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  HOW TO READ A SCREENPLAY


  



  Screenplays are a unique form of storytelling—part blueprint, part poetry. They ask the reader’s imagination to fill in the gaps, just as a film crew will one day turn the words into images and sound.


  A screenplay isn’t a novel; it’s a blueprint for a film. Scenes are introduced with headers (also called scene headings or slug lines) like:


  



  INT. BEDROOM – NIGHT


  



  “INT.” (interior) means the action takes place indoors—here, in a bedroom. “NIGHT” indicates the time of day.


  



  EXT. NEW JERSEY STREETS – DAY


  



  “EXT.” (exterior) means the action is outside. “Day” tells us it’s daytime.


  



  Descriptions are concise, focused on visible action and dialogue. Internal thoughts generally aren’t written—that’s for actors and directors to interpret. For example:


  INT. BEDROOM – NIGHT


  Jane turns and stares at the gun Jack aims at her heart.


  JANE


  Hello, Jack.


  JACK


  Hi, Jane.


  



  Pretty spare on the page, right? Now picture Julia Roberts and Richard Gere performing it. Or Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie. The magic happens when talented actors, directors, and crew breathe life into these words. As you read, bring your inner filmmaker to the table—imagine the emotions, performances, and visuals.


  Sometimes you’ll see “parentheticals,” quick cues about delivery or tone. Here’s the same scene with a couple added:


  INT. BEDROOM – NIGHT


  Jane turns and stares at the gun Jack has aimed at her heart.


  JANE


  (happy)


  Hello, Jack.


  Beat.


  JACK


  (cold)


  Hi, Jane.


  


  Here, Jane is happy to see Jack, but he’s cold toward her. Most actors I know (myself included) cross these out as they do their own analysis and make personal choices.


  Still, parentheticals can help a script reader who doesn’t have time for deep analysis grasp the intended tone.


  Another word above—“Beat”—indicates a brief pause in the rhythm. It signals that something shifts: the character is processing, weighing, scheming—whatever the moment demands—before speaking. Use it sparingly. They sometimes serve more as reminder to me that there’s a shift in the character’s emotional thrust at this point.


  Alright, with those basics under our belt, let’s dive in!


  ABOUT "THE DARK BETWEEN US"


  



  The journey of THE DARK BETWEEN US began with a script titled YOUR ONLY HOPE.


  



  I wrote YOUR ONLY HOPE while my debut feature, the romantic comedy Love Love, was playing at a festival in Setúbal. The streets of Lisbon, the tranquility of Tróia, and my urge to write a dark thriller all seeped into the pages.


  



  Over time, the story evolved, but its Portuguese inspirations stayed. In that first version, I named the protagonist HOLDEN—an homage to the iconic figure from The Catcher in the Rye, a book that left a lasting mark on me.


  



  The next iteration, simply titled HOLDEN, shifted the story to New York City—a production-friendly choice since I lived and worked in the metro area.


  



  We finally shot the film during the pandemic. That draft became THE DARK BETWEEN US, rewritten for two talented South Asian actors based in New York. Given the circumstances, we filmed in an actor’s apartment, masked, with a tiny crew.


  



  Even then, its Portuguese genesis persisted. The finished short includes ferry footage to Tróia that I shot of my wife and our then-infant daughter during a festival-organized tour.


  



  Short films are where I experiment and grow as a storyteller. This project showed me how dramatically an idea can morph from spark to screen.


  



  THE DARK BETWEEN US went on to win a Best Creator award at the Seoul Webfest, earn a nomination for Best Suspense/Thriller, and place #5 on Coverfly’s Thriller list.


  



  Below, you’ll find all three versions: THE DARK BETWEEN US (an early draft of the produced film), HOLDEN (the noir NYC iteration), and YOUR ONLY HOPE (the earliest version).


  



  I hope you enjoy the ride—and the creative risks that shaped it.


  
    THE DARK BETWEEN US


    
 INT. KITCHEN - NIGHT


    CLOSE ON: A KNIFE cuts through the layers of AN ONION.


    WE ARE IN a NEW YORK CITY apartment.


    AMAR, Indian-American, 30s, pauses the cutting to look up towards the bedroom with an expression of sadness and anger.


    He raises the hand with the knife to wipe his face.


    PASTA WITH BROCCOLI boils on the stove.


    AMAR


    Ruhi?


    No response.


    CLOSE ON KNIFE as Amar places it on the cutting board and heads towards the bedroom.


    INT. BEDROOM - NIGHT


    RUHI, indeterminate ethnicity, 30s, stands shrouded in darkness, staring out at the night view of the city. She doesn’t turn when she hears Amar.


    AMAR (O.S.)


    You must be hungry. You haven’t eaten for two days.


    Ruhi continues to stare at the city and speaks - almost to herself.


    RUHI


    It was too good to be true.


    Amar -- standing in the doorway. Too afraid to move closer.


    AMAR


    The past is the past. We are here now. Just you and I.


    RUHI


    You are married. And I had no idea.


    AMAR


    I should have told you the truth.


    Ruhi holds up a PHOTO FRAME. The PHOTO is hidden from us.


    RUHI


    About your wife? About your other identity?


    AMAR


    About everything. The real truth.


    RUHI


    Will that make me happy? You promised to keep me happy. That was the deal.


    Beat.


    AMAR


    Let it go. And let’s eat. Please.


    She shoves the frame into his hands and leaves.


    RUHI


    I’m done with you.


    The front door slams shut.


    AMAR


    Ruhi...


    Amar looks at the frame for a moment. Throws it.


    INT. LIVING ROOM - NIGHT


    The frame lands on the sofa. Face down.


    INT. STAIRCASE - NIGHT


    Ruhi runs up the stairs. Moments later, Amar follows.


    EXT. ROOFTOP - NIGHT


    Ruhi watches the night skyline of Manhattan lost in thought. Amar comes up to her.


    AMAR


    Don’t leave, Ruhi.


    RUHI


    Will you keep me happy if I stay?


    AMAR


    I promise.


    Ruhi regards him warily for a moment. Then --


    RUHI


    I’m hungry.


    Amar smiles.


    AMAR


    I know.


    A trance-y piece of MUSIC with a TABLA beat begins to play.


    Ruhi walks back, Amar stares after her for a moment. Then follows her.


    INT. LIVING ROOM - NIGHT


    CLOSE ON: Ruhi dances - a slow, swaying dance. As if she’s in a trance of some kind.


    INT. KITCHEN - NIGHT


    Amar -- washes PLATES in the sink as he watches her.


    AMAR'S POV: Ruhi laughs and smiles as she sways to the music. She doesn’t even LOOK at him.


    Amar POURS wine in two glasses. He walks over to her. Hands her one. Raises his own in a toast.


    AMAR


    Tchin Tchin.


    Ruhi takes the glass, DOWNS the wine, and hands it back.


    AMAR


    Happy?


    A curious smile. Then, she shakes her head.


    RUHI


    Where is she?


    AMAR


    Who?


    RUHI


    The wife.


    AMAR


    I don’t know. She left me. Remember?


    RUHI


    You never told me where she went?


    AMAR


    No, I didn’t. Because I don’t know where she went. Do we have to do this?


    INT. KITCHEN - NIGHT


    Amar moves into the kitchen. Pours his wine into the sink with a pointed glare at her.


    Ruhi moves across the counter and stands facing him.


    RUHI


    Why didn’t you get a divorce? Convince me that everything you said about what happened is the truth.


    AMAR


    She disappeared. I couldn’t get a divorce. So I changed my identity. Started a new life. Met you. Okay?


    Amar starts to rinse the glasses --


    RUHI


    Something must have happened to her.


    AMAR


    Sure. Marriage. Kids. She always wanted kids.


    RUHI


    Something bad must have happened to her. And you are hiding it from me.


    Amar walks over holding the knife he was washing.


    INT. LIVING ROOM - NIGHT


    AMAR


    What do you want, Ruhi? What do you want from me?


    RUHI


    Are you going to hurt me?


    Amar realizes he’s holding a knife and goes back into the kitchen. Throws the knife in the sink.


    AMAR


    Go to hell.


    INT. BEDROOM - NIGHT


    Amar walks into the bedroom and stares out at the night city view from the window. A mirror image of what Ruhi did before.


    RUHI (V.O.)


    Did you hurt her?


    INT. LIVING ROOM - NIGHT


    Ruhi also stares out at the night city view -- but from the window in the living room.


    INTERCUT - LIVING ROOM / BEDROOM


    RUHI


    Did you hurt her?


    AMAR


    No.


    RUHI


    When did you see her last?


    AMAR


    I don’t remember...


    Ruhi -- confident.


    RUHI


    It was Lisbon.


    AMAR


    What?


    RUHI


    The last time you saw her was in Lisbon. Portugal. June. Two years ago.


    AMAR


    How do you know...?


    RUHI


    I know. You can’t hide anything from me, Amar.


    AMAR


    You are right. I remember now. It was Lisbon. I had convinced her to go with me for our anniversary. One last chance to try and fix our marriage...


    (beat)


    On our last day there, she insisted on going to a concert in a park by some musician who was a national treasure of Portugal or some such bullshit. It was a beautiful day. She looked so radiant in the sunlight. Laughing and smiling and dancing. She never once looked at me. Like I wasn’t even there.


    Amar -- lost in the memory.


    RUHI


    And then?


    AMAR


    Then?


    (shrugs)


    We got back to the hotel. She packed her bags and left.


    Ruhi appears in the doorway.


    RUHI


    And that’s the truth?


    AMAR


    Yes.


    RUHI


    Amar, she never made it back to the hotel.


    She walks closer to him - coming face-to-face.


    AMAR


    What do you mean?


    RUHI


    She was watching the sunset...


    AMAR


    What sunset?


    RUHI


    The sunset over the Arrabida mountain.


    AMAR


    Take your goddamn meds, Ruhi. There’s no way you can know that.


    RUHI


    You talk in your sleep. You talk in


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  

