, her face a perfect collision of both her parents.

“Kyky!” she squeals.

Kyle drops to his knees just in time to catch her as she throws herself into his arms.

Daniela steps inside, closing the door behind her.

“How are you?” she asks.

“I’m okay,” Kyle says, already dragging Lea toward the living room.

Dante appears from the kitchen.

“What about me?”

Lea breaks free, runs straight into his legs.

“Papa!”

“That’s better,” Dante laughs, scooping her up and kissing her cheek.

Daniela watches, smiling politely.

“Hi.”

“Hey.”

A small pause. Familiar, careful.

“How are you?” she asks.

“I’m good. You?”

“I’m alright. Any work lately?”

Dante exhales. “Not really.”

Daniela nods once, already expecting the answer.

“Well... don’t worry about this month. I picked up extra shifts, so I should be okay.”

“No, it’s fine,” Dante says quickly. “I’ll get it to you by the end of the week.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

She studies him for half a second, then lets it go.

“Alright. Lea! I’m leaving.”

“Bye!” Lea shouts from another room.

Daniela blinks. “Wow. Okay.”

Dante walks her to the door. Their hug is brief, awkward, careful not to
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