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	GROWING UP, I never considered myself a theater enthusiast. My acting experiences were limited to the structured confines of television and Shakespearean plays, where I found comfort in the predictability of straightforward performances. It wasn’t until I moved to New York that the vibrant world of Broadway began to capture my interest. Despite living in a city renowned for its theatrical magic, I managed to avoid Broadway shows for the first three years, often playfully mocking my coworkers' obsession with the latest productions.

	 

	Everything changed when my favorite singer, JoJo, joined the cast of Moulin Rouge! on Broadway. The allure of seeing her perform live was too strong to resist, and I found myself in the VIP section of the theater for the first time. By chance, I was seated next to Robyn Hurder, a former cast member and Tony nominee. Unaware of her accolades, I was captivated by her animated presence and passion for theater. Her vibrant character and our insightful conversations opened my eyes to the profound impact theater can have. From that moment on, I immersed myself in the world of Broadway, attending as many shows as possible and connecting with actors and producers. I even ran into Robyn Hurder at other shows, where she always greeted me with kindness and enthusiasm.

	 

	My lifelong love for film, particularly the Golden Age of Hollywood, has always fascinated me. The era’s glamour and larger-than-life personalities, including Joan Crawford, Bette Davis, Jayne Mansfield, Sophia Loren, and icons such as Clark Gable, Cary Grant, Olivia de Havilland, Errol Flynn, Joan Fontaine, Elizabeth Taylor, and Audrey Hepburn, have always captivated me. The charm of New Hollywood stars like Shelley Duvall also never fails to enchant. There’s something timeless about that era—a magic I wanted to capture in my writing.

	 

	The infamous feuds between Hollywood legends intrigued me deeply. The bitter rivalry between Olivia de Havilland and Joan Fontaine was a story waiting to be told. Their sibling feud, a tangled web of personal and professional grievances, was marked by fierce competition and public discord.

	 

	Olivia de Havilland and Joan Fontaine's fraught relationship was deeply rooted in their childhood, where a competitive and abusive environment set the stage for their lifelong rivalry. Born just over a year apart, the sisters were raised under strict and often harsh conditions imposed by their mother Lillian and their stepfather George. Their early years were marked by severe parental expectations and allegations of abuse, including claims by Fontaine of molestation by their stepfather. This tumultuous upbringing fueled their intense rivalry, with de Havilland often seen as the favored child, exacerbating tensions between them.

	 

	Their professional careers mirrored their personal conflicts, peaking in 1942 when both sisters were nominated for the Best Actress Oscar. Joan Fontaine won the award for her role in Suspicion, while Olivia de Havilland was a nominee for Hold Back the Dawn. Fontaine was so nervous about the outcome that she feared her sister might physically attack her. The rivalry resurfaced in 1947 when Olivia de Havilland won the Oscar for To Each His Own. During the ceremony, Fontaine approached her sister to offer congratulations but was met with a cold shoulder as de Havilland ignored her. This incident further highlighted the estrangement between them, with their personal and professional interactions continuing to be marked by tension and unresolved animosity until Fontaine's death in 2013. Their story remains a powerful example of how sibling rivalry can persist and affect relationships, even under the spotlight of fame.
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	Olivia de Havilland (Right) ignoring her sister Joan Fontaine (Left) after winning her Oscar in 1947.

	 

	 

	The feud between Bette Davis and Joan Crawford, two of Hollywood's most iconic actresses, began in the early 1930s and was marked by personal and professional rivalry. The animosity was ignited in 1933 when Crawford's high-profile divorce overshadowed Davis's film release, leading Davis to harbor resentment. This was exacerbated in 1935 when Crawford, who had previously been romantically linked to Davis’s love interest, Franchot Tone, married him. Davis's displeasure was palpable, as she viewed Crawford's actions as a deliberate affront. Their rivalry continued to simmer throughout their careers, with both actresses often attempting to outdo or undermine one another.

	 

	The peak of their feud came during the 1963 Oscars. Bette Davis was nominated for Best Actress for her role in What Ever Happened to Baby Jane?, but Joan Crawford, despite not being nominated, made sure to be present at the ceremony. As Davis was expected to win, Crawford orchestrated a plan to accept the award on behalf of any absent nominee, which allowed her to go on stage when Anne Bancroft won for The Miracle Worker. This act was widely seen as a calculated move to overshadow Davis and solidify Crawford's position in the spotlight, further intensifying their already fraught relationship.
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	Bette Davis (Left) and Joan Crawford (Right)

	 

	Their relationship, filled with acrimony and high-stakes drama, was a testament to the intense pressures of Hollywood stardom and the destructive potential of rivalry.

	 

	"Two Swans on 44th Street" is a product of these inspirations. Although I’ve lived in Los Angeles, New York’s energy and my experiences there provided the perfect backdrop for this story. The characters and events in this book are a blend of real-life inspirations and fictional creations, drawing heavily from the dynamics of Hollywood’s Golden Age and the personal dramas of its stars. The book weaves elements of true Hollywood scandals and sibling rivalries into its narrative, bringing to life the intense and often tragic undercurrents of fame and ambition.

	 

	I was also deeply curious about the everyday life of a performer, particularly the grueling nature of maintaining a career in theater with eight shows a week. I wanted to explore how the relentless stress and pressure of such a demanding lifestyle could impact individuals, leading to personal and professional unraveling. The constant performance, public scrutiny, and demanding schedules create a pressure-cooker environment that I sought to understand and depict in this story.

	 

	I engaged with several performers on Instagram, posing a range of questions to gain insights into their experiences. Additionally, I conducted extensive research on actors from the 1950s to the 1990s to examine their strategies for award campaigning.

	 

	I am profoundly grateful to you, the reader, for embarking on this journey with me. I hope you find as much joy in reading Two Swans on 44th Street as I did in writing it. Thank you for allowing me to share this tale with you, and I hope it brings you into the world of Broadway and Hollywood with as much wonder and excitement as it did for me.

	 

	Enjoy the show!

	Rowan Aubert

	



	



	To Olta and Bev,

	Without the two of you, this book wouldn’t

	Be complete.
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	SHE WATCHED AS THE LIFE drained out of her, her eyes wide with shock, disbelief turning to fear, then something else—acceptance, perhaps. Her chest rose and fell, slower and slower, a ragged gasp here, a shallow breath there. She couldn’t look away, even though part of her wanted to, needed to. But no, she forced herself to witness it, to see every second of her dying, as if it was some kind of twisted penance.

	 

	Her skin paled, a sickly gray that spread like a stain, lips turning blue, eyes glassy. She heard the faint rattle in her throat, the last desperate attempt of her body to cling to life, but it was useless. They both knew it was over. The blood seeped out, a dark, sticky pool spreading beneath her, and the metallic smell filled her nostrils, making her nauseous, but she didn’t move.

	 

	Her hand twitched, a final, weak grasp for something, anything, but there was nothing left. Just her, standing there, watching. The room felt cold, colder than it had before, and the silence was deafening now that her gasps had stopped. There was no going back, no undoing this.

	 

	The last breath left her lips, a soft exhale that sounded almost peaceful, but she knew better. The light in her eyes flickered, then faded completely, leaving nothing but a hollow, empty stare. And in that moment, she realized that what she’d done wasn’t just murder—it was the erasure of a life, the snuffing out of something that could never be replaced.

	 

	She stood there, frozen, feeling the weight of it all crash down on her. And for the first time, she wasn’t sure if she was the one who was truly alive anymore.
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	‘All For Robyn' Promises a Broadway Spectacle

	New York, March 27, 1966

	Rita Collins

	 

	Darlings, hold onto your Playbills because tonight is the night we've all been waiting for - the much-anticipated opening of "All For Robyn" is about to grace the Great White Way! Directed by the once golden boy of Hollywood, Robert Loren, this production is not just a Broadway show; it's a resurrection for Loren, who was set adrift after a series of cinematic misfires.

	 

	It’s no secret to theater aficionados that Loren spent quite a penny on the production. Word on the street is that he engaged in a fierce bidding war with other producers, ultimately securing the play from none other than Tony-Award winner Adam Crawford. The sum is estimated to be $30,000. It's a coup, my darlings, and everyone's wondering if this gamble will put Loren back on top.

	 

	The leading lady, Joan Monroe, has been the talk of the town for years. Known as "The Whore of the Great White Way" (a moniker I'm sure she loves), Joan has been relegated to ensemble roles for far too long. Now, in her first leading role, tongues are wagging about how she snagged the coveted part. Some whisper that there might have been more than just acting involved in securing the role - perhaps a certain dalliance with the director? After all, we've seen stranger extracurricular actives happen in the shadows of the Shubert theater.

	 

	And speaking of shadows, can Joan Monroe shine brighter than her twin Audrey? Academy Award nominee Audrey is a veteran practically, having secured her first Tony Award nomination for “His Hand to Hold” in ‘61, and her Theater World Award for "Till We Leave," which is still holding court at the top of the Broadway box office. It's a tough act to follow, my dears, and the theater world is watching to see if Joan can step out of her sister's considerable shadow… Especially since the shadow is coming right across the street as the St James Theater remains packed for Audrey.

	 

	Adding a dash of romantic intrigue to the mix is Douglas Hayes, Joan’s current beau, who just so happens to be cast as the leading man in "All For Robyn." Will their offstage chemistry translate to on-stage magic, or will the drama extend beyond the curtain?

	 

	So, ladies and gents, buckle up those seatbelts, and let the Broadway drama unfold! "All For Robyn" is set to be a wild ride, and we'll be here to bring you all the backstage whispers and front-row scandals. Until next time, theater darlings! 
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	THE NEON LIGHTS OF BROADWAY flickered as I made my way to the theater, my pulse quickening with each step. Tonight marked the opening of "All for Robyn," my first leading role on this stage. The air was thick with anticipation, mingling with the scent of hot pretzels and exhaust fumes.

	 

	I adjusted the strap of my bag, feeling the reassuring weight of the scripts and notes inside. My heart pounded, teetering between nerves and excitement. The allure of the spotlight pulled at me, even as doubt quietly whispered beneath the surface.

	 

	As I neared the theater doors, my reflection in the polished glass caught my eye—a woman on the brink of something significant, or so I hoped. Yet, the reminder of my sister's success lingered, a constant gap between us that I couldn't ignore.

	 

	Audrey Monroe, a name spoken in reverence across Hollywood, the darling of the silver screen. Her face adorned magazine covers, her talent praised by critics and fans alike. And here I was, Joan Monroe, struggling to find my own way in her formidable shadow.

	 

	I pushed open the theater doors and stepped into the dimly lit lobby. The sounds of bustling activity echoed off the walls as cast and crew hurried past, their voices low with anticipation.

	 

	I spotted Robert, the director of "All for Robyn," pacing with a furrowed brow. His sharp eyes landed on me as I approached, the weight of his expectations clear.

	 

	"Joan," he said, his voice laced with both frustration and concern. "We need to talk about your monologue. It’s not quite there."

	 

	I nodded, my throat tight. The monologue was crucial—a chance to prove myself. But no matter how often I rehearsed, the words felt hollow, a poor reflection of the emotion they were meant to convey.

	 

	"I'll do better," I promised, the words bitter.

	 

	Robert's expression softened slightly. "I know you will, Joan. Just...dig a little deeper, okay? Find the truth in the words."

	 

	I nodded again, my chest tightening under the weight of his expectations. But deep down, I wondered if I had what it took.

	 

	As I made my way to the dressing room, my thoughts were interrupted by laughter—a bright, familiar sound that sent a shiver down my spine.

	 

	Audrey.

	 

	She stood in the doorway, a vision of elegance and poise against the chaos. Her blonde hair cascaded in waves, her eyes sparkling as she caught sight of me.

	 

	"Joan!" she exclaimed, crossing the room in a flurry of silk and perfume. "I can't believe you're finally making your Broadway debut. I'm so proud of you."

	 

	Her words rang hollow, a reminder of all the times she'd overshadowed me. But I forced a smile.

	 

	"It's good to see you, Audrey," I said, keeping my voice light. "A bit early for you to be here?"

	 

	Audrey's smile faltered briefly. "They needed me for updated measurements, and I thought I'd stop by to support you. Besides, I couldn't miss the chance to see you shine."

	 

	There was something more behind her visit, but I pushed aside my doubts. The final rehearsal of "All for Robyn" awaited.

	 

	As I stepped onto the stage, the spotlight bore down on me. The set loomed large, a backdrop of faded glamor and broken dreams.

	 

	I began my monologue, the words flowing from my lips. But something felt off—something in me was off.

	 

	And then I stumbled.

	 

	Robert's voice cut through the silence. "Stop! Joan, we're two weeks out from opening night, and you're still stumbling over your lines."

	 

	I felt the blood drain from my face. I wanted to scream, to lash out, but it wouldn't change anything.

	 

	"I'm sorry," I whispered, barely audible.

	 

	Robert's expression softened. "Look, Joan, I know you can do more. But you need to trust yourself. Can you do that?"

	 

	I nodded, his words settling like a stone in my stomach. But deep down, I doubted myself.

	 

	As I returned to the dressing room, I caught sight of Audrey watching me from the wings. I wanted to scream, to tell her she was making things worse.

	 

	But I smiled instead. Because that's what actors do best.

	 

	We pretend.

	 

	The dressing room felt suffocating as I stepped inside. I sank into the nearest chair, exhaustion weighing on me. Rehearsals had always been grueling, but today was different—more intense, more tense.

	 

	I ran a hand through my hair, my reflection staring back at me—a woman on the verge of breaking, her confidence slipping.

	 

	Audrey's voice echoed in my mind, a cruel reminder of all the times she'd belittled me. I hated the way she made me feel insignificant.

	 

	But deep down, I knew the truth. Audrey wasn't the enemy—she was a reflection of my own insecurities.

	 

	A knock at the door pulled me from my thoughts. The door creaked open, and Audrey stepped inside.

	 

	"Joan," she said softly. "Are you okay?"

	 

	I wanted to lash out, but something in her eyes stopped me.

	 

	"I'm fine," I muttered.

	 

	Audrey crossed the room, her eyes searching mine. "You don't have to pretend with me, Joan. I know how hard this is."

	 

	Her words pierced through my armor. I wanted to push her away, but I knew I couldn't keep pretending.

	 

	"I'm scared, Audrey," I admitted. "Scared that I'm not good enough."

	 

	Audrey took my hand. "You don't have to be perfect, Joan. Just be yourself."

	 

	Her words struck a chord. For so long, I'd been trying to be someone else. But now, I realized I didn't have to be anyone but myself.

	 

	I squeezed Audrey's hand and offered a shaky smile. "Thank you."

	 

	Audrey smiled back, her eyes shining. "Anytime, sis."
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	The final notes of the monologue lingered in the air as I stumbled over the last line, my voice faltering. Silence followed, broken only by my uneven breathing.

	 

	Robert’s stare felt like it could pierce through me, disappointment etched in every line of his face. I resisted the urge to shrink back, to fade into the background and escape his scrutiny.

	 

	Before I could retreat, Douglas appeared at my side, his presence steadying. He placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder and met Robert’s gaze with unexpected firmness.

	 

	“Give her a break, Robert,” he said, his voice a low, even rumble. “She’s doing her best.”

	 

	Robert’s expression hardened. “This isn’t a rehearsal anymore, Douglas. We open tonight, and Joan needs to be at her best. If she can’t handle it, maybe this isn’t the right career for her.”

	 

	His words stung, and I felt heat rise to my face, the weight of his criticism pressing down on me.

	 

	Douglas stepped forward, his anger barely contained. “You don’t get to talk to her like that,” he said, his voice taut. “She’s worked harder than anyone to be here. She deserves better.”

	 

	Robert’s eyes narrowed, flicking between us like a predator sizing up its prey. “This isn’t about effort, Douglas. It’s about talent. If Joan doesn’t have what it takes, we need to find someone who does.”

	 

	His words hit me hard, leaving me breathless. I wanted to respond, but the words stuck in my throat, suffocated by my own doubts.

	 

	Douglas turned on his heel and stormed off the stage, leaving me alone with Robert and a bitter taste in my mouth.

	 

	I longed to escape the confines of the theater, to leave behind the memories that clung to its walls. But before I could make my exit, Audrey appeared beside me, her presence a brief respite from the chaos.

	 

	“Let’s get out of here, Joan,” she said softly.

	 

	I nodded, exhaustion settling over me like a weight. We left the theater, stepping into the bright lights of the city.

	 

	As we walked, Audrey chattered about her latest role, her words light and full of excitement. But I couldn’t shake the feeling of inadequacy gnawing at me, a constant reminder of how far I still had to go.

	 

	We reached a small bistro tucked away on a quiet street. The scent of freshly baked bread wafted through the air as Audrey led us to a cozy table by the window. She smiled, her brightness seemingly undimmed by the darkness beneath.

	 

	We settled in, and before long, Douglas joined us, his expression strained. I wanted to comfort him, to offer some words of reassurance, but the effort felt too great.

	 

	Audrey caught my eye, her hand warm against mine. “It’s going to be okay, Joan. We’ll get through this.”

	 

	I nodded, though the road ahead felt anything but easy.

	 

	Douglas’s grip on my hand tightened. “You know, Joan,” he began, his voice measured, “I’ve been thinking about Robert.”

	 

	I glanced at him, curious. “What about him?”

	 

	Douglas sighed, frustration evident in his expression. “He’s been pushing us all too hard. There’s a difference between pushing for excellence and just being cruel.”

	 

	I agreed, feeling a surge of empathy. “You’re right. Robert can be...challenging.”

	 

	Audrey scoffed, dismissing our concerns. “Robert’s just doing his job. If you can’t handle criticism, maybe this isn’t the right field for you.”

	 

	Her tone grated on my nerves. “It’s not just criticism, Audrey. It’s constant nitpicking. And it’s not just us—he’s been especially hard on Mary Oliver.”

	 

	Douglas nodded. “Exactly. Mary’s a good actress, but Robert treats her like she’s in the way. It’s not right.”

	 

	Audrey waved off our concerns. “Mary Oliver is a hack, and everyone knows it. If she can’t take criticism, maybe she should find another profession.”

	 

	Anger flared within me. “That’s not fair, Audrey. Mary’s dedicated and deserves respect.”

	 

	Audrey rolled her eyes. “Mary’s a has-been clinging to relevance. If she can’t handle tough love, she’s in the wrong business.”

	 

	Douglas spoke up, his voice firm. “Mary might not be a star like you, Audrey, but she’s a damn fine actress who deserves better. If Robert can’t see that, maybe he’s the one in the wrong profession.”

	 

	Audrey’s eyes flashed with anger. “You’re out of line, Douglas. Who are you to question Robert?”

	 

	Douglas held her gaze, unyielding. “I’m someone who cares about the people I work with. If that’s out of line, so be it.”

	 

	Pride swelled within me as Douglas stood up to Audrey. For so long, I’d felt overshadowed by her, suffocated by her success. But now, something stirred within me—a flicker of defiance.

	 

	Audrey’s mask of superiority slipped for a moment as she caught sight of the determination in my eyes. “You’re both being ridiculous,” she muttered. “This isn’t about Mary or Robert. It’s about you, Joan. You’re the one who needs to prove herself.”

	 

	Resentment bubbled up in me, but before I could respond, Douglas spoke again. “Audrey, that’s enough. Can’t you see you’re only making things worse?”

	 

	Audrey’s gaze hardened. “Stay out of this, Douglas. This is between me and my sister.”

	 

	Douglas squeezed my hand, his support a lifeline. I felt something shift within me—a glimmer of hope.

	 

	“Douglas, why don’t you leave? I want some time alone with my sister,” Audrey suggested.

	 

	Douglas looked at me, his brow furrowed. “Is that okay with you, Joan?”

	 

	“Yes,” I murmured. “I’ll see you at the theater.”

	 

	With a nod, Douglas excused himself.

	 

	“Joan, why don’t you practice your lines? It’ll help take your mind off things,” Audrey said, her tone deceptively sweet.

	 

	“Good idea,” I agreed, handing her the script. “Could you read with me?”

	 

	Audrey took the script, flipping through the pages. “Of course. Let’s start from Act I, Scene 10.”

	 

	I nodded, preparing myself. Audrey began with the arrogance needed for Charles’s character. “Robyn, you don’t understand. It wasn’t meant to be like this.”

	 

	I took a deep breath, channeling Robyn’s pain. “How could you say that? How could you betray everything we built together?”

	 

	Audrey paused. “Joan, you said it wrong. The line is ‘How could you throw away everything we built together?’”

	 

	I frowned, sure that I had it right. “Are you sure? Let me see the script.”

	 

	Audrey held the script closer. “I’m positive. Trust me, Joan.”

	 

	Her dismissive tone grated on me, but I smiled. “Of course. Let’s continue.”

	 

	Audrey smirked, enjoying the control. “Your next line is ‘I loved you, Charles, but you threw it all away.’”

	 

	I hesitated but continued. “I loved you, Charles, but you threw it all away.”

	 

	Audrey nodded, satisfied. “Much better.”

	 

	“Could I just have a quick look at the script? I feel like I’m not getting it right,” I asked.

	 

	“Joan, you need to trust me. You’re doing fine,” she insisted, her tone firm.

	 

	I bit back my frustration, not wanting to cause a scene. “Okay, let’s keep going.”

	 

	We rehearsed longer, Audrey making small corrections. My doubts grew, but I couldn’t pinpoint what was wrong. I told myself it was just stress.

	 

	Finally, we finished. Audrey handed the script back with a smile. “See? You’re getting there.”

	 

	“Thanks, Audrey,” I replied, forcing a smile. “I appreciate your help.”
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	THE CAMERA FLASHED, their lights creating a chaotic symphony as we stepped onto the red carpet. The evening sky, painted with hues of pink and gold, was a beautiful backdrop as we made our way down the carpet. My midnight blue gown, elegant and sophisticated, shimmered in the fading light, though I couldn't shake the discomfort gnawing at me.

	 

	Ahead, Mary Oliver moved with effortless grace, her crimson velvet dress hugging her curves. She carried herself with the poise of someone accustomed to the spotlight, a reminder of her natural talent that often drew comparisons to Dorothy Dandridge.

	 

	I managed a smile and fell in step beside her. "You look stunning, Mary."

	 

	She inclined her head, her smile gracious. "Thank you, Joan. You look lovely as well."

	 

	The warmth of her words was a brief comfort, a reminder that despite our differences, we shared a bond through our craft and the challenges we faced in the industry.

	 

	As we walked, I spotted Douglas ahead, cutting a dashing figure in his black tuxedo. When our eyes met, my heart fluttered. Douglas had a way of grounding me, a constant presence amidst the chaos.

	 

	"Hey there," he murmured, taking my hand. "You look breathtaking, Joan."

	 

	I blushed, feeling a rush of warmth. "Thank you, Douglas. You don't look too bad yourself."

	 

	His smile deepened as he squeezed my hand, the moment stretching between us until a voice interrupted.

	 

	"Joan Monroe! Over here!"

	 

	Rita Collins, notorious gossip columnist, waved from the sidelines, her camera flashing relentlessly. My stomach tightened at the sight of her. Our last encounter was still fresh in my mind.

	 

	"Yes, Rita?" I asked, forcing a smile.

	 

	She grinned, her eyes gleaming with intent. "Care to comment on the rumors about you and Douglas? Is there more than just a professional relationship?"

	 

	My cheeks flushed as Douglas squeezed my hand, his expression hardening. "Rita, we're here to celebrate Joan's debut, not indulge in gossip."

	 

	But Rita was relentless. "Come on, Douglas. The public wants to know if there's more to the story."

	 

	Anger simmered within me, but before I could speak, Mary stepped in, her tone icy. "Rita, Joan and Douglas are talented actors who deserve to be recognized for their work, not dragged into your gossip."

	 

	For a moment, Rita hesitated, her grin faltering, but she quickly recovered. "I'll be keeping a close eye on you, Joan Monroe," she said before disappearing into the crowd.

	 

	We stood there, the weight of her words hanging in the air. As we made our way into the theater, I couldn’t shake the unease that settled over me. The world of show business was full of secrets and scandals, but with Douglas by my side, I felt ready to face whatever came next.

	 

	The glare of the cameras intensified as we moved further down the red carpet. I tried to hold my head high, but inside, nerves twisted tightly.

	 

	"How do you stay so calm?" I whispered to Douglas, my voice barely audible.

	 

	He chuckled softly. "It's all smoke and mirrors, Joan. Focus on the moment and block out the rest. You'll get used to it."

	 

	I nodded, trying to take comfort in his words, but the anxiety wouldn’t loosen its grip. The cameras seemed to focus entirely on Mary, their lenses following her every move. Bitterness stirred within me. What about my moment?

	 

	"Douglas, why do they keep ignoring me?" I muttered.

	 

	He squeezed my hand, offering a sympathetic smile. "They’ll notice you. Just be patient."

	 

	Patience had never been my strong suit. I wanted to be seen, to be recognized, but it felt like I was always in Mary’s shadow.

	 

	As we continued down the carpet, a reporter thrust a microphone towards me. "Joan! Over here!"

	 

	I took a deep breath, forcing a smile. "Yes, hello."

	 

	The reporter beamed, excitement in their eyes. "Tell us about your role in the play. What can audiences expect?"

	 

	Panic surged, and the words tumbled out. "I play Robyn, a young woman finding her place in the world. It’s a complex role, and I’ve worked hard to bring her to life."

	 

	The reporter nodded, smiling wider. "And how has it been working with the cast?"

	 

	Relief washed over me at the familiar question. "It’s been wonderful. Everyone is so talented. I’m lucky to work with them."

	 

	"And what about Robert Loren? What’s it like working with him?"

	 

	I swallowed hard. "Robert’s a perfectionist. He pushes us to be our best, and it’s made us better actors."

	 

	The reporter seemed satisfied. "Thank you, Joan. Break a leg tonight!"

	 

	I smiled gratefully and stepped back. Douglas watched me, concern and pride in his eyes. I offered him a shaky smile in return.

	 

	As we moved closer to the stage door, the noise and chaos faded. Just as we were about to enter, I heard a familiar voice.

	 

	"Joan! Audrey! Grace!"

	 

	I turned to see Audrey and our mother, Grace, surrounded by reporters and photographers. Audrey, stunning in a white dress, stood beside Grace, who was resplendent in a yellow gown. A surge of happiness filled me seeing them here.

	 

	"Joan, can we get a photo of the three of you?" a photographer called.

	 

	I hesitated, nerves threatening to surface, but I reminded myself to be gracious. "Of course."

	 

	As the cameras captured the moment, I felt pride swell within me. Despite everything, we were still a family, united in this moment.

	 

	As the flashes faded, I turned to Audrey and Grace. "Thank you for coming tonight. It means the world to me."

	 

	Audrey smiled, her eyes warm. "We wouldn’t miss it."

	 

	Grace nodded, pride evident in her expression. "You’ve worked so hard for this, Joan. We’re proud of you."

	 

	Emotion threatened to overwhelm me, but I pushed it aside. Surrounded by their support, I felt a sense of peace. No matter what happened, I knew I wasn’t alone.

	 

	With one last glance at them, I stepped through the stage door, their presence lingering in my heart.

	 

	Inside the Shubert Theater, tension hung in the air. Cast members exchanged nervous glances as we awaited Robert’s arrival.

	 

	When he appeared, his commanding presence filled the space. "Listen up, everyone," he said, his voice clear. "Tonight is the culmination of months of hard work. I expect nothing less than perfection."

	 

	His words settled over us like a weight. I felt a surge of nervous energy, but also determination.

	 

	Mary began to speak, her voice trembling. "But Robert, what if—"

	 

	Robert cut her off sharply. "No excuses, Mary. You know your lines. Now deliver."

	 

	Mary nodded, her jaw set. "Yes, Robert. I understand."

	 

	Robert’s gaze swept over us. "This isn’t just another performance. This is Broadway. If we want to succeed, we need to be at the top of our game."

	 

	A shiver ran down my spine, the weight of his expectations pressing down. But amidst the fear, I felt a quiet resolve.

	 

	"Let’s do this," I said, my voice steady.

	 

	Robert nodded, a small smile tugging at his lips. "That’s the spirit, Joan. Now let’s give them a show they’ll never forget."

	 

	As I climbed the narrow staircase to my dressing room, anticipation bubbled inside me. Memories of my first bit part on Broadway filled me with nostalgia. I remembered the thrill of stepping onto the stage for the first time, the adrenaline rushing through me.

	 

	What I remembered most was the friendship I’d formed with Elizabeth Hepburn. We shared a dressing room during that production, two young actresses chasing dreams in New York City.

	 

	Elizabeth was like a sister to me, her laughter and enthusiasm lighting up even the darkest days. We shared our hopes, fears, triumphs, and failures as we navigated the theater world together.

	 

	Though our paths had diverged, with Elizabeth winning a Tony, our friendship remained strong. We still kept in touch, exchanging letters and phone calls whenever possible.

	 

	As I opened the door to my dressing room, memories of those early days on Broadway washed over me. The room was small and cozy, the lights framing the mirror in a warm glow.

	 

	I smiled, the familiar sights and smells of the theater like a comforting embrace. This was my sanctuary, a place to prepare for the performance ahead.

	 

	I crossed the room to the dressing table, where makeup and beauty products were neatly arranged. Each one held memories and stories, like old friends.

	 

	I picked up a small bottle of perfume, its scent bringing back memories of my mother and her words of encouragement. "For luck," she had said, pressing the bottle into my hands. "You’re going to be amazing, Joan. I know it."

	 

	I sprayed a small cloud of perfume into the air, walking through it, the scent wrapping around me like a comforting blanket. It was a simple ritual, but it never failed to calm my nerves.

	 

	Next, I turned to my costume, a stunning midnight blue silk gown. I slipped it on with trembling hands, the fabric cool and smooth against my skin.

	 

	As I stood before the mirror applying makeup, excitement surged within me. This was it, the moment I had worked for. No matter what the future held, I was ready to seize it.

	 

	With one last glance at the mirror, I took a deep breath and stepped out of the dressing room, the theater’s stillness enveloping me. It was time to take my place on stage.

	 

	The faint strains of music drifted through the air as a knock at the door startled me. I turned, my heart pounding, as Christopher, the theater guard, appeared.

	 

	"Joan, I’m sorry to interrupt," he said gently. "Your mother wanted me to tell you your father won’t be attending tonight. He’s too ill."

	 

	The words hit me hard, a wave of sadness washing over me. My father, who had never missed a single production, wouldn’t be there. It felt like a cruel twist of fate.

	 

	I nodded, my throat tight. "Thank you, Christopher."

	 

	He nodded and stepped back, leaving me alone with my thoughts. As I turned back to the stage, the weight of my father’s absence settled over me, casting a shadow on the evening.

	 

	It wasn’t that I was worried about his health—he had always been strong—but the thought of him missing this moment, not sharing in my triumph, left me feeling hollow.

	 

	I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, pushing aside the sadness. Tonight was my night, and I couldn’t let anything stand in the way of that.
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	THE CURTAINS PARTED, revealing the set bathed in a soft, golden light. The audience was shrouded in darkness, their anticipation palpable. I took my place on stage, my heart pounding as I became Robyn, the character I had embodied for months.

	 

	The scene was set in Robyn's living room, once a place of comfort but now suffocating. The walls felt like they were closing in as I moved to the center of the stage, the weight of Robyn's despair pressing down on me.

	 

	"Charles," I began, my voice tinged with both fear and determination. "How could you do this to me? How could you betray everything we built together?"

	 

	Douglas, as Charles, stood across from me, his expression a blend of innocence and arrogance. He was perfect for the role, his every move capturing the essence of a man who had betrayed the woman who loved him.

	 

	I stepped closer, my hands trembling. "I trusted you," I continued, my voice gaining strength. "I loved you more than anything, and you threw it all away. For what? A cheap thrill? Someone who doesn’t even care about you?"

	 

	Douglas looked away, his jaw tightening. "Robyn, it's not what you think," he said, his voice low, tinged with both anger and desperation. "I never meant for this to happen."

	 

	"Don't lie to me!" I shouted, my voice echoing through the theater. The intensity of the moment sent a shiver down my spine, but I stayed in character, channeling Robyn's pain. "I saw you with her, Charles. How can you stand there and pretend it meant nothing?"

	 

	The audience was silent, their focus sharpening my resolve. This was the moment I had worked toward, the climax of Robyn's anguish. I had to get it right.

	 

	Douglas moved toward me, his expression softening as he reached for my arm. "Robyn, please," he said, genuine regret in his voice. "I'm sorry. I made a mistake, but it doesn’t change how I feel about you. I still love you."

	 

	I pulled away, feeling Robyn’s heartbreak all over again. "How could you throw away everything we built together?" I whispered. "I loved you, Charles, but you threw it all away."

	 

	Tears blurred my vision as I struggled to keep Robyn’s despair from overwhelming me. This was the moment her heartbreak turned into something darker, more dangerous. I had to convey it.

	 

	Douglas’s eyes widened as he noticed the prop knife on the nearby table, the scene's climax looming. I had rehearsed this countless times, but in the heat of the performance, the weight of it felt almost unbearable.

	 

	I took a deep breath, reaching for the knife. "I can’t do this anymore," I said, my voice trembling. "I can’t keep pretending everything is okay when it’s not."

	 

	Douglas’s fear was palpable as he saw the knife. "Robyn, no," he whispered. "Please, don’t do this."

	 

	I was lost in the character, the lines between Joan and Robyn blurring. I raised the knife, my hand shaking. "You took everything from me," I said, my voice breaking. "Now it's my turn to take something from you."

	 

	The next moment unfolded slowly, the culmination of Robyn's agony. I lunged forward, the prop knife collapsing on impact as Douglas let out a pained gasp. The blood squib hidden beneath his shirt burst, adding to the drama of the scene.

	 

	But as I thrust the knife, I stumbled. The words caught in my throat, the monologue slipping from my grasp. "I-I can't..." I stuttered, the lines fading.

	 

	Panic surged, but I forced myself to focus. I couldn’t let this happen, not now. Douglas, ever the professional, caught me, steadying me. "Robyn," he said softly, grounding me. "It's okay. I'm here."

	 

	I drew strength from his presence, the words returning to me. "You...you took everything from me," I repeated, my voice stronger. "Now it's my turn to take something from you."

	 

	I thrust the knife again, the prop collapsing as Douglas gasped. The scene reached its climax, the tension in the theater thick as the audience held its breath. I felt their eyes on me, their support pushing me forward.

	 

	As Douglas crumpled to the floor, clutching his side, a wave of relief washed over me. The scene was over. Despite the stumble, I had made it through.

	 

	Applause erupted, filling the theater. My heart raced as the reality of the moment sank in. I had done it. I had faced my fears and delivered.

	 

	Douglas rose, a triumphant smile on his face as he took my hand. We stood together, basking in the applause as the curtain slowly descended.

	 

	But as the euphoria faded, doubt crept in. I had stumbled. Would the audience remember my moment of weakness or the drama of the performance?

	 

	Douglas caught my eye, his gaze full of pride. "You were amazing," he whispered. "Don’t let that stumble get to you. You nailed it."
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	The curtains fell, signaling the end of the performance, and the audience erupted into applause. My heart swelled as I took my bow, the cheers and claps washing over me. This was the moment I had worked toward for so long. Skipping the previews had been a bold move, but now, it felt worth it.

	 

	The cast joined hands for our final bows, the applause intensifying. Mary Oliver squeezed my hand, her eyes bright with pride. We exchanged a quick glance, savoring the moment before turning back to the audience, basking in their appreciation.

	 

	Backstage was a flurry of activity as everyone buzzed with excitement. Mary and I headed to our dressing rooms, crew members congratulating us along the way. The energy was electric, a shared sense of accomplishment in the air.

	 

	"Can you believe it?" Mary said breathlessly as we reached our dressing rooms. "We did it, Joan! The play was a hit!"

	 

	"I know," I replied, grinning. "It's incredible."

	 

	As I changed out of my costume, the adrenaline still pumping, I couldn’t stop smiling. We had done it.

	 

	Halfway through removing my makeup, Robert burst into the room, his expression tight with anger.

	 

	"Joan," he snapped, cutting through the post-show euphoria. "What the hell was that out there?"

	 

	My heart sank as I turned to face him, the memory of my stumble playing on repeat in my mind. "I—I’m sorry, Robert," I mumbled. "I lost my footing, and—"

	 

	"Lost your footing?" he interrupted, his eyes flashing. "You stuttered, Joan. You broke character. Do you know how that looks in front of a packed house?"

	 

	Before I could respond, Mary stepped forward, her voice calm but firm. "Robert, that’s enough. Joan gave a fantastic performance tonight. The audience was captivated. One small slip doesn’t define the entire show."

	 

	Robert’s gaze shifted to Mary, his anger momentarily softening. "This isn't about one slip, Mary," he said, his tone less harsh. "It's about maintaining professionalism. Joan needs to be better."

	 

	"She will be," Mary insisted. "But berating her won’t help. We all have off nights, and Joan has been working harder than anyone."

	 

	Robert sighed, rubbing his temples. "Fine," he muttered. "But this is Broadway, not some regional theater. We need perfection."

	 

	With that, he turned and left, leaving a tense silence behind. Mary placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. "Don’t let him get to you, Joan," she said softly. "You were brilliant tonight. The audience loved you."

	 

	I managed a small smile, grateful for her support. "Thanks, Mary."

	 

	“Don’t mention it.”

	 

	“No, you’re always here to support me.”
 

	“I try.”

	 

	We finished changing and made our way to the stage door. The noise outside grew louder—excited voices mingled with the flashes of cameras. The ensemble cast was already there, chatting and laughing, ready to face the fans.

	 

	"Ready for this?" Douglas asked, grinning as he joined me.

	 

	I nodded, taking a deep breath. "As ready as I’ll ever be."

	 

	The door swung open, and we stepped into the night. The cool air was a welcome relief. The crowd cheered, holding out playbills and posters for us to sign. I took my time, moving through the sea of faces, signing and chatting with fans.

	 

	As I worked my way through the crowd, memories of my early Broadway days came rushing back. I remembered the excitement of my first play, a small production with a half-filled house. But it had ignited my passion for the stage.

	 

	And then there was Douglas. He had come to that play every night, standing at the stage door with flowers and a hopeful smile. His persistence won me over, and our relationship grew from there.

	 

	Now, standing among the fans, I couldn’t help but feel proud of how far I’d come. This was my dream, and despite the challenges, I was living it.

	 

	As the crowd began to thin, I noticed Robert's wife, Trisha, standing off to the side. She gave me a cold look before brushing past without a word. It stung, but I pushed the feeling aside. I had more important things to focus on.

	 

	After signing the last playbill, I saw Christopher, the security guard. "Christopher, have you seen my mom and sister?" I asked, trying to keep my disappointment in check.

	 

	He nodded sympathetically. "They left earlier, but they asked me to tell you they send their love."

	 

	A pang of disappointment hit me, but I tried not to dwell on it. "Thanks, Christopher."

	 

	"I need to go back in," I told Douglas. "I left my bag."

	 

	He nodded, understanding. "I’ll wait out here."

	 

	I headed back into the theater, the crowd’s buzz fading behind me. The hallway was quiet now, the night’s performance lingering in the air. Robert was waiting by the exit, his expression softer.

	 

	"Joan," he said, his voice lower. "I know I was hard on you earlier. But you have to understand—this show means everything to me. And I believe in you. I just want you to be the best you can be."

	 

	I nodded, his words warming my heart. "I understand, Robert. And I promise, I’ll work harder. I won’t let you down."

	 

	He smiled, a rare gesture of warmth. "I know you won’t."

	 

	I retrieved my bag from the dressing room, the familiar space grounding me. The room was filled with mementos of my journey—photos, letters, and trinkets that told my story on the stage.

	 

	I glanced at the small bottle of perfume on my vanity, a gift from my mother before my first regional production. "For luck," she had said, and the scent had become a comforting presence, a reminder of her support.

	 

	“For luck is absolute bullshit.”

	 

	As I finished changing, a knock on the door pulled me from my thoughts. "Come in," I called, and Douglas stepped inside, a smile playing on his lips.

	 

	"Ready to head out?" he asked, his eyes twinkling.

	 

	"Yeah," I replied, returning his smile. "Just let me grab my things."

	 

	We left the theater, the cool night air a welcome contrast to the heat and intensity of the stage. The streets were quieter now, the buzz of the crowd replaced by the soft hum of the city at night.

	 

	"Tonight was amazing," Douglas said, his arm around my shoulders as we walked. "You were amazing."

	 

	"Thanks, Doug," I said, leaning into him. "I couldn’t have done it without you."

	 

	He laughed, a warm sound that made my heart light. "We’re a team, Jo. Always have been, always will be."

	 

	As we walked through the city, the lights of Broadway shining around us, I felt a sense of peace. The night had been filled with ups and downs, but through it all, I had found my strength.

	 

	This was my dream, my life, and I was ready to embrace it with all the passion I had. No matter what challenges lay ahead, I knew I could face them, armed with the love and support of those who believed in me.

	 

	And as the city wrapped itself around us, vibrant with lights and sounds, I knew that no matter what, I would always find my way back to the stage—the place where my heart truly belonged.
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	Curtain Call Confessions: All For Robyn

	New York, March 28, 1966

	Rita Collins

	 

	 

	Darlings, brace yourselves for the latest scuttlebutt straight from the theatrical trenches! Let's dish on the latest sensation sweeping the boards of Broadway: All For Robyn. Directed by the once-glorious Robert Loren, this drama has stirred more than just the critics' pens.

	 

	First things first, let's address the leading lady, Joan Monroe, dubbed by some as "The Whore of the Great White Way." Oh, my dears, I must confess, Miss Monroe left us all a tad befuddled with her performance. Whilst her portrayal had moments of brilliance, alas, her delivery was as shaky as a leaf in the wind. Yes, you heard me right, a stutter! It's a wonder the poor dear didn't trip over her own hemline! One can't help but wonder if her sister Audrey, that paragon of poise, might have lent her a tip or two.

	 

	But fear not, my theater-loving lovelies, for amidst the stuttering storm, there were rays of sunshine! Mary Oliver, in a supporting role, positively stole the show with her captivating presence and impeccable delivery. And let's not forget the dashing Douglas, whose leading man charm could thaw even the iciest of hearts. With talent like theirs, it's no wonder the stage still beckons.

	 

	Now, let's talk shop, shall we? Despite Miss Monroe's verbal hiccups, the overall script held strong, weaving a tale as captivating as it was complex. Kudos to the playwright for penning a tale worthy of the Great White Way.

	 

	And what of the production itself, you ask? Well, my darlings, prepare to be dazzled! The set designs were positively divine, transporting us from the bustling streets of New York to the opulent parlors of high society with a mere flick of the wrist. And the lighting, oh my stars, it was like watching the heavens dance upon the stage!

	 

	All For Robyn may not be the crowning jewel in Robert Loren's directorial tiara, but mark my words, darlings, there's potential lurking beneath the stutter and stumble. With a bit of polish and perhaps a sprinkle of Audrey's magic, this play just might soar to the stars once more. Until next time, my theater-loving darlings, keep your eyes peeled and your ears to the ground for the latest gossip from the Great White Way!
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	MORNING LIFE STREAMED through the curtains, casting a soft glow over my small living room. Newspapers were scattered across the coffee table, their bold headlines proclaiming the latest news. I sat on the worn-out couch, clutching a cup of coffee, my heart racing as I scanned the reviews of All for Robyn.

	 

	Elizabeth Hepburn, my closest friend and confidante, leaned in, her eyes fixed on the pages of the New York Times. "So, what's the verdict?" she asked, excitement lacing her voice.

	 

	Taking a deep breath, I read aloud. "The Times calls it a 'stunning debut for newcomer Joan Monroe.' They praise the performances, the direction, everything."

	 

	Elizabeth let out a cheer, clapping her hands together. "That's amazing, Joan! Congratulations!"

	 

	I smiled, though the praise did little to ease the knot of anxiety in my stomach. "Thanks, Elizabeth. But there's more." I turned the page, scanning the review from the Morning Telegraph.

	 

	"'Darlings, brace yourselves for the latest scuttlebutt straight from the theatrical trenches! Let's dish on the latest sensation sweeping the boards of Broadway: All for Robyn,'" I read aloud, my voice faltering as I encountered the scathing words of Rita Collins.

	 

	Elizabeth's brow furrowed as she listened, her excitement fading to concern. "Joan, maybe you shouldn't—"

	 

	But I continued, my eyes darting across the page, absorbing the harsh criticism. "'First things first, let's address the leading lady, Joan Monroe, dubbed by some as 'The Whore of the Great White Way.'"

	 

	My heart sank as I read Rita's words, her cruel jabs hitting their mark. How could she be so dismissive, so petty?

	 

	"'While her portrayal had moments of brilliance, alas, her delivery was as shaky as a leaf in the wind. Yes, you heard me right, a stutter! It's a wonder the poor dear didn't trip over her own hemline!'"

	 

	I clenched my jaw, the sting of her words burning like acid. How could she tear me down like this, knowing how much this role meant to me?

	 

	Elizabeth shifted beside me, her gaze dropping to the floor. "Joan, maybe we should—"

	 

	But I couldn’t listen to her. Anger welled up inside me, hot and fierce. Without thinking, I grabbed the newspaper and tore it in half, my hands trembling with rage.

	 

	"Joan, stop!" Elizabeth cried, reaching out to grab my arm. "You're only making it worse!"

	 

	But I didn't care. I was done pretending everything was okay. Rita Collins had crossed a line, and I wasn’t going to let her get away with it.

	 

	I stood up, fists clenched. "I'm sick of this, Elizabeth," I said, my voice tight. "I'm sick of acting like it's fine to be treated this way. I deserve better. And Audrey—she told me to say a different line. She told me I was saying it wrong. What a load of crap!"

	 

	Elizabeth looked at me, wide-eyed. "Joan, I'm sorry. I didn't mean—"

	 

	I cut her off, the anger still simmering. "No, Elizabeth. You don’t get to apologize for her. She's a bully, plain and simple. And I'm not going to stand for it anymore."

	 

	I took a deep breath, trying to calm down. I knew Elizabeth meant well, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of being cast aside, overshadowed by my more successful sister.

	 

	"I'm sorry, Elizabeth," I said, my tone softening. "I didn't mean to take it out on you. I'm just tired—tired of feeling like I have to constantly prove myself to people who will never see me as anything more than Audrey's sister."

	 

	Elizabeth reached out, placing a hand on my shoulder, her expression sympathetic. "I know, Joan. But you can't let Rita Collins—or anyone else—define your worth. You're so much more than what she says."

	 

	I nodded, a tear slipping down my cheek. "I know. But sometimes it’s hard to remember that."

	 

	Elizabeth squeezed my shoulder gently. "Come on, let’s get out of here. We could both use a break."

	 

	"Okay," I agreed, grateful for her support. "Tea sounds nice."

	 

	As Elizabeth and I made our way out of the apartment, frustration still gnawed at me. Everywhere I turned, it seemed, Mary Oliver's performance in All for Robyn was being praised. It was as if the world had decided to ignore me entirely.

	 

	We ended up at a quaint little coffee shop, its windows adorned with blooming flowers. I took a deep breath, the familiar scent of freshly brewed coffee mingling with the sounds of laughter from within.

	 

	As we stepped inside, I felt a sense of relief. The warmth of the shop enveloped me, easing some of the tension. Elizabeth and I found a table near the window, the soft light casting a warm glow over the worn wooden tabletop.

	 

	I sighed, the tension slowly melting away as I settled into my seat. "I can’t believe this is happening, Elizabeth," I said quietly. "I thought this play was going to be my big break. I thought it was going to change everything."

	 

	Elizabeth reached out, placing a reassuring hand on my arm. "I know, Joan. But you can't let one bad review—or even a dozen bad reviews—define your worth. You’re so much more than what Rita Collins says."

	 

	"I know," I said, forcing a small smile. "But it’s hard not to take it personally. To feel like I'm being singled out, like I'm not good enough."

	 

	Elizabeth squeezed my arm gently. "You are good enough, Joan. Don’t ever doubt that."

	 

	Before I could respond, the barista approached our table, a bright smile on her face. "Hey, aren’t you the actress from that play?" she asked, her eyes lighting up. "I saw you last night. You were great!"

	 

	A surge of gratitude washed over me at her words, a glimmer of hope stirring within. Maybe, just maybe, there was still a chance to prove myself.

	 

	"Thank you," I said sincerely. "That means a lot to me."

	 

	Elizabeth leaned in, her eyes sparkling. "See? The people who matter know you’re amazing. Remember when I got those awful reviews for Summer Rain? They tore me apart, said I was wooden and uninspired. But guess what? I won a Tony for that performance."

	 

	I couldn’t help but laugh, the tension easing slightly. "You’re right. I need to keep things in perspective."

	 

	"Exactly," Elizabeth said firmly. "It’s all part of the journey. We keep pushing forward, no matter what."

	 

	We ordered our tea, and as we sipped the warm, soothing liquid, I felt the anger and frustration slowly dissipate. The barista's kind words and Elizabeth's unwavering support reminded me that I wasn’t alone. I had people who believed in me, who saw my worth beyond the criticism.

	 

	"To new beginnings," Elizabeth said, raising her cup in a toast.

	 

	"To new beginnings," I echoed, clinking my cup against hers.

	 

	As the tea worked its magic, I felt a sense of calm return. Despite the harsh words of critics and the weight of expectations, I knew I had people in my life who believed in me. And that was something no review could ever take away.

	 

	Elizabeth set her cup down, a thoughtful expression on her face. "By the way, I’m heading to California this weekend."

	 

	"California? What’s the occasion?" I asked, intrigued.

	 

	She smirked, her eyes twinkling with a secret. "Just a little trip. Thought I'd soak up some sun, maybe catch a few waves."

	 

	"Oh, Elizabeth, I know you well enough to know there’s more to it," I pressed, leaning forward.

	 

	She laughed, shaking her head. "You’ll find out soon enough. Let’s just say it’s going to be a weekend to remember."

	 

	I rolled my eyes playfully. "You’re such a tease."

	 

	We both laughed, the sound lightening the mood. Elizabeth's mysterious trip piqued my curiosity, but I knew better than to push for details. Instead, I leaned back, enjoying the easy camaraderie.

	 

	As our conversation shifted to lighter topics, a thought nagged at me. I hesitated, then decided to voice it. "Do you think Audrey got any negative reviews for His Hand to Hold?"

	 

	Elizabeth considered this for a moment. "Probably. Everyone gets their share of bad reviews, even Audrey. But you know what? It’s the tourists and the fans who decide if a show is a success, not the critics."

	 

	I nodded, feeling more at ease. "You’re right. I need to focus on the people who appreciate what I do, not those who tear me down."

	 

	"Exactly," Elizabeth agreed. "Remember, Joan, you have a gift. Don’t let anyone make you doubt that."

	 

	Her words resonated with me, boosting my confidence. As we finished our tea, I felt a renewed sense of determination. The road ahead might be challenging, but I was ready to face it, supported by friends like Elizabeth and a belief in my own worth.

	 

	Leaving the coffee shop, we strolled through Midtown Manhattan, the March air crisp and invigorating. The city buzzed with life, a reminder of the opportunities that awaited.

	 

	Elizabeth glanced at her watch. "I have to head out soon, but let’s do this again. Same time next week?"

	 

	I smiled, grateful for her friendship. "Definitely. I wouldn’t miss it."

	 

	As we parted ways, I felt hope blooming within me. Despite the harsh reviews and the weight of expectations, I knew I had the strength to persevere. Surrounded by the city’s energy and the support of my friends, I was ready to embrace whatever came next.

	 

	And as I walked back to my apartment, I couldn’t help but think that maybe, just maybe, everything was going to be okay.
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	"ROBERT, we need to talk about the Tonys," I said, my voice steady as I approached the director in the dimly lit hallway backstage.

	 

	Robert Loren, always calm under pressure, glanced at me with a raised eyebrow. "Now isn’t the time, Joan. We’ve got a matinee in less than an hour."

	 

	I brushed off his dismissive tone, frustration simmering beneath the surface. "The nominations are less than two weeks away, and if we want All for Robyn to have a shot, we need to start campaigning now."

	 

	Robert sighed, running a hand through his silver-streaked hair. "You know the Tonys are unpredictable. It takes more than just campaigning to win."

	 

	"But we still have a chance," I urged, keeping my tone steady. "The reviews have been all over the place, but there's still time to turn things around. We just need to spark some buzz, get people excited about the play again."

	 

	Robert shook his head, looking weary. "I appreciate your enthusiasm, Joan. But there are no guarantees. We need to focus on delivering the best performance, day in and day out. Everything else will follow."

	 

	I felt a flicker of irritation at his nonchalant attitude. "So we’re supposed to just sit back and hope for the best? Let the critics keep picking us apart?"

	 

	Robert held up a hand, cutting off my words. "Joan, I understand you’re passionate about this, but there’s only so much we can do. The rest is out of our hands."

	 

	I opened my mouth to argue, but his firm gaze stopped me. With a sigh, I nodded, realizing further protest was pointless.

	 

	"Come on," Robert said, gesturing for me to follow. "Let’s take a walk, clear our heads before the show."

	 

	I fell into step beside him, the sounds of backstage activity fading as we walked through the theater's labyrinthine corridors. My mind raced with thoughts of the nominations, the play’s reception, and the pressure mounting with each passing day.

	 

	As we stepped into the bustling streets of Times Square, the neon lights blazed overhead, casting the crowded sidewalks in a wash of color. It was a stark contrast to the dim corridors we’d just left, a reminder of the vibrant energy that fueled the city.

	 

	Then I saw it: a massive billboard with our faces—mine, Douglas’s, and of course, Mary Oliver’s—above the title All for Robyn in bold letters.

	 

	A surge of pride warmed me at the sight. For a moment, the doubts and uncertainties faded, replaced by a sense of possibility. But then, the image of Mary’s radiant face beside ours brought my thoughts crashing back down to earth.

	 

	"What do you think of the sign, Joanie?" Robert asked.

	 

	I forced a smile, trying to keep my disappointment in check. "It's impressive," I replied, though my voice lacked enthusiasm. "Really makes you feel like a star."

	 

	Robert nodded, seemingly satisfied. But the doubt in his eyes mirrored my own—a silent acknowledgment that the lights of Broadway were far removed from the harsh realities we faced.

	 

	We returned to the theater, the noise of backstage activity greeting us once more. The weight of the upcoming performance settled over me, a reminder of what was at stake with each show.

	 

	I hurried to my dressing room, grateful for the familiar surroundings. The small, cramped space was mine—my sanctuary in the storm of theater life. I took a deep breath, the scent of makeup and flowers from a recent bouquet mingling in the air.

	 

	As I began to prepare, my thoughts drifted back to the conversation with Robert and the Tonys. To him, the awards were just shiny trophies. But to me, they were the culmination of everything I’d worked for—a symbol of my dreams coming to life.

	 

	Reviews could make or break a play, sway audiences, and shape careers. The Tony Awards, the pinnacle of theater recognition, held the power to validate everything I’d ever done, to open doors and secure my place in the spotlight. For as long as I could remember, I’d dreamed of this moment.

	 

	But it wasn’t just about fame or fortune—it was about stepping out of my sister Audrey’s shadow, proving to myself and the world that I was more than just her little sister. It was about claiming my own space, on my own terms.

	 

	As I stood in front of the mirror, my reflection a mix of hope and uncertainty, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was reaching too far. If the dream was just an illusion, something that would slip away at the first sign of trouble.

	 

	But I pushed those doubts aside. Tonight’s performance was my chance to show what I could do. No matter what happened, I would give it my all.

	 

	With a determined nod, I finished getting ready. The routine of applying makeup and fixing my hair helped calm my nerves. As I stepped out of the dressing room and headed toward the stage, anticipation buzzed within me, fueling the fire I needed to keep going.

	 

	Back in the dressing room, I quickly made my way to the small bathroom. The cold water was refreshing, washing away the stress of the night’s performance. As I patted my face dry, I steeled myself for the hours ahead.

	 

	When I emerged, Mary was waiting for me, a stack of letters and two boxes in her arms. “Joan, you’ve got some fan mail. And these just arrived,” she said, her voice tinged with excitement.

	 

	“Thanks, Mary,” I replied, taking the stack from her. Fan mail was always a reminder of why I did this. I sat down at my vanity, the familiar glow of the mirror lights a comfort.

	 

	I picked up the first letter, the envelope covered in neat handwriting. Opening it, I read aloud. “Dear Miss Monroe, your performance in All For Robyn was extraordinary. Your portrayal of Robyn’s pain and strength deeply moved me. Thank you for reminding us of the power of the arts to touch hearts and change lives.”

	 

	I paused, warmth spreading through my chest. “Letters like these make it all worthwhile,” I said to Mary, who smiled encouragingly.

	 

	“It’s amazing how your work affects people,” she replied. “You’re making a difference, Joan.”

	 

	I nodded, savoring the moment. Then, I turned my attention to the two boxes. The first was wrapped in plain brown paper. I carefully unwrapped it, revealing a vinyl record of The Longest Night. A nostalgic smile crept across my face—The Longest Night had been pivotal in my career.

	 

	As I examined the vinyl, I noticed two blue roses at the bottom of the box. Unusual, striking. Gently, I pulled one out, only to find it taped to the vinyl. I assumed someone wanted me to sign it, but there was no return envelope, no instructions—nothing.

	 

	As I untangled the thorny rose stem from the packaging, the vinyl record slipped from my grasp, landing with a soft, almost muted thud on the worn wooden floor. I crouched to retrieve it, fingers brushing the cool surface, and then... I stopped.

	 

	WHORE.

	 

	The word “Whore” was gouged into the glossy black, each letter jagged and uneven, as if carved with deliberate, trembling hands. 

	 

	The faint light from the theater’s chandelier caught in the deep grooves, making the letters appear to glisten with a dark sheen, almost like blood.

	 

	A strange stillness settled over the room, thickening the air. My breath caught, the hairs on the back of my neck prickling as a cold shiver crept down my spine. My hand hovered over the record, suspended in a moment that stretched out far too long. I felt a tightening in my chest, an unspoken accusation hanging in the silence.

	 

	“Oh what is that record?”

	 

	“Nothing Mary!” I stammered. “Um, nothing just an old cast album.”

	 

	The sounds of the theater—distant footsteps, the low hum of conversation—seemed to fade into the background, leaving only the scratching of the word imprinted in my mind. I stole a glance at Mary, her attention was elsewhere, blissfully unaware of the message lying between us.

	 

	My fingers trembled slightly as I forced myself to pick up the vinyl. The coldness of the surface seemed to seep into my skin, a lingering discomfort that wouldn’t dissipate. 

	 

	I slipped it back into the box, my movements careful, methodical, as though the record might shatter under the weight of what it carried.

	 

	The letters haunted me, refusing to leave my mind’s eye. This was no simple prank, no casual cruelty—it felt deliberate, intimate.

	 

	 But I couldn’t afford to let it rattle me, not now. I smoothed out my expression, masking the unease gnawing at my insides, and turned my attention to the next box. The facade of normalcy had to be maintained.

	 

	“Just a prank,” I whispered to myself. “Just some low life imbecile.”

	 

	“Look at these beautiful roses,” I said to Mary, holding one up. “Blue roses. Aren’t they stunning?”

	 

	Mary glanced over, her face lighting up. “They’re gorgeous, Joan. You’re lucky to have such thoughtful fans.”

	 

	I smiled, the tension easing slightly. “Yes, I am. Very lucky.”

	 

	The fear lingered at the edges of my mind, but I wouldn’t let it consume me. This was my dream, my moment, and no one was going to take that away from me.
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	The spotlight cast a harsh white glow as Douglas and I stood on stage, deep in the climactic confrontation of All for Robyn. My heart pounded, adrenaline coursing through my veins as I delivered my lines with intense fervor.

	 

	"Charles, how could you?" I cried, the emotion raw in Robyn’s voice as she grappled with her partner's betrayal. "You said you loved me!"

	 

	Douglas, ever the professional, met my gaze with feigned regret, his voice steady. "Robyn, I never meant for this to happen. You have to believe me."

	 

	The prop knife felt heavy in my hand, its cool metal a stark contrast to the heat of the stage lights. As I stepped closer, my movements deliberate, I felt the audience hold their breath, the tension in the theater palpable.

	 

	With a final, anguished cry, I drove the knife into Douglas's chest, the blade retracting smoothly into the hilt. Douglas staggered back, his face twisted in pain as he collapsed, the audience gasping collectively.

	 

	I stood over him, breathless, the moment pressing down on me like a tangible weight. The lights dimmed, signaling the end of the act.

	 

	As the curtain fell and applause filled the theater, I felt a wave of relief mingled with exhaustion. Douglas, always ready with a quip, leaned in as we exited the stage.

	 

	"Hey, you didn’t stutter," he whispered with a grin.

	 

	I managed a small smile, the tension of the performance still lingering. "Thanks, Douglas. I needed that."

	 

	The intermission buzzer sounded, and I headed to Robert’s office, my heart pounding with determination. The hallway was dimly lit, filled with the murmur of the audience. I knocked once and then entered without waiting.

	 

	Robert looked up from his desk, his rugged face drawn with tension. His sharp eyes locked onto mine, surprise flickering before concern settled in his expression.

	 

	"Joan, it’s intermission. What’s going on?"

	 

	"We need to talk," I said, keeping my voice steady.

	 

	He sighed, putting down his pen. "Joan, now isn’t the best time."

	 

	I stepped further into the room, closing the door behind me. "It’s about Mary. Her scenes are too long. We need to trim them and give me more stage time."

	 

	Robert leaned back in his chair, rubbing his temples. "You know we can’t just make changes like that. Mary’s role is crucial."

	 

	"But it’s affecting my performance," I argued, frustration creeping into my voice. "I need more opportunities to show what I can do."

	 

	He shook his head, his tone firm. "We’re in the middle of a run. It’s not fair to the rest of the cast to make changes now."

	 

	I stepped closer, my voice softening. "Robert, please," I said, locking eyes with him. "Give me this chance."

	 

	His eyes widened just a fraction, a subtle flicker of surprise that he quickly concealed. "Joan, this isn’t—"

	 

	Before he could finish, I began to unbutton my blouse, each movement slow, deliberate, my fingers trembling ever so slightly. "Not until you say yes," I murmured, my voice a low whisper that hung in the air between us.

	 

	Robert’s breath hitched, his gaze locked on me, transfixed. The room seemed to shrink, drawing us closer, the atmosphere thick with an unspoken tension. Each button that came undone was a small rebellion, a bold declaration. Douglas’s name flitted through my mind, a fleeting ghost of guilt, but I brushed it aside. This moment was mine.

	 

	He hesitated, his eyes flickering between duty and desire, the professional veneer cracking under the weight of temptation. The silence between us was electric, charged with the gravity of the choices we were making.

	 

	I let the blouse slip from my shoulders, feeling the cool air brush against my skin as I unclasped my bra, letting it fall with a soft whisper to the floor. My hands moved to the zipper of my pants, sliding them down in one slow, deliberate motion, leaving me standing before him in nothing but my underwear. The vulnerability was intoxicating, but so was the power.

	 

	With a resigned sigh, he rose from his chair, the distance between us disappearing in an instant. "Joan, this isn’t how we should do things," he murmured, his voice rough, betraying the struggle within him.

	 

	I reached out, letting my fingertips trace the line of his jaw, feeling the tension coiled beneath his skin. "Then say yes, Robert," I breathed, leaning in closer. "Let me prove myself."

	 

	He met my gaze, his resolve crumbling, replaced by something darker, more primal. The room seemed to pulse with the heat of the moment, every breath we shared thick with anticipation. And then, with a sudden, fierce intensity, he pulled me to him, his lips crashing against mine, his hands gripping my shoulders as if I was the only thing keeping him anchored.

	 

	When we finally broke apart, our breathing ragged, Robert's eyes were clouded with both desire and resignation. "Fine," he whispered, his voice barely audible. "We'll talk about it after the show. But no promises."

	A slow, satisfied smile curled on my lips. I knew I had him. As I slipped back into my blouse and left, a surge of triumph washed over me. This was more than just a victory; it was the first step in taking control of my destiny.

	 

	As I walked back toward the stage, the familiar sounds of the theater—whispers of the audience, the creak of the floorboards—washed over me like an embrace. The adrenaline still surged in my veins, a reminder of the power I had just wielded. I headed to my dressing room, ready to get back into character, ready to step into the second act with renewed determination. Nothing, and no one, would stand in my way.

	 

	I hurriedly fixed my makeup, my hands moving with practiced precision. The lights around my vanity provided a comforting glow as I adjusted my costume. Each movement felt purposeful, the anticipation of stepping back onto the stage fueling my determination.

	 

	As the final buzzer sounded, signaling the end of intermission, I took a deep breath and stepped out of my dressing room. The stage awaited, full of potential and possibility. I relished seeing the front row’s reactions—their gasps, tears, and laughter. It was a powerful connection, an unspoken bond between performer and audience.

	 

	I walked onto the stage, the set bathed in the soft glow of the lights. The audience settled into their seats, the murmurs fading as the curtain rose. A surge of exhilaration swept through me as I stepped back into character, ready to deliver the performance of a lifetime.

	 

	As I delivered my lines, I saw the intensity in the front row’s eyes. Their reactions fueled me, pushing me to dig deeper, to give more. Every movement, every word, was met with a response, reflecting the emotions I poured into my performance.
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	I PERCHED ON THE of the couch, gripping the telephone receiver, my heart racing. Elizabeth sat cross-legged on the floor, her script spread out in front of her.

	 

	“Daddy, the play is getting good reviews,” I said, trying to sound confident, though a tremor slipped into my voice. I wished he could be here. “I miss you.”

	 

	“I wish I could be there too, sweetheart,” came his gruff voice. It was comforting, familiar, and it made my chest ache. “How are you holding up?”

	 

	“I’m managing,” I replied, glancing at Elizabeth, who muttered lines under her breath, focused on her script. “Elizabeth’s here. We’re working on some promotions.”

	 

	“Promotions?” Daddy sounded curious. “What kind of promotions?”

	 

	“Oh, just some ads for the newspapers. We’re making sure people remember me,” I said, trying to keep the tone light. “It’s a bit of a campaign.”

	 

	“You always were a fighter, Joan,” he said, and I could almost see his proud smile. “I’m proud of you. Just don’t overdo it, okay?”

	 

	“I won’t, Daddy. I promise,” I said softly. “I hope to see you soon.”

	 

	“Me too, sweetheart,” he replied, and then there was a soft click as the line disconnected. I held the receiver for a moment longer, letting his words settle before placing it back on the cradle.

	 

	Elizabeth looked up from her script, curiosity in her eyes. “How is he?”

	 

	“Same as always,” I said with a sigh, leaning back on the couch. “Worried about me. Proud of me. You know how it is.”

	 

	Elizabeth nodded, a small smile on her lips. “At least he’s supportive.”

	 

	“Yeah,” I agreed, my gaze drifting to the pile of newspapers and photos scattered across the coffee table. “Alright, let’s get back to work.”

	 

	We had been cutting out reviews and taping them onto photos of me as Robyn, creating makeshift ads to take to the newspapers’ offices. It was tedious, but I was determined to make sure the American Theater Wing members saw my face everywhere they turned.

	 

	“I still don’t see the point of this,” Elizabeth said, reaching for another photo. “It’s not like they don’t know who you are.”

	 

	“It’s about staying in their minds,” I explained, carefully cutting out a particularly glowing review. “We want them to think of me every time they pick up a newspaper. It’s about visibility.”

	 

	Elizabeth sighed, shaking her head. “You’re relentless.”

	 

	“I have to be,” I said firmly. “This is my chance, Elizabeth. I can’t let it slip away.”

	 

	She studied me for a moment, her expression softening. “I get it. I do. But it’s a lot of work.”

	 

	“I know,” I said, offering a small smile. “But it’ll be worth it. You’ll see.”

	 

	We worked in silence for a while, the only sounds were the snipping of scissors and the rustling of paper. Finally, Elizabeth broke the silence.

	 

	“I’ve been thinking about taking a night off to see Audrey’s performance. It’s right across the street.”

	 

	Elizabeth looked up, surprised. “Really? You want to see Audrey’s play?”

	 

	“Yeah,” I said, biting my lip. “I mean, I’m not competing with her. I just... I want to see her. Support her.”

	 

	Elizabeth nodded slowly. “That’s... nice of you, Joan. I’m sure she’d appreciate it.”

	 

	“I hope so,” I said quietly. “She’s my sister, after all.”

	 

	Elizabeth reached over and squeezed my hand. “You’re a good person, Joan. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

	 

	“I’m starting to realize that.”

	 

	We continued working, the pile of completed ads growing steadily. As we worked, Elizabeth began to read her lines again, her voice filling the room.

	 

	“You don’t sound too excited about that script,” I remarked.

	 

	Elizabeth sighed, setting the script aside. “I’m not. It’s... it’s just not what I want to be doing.”

	 

	“Then why are you doing it?” I asked.

	 

	“Because it’s a job,” she said simply. “And I need the money.”

	 

	I nodded, understanding. “Yeah. I get that.”

	 

	Elizabeth leaned back, looking thoughtful. “Do you remember when we first started out? How excited we were about everything?”

	 

	I smiled, the memories flooding back. “Yeah. We were so young and naive.”

	 

	“We thought we could conquer the world,” Elizabeth said with a laugh. “And now look at us. Cutting out newspaper reviews and taking roles we don’t want just to get by.”

	 

	“We’ve come a long way,” I said softly. “But we’re still here. We’re still fighting.”

	 

	Elizabeth smiled at me, determination shining in her eyes. “Yeah. We are.”

	 

	We finished the last of the ads, setting them aside in a neat stack. I leaned back, feeling a sense of accomplishment.

	 

	“Alright,” I said, stretching. “Let’s take a break. How about some tea?”

	 

	“That would be amazing. My voice is so strained.”

	 

	Elizabeth hurried to the corridor, and I could hear her forcing her foot into her shoes. She always went for a size smaller than she needed.

	 

	"Joan, are you ready yet? We're going to be late!" Elizabeth called from the living room.

	 

	"Just a minute!" I replied, searching my apartment. I grabbed my purse from the kitchen counter and rummaged through it, my heart sinking as I realized my script was missing.

	 

	"I can’t find my script," I said, panic creeping into my voice. "It has all my notes. I need it."

	 

	Elizabeth walked over, her expression sympathetic. "Joan, they'll have copies at the theater. You can use one of those."

	 

	"You don't understand, Liz. My notes are irreplaceable," I insisted, frustration mounting.

	 

	"Maybe you left it at the theater," Elizabeth suggested. "We should go check."

	 

	I nodded, my mind racing. "You're right. Let's go."

	 

	We rushed out of the apartment, flagging down a cab in record time. The ride to the Shubert Theater was tense, my fingers tapping nervously against my knee as Elizabeth tried to reassure me with soft words I could barely hear over the noise in my head.

	 

	As soon as we arrived, I sprinted toward my dressing room, Elizabeth close behind. The door slammed against the wall as I threw it open, immediately tearing through the room. I rifled through costume pieces, props, and papers, my movements frantic.

	 

	"It’s got to be here," I muttered, tossing aside a hat and nearly knocking over a stack of books.

	 

	Elizabeth hovered near the doorway, her eyes darting around the room. “Maybe someone moved it?”

	 

	I barely heard her. “We weren’t ready to open. We shouldn’t have skipped the previews,” I blurted out, almost to myself as I upended a drawer.

	 

	Elizabeth’s gaze sharpened. “Why did you?”

	 

	“Because Robert thinks he’s some kind of genius,” I snapped, frustration lacing my words. “But he’s reckless. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

	 

	She stepped forward, resting a hand on my shoulder as I stood still for the first time since we’d arrived. “Joan, we’ll find it. Don’t worry.”

	 

	I drew in a shaky breath, forcing myself to focus. “My notes… I put everything into them.”

	 

	“We’ll figure it out,” she said, her voice steady. “Let’s talk to the stage manager. He might have seen something.”

	 

	We made our way through the theater’s winding corridors. The ornate architecture, usually so majestic, felt oppressive today. The memories of past performances seemed to press in from all sides, but I pushed forward, trying to keep my rising panic at bay.

	 

	Tom, the stage manager, looked up from his desk as we entered his small office. “Joan, Elizabeth? What brings you here?”

	 

	“My script,” I said quickly, the words tumbling out. “I can’t find it. Have you seen it anywhere?”

	 

	Tom frowned, scratching his head. “I haven’t, but let’s check the lost and found. Sometimes things end up there.”

	 

	The box was filled with forgotten scarves, gloves, and odds and ends, but no script. My heart sank a little further with each item we pulled out.

	 

	“Let’s check backstage,” Tom suggested, trying to stay upbeat.

	 

	We moved through the spaces behind the curtains, the air heavy and still, each breath catching in my throat. Normally, this place was a sanctuary, the shadows a comforting presence, but now they felt like they were pressing in on me, tightening their grip with every step.

	 

	“It has to be here somewhere,” Elizabeth whispered, though her voice wavered, the certainty slipping away.

	 

	We rifled through props, sifted through set pieces, and explored every corner, but it was as though the script had simply vanished, leaving behind an unsettling emptiness. My breathing grew rapid, shallow, as if the air was growing thinner, harder to draw in.

	 

	Tom’s sigh cut through the quiet, final and resigned. He shut another prop box with a dull thud, looking at me with a grim expression. “I’m sorry, Joan. It’s not here.”

	 

	I braced myself against the nearest surface, feeling the rough texture under my fingertips as I struggled to keep the rising panic from consuming me. Elizabeth’s hand found mine, her grip firm yet trembling. “We’ll figure something out,” she said, but her words rang hollow. “Maybe it’s at home, after all.”

	 

	“No.” My voice was firmer than I felt, shaking my head in denial. “I know I had it here. It can’t just be gone.”

	 

	Tom considered for a moment, searching for a logical explanation. “Sometimes things get moved during performances. Have you checked the dressing rooms or the green room?”

	 

	I didn’t respond, already pushing past them, driven by a gnawing urgency. The corridors seemed to stretch endlessly, each step heavier than the last as the space around me became suffocating. We searched the dressing rooms, the green room, even the costume department—everywhere the script might be—but it was nowhere to be found.

	 

	By the time I returned to my dressing room, a crushing sense of despair had settled over me. The grandeur of the theater, once a source of comfort, now seemed oppressive, bearing down on me with a weight that was hard to bear. Elizabeth stood nearby, her concern evident, but I couldn’t focus on anything except the growing void where my script should have been.

	 

	Tom approached cautiously, holding out a fresh copy of the script, the pages untouched and pristine. “I got you a new one,” he said quietly, as if trying not to provoke my frustration.

	 

	My eyes bore into the new script, anger simmering just below the surface. "This is useless," I muttered, snatching it from his hand with a blend of bitterness and helplessness. "It's not just the words—it's everything I've poured into it. The notes, the effort..."

	Tom opened his mouth to respond, but I didn’t give him the chance. I turned away, clutching the new script to my chest as if it were a lifeline, though it felt more like a cruel reminder of my helplessness. The theater’s grandeur seemed to mock me with every step I took, its vastness a cruel joke in the face of my desperation.

	 

	“Joan, you can write new notes and work from memory.”

	 

	“No Tom! I wrote—”

	 

	“Suck it up and stop complaining. You can deal with it. When I was working on His Hand to Hold, Audrey never behaved like such a child.”

	 

	“Okay Tom.” I got up without taking my gaze off him, slowly walking towards Elizabeth. “Okay. Great to know. Elizabeth, we are leaving.”

	 

	“Joan are you—”

	 

	“Let’s leave. I’ll deal with it. Tom, I am sorry, I’ll clean up my act."
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	New York, April 11, 1966

	Rita Collins

	 

	Darlings, brace yourselves for the latest scuttlebutt straight from the theatrical trenches! Let's dish on the latest sensation sweeping the Great White Way: the 1966 Tony Award nominations. With the nominations hot off the press, it's time to dissect the snubs, the surprises, and the victories that have set the Broadway world abuzz.

	 

	Leading the pack with a staggering 8 nominations is the gripping drama "Till We Leave," a riveting tale of love and loss that has captured the hearts of audiences and critics alike. Starring the luminous Audrey Monroe, this production has left no stone unturned, garnering nods in multiple categories including Best Play, Best Director, and of course, Best Leading Actress for the incomparable Ms. Monroe herself. Bravo, Audrey!

	 

	But let's not overlook the other contenders vying for Broadway's most coveted prize. "Love is Blossom" and "Of Human Bondage" follow closely behind with 6 nominations each, showcasing the diversity and depth of talent within the theater community. Both productions have earned nods for Best Musical and Best Play respectively, solidifying their status as must-see shows of the season.

	 

	And then there's "All For Robyn," the much-anticipated leading debut for Joan Monroe, whose performance has left critics divided. While the production has secured 4 nominations, including Best Lead Actress for Ms. Monroe, it's clear that not everyone is singing her praises. Some have questioned her suitability for the role, with whispers of stuttering and stumbling marrying her performance. But let's not dwell on the negative, shall we?

	 

	One glaring omission from this year's nominations is the absence of Mary Oliver in the Best Featured Actress category. Despite delivering a standout performance in "All For Robyn," Ms. Oliver has been shockingly overlooked by the Tony voters. It's a baffling snub that has left many scratching their heads and questioning the integrity of the nominating process. But fear not, my theater-loving lovelies, for Mary Oliver's talent shines bright regardless of accolades.

	 

	As the Tony Awards draw near, the Broadway community eagerly awaits to see who will take home the coveted statuettes. Will Audrey Monroe reign supreme with her commanding performance in "Till We Leave"? Or will Joan Monroe defy the odds and emerge victorious in the face of adversity? Only time will tell, darlings, so stay tuned for all the glitz, glamour, and gossip straight from the red carpet.

	 

	Until next time, my theater-loving darlings, keep your eyes peeled and your ears to the ground for the latest buzz from the Great White Way! 
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	"Joan, are you even listening?" Audrey’s voice cut through the haze of my thoughts, snapping my attention back to the room, back to the walls lined with her accomplishments.

	 

	I forced a smile. “Sorry, Audrey. I was just admiring your, uh, collection.”

	 

	Her eyebrow arched slightly, amusement playing at the corners of her lips. “Collection, huh? Is that what they’re calling it these days?”

	 

	I let out a small laugh. “Well, it’s certainly impressive.”

	 

	But the truth was, the sight of her framed accolades—her Academy Award nomination, her Tony nomination—left a bitter taste in my mouth. While she soared, I was still climbing, each step harder than the last.

	 

	"Can you believe the Tony nominations are almost here?" Audrey’s voice was light, but there was a familiar intensity in her eyes. “I can’t wait to see if Till We Leave gets recognized.”

	 

	“Yeah,” I murmured, the knot in my stomach tightening. “It’s nerve-wracking, for sure.”

	 

	Audrey’s gaze softened, as if she could see straight through me. “No matter what happens, we’re in this together, okay? You and me.”

	 

	Her words were a comfort, a reminder that despite everything, we were still sisters. “Thanks, Audrey. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

	 

	Audrey reached out, squeezing my hand. “You’ll never have to find out,” she said, her voice full of warmth. “We’re a team, remember?”

	 

	The room fell into a companionable silence, the only sound the faint crackle of the radio in the background. Then the announcer’s voice crackled to life, breaking through the quiet.

	 

	“And now, the moment you’ve all been waiting for—the nominations for the 20th Annual Tony Awards!”

	 

	Audrey’s grip on my hand tightened, the anticipation almost unbearable. We sat there, breathless, as the announcer listed the nominees for Best Actress in a Play.

	 

	“And the nominees are…”

	 

	Time seemed to stretch, each second longer than the last, until finally, the moment we’d been waiting for arrived.

	 

	“Audrey Monroe, for her stunning performance in ‘Till We Leave…”

	 

	Audrey’s face lit up with pure joy, the kind of joy that comes from years of hard work and sacrifice. As we hugged, tears of happiness streamed down her face, but I couldn’t ignore the bittersweet twinge in my heart—a reminder of all it had taken to get here.

	 

	The announcer continued, and then, to my utter shock, my name was called.

	 

	“Joan Monroe, for her captivating performance in All For Robyn…”

	 

	The room erupted with cheers, and Audrey and I clung to each other, both of us overwhelmed by the weight of what had just happened. As we celebrated, the opulent surroundings of Audrey’s penthouse seemed to fade into the background, the only thing that mattered was the bond between us.

	 

	“Let’s call Mom,” Audrey suggested, her excitement contagious.

	 

	I picked up the phone, my fingers trembling slightly as I dialed. The line rang only once before Grace’s familiar voice came through, warm and full of anticipation.

	 

	“Hello?”

	 

	“Mom, it’s us!” Audrey practically shouted, barely able to contain her excitement.

	 

	“Oh, girls, what’s happened? Is everything alright?” Grace asked, her voice tinged with concern.

	 

	“We’ve been nominated for Tonys!” I blurted out, the words rushing out in a breathless stream.

	 

	For a moment, there was silence on the other end, and then Grace’s voice burst with joy. “Oh, my dears, that’s wonderful! I’m so proud of both of you!”

	 

	As the conversation continued, I couldn’t help but notice how Grace’s praise seemed to gravitate toward Audrey, leaving me feeling like an afterthought. I smiled through it, but the weight of my insecurities pressed down on me like a heavy blanket.

	 

	Audrey, oblivious to my internal struggle, basked in our mother’s words. “Thank you, Mom. We’re thrilled.”

	 

	As Grace continued to gush over Audrey’s accomplishments, I found myself retreating inward, my smile becoming more and more strained. But I kept it together, knowing that despite the envy gnawing at me, we were still sisters.

	 

	When the call ended, I turned to Audrey, trying to keep the smile on my face. “Looks like we’re both in the running, huh?”

	 

	“Yeah,” Audrey agreed, her excitement shining through. “Looks like we are.”

	 

	As I stood to leave, Audrey’s voice stopped me. “Joan, wait,” she said, concern lacing her words. “Are you okay?”

	 

	I forced a smile, trying to mask the turmoil roiling inside me. “Of course, Audrey. It’s just… a lot to process.”

	 

	Her brow furrowed, and she reached for my hand again. “You know, there’s nothing wrong with both of us being nominated, right?”

	 

	I nodded, though her words only made the ache in my chest more acute. “I know,” I whispered. “It’s just… overwhelming.”

	 

	Audrey’s hand tightened around mine, her voice softening. “We’re in this together, Joan. Always.”

	 

	I nodded, managing a weak smile. “Thank you, Audrey. I needed that.”

	 

	As Audrey mentioned her plans for a party that evening, a flicker of hope ignited within me. Maybe, in the celebration, I could find some peace. “I’ll be there,” I promised, my voice steadier. “And I’ll see if I can rally some of the other nominees.”

	 

	Audrey’s face brightened. “That would be wonderful, Joan. Thank you.”

	 

	After a moment, I asked, “Can I use your phone real quick?”

	 

	“Of course!”

	 

	My hands trembled slightly as I dialed Burt’s number.

	 

	Burt Goldman had been my publicist for years, a sharp-minded man with an eye for opportunities. His graying hair and ever-present bowtie gave him an air of old-fashioned charm, but his mind was anything but old-fashioned.

	 

	The phone rang twice before he answered. “Burt Goldman speaking.”

	 

	“Burt, it’s Joan,” I said, struggling to keep my emotions in check.

	 

	“Joan! I was just about to call you. Congratulations on the Tony nomination!” His voice was warm, a lifeline in the storm of my emotions.

	 

	Tears welled up, and I couldn’t hold them back. “I was nominated for a Tony, Burt,” I whispered, the reality of it sinking in.

	 

	“I know, darling. I’m so proud of you. This is what we’ve been working toward.”

	 

	“Thank you,” I managed, wiping my eyes. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

	 

	“Nonsense,” he said gently. “This is all you. But let’s make sure everyone knows it. I’ll get some radio spots lined up, remind people about your play and your nomination.”

	 

	Relief flooded through me. “Thank you, Burt. That means the world to me.”

	 

	“Of course, Joan. Now, dry those tears and get ready to shine. The world’s watching.”

	 

	“I will,” I promised, feeling a surge of determination. “Thank you, Burt.”

	 

	“Anytime, Joan. I’ll be in touch soon.”

	 

	After hanging up, I took a moment to compose myself. The tears had stopped, but the emotions still swirled inside me. With a final glance toward Audrey, I headed for the door, a sense of determination blossoming within me. Tonight was about celebration, about embracing the recognition I had fought so hard to achieve.

	 

	As I stepped into the bustling streets of Midtown Manhattan, the city seemed to thrum with life around me, a constant reminder of the opportunities and challenges that awaited. The yellow cabs wove through the sea of pedestrians, street vendors called out their wares, and the distant hum of construction added to the urban symphony.

	 

	I navigated the familiar streets, my mind churning with thoughts of the night ahead. Audrey’s assurances still echoed in my ears, but doubt clung to me like a shadow. I needed to take action, to assert control over my fate. The newspaper office was my first stop.

	 

	The building loomed ahead, its imposing facade a stark contrast to the warmth of Audrey’s penthouse. I pushed through the heavy glass doors, the smell of ink and paper wrapping around me like a familiar embrace. The office buzzed with activity, reporters and clerks moving with a frenetic energy that mirrored my own.

	 

	“Joan Monroe!” a familiar voice called out. Austin, behind the front desk, greeted me with a knowing smile. He was young, late twenties, with sandy hair and a perpetual air of mild amusement. He had seen me here often enough to know the drill.

	 

	“Back for more ads, I see,” he said, already pulling out the necessary forms.

	 

	“Yes, Austin,” I replied, trying to mask the urgency in my voice. “I need to run another batch.”

	 

	He glanced at the stack of photos and reviews I handed him, raising an eyebrow slightly. “You’re really going all out this time, huh?”

	 

	I nodded, my thoughts racing. “It’s important. The Tony nominations just came out, and I need to keep my name out there.”

	 

	Austin began filling out the forms, his fingers flying over the keys of the old typewriter. “Congratulations on the nomination, by the way. That’s a big deal.”

	 

	“Thank you,” I said, my voice tight with pride battling anxiety. “But the real work starts now.”

	 

	As Austin worked, I took a moment to survey the office. The walls were lined with framed front pages, each one a testament to the paper’s storied history. Reporters huddled over desks, typewriters clacking away as they chased the next big story. The energy in the room was palpable, a reminder of the relentless pace of the city outside.

	 

	“Alright, that’ll be seventeen dollars,” Austin said, breaking into my thoughts.

	 

	My heart sank as I counted out the bills, barely enough to cover the cost. But I couldn’t back down now. This was an investment in my future, a necessary step.

	 

	I handed over the money, ignoring the gnawing worry in my stomach. “Here you go.”

	 

	Austin took the cash and handed me the stack of freshly printed ads. “Good luck, Joan. I hope it pays off.”

	 

	“Thanks, Austin,” I said, offering him a strained smile. “I hope so too.”

	 

	As I stepped back out onto the street, the weight of my decision settled over me. The city seemed even more vibrant, the sounds and colors sharper. Tucking the ads under my arm, I quickened my pace toward the theater, the crowded sidewalks blurring as I pushed forward.

	 

	When I reached the Shubert, the sight of the familiar marquee steadied my nerves. I glanced across the street at the St. James, where Audrey’s name was illuminated in bold letters. I let the envy flicker briefly, then turned away, focusing on the task at hand.

	 

	A crowd had gathered outside the Shubert, their excited chatter rising as they spotted me. “Congratulations, Joan!” they called out, their cheers a balm to my frazzled nerves. I smiled and waved, their support lifting my spirits.

	 

	“I’ll greet you all after the show!” I called back, my voice light with renewed determination. With a final wave, I slipped through the stage door, the familiar warmth of the theater welcoming me home.

	 

	Inside, the Shubert hummed with life, the cast and crew buzzing with anticipation. Danielle, the costume designer, caught sight of me and waved. “There’s our Tony-nominated star!”

	 

	Her words filled me with warmth, the pride in her voice bolstering my confidence. Douglas was there too, his smile bright as he pulled me into a quick embrace. But before we could get too caught up in the excitement, Robert’s voice cut through the room.

	 

	“Save the celebration for later, you two,” he said, though there was a playful glint in his eye. “We’ve got a show to do.”

	 

	His reminder brought me back to the moment, and I turned to address the group. “Oh, and before I forget—Audrey’s throwing a party tonight. She’s invited everyone.”

	 

	The news sparked fresh excitement, but I knew there was still work to be done before we could celebrate.

	 

	The minutes ticked by, and I made my way to my dressing room, the familiar sights and sounds of backstage life grounding me. The crew moved with practiced efficiency, adjusting sets and costumes, their dedication a reminder of the magic we created every night.

	 

	As the curtain time approached, the air buzzed with anticipation. Stepping onto the stage, I felt the audience’s energy surge, their expectations mingling with my own. This was where I belonged.

	 

	The lights dimmed, the orchestra swelled, and I took my place at center stage. The faces before me blurred as I became Robyn, her emotions becoming mine. Each word, each gesture, drew the audience deeper into her world.

	 

	When the curtain fell, the applause was thunderous, washing over me like a wave. I stood there, basking in the warmth of their approval, knowing this was just the beginning.

	 

	After the show, I greeted the crowd at the stage door, their cheers filling me with a sense of accomplishment. But as I caught sight of the crowd gathering for Audrey across the street, a flicker of envy resurfaced. I pushed it aside and focused on the fans before me, determined to savor the moment.

	 

	I signed playbills and posed for photos, each interaction a reminder of why I loved the stage. Among the crowd, a young girl’s face lit up with admiration as she approached me, a playbill clutched tightly in her hands.

	 

	“Congratulations!” she said, her voice full of genuine excitement.

	 

	“Thank you,” I replied, smiling down at her. “I’m so glad you came. Don’t forget to tell your friends about the show.”

	 

	Her enthusiasm was infectious, and as she disappeared into the crowd, I felt a renewed sense of purpose.

	 

	As the crowd thinned, hunger gnawed at my stomach, a reminder that I’d barely eaten all day. I glanced across the street, hoping to catch a glimpse of Audrey. But the crowd around her was too thick, and I decided it was best to head to her place and get ready for the party.

	 

	The walk home was brisk, the cool evening air invigorating. I needed to focus on the night ahead, to put aside my insecurities and enjoy the celebration. This was a night for both of us.

	 

	Back at my apartment, I quickly changed into a sleek, elegant dress, one that gave me confidence just by wearing it. I studied my reflection in the mirror, forcing a smile that I hoped would last through the evening.

	 

	“Tonight is about celebrating,” I whispered to myself. “Just enjoy it.”

	 

	With a final glance in the mirror, I grabbed my coat and headed out, determined to embrace the evening with open arms.
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	As I stepped into Audrey's penthouse, the lively chatter of the crowd surrounded me, a blend of clinking glasses and soft jazz mingling with bursts of laughter. The atmosphere was warm, inviting, the kind that draws you in, even if you didn’t plan on staying.

	 

	"Joan, darling! Over here!" Audrey’s voice rang out, clear and bright, cutting through the noise. She stood at the center of the room, radiant in her shimmering gown, every inch the star she was.

	 

	"Coming!" I called back, weaving through the guests until I reached her side.

	 

	"Isn't this marvelous?" Audrey’s eyes sparkled with excitement. "We’re Tony nominees, can you believe it?"

	 

	I smiled, feeling the weight of her words settle over me, like something both heavy and comforting at the same time. Tony nominations. It was something I’d only dreamed of, and now, here it was, real and in front of me.

	 

	"It's incredible," I murmured, still trying to wrap my mind around it.

	 

	Audrey raised her glass, commanding the room’s attention effortlessly. "Everyone, may I have your attention, please?" The hum of conversation faded as all eyes turned to her.

	 

	"I just want to congratulate all of us on our Tony nominations," Audrey continued, her gaze sweeping across the crowd. "This is because of our hard work, our passion. We should be proud."

	 

	Applause filled the room, warm and genuine. I felt a swell of emotion, gratitude for being part of something so special, something that had finally earned its recognition.

	 

	"And a special congratulations to you, Joan," Audrey added, turning to me with a warm smile. "You’ve worked so hard, and you deserve every bit of this. I’m proud to share this moment with you."

	 

	Her words touched something deep inside me, a validation I’d been yearning for. "Thank you, Audrey," I managed, emotion thickening my voice. "I... I don’t know what to say."

	 

	"You don’t need to say anything, darling," she said, squeezing my hand gently. "Just know I’m rooting for you."

	 

	Before I could respond, Jack, the producer, appeared beside us, champagne in hand. "Congratulations, Audrey," he said smoothly. "Two-time Tony nominee. Quite the accomplishment."

	 

	Audrey accepted the glass with a smile. "Thank you, Jack. And thank you for all your help. We make a great team."

	 

	I looked at her, surprised. "We?"

	 

	Audrey nodded, her eyes twinkling with amusement. "Yes, Joan. I’m also a producer on Till We Leave."

	 

	My eyebrows shot up. "I had no idea."

	 

	"It was a quiet role," Audrey said with a soft laugh. "I didn’t want the focus on me."

	 

	Jack raised his glass. "She’s been instrumental in our success. We couldn’t have done it without her."

	 

	I forced a smile, pushing down the small flicker of irritation. This was supposed to be a celebration, after all, and I wasn’t about to let petty feelings spoil it.

	 

	"Forty-Fourth Street now boasts two Tony nominated gals!" I chuckled, hooking Audrey’s arm.

	 

	As the evening wore on, I let myself get swept up in the joy around me—dancing, laughing, clinking glasses with my fellow nominees. The weight of the Tony nominations hung over us, a reminder of how far we’d come and how much further we could go.

	 

	But it was Douglas who eventually drew me in, his easy charm a welcome distraction. "Having a good time, Joan?" he asked, slipping up beside me.

	 

	I returned his grin. "How could I not? It’s an incredible night."

	 

	"I don’t think I’ve ever seen Audrey this happy," he said with a chuckle, nodding toward her.

	 

	I glanced over at Audrey, surrounded by admirers, her laughter ringing out. "It’s a rare sight," I agreed.

	 

	Douglas took my hand, his touch sending a warm jolt through me. "You know, I’m really proud of you, Joan. You’ve worked hard for this."

	 

	His words brought a flush to my cheeks. "Thank you, Douglas. That means a lot."

	 

	He squeezed my hand gently. "This is just the beginning, Joan. You’re going to do amazing things."

	 

	His confidence in me was reassuring, grounding. "I couldn’t have done it without the support of friends like you."

	 

	“Friend? Is that all I am?” he teased, but before I could respond, Mary approached, her flushed with sadness.

	 

	"Congratulations, Joan," she said, with a hint of bitterness. "You really deserve this."

	 

	"Thank you, Mary," I replied, sensing the disappointment in her voice. "I appreciate it."

	 

	Mary sighed. "I just wish I had more to do in the play. I feel like I’m barely on stage anymore."

	 

	“Mary no,” I could hear my heartbeat in my ears. “Don’t say that. You’re still thriving on that stage eight times a week.”
      

	“Barely being seen by anyone.”

	 

	“But you do your part so well!”

	 

	“I’ve been reduced to a bit role now. If I wanted a Lansbury role I’d go to MGM.” 

	 

	Before I could respond, Rita swept over to us, her presence commanding as always.

	 

	"Well, well, if it isn’t the leading ladies of Broadway," Rita said, her eyes gleaming with mischief. "Mary, darling, I’ve been talking about your performance to some contacts. They’re dying to meet you."

	 

	Mary’s eyes lit up, hope flickering in them. "Really?"

	 

	"Absolutely," Rita assured her. "I think you’d be perfect for some upcoming projects. Maybe even a Tony nomination next year."

	 

	Mary beamed, visibly uplifted. "Thank you, Rita."

	 

	Rita turned her critical gaze to me. "And Joan, darling, that dress looks a bit snug tonight. Perhaps something more modest next time?"

	 

	I felt my cheeks flush, irritation simmering beneath the surface. "I’ll keep that in mind, Rita. Thanks for the advice."

	 

	Douglas’s hand on my arm brought me back, his presence calming. "Joan, what’s wrong?" he asked quietly.

	 

	"It’s Rita," I muttered, not hiding my frustration. "She just—gets under my skin."

	 

	Audrey appeared beside me, her voice laced with both concern and amusement. "Joan, darling, don’t let her get to you. We’re here to celebrate."

	 

	I nodded, taking a deep breath. "You’re right, Audrey. Sorry."

	 

	"Let’s go mingle," Audrey suggested, her voice lightening the mood.

	 

	As we moved through the crowd, Elizabeth and Cary Richards approached, excitement radiating from them. Elizabeth enveloped me in a hug, her energy infectious.

	 

	"Joan, congratulations!" she exclaimed. "I’m so happy for you."

	 

	"Thank you, Elizabeth," I replied, genuinely touched.

	 

	Elizabeth pulled back, turning to Audrey. "And Audrey, congratulations to you too! Can’t wait for next week’s performance."

	 

	Audrey smiled graciously. "Thank you, Elizabeth."

	 

	I glanced at Douglas beside me. "Actually, Elizabeth, Douglas and I will be joining you and Cary next week. Hope that’s alright."

	 

	Elizabeth’s surprise was quickly replaced by a wide smile. "Of course! We’d love to have you both."

	 

	Audrey’s smile tightened just slightly, but she nodded. "That sounds wonderful, Joan."

	 

	Elizabeth leaned in closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. "You know, Cary was the reason I went to California," she confided, a playful sparkle in her eye. "He’s charming. I couldn’t resist."

	 

	"Really? I never knew," I said, intrigued.

	 

	Elizabeth laughed softly. "Best decision I ever made."

	 

	We shared a smile, a silent bond forming in that moment of shared secrets.

	 

	As the night progressed, I spotted Robert across the room, his stern expression softened by the party’s glow. Excusing myself, I made my way over to him, heart beating a little faster.

	 

	"Robert," I said softly. "Thank you for... for cutting Mary’s scenes."

	 

	A satisfied smile curled his lips. He clasped my hand. "Of course, Joan. Anything for you."

	 

	Before I could respond, Robert leaned in, his breath warm against my ear. "Joan, would you mind stepping outside with me? There’s something I’d like to discuss."

	 

	My heart raced as he led me through the room and into a quiet hallway. Once alone, he turned to face me, his eyes intense.

	 

	"Joan," he said, voice low. "I’ve been thinking about you all night."

	 

	My pulse quickened, caught off guard. "Robert, what—"

	 

	Before I could finish, Robert kissed me, his hands moving over my body. I responded instinctively, a part of me resisting, knowing this wasn’t right.

	 

	"Joan," he murmured, pulling back slightly. "I need you. Right now."

	 

	"Robert," I gasped, trying to catch my breath. "We can’t... not here..."

	 

	He hesitated, his eyes dark with longing. "I know, but I can’t help it. You’re irresistible."

	 

	Power welled up inside me at his words, tinged with the wrongness of the situation. Leaning in close, I breathed, "Let's go somewhere private."

	 

	Robert nodded, leading me further down the hallway into an empty room. The door clicked shut behind us, sealing us in silence.

	 

	For a moment, we stood there, tension crackling between us. Then, with urgency, Robert pulled me into his arms, kissing me fervently, hands moving with a desperate need.

	 

	"Joan," he growled against my lips. "I need you."

	 

	I kissed him back, swept up in the moment, but something in me hesitated.

	 

	“Robert no. You’re a married man.”

	 

	He paused, frustration in his eyes. "What does that have to do with anything?"

	 

	"Robert, no. Let’s—let’s just go back to the party. Is Trisha here?"

	 

	His expression hardened. "She didn’t come. Said she doesn’t like being near you."

	 

	The words stung, cutting through the haze of desire. I pulled away, reality crashing down. "Let’s just go back."

	 

	Robert sighed, the moment shattered. He nodded reluctantly, and together we walked back to the party, the atmosphere suddenly colder than before.
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	THE TRAIN RIDE OFFERED a brief escape from the usual city noise, with the rhythmic sound of the tracks creating a calming backdrop. Audrey and I settled into our seats, the anticipation of returning home filling the space between us.

	 

	"So, Joan," Audrey started, her eyes bright with curiosity. "What’s keeping you busy over there?"

	 

	I glanced up from the newspapers scattered across my lap, a small, sheepish smile tugging at my lips. "Just... some personal projects."

	 

	Audrey raised an eyebrow, a hint of amusement in her expression. "Personal projects, huh? Seems like there’s more to it than that."

	 

	I chuckled softly, a touch of nervousness creeping in. My fingers traced the edge of a particularly glowing review. "Alright, you got me. I’ve been working on something."

	 

	"Oh?" Audrey leaned in, genuinely interested. "Care to share?"

	 

	I hesitated, searching for the right words. "Well, I’ve been cutting out reviews and taping them onto photos of myself."

	 

	Her eyes widened a fraction. "Really? Why?"

	 

	I bit my lip, feeling a bit self-conscious. "It’s just something I’ve been doing... for myself."

	 

	Audrey studied me for a moment, then nodded, her curiosity satisfied for the moment. "If it’s important to you, I won’t pry."

	 

	I exhaled quietly, relieved she didn’t push further. We eased into lighter conversation, sharing childhood memories and plans for the trip.

	 

	"I can’t wait to see Daddy," I admitted, a warm smile spreading across my face. "It’s been too long."

	 

	"And Mama’s roast lamb," Audrey added with a grin. "Always my favorite."

	 

	Audrey reached into her purse and pulled out a cigarette. I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows in concern.

	 

	"Audrey, you know smoking isn’t allowed on the train," I reminded her gently.

	 

	She shrugged, a playful smile on her lips as she lit the cigarette anyway. "Rules were made to be broken, darling."

	 

	I sighed inwardly but didn’t press the issue. Arguing wouldn’t change anything. I watched as she took a slow drag, the smoke curling lazily around her.

	 

	After a moment, Audrey exhaled, her expression growing more introspective. "Joan, do you ever wonder what it means to be perfect?"

	 

	Her question caught me off guard. "What do you mean?"

	 

	"In this business, we’re always chasing perfection," she continued, her voice low. "But who decides what that is? Is it the image we present, or something deeper?"

	 

	Her words lingered in the air, and I found myself drawn in by the honesty in her voice.

	 

	"Is it the flawless facade we show the world," she mused, her gaze drifting toward the window, "or is it something more, something beyond what people see?"

	 

	I listened quietly, sensing the weight of her thoughts.

	 

	"We’re constantly judged," she went on, a hint of bitterness creeping into her tone. "Every flaw magnified. And no matter what we do, it’s never quite enough."

	 

	There was a rawness in Audrey’s words, a vulnerability she rarely allowed others to see. I felt a wave of empathy for her, recognizing the pressure she carried.

	 

	"Maybe," she said softly, "perfection isn’t about being flawless. Maybe it’s about embracing our flaws, finding strength in them."

	 

	I nodded slowly, absorbing her words. "You’ve always seemed perfect to me, Audrey," I admitted. “You even have an Oscar nomination to prove it.”

	 

	Audrey shook her head, brushing off the compliment. "An Oscar nomination is just that—a nomination. It doesn’t mean much in the long run."

	 

	Her words were a reminder of how fleeting success can be. The conversation grew heavier, the weight of it settling between us.

	 

	"When does it end, Joan?" Audrey asked, frustration slipping into her voice. "When do we get to stop pretending?"

	 

	I didn’t have an answer. Instead, I reached out and placed a hand on her arm, offering silent support.

	 

	"Family is everything," I said, trying to lighten the mood. "I can’t wait to see everyone tonight."

	 

	Audrey’s expression softened at the mention of our family. "You’re right, Joan. Family is everything."

	 

	An hour later, we stepped off the train and into the cool Maine air. The station, with its weathered benches and rustic charm, brought back memories of our childhood. Audrey headed straight for the payphone, dialing our mother’s number with practiced ease.

	 

	"Mom, it’s Audrey. Joan and I just arrived," she said, her voice warm. "Can you call a cab for us? We’ll be home soon."

	 

	I watched her, feeling a sense of comfort in the familiarity of it all. Despite the years and the distance, coming home still felt right.

	 

	After the call, Audrey gestured for us to head outside. The evening air nipped at our skin as we waited for the cab, the silence between us filled with the distant hum of traffic and the occasional chirp of crickets.

	 

	Finally, the cab arrived, its headlights cutting through the darkness. Audrey opened the door, letting me slide in first before following. As we drove through the familiar streets, I glanced at Audrey, her profile illuminated by the passing lights. Despite everything, there was still an unspoken bond between us.

	 

	When we pulled up to our childhood home, the front door swung open, and our mother, Grace, stood there, her eyes glistening with tears as she embraced us both.

	 

	"Oh, my darlings," she whispered. "Welcome home."

	 

	Inside, the house smelled of home-cooked meals and warmth. Our father sat on the couch, eyes on the television, a faint smile playing on his lips as he greeted us.

	 

	"Welcome home, girls," he said, his voice steady. "How was the journey?"

	 

	"Long," Audrey replied with a grin, kissing his cheek. "But we’re here."

	 

	I trailed behind him, my lips brushing his cheek as a token of affection, the familiar warmth of home wrapping around me like a cocoon. Grace’s smile was a beacon as we gathered around the table, and she offered a prayer of thanks that seemed to hang in the air, a gentle reminder of the family bonds we shared.

	 

	The conversation, however, was a different story. It turned to Audrey almost immediately, like a predatory shift. Relatives leaned in, their eyes hungry for details about her love life. Audrey, with her poised demeanor, deflected the questions with practiced ease, but I could see the tension coiling in her shoulders, the subtle twitch of a smile that didn't reach her eyes.

	 

	"I’m focusing on my career right now," she said, her voice light but her gaze distant. "Love can wait."

	 

	A ripple of knowing glances passed between the adults, their unspoken judgments lingering in the air. I felt a surge of protectiveness, a gnawing desire to shield her from their relentless probing.

	 

	When the conversation veered toward me, the weight of expectation settled heavily on my shoulders. I forced myself to speak with careful precision. "It’s been an incredible experience," I said, each word measured. "But what really matters is how the audience responds."

	 

	Celine’s approving nod was a fleeting balm. "That’s a good perspective, Joan. The reviews have been glowing."

	 

	Michael’s chuckle cut through the air like a blade. "Sure, the fans love it. But they’re not the general public."

	 

	The sting of his dismissal was sharp, but I masked it with a composed facade. "Everyone’s entitled to their opinion. I’m just grateful to share the story with the audience."

	 

	Michael's gaze shifted to our father. "Tim, have you seen the plays?"

	 

	Tim’s response was a casual shrug, his indifference palpable. "I’ve seen Audrey’s. I’ll get to Joan’s eventually."

	 

	The casual dismissal of my work hit me like a physical blow. I forced a smile that felt like a grimace. "No rush, Dad."

	 

	Betina, eager to deflect from the uncomfortable undercurrent, asked, "Who do you think will win the Tony, Uncle Tim?"

	 

	Daddy’s response was blunt, the words slicing through the conversation with a dispassionate edge. "I don’t care. It’s just a metal disc."

	 

	“May I be excused?”

	 

	“May I be excused?” I asked, my voice straining for calmness despite the seething anger beneath.

	 

	Daddy gave a distracted nod, barely glancing up from his plate. “Sure, Joanie. Go ahead.”

	 

	I stood, the chair scraping harshly against the floor, the sound slicing through the dim, cozy ambiance of the dining room. My movements were deliberate, but every step felt like wading through molasses, each one laden with mounting frustration.

	 

	The hallway stretched before me like an unending corridor, its shadows deepening with each step. My breaths grew shallow, the rhythmic thudding of my heart echoing loudly in my ears. The world around me seemed to warp, the walls pressing closer, the light dimming as I walked away from the table.

	 

	I reached the small library at the end of the hall, once a haven of solace. Now, it felt more like a mausoleum of my disappointments. The room, cluttered with books and mementos from a bygone era, stood as a reminder of when I was the favored child. The scent of old paper and leather lingered, tinged with a faint acrid note, as if my bitterness had seeped into the very walls.

	 

	I paced the length of the room, my steps quickening as my mind spiraled further. 

	 

	Why had he seen Audrey’s play and not mine? 

	Had she always been the better one, the more deserving? 

	 

	The thought gnawed at me, each cycle of my thoughts darkening the room further.

	The flickering lamp highlighted my reflection in the glass of a cabinet—my face, a mask of barely contained rage. The low hum of resentment seemed to vibrate through the room, mingling with the echo of my father's indifferent words.

	 

	Why did he always favor Audrey?

	Was it because she was the more beautiful twin, the one who fit perfectly into his expectations?

	 

	I clenched my fists, knuckles whitening as the feeling of betrayal cut deep, a wound that refused to heal.

	 

	The thought of her effortless success, her pristine charm, twisted inside me. Resentment coiled tighter with every breath, turning the room into a chilling reminder of how I was always cast in her shadow.

	 

	I stopped in front of the large window, staring out into the night that swallowed the garden. The darkness was thick, pressing against the glass. The trees outside were jagged silhouettes, menacing shapes barely discernible. My reflection merged with the scene, the angry contortions of my face blending with the gloom.

	 

	A sudden surge of emotion overtook me, and I pounded my fist against the windowpane. The crack of the impact shattered the oppressive silence. I stumbled back, gasping for breath. The echo of my frustration lingered in the air, a dark, tangible presence that wrapped around me like a suffocating blanket.

	 

	The only sound that followed was the soft ticking of an old clock, marking time in a room heavy with unspoken resentment. I sank into a nearby armchair, my thoughts spiraling, the room now a reflection of my inner turmoil—a silent witness to the bitter storm brewing within me.

	 

	"Just be better. You have to be better," I whispered to the empty room, my voice barely audible, swallowed by the thick silence. I repeated it like a mantra, the words tumbling from my lips with growing urgency. "Be better than Audrey. Just be better."

	 

	The mantra was a thin veil over the mounting tension inside me. My hands gripped the edge of the mantle, knuckles pressing into the wood, trembling slightly with the strain. The room seemed to pulse with my frantic whispers, the walls closing in with each repetition.

	 

	An image began to form in my mind, growing clearer with every word. I pictured a grand stage, the spotlight glaring down on me as I walked confidently toward the podium. The audience’s applause was a roaring wave, crashing against me, each clap a surge of validation.

	 

	I imagined gripping the Tony Award medallion, its polished surface heavy in my hands. I saw myself stepping to the microphone, my parents in the audience, their faces lit with pride and admiration. Their applause was almost too loud, too insistent, but for once, it was all for me.

	 

	“Thank you,” I said, my imagined voice trembling with triumph and relief. “Thank you so much. I—”

	 

	But before I could complete my acceptance speech, the applause morphed into a disquieting silence. I turned, expecting to see adoring faces, but instead, there was Audrey. Her eyes locked onto mine with unsettling intensity, a smile that didn’t reach her eyes curling her lips.

	 

	The moment stretched, unbearable tension tightening around my chest. Without a word, Audrey moved toward me, her steps fluid yet chillingly deliberate. In her hand, the Tony Award medallion glinted, its polished surface catching the light with a cruel gleam.

	 

	I stood frozen as she raised the medallion above her head. The applause had vanished, replaced by a dense, suffocating quiet. Audrey’s face was a mask of cold determination, her eyes gleaming with something feral and dark.

	 

	The medallion descended with brutal force, the sharp edge slicing through the space between us. I had no time to react. The impact was sudden, bone-jarring, the cold metal smashing into my forehead with a sickening crunch. Pain exploded behind my eyes, raw and blinding, shattering reality.

	 

	I staggered, the room spinning in a grotesque dance. My hands flew up instinctively, but the damage was done. Audrey’s gaze remained fixed, a twisted satisfaction in her expression. The room filled with the distorted echoes of distant laughter, mocking and cruel, as if everything around me was jeering at my humiliation.

	 

	My breath came in ragged gasps, the air feeling like ice against my skin. The world around me blurred into a nightmarish swirl of fragmented sounds and shapes. The weight of my failure pressed down, suffocating me. Audrey’s face, twisted into a cruel smile, burned into my mind—a constant reminder of the cruelty I couldn’t escape.

	 

	I wrenched myself away from the dark reverie, my body trembling uncontrollably. The library felt colder, more oppressive, as if the very air had turned against me. I struggled to regain my composure, each breath a jagged, desperate gasp. The lingering sense of dread clung to me, inescapable and chilling.

	 

	“Christ,” I murmured fiercely to the empty room. “No, no, that won’t happen. I won’t let her do that… I won’t let her.”

	The conviction was thin, wavering, but it was all I had.
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	THE MORNING CREPT IN with a sense of heaviness that seemed to settle deep in my chest. I blinked awake, the room dim and quiet as I glanced at the clock on my bedside table. It was 5 a.m.—early enough to steal a moment of calm before the day began but late enough that sleep had already eluded me.

	 

	I dragged myself out of bed and went to retrieve the morning paper, hoping for a bit of good news to start the day. The familiar rustle of the newspaper met my ears, but as I scanned the pages, my heart dropped. The ads I had carefully crafted were missing. I flipped through the pages again, slower this time, but the result was the same. Nothing.

	 

	A flicker of frustration burned in my chest, but I took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. Panic wouldn’t help now. I decided to clear my head with a run, hoping that some fresh air and movement would ease the tension.

	 

	I laced up my running shoes, a ritual that always grounded me. Running had been my outlet since middle school track—a way to clear my head and keep me in shape. It was a discipline that had stuck with me, a necessity now more than ever with the demands of eight shows a week on Broadway.

	 

	Stepping outside, I set off at a steady pace, the quiet streets offering a rare moment of solitude. Each step on the pavement brought a rhythmic beat that began to ease the tension knotted in my mind. The city, typically bustling, felt subdued, giving me the space I needed to focus.

	 

	As I reached Central Park, the towering buildings faded behind me, replaced by familiar trails that wound through the trees. The soft earth underfoot was a welcome change, each footfall absorbing the stress I carried, helping me find a bit of peace. I’d run these paths countless times, and today, more than ever, I needed the familiarity to anchor me.

	 

	Other early risers dotted the park—joggers, dog walkers, cyclists—but I kept my focus inward, letting the steady rhythm of my movement guide me. The regularity of it all—the repetition, the predictability—helped me push back the anxious thoughts that threatened to overwhelm me.

	 

	I quickened my pace, trying to outdistance the chaos swirling inside. The world around me blurred as I honed in on the forward motion, each step a drumbeat that quieted the noise in my head. This was how I found clarity—by running until the only thing left was the steady cadence of my breath and the thud of my shoes against the ground.

	 

	By the time I reached the Upper East Side, the city was beginning to stir. The quiet, orderly streets, lined with elegant brownstones, contrasted sharply with the internal unrest that had driven me here. But that contrast, the calm exteriors masking a deeper complexity, helped me regain some control.

	 

	As I approached Elizabeth’s doorstep, my breath came in measured gasps, the run having worked off some of the tension that had been building up inside me. I slowed to a walk, taking deep breaths to ease the tightness in my chest. I felt more composed now, even if my heart still pounded from the combination of exertion and the lingering anxiety.

	 

	I paused at the door, taking a moment to collect myself before knocking. When Elizabeth opened it, her eyes widened in mild surprise, concern flickering across her features as she took in my appearance. But I managed a small smile, feeling a bit more like myself again, even if only just.

	 

	“Seven o'clock already?” she said, glancing at her watch. “Joan’s usually here by now.”

	 

	I offered a tired smile. “Sorry, Lizzie. Needed a run to clear my head.”

	 

	Elizabeth laughed, waving off my apology. “No worries. Coffee’s brewing. Come on in.”

	 

	I sank into a chair at the kitchen table, the familiar warmth of the room offering comfort. Elizabeth joined me moments later, handing me a steaming mug of coffee.

	 

	“Thanks,” I murmured, taking a sip, grateful for the bitter warmth.

	 

	We fell into easy conversation, the flow of our words natural and unforced. We touched on everything from our daily routines to the heavier topics that usually lingered just beneath the surface.

	 

	“So, I read that script Michael gave me,” Elizabeth said, breaking a lull in the conversation.

	 

	I raised an eyebrow. “And?”

	 

	She shook her head, a wry smile tugging at her lips. “It’s not great. In fact, it’s pretty bad.”

	 

	I chuckled at her bluntness. “Well, at least you can say no.”

	 

	Elizabeth nodded, taking a drag from her cigarette. “It’s nice to have that option.”

	 

	I sipped my coffee, her words lingering in the air. The power to say no—to choose our paths, set boundaries—was something I’d always known I had but seldom exercised.

	 

	“You’re right,” I said, more to myself than to her. “It’s good to have that luxury.”

	 

	Elizabeth smiled knowingly. “You’ve always had it, Joan. You just needed to see it.”

	 

	Her words settled over me like a revelation. It was true—I had always had the power to make choices for myself. I just hadn’t always realized it. I took another sip of coffee, letting the thought take root.

	 

	As we continued talking, Elizabeth’s tone shifted, becoming more reflective. “It’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone,” she admitted quietly, her eyes downcast.

	 

	“Really? I thought Cary Richards was still around,” I said, surprised.

	 

	“He is,” she sighed. “But he’s on this celibacy kick. Says he wants to focus on his work and some spiritual nonsense.”

	 

	“That must be tough,” I offered, sensing the undercurrent of frustration in her voice.

	 

	“It is,” she agreed before quickly shifting the conversation. “But enough about me. What about you and Douglas? How’s that going?”

	 

	I hesitated, unsure of how much to share. “It’s… complicated.”

	 

	Elizabeth leaned in, her curiosity piqued. “Complicated how?”

	 

	I glanced around the kitchen, ensuring we were still alone, before speaking. “Let’s just say it’s been my longest relationship, but not the most conventional.”

	 

	She arched an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

	 

	I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “There’s been… someone else.”

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes widened slightly but not in surprise. “Joan, that could be risky. You know what would happen if it got out.”

	 

	“I know,” I admitted, guilt gnawing at me. “Believe me, I know.”

	 

	We sat in heavy silence, the reality of my situation settling between us. It was a mess, and I knew it. But it was the mess I had made, and I’d have to deal with it.

	 

	“It’s Robert,” I finally said, barely above a whisper.

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Robert? Why?”

	 

	“It’s just business, Lizzie. Nothing more,” I said, though the words felt hollow. There was more to it, and we both knew it.

	 

	Elizabeth frowned, concern clear on her face. “Joan, you know Douglas is a good man. You shouldn’t do this to him.”

	 

	I winced at the truth in her words. “I know, Lizzie. I do.”

	 

	But before I could say more, Elizabeth interrupted, her tone more pointed. “Audrey never had to do any of this to get where she is.”

	 

	The mention of Audrey stung, but I swallowed the bitterness rising in my throat. Audrey had always done things the right way, and it had paid off for her. But I wasn’t Audrey.

	 

	“Yeah, I know,” I replied, my voice even. “She’s always been the good one.”

	 

	Elizabeth reached across the table, squeezing my hand. “Joan, I didn’t mean—”

	 

	I cut her off with a forced laugh. “No, you’re right, Lizzie. Rita Collins would have a field day with me. ‘The Whore of the Great White Way,’ she’d call me.”

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes widened at my harsh words, but then she surprised me by laughing. “Then let’s give her something to talk about,” she said with a mischievous grin.

	 

	I chuckled, the tension easing. “Yeah, I guess we will.”

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes lit up with mischief. “Forget Rita Collins. Let’s burn her with our cigarettes instead.”

	 

	I laughed, the idea absurd but oddly freeing. “Sounds like a plan.”

	 

	As I stood to leave, a grin tugging at my lips, I reminded Elizabeth about our plans for the evening. “Don’t forget, we’re going to Audrey’s play tonight with Douglas and Cary.”

	 

	Elizabeth smiled warmly. “Of course, Joan. I’m looking forward to it. Let’s hope there’s a reporter there for that photo op you’re hoping for.”

	 

	With a nod, I left her apartment, my mind already shifting to the tasks ahead. The day was full of potential, and I was determined to seize it. As I jogged toward the newspaper office, the rhythmic pounding of my feet steadied my nerves. I needed to find out why my ad hadn’t run and fast.

	 

	At the office, I pushed open the door, the bell announcing my arrival. Austin looked up from his desk, offering a friendly smile.

	 

	“Hey, Austin,” I greeted him, trying to keep my tone light. “Any idea why my ad wasn’t in today’s paper?”

	 

	Austin frowned, flipping through some papers. “Your ad? Joan, I ran it myself yesterday.”

	 

	My heart sank. “Are you sure? I didn’t see it.”

	 

	“Positive,” he said, sympathy in his voice. “I can run it again if you’d like.”

	 

	Relief washed over me. “Thanks, Austin. That would be great.”

	 

	With that settled, I hurried back onto the street, my mind already on the evening ahead. I needed the perfect dress for Audrey’s play, and I had to find it quickly. But as I jogged through the city, excitement replaced the earlier anxiety. Tonight was going to be special—I was sure of it. And I was determined to make the most of it, no matter what.
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	"Joan, you look stunning," Douglas's voice broke through my thoughts as I stood before the mirror, adjusting the dress that fit like a second skin, its sleek fabric clinging to my curves in all the right places.

	 

	I turned to him, a smile tugging at my lips. "Thank you, darling," I said, admiring how the dress accentuated my figure. "This dress does the job, doesn’t it?"

	 

	"It does more than that," Douglas replied, stepping closer, his arms encircling my waist. "But you don’t need a fancy dress to turn heads. You could wear anything and still outshine everyone."

	 

	I chuckled, leaning into his familiar warmth. "You always know what to say, don’t you, Mr. Hayes?"

	 

	He kissed me softly, and for a brief moment, everything else faded away, leaving just the two of us in our own little world.

	 

	When we finally pulled apart, a flicker of guilt surfaced as I thought about the evening ahead. "You know," I murmured, "this evening might be good press for me, stepping aside for my understudy to support Audrey."

	 

	Douglas’s expression darkened, his disapproval clear in the way his brows knitted together. "Joan, this shouldn’t be about publicity," he said, his tone serious. "Your sister needs you, and you should be there because you want to, not for the headlines."

	 

	I sighed, brushing off his concerns with a wave of my hand. "Douglas, you worry too much. Audrey would do the same for me."

	 

	Before he could respond, the doorman appeared, clearing his throat to get our attention. "Excuse me, Miss Monroe, Mr. Hayes," he said politely. "Your car is here."

	 

	I exchanged a quick glance with Douglas before turning to the doorman. "Thank you, Henry," I said, offering a nod of acknowledgment. "We’ll be right down."

	 

	As we descended the steps of our building, I could feel Douglas’s lingering disappointment, like a shadow that refused to leave. But I pushed it aside, focusing on the night ahead. Tonight was about Audrey, and I intended to enjoy it.

	 

	We reached the sleek black car waiting at the curb, its polished exterior gleaming under the city lights. Inside, Elizabeth and Cary were already settled, their faces alight with anticipation.

	 

	"Hello, you two," Elizabeth greeted us with a warm smile as we climbed in. "You both look absolutely stunning."

	 

	"Thank you, Elizabeth," I replied, returning her smile, though a slight unease lingered. "You look lovely as well."

	 

	Cary nodded in agreement, offering a polite greeting before turning his attention to the vibrant cityscape outside the window.

	 

	As the car merged into the flow of evening traffic, Elizabeth’s excitement was palpable. "I’ve heard such wonderful things about Audrey’s performance," she said, her enthusiasm bubbling over. "I can’t wait to see the show tonight."

	 

	"Audrey is a force to be reckoned with," Douglas added, his admiration genuine. "It’s going to be a great evening."

	 

	We glided through the city streets, discussing the latest theater gossip and upcoming projects. Elizabeth, always the storyteller, shared anecdotes from her time on stage, while Cary offered quiet insights, his occasional quips catching us off guard.

	 

	Despite the lively conversation, a subtle tension lingered. Douglas was unusually quiet, lost in thought. I reached out to touch his hand, but he pulled away, and my heart sank a little.

	 

	"Douglas, are you excited about the play?" I asked, hoping to draw him back into the conversation.

	 

	He turned to me with a faint smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. "Of course, Joan. It should be fantastic."

	The exchange felt hollow, the tension between us unspoken but undeniable. Elizabeth kept the conversation flowing, but the ride felt longer than usual, the distance between Douglas and me growing with every block.

	 

	We pulled up to the St. James Theater, and the car door hadn’t even clicked shut behind me before I was hit by the sight of it. Audrey’s name blazed across the marquee, larger than life, bathing the crowd in a glow that seemed almost unnatural. People gathered in clusters, their faces lit with anticipation, as if drawn by some invisible force that only Audrey could command.

	 

	My eyes drifted, almost unwillingly, across the street to the Shubert Theater. The marquee there was quieter, more restrained. All for Robyn flickered in modest letters, the line outside sparse, a far cry from the throng that swelled around Audrey’s name. A pit formed in my stomach, cold and heavy.

	 

	For a moment, I was seized by a dark, irrational urge. I imagined walking across the street, my footsteps sharp and deliberate, grabbing these people—one by one if I had to—and dragging them to the Shubert. I could almost see it, feel their resistance, their confusion, as I forced them to stand in line for my show instead, made them understand that they were in the wrong place. That I was the one they should be here for.

	 

	But I didn’t move. I stood there, my hands clenching into fists at my sides, nails biting into my palms. The fantasy played out in my mind, vivid and unsettling, as if it could somehow leap from my thoughts into reality. The longer I stood there, the more the scene twisted, the faces of the crowd morphing into blank, unseeing masks, all staring at Audrey’s name with a devotion that bordered on the eerie.

	 

	I tore my gaze away, a shiver running through me that had nothing to do with the evening air. Tonight was Audrey’s night, I reminded myself, though the words felt hollow, like a mantra spoken too many times to hold any real meaning.

	 

	I forced myself to focus on the present, to plaster a smile on my face and step forward into the throng, but a part of me remained detached, watching from a distance. The part of me that couldn’t help but wonder what it would take to break through that crowd, to shatter their blind devotion, to turn all those eyes—just for a moment—toward me.

	A voice from the crowd called out, "Elizabeth!" The line erupted into cheers.

	 

	Elizabeth, ever the gracious star, blew kisses to the crowd before linking her arm with mine and pulling me close. "The real stars tonight are my dear friend Joan and her sister Audrey, who’s performing inside," she announced with a warm smile.

	 

	A wave of warmth and a touch of embarrassment washed over me as the crowd cheered again. Elizabeth always had a way of making me feel like the center of attention, even when I wasn’t entirely comfortable with it.

	 

	Douglas stood slightly apart, his expression tense, the annoyance in his eyes unmistakable. But there was no time to dwell on it as security guided us through the crowd and toward the theater entrance.

	 

	As we walked, I scanned the faces in the crowd for any reporters, hoping for a chance to boost my visibility. My gaze landed on Rita Collins, flanked by another reporter and a photographer. The camera’s flash captured our arrival in rapid succession.

	 

	“Rita,” I greeted her with a smile as we approached, the cameras continuing to snap.

	 

	“Joan, Elizabeth, Douglas, Cary,” Rita said, her tone carrying a mix of curiosity and condescension. “Lovely to see you all. Joan, this is your first time seeing your sister’s show, isn’t it?”

	 

	I smiled, keeping my tone light and casual. “Yes, Rita. I wanted to support Audrey and see her shine on stage.”

	 

	The photographer snapped more photos, and I adjusted my dress, savoring the brief moment of attention. For a fleeting second, I felt like a true star, basking in the spotlight.

	Rita’s eyes glinted with curiosity. “But why now, Joan? Why tonight?”

	 

	I paused, choosing my words carefully. “It’s important to support family. Audrey’s worked so hard for this, and I couldn’t be more proud. I also wanted to give my understudy a chance to take the stage. She’s been waiting for this moment.”

	 

	Elizabeth smoothly stepped in, her charm on full display. “Rita, you know how it is. Joan’s been busy with her own performances, but we wouldn’t miss Audrey’s big night for anything.”

	 

	Rita nodded, but her gaze remained sharp, ever the observer. “Of course. And Douglas, how do you feel about all this?”

	 

	Douglas smiled tightly, his discomfort evident. “I’m thrilled for Audrey. It’s a wonderful achievement.”

	 

	The security guards ushered us inside, and we followed, the anticipation of the evening building with every step. As we entered the grand lobby of the St. James, I marveled at the elegant surroundings. The soft murmur of conversations filled the space, and I felt a sense of belonging, if only for a moment.

	 

	As we settled into our seats, Cary leaned over to Douglas. "I’m going to grab a drink before the show starts. Care to join me?"

	 

	Douglas nodded, giving me a reassuring smile. "Yeah, I could use one. You ladies want anything?"

	 

	Elizabeth laughed lightly. "No, we’re good. Thanks, boys."

	 

	With that, Cary and Douglas made their way to the bar, leaving Elizabeth and me alone in our seats. The theater hummed with the quiet excitement of the audience, the rustling of programs and soft chatter creating a warm, anticipatory atmosphere.

	 

	Elizabeth turned to me, her eyes sparkling with amusement. "You know, Cary’s more of a TV person. He’s had a few roles on those daytime dramas. Not quite Broadway, but it keeps him busy."

	 

	I smiled, appreciating the lightness of our banter. "TV has its own magic, but there’s something special about live theater. It’s raw and immediate, no retakes."

	 

	Elizabeth nodded thoughtfully. "Absolutely. In theater, there’s no second take. It’s all in the moment. But TV has its charm too—reaching people in their homes, creating that personal connection."

	 

	I chuckled, shaking my head. "I suppose. Still, there’s nothing like the rush of being on stage, knowing you’ve only got one shot to get it right."

	 

	 

	Elizabeth studied me, her eyes narrowing slightly. "You seem a bit off, Joan. Everything okay?"

	 

	I hesitated, my thoughts tangled. "Yeah, it’s just... it’s been a lot lately, you know?"

	 

	Elizabeth leaned in closer, her voice gentle. "Do you want to talk about it?"

	 

	I took a deep breath, letting out words I’d kept inside for too long. "Am I ever going to shine with Audrey as my sister? Look at these people waiting to see her. Nobody at the Shubert is this excited. With Audrey, she’s always in the spotlight, and no matter what I do, I’m stuck in the shadows. You can give your all, but the applause always seems louder for someone else."

	 

	Elizabeth nodded, her expression encouraging.

	 

	"It’s more than just the applause," I continued, my voice gaining steadiness. "It’s the recognition, the validation. I’ve put everything into this career, but it feels like I’m always in Audrey’s shadow. She was nominated for an Oscar right out of the gate, and even after setbacks, she came back stronger. Everyone adores her. And I am happy for her, I really am. But there’s this constant reminder that I’ll always be second."

	 

	I paused, gathering my thoughts. "It’s like running a race where the finish line keeps moving. No matter how fast I go, I never quite reach it. I want to be recognized for my own talents, not just as Audrey’s sister. I want that spotlight on me, just for a moment."

	 

	Elizabeth’s expression turned thoughtful. "Joan, you can’t let jealousy take over. It’s a poison that’ll only eat away at you. You have to find joy in your own achievements, no matter how small they might seem in comparison. Trust me, I know. My brother and I used to fight all the time, but now he’s my accountant. Things change."

	 

	She gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. "You’ve got to be happy for your sister. She’s family, and in the end, that’s what matters."

	 

	I nodded, knowing she was right, even though the feelings inside me were hard to shake. "We never really got along as kids, you know? We barely even saw each other. Now it’s strange being in her presence, even just walking down the same street together. It feels... odd."

	 

	Elizabeth’s face brightened suddenly. "You know what? Let’s go shopping. Your and Audrey’s birthday is next Monday, and you need a fabulous outfit."

	 

	I laughed, shaking my head. "I don’t even know if I’m having a party, Lizzie."

	 

	Elizabeth waved off my protest. "Nonsense! You deserve to celebrate. Come on, let’s make sure you look absolutely stunning for your birthday, party or no party."

	 

	Her enthusiasm was contagious, and despite my lingering doubts, I felt a spark of excitement. "Alright, alright. Let’s go shopping."

	 

	As Elizabeth and I settled back into our seats, Douglas and Cary returned, each holding a drink, and took their seats just as the curtain began to rise.

	 

	"Perfect timing," Elizabeth whispered, smiling as Cary handed her a drink.

	 

	Douglas leaned in close, his voice soft with concern. "You okay?" he asked, his eyes searching mine.

	 

	I nodded, giving his hand a quick squeeze. "I’m fine," I whispered back, though a knot of unease twisted in my stomach.

	 

	The stage transformed into a beautifully crafted world, every detail drawing me in, depicting a quaint, bustling village. Just as I began to lose myself in the performance, a sudden scream shattered the calm. My heart lurched as Audrey burst onto the stage, her face contorted in anguish, her voice raw with desperation.

	 

	"My daughter! Where is my daughter?" she cried, stumbling across the stage, tears streaming down her face.

	 

	She moved seamlessly with the other actors, each interaction heightening the tension. The intensity of her performance was undeniable, pulling the audience deeper into the story.

	 

	My chest tightened with a combination of admiration and something harder to admit. Audrey had always commanded attention, her presence on stage overwhelming. And here I was, watching from the shadows, my own performances feeling small in comparison.

	 

	It was as though she was always at the center, while I remained on the edges, my efforts somehow less visible, less celebrated. The applause always seemed louder for her.

	 

	Every cry, every tear she shed on stage reminded me of her talent, her ability to captivate an audience. She was a force, and I couldn’t help but feel overshadowed.

	 

	As Audrey continued to hold the audience in the palm of her hand, my thoughts drifted back to my own experiences on stage. I thought of the times I’d stepped into the spotlight, heart pounding, only to feel it slip away, drawn to someone else.

	 

	I glanced at Douglas beside me, his gaze fixed on Audrey, captivated. My heart sank further, jealousy and admiration tangling within me.

	 

	The scene on stage shifted, the intensity giving way to a quieter moment, but Audrey remained at the center, her presence undiminished. I felt caught in her wake, struggling to stay afloat.

	 

	Elizabeth leaned over, her voice a soft whisper. "She’s incredible, isn’t she?"

	 

	I forced a smile, nodding. "Yes, she is."

	 

	But inside, I was a storm of emotions. Audrey’s brilliance was undeniable.

	 

	As the play continued, I tried to focus on the unfolding story, but my thoughts kept circling back to that gnawing feeling. The audience’s rapt attention, their breath held as Audrey spoke, was a stark contrast to the silence that often greeted my own work.

	 

	I felt a tear slip down my cheek, quickly brushing it away before anyone could notice. I wanted to be happy for her—I really did. But the weight of my own unfulfilled dreams was hard to ignore.

	 

	When the first act ended, the applause was deafening, filling the theater with thunderous approval. As the noise settled, Douglas turned to me, his face lit with admiration.

	 

	"She’s really something, isn’t she?" he said, his voice full of awe.

	 

	I nodded, my throat tight. "Yes, she is."
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	Audrey commanded the stage with a natural grace, effortlessly drawing every eye in the room. The audience was captivated by her performance, and I felt a surge of pride, tinged with that familiar hint of envy.

	 

	When our eyes met across the room, she offered a sincere smile, one that seemed to say, "Thank you for being here." I returned it, hoping she knew how much I meant it, despite everything.

	 

	As the applause swelled and Audrey took her final bow with the cast, the audience rose to their feet, clearly moved by the performance.

	 

	I stood up, brushing off the lingering emotions. As I moved, I noticed a tear in the side of my dress, revealing more than intended. Elizabeth was quick to notice, her concern evident.

	 

	"Oh no, Joan, your dress!" she whispered, leaning in to check.

	 

	I sighed, trying to keep frustration at bay. "Just what I needed," I muttered.

	 

	Cary offered a reassuring smile. "It’s barely noticeable. You still look stunning."

	 

	Douglas nodded, giving me a supportive pat. "Don’t let it ruin your evening."

	 

	We made our way backstage, the energy of the performance still palpable in the corridors. The hallways buzzed with activity as performers and crew members moved purposefully. Nearing Audrey's dressing room, a knot formed in my stomach.

	 

	The door was slightly open, and we could hear Audrey thanking someone inside. I took a deep breath and knocked gently.

	 

	"Come in!" Audrey called.

	 

	We stepped inside to find her still in costume, her face glowing with the thrill of the performance. She turned, her eyes lighting up when she saw me.

	 

	"Joan! You made it!" she exclaimed, rushing over to hug me. "Thank you so much for being here. It means the world."

	 

	I hugged her back, emotions stirring. "Of course, Audrey. You were incredible."

	 

	She turned to the others, smiling warmly. "Thank you all for coming. I really appreciate it."

	 

	Elizabeth stepped forward, her admiration clear. "Audrey, you were phenomenal."

	 

	Cary nodded. "I’ve never seen anything like it. You have a real gift."

	 

	Douglas added with a sincere smile, "You were amazing, Audrey. We’re so proud."

	 

	Audrey beamed, clearly touched. "Thank you. I just need to change, and then we can head out."

	 

	We waited outside her dressing room while she changed. The evening’s excitement lingered, and despite everything, I felt a sense of unity with my friends. We were here together, supporting Audrey.

	 

	When Audrey reappeared, dressed in a simple yet elegant outfit, she led us toward the stage door.

	 

	Outside, a crowd of fans had gathered, eagerly awaiting her. When they saw her, they cheered and surged forward, holding out playbills and pens.

	 

	Audrey greeted them warmly, signing autographs and exchanging a few words. Their faces lit up, thrilled to have even a brief interaction with her. It was a reminder of the magic of theater—the connection between performer and audience that extended beyond the stage.

	 

	"Thank you so much, Miss Monroe!" a young girl exclaimed, her eyes wide with admiration as Audrey signed her playbill.

	 

	Audrey smiled as she handed it back. "You're very welcome. Thank you for coming."

	 

	As I stood there, observing Audrey with her fans, I felt a complex blend of emotions. She was a star, glowing in a world that often felt uncertain. Part of me was genuinely happy for her, but another part longed for the same recognition, the same connection with an audience.

	 

	Audrey moved through the crowd with ease, while I stood on the sidelines, reflecting on my own path. The admiration she received was well-deserved, yet it also highlighted the shadows I often felt I was in. It wasn’t just about the applause; it was about being seen, being valued for who I was and what I could bring.

	 

	Just as Audrey finished with her fans, Rita Collins and Ella approached, their photographer in tow. Rita’s eyes sparkled with curiosity and a hint of mischief.

	 

	"Elizabeth, Joan, could we get a quick photo for the paper?" Rita asked, her smile as sharp as ever.

	 

	Before we could respond, the photographer snapped a few pictures. I adjusted my stance, trying to hide the tear in my dress, but Rita noticed anyway.

	 

	"Oh dear, Joan, it looks like your dress had a bit of an accident," Rita remarked, her tone sympathetic yet clearly pleased to have noticed.

	 

	Elizabeth stepped in slightly, trying to shield me from further scrutiny. "It's nothing, Rita. Just a minor mishap."

	 

	Audrey rejoined us, her presence immediately diverting attention from my wardrobe issue. "Thank you for being here, Rita," she said graciously. "And thank you for the support."

	 

	Rita nodded, now fully focused on Audrey. "Your performance was breathtaking, Audrey. Truly remarkable."

	 

	With the photographers finally stepping back, we moved away from the crowd and headed toward a nearby restaurant. Audrey's fans were still buzzing with excitement, proudly showing off their signed playbills. Tonight had been special for them, and their joy was infectious.

	 

	As we walked, I tried to focus on the positive. Audrey turned to me, her eyes sparkling with genuine gratitude.

	 

	"Joan, thank you again for coming. It means so much to me."

	 

	I smiled, squeezing her hand. "Of course, Audrey. I'm proud of you."

	 

	Even as I spoke, I couldn't fully shake the feelings simmering inside me—the envy, the longing—they were all there, just beneath the surface.
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	Lights, Camera, Audrey!

	New York April 13, 1966

	Rita Collins

	 

	Darlings, gather 'round and prepare yourselves for the latest dish straight from the glittering stages of Broadway and the not-so-secretive sets of Hollywood. The ever-talented Audrey Monroe, our beloved Academy Award nominee and two-time Tony nominee, is once again breaking boundaries. Currently starring in the critically acclaimed Broadway show "Till We Leave," Audrey has taken on the ambitious task of producing and starring in a film adaptation of her show. Filming has been underway for the past two weeks in the picturesque landscapes of upstate New York, taking place on Sunday evenings, all day Monday, and during the day on Wednesdays and Thursdays.

	 

	I had the pleasure of catching up with Audrey yesterday, and let me tell you, she is as charming as ever. "Things in Hollywood are changing," she confided with a twinkle in her eye. "We no longer need the big studios to create something magical. I hope filming will be completed soon, and I can't wait to share this story with a wider audience."

	 

	And in a rare show of sisterly support, Audrey's twin, Joan Monroe, made an appearance to cheer her on. Joining them was none other than Tony Award winner Elizabeth Hepburn. However, it seems not all was picture-perfect. Joan, dubbed by yours truly as "The Whore of the Great White Way," suffered an unfortunate wardrobe malfunction. Her dress, ripped at the side, had me wondering if she was trying to flaunt her legs or if that's simply all she could afford, considering the dismal ticket sales for "All for Robyn." It's no secret, my dears, that Joan's show has been struggling, and one has to wonder if she'll ever escape Audrey's dazzling shadow. Nevertheless, let's not forget, both sisters are nominated for Tonys this year, which should make for an interesting awards season!

	 

	In other news, the Broadway world is buzzing with the sudden closure of "Midnight Serenade," a lavish production that simply couldn't keep up with the high costs of running a major show. Despite a talented cast and rave reviews, the financial strain proved too much. Sources say the elaborate set designs and costume budgets were through the roof, a risky gamble that unfortunately didn't pay off. It's a sobering reminder that even the brightest stars can fall if the numbers don't add up.

	 

	Meanwhile, the much-anticipated revival of "Whispers in the Wind" has been delayed yet again, leaving ticket holders in a tizzy. The production, already plagued by a series of casting shake-ups and directorial changes, is struggling to find its footing. Insiders hint that creative differences are at the heart of the chaos, with the director and lead actor reportedly at odds over the interpretation of the script. Will this revival ever see the light of day? Only time will tell, my lovelies. Stay tuned for more updates on the drama behind the curtains.

	 

	That's all for now, darlings. Keep your eyes peeled and your ears to the ground for the latest gossip from the Great White Way! Until next time, stay fabulous!
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	I WAS DEEP IN REHERSAL, my lines flowing effortlessly, when I noticed Mary Oliver slumped in a corner of the stage, her expression defeated. I walked over, feeling a twinge of guilt.

	 

	“Mary, you're off again,” I said gently. “Do you want to talk about it?”

	 

	She sighed, glancing at the script as if it had betrayed her. “They’ve cut so many of my scenes. I don’t know what’s left for me.”

	 

	A knot tightened in my stomach. I knew part of her frustration stemmed from my actions. “I’m sorry to hear that. It’s rough, I know.”

	 

	Mary looked up, her eyes weary but searching for reassurance. “It is. I’m grateful for what’s left, but it feels like I’m just being pushed aside. I thought this role was my big break, but now...”

	 

	I placed a hand on her shoulder, offering a small smile. “Mary, you’ve got undeniable talent. I see you captivate the audience every night. They notice something special in you. You’re not just filling a role—you’re leaving an impact.”

	 

	She met my gaze, a flicker of hope in her eyes. “You really think so?”

	 

	“I’m sure of it,” I replied firmly. “You bring life to your scenes, even the ones that remain. It’s not about quantity, but how you own those moments.”

	 

	Mary managed a small smile, gratitude softening her features. “Thanks, Joan. That means a lot. It’s hard to keep perspective when everything seems to be slipping away.”

	 

	I squeezed her shoulder gently. “I get it. Just remember, this isn’t the end. Sometimes, the unexpected leads to something greater. You’ve got a bright future ahead.”

	 

	“Thanks,” she said softly. “I’ll try to remember that.”

	 

	As Mary turned back to her script, I headed to my dressing room, feeling the weight of my guilt. The door clicked shut behind me, and I slumped into the chair.

	 

	I stared at my reflection, taking in the carefully applied makeup and the determined set of my jaw. My eyes looked tired, shadows lingering beneath them despite my efforts. With a sigh, I reached for the bottle of whiskey tucked in the vanity drawer. I poured a shot into a crystal glass, watching the amber liquid swirl before downing it quickly, hoping it would steady me for the performance ahead.

	 

	The door creaked open, and I turned to see Audrey, a radiant smile on her face and a bouquet of flowers in her hands. She looked every inch the star, her presence commanding the small room. What truly surprised me, though, was her hair—it was back to our original brunette, just like mine.

	 

	"Surprise!" she said, stepping inside and holding out the flowers. "I wanted to thank you for coming to my show. It meant the world to me."

	 

	I took the flowers, their delicate petals brushing against my fingers. "Audrey, you didn’t have to—" My words trailed off as I stared at her hair.

	 

	Noticing my reaction, Audrey laughed softly. "Oh, the hair? I thought it was time for a change. Back to our roots, literally."

	 

	I forced a smile. "It looks great, really. Just wasn’t expecting it."

	 

	Before I could say more, another thought crossed my mind, one that had been nagging at me. "Audrey, why didn’t you tell me about producing the film version of 'Til We Leave'? I found out through the grapevine, and it felt... well, it felt wrong."

	 

	Audrey’s smile faded slightly, and she glanced away. "Joan, I wanted to, believe me. But I was under an NDA. I couldn’t say anything."

	 

	I scoffed, unable to hide my disbelief. "An NDA? Really, Audrey? You’re my sister. You could have found a way."

	 

	She sighed, her eyes pleading. "Joan, please. I’m asking you to understand. This is a huge opportunity for me, and I had to follow the rules. Can’t you just be happy for me?"

	 

	I clenched my fists, trying to keep my emotions in check. "It’s not that I’m not happy for you. It’s just... it feels like you keep leaving me in the dark."

	 

	Audrey took a step closer, reaching out as if to comfort me. "Joan, I’m not trying to hurt you. I want you by my side, supporting me. Please."

	 

	Before I could respond, the door burst open again, and Robert stormed in, his face a mask of frustration. "Joan, I need to speak with you. Now," he barked.

	 

	I glanced at Audrey, then back at Robert. "Can it wait? I’m in the middle of something."

	 

	Robert’s eyes blazed with impatience. "No, it can’t. The show’s tickets are plummeting, and we need to address it immediately."

	 

	My temper flared. "Robert, I’m talking to my sister. Can’t it wait?"

	 

	Robert’s face twisted with frustration. "No, it can’t wait, Joan. We’re hemorrhaging money. Investors are breathing down my neck, and we need to act now."

	 

	Audrey stepped back, concern etched on her face. "Joan, maybe you should hear him out."

	 

	I clenched my fists, the weight of the situation pressing down on me like a storm. "Fine," I snapped, frustration evident. "What do you want me to do?"

	 

	Robert’s tone was sharp, cutting through the tension. "I need you and the rest of the cast to start promoting the show more aggressively. We need radio slots, local news channels—anything to get people in those seats."

	 

	Anger simmered within me. "And you think that’s going to fix everything? Just throwing us out there?"

	 

	Robert’s eyes narrowed, his patience wearing thin. "It’s better than doing nothing. We have to fight for this, Joan."

	 

	The pressure was mounting, unbearable. In a moment of rage, I grabbed the hairbrush from my vanity and hurled it at the mirror. The glass shattered, fragments scattering across the room, reflecting my fractured emotions.

	 

	"Are you happy now?" I shouted, storming past Robert, leaving Audrey standing alone in the wreckage of my dressing room.

	 

	I followed Robert down the narrow hallway to the stage where the rest of the cast was already assembled, their faces a mix of concern and curiosity. Robert turned to face us, his expression tense.

	 

	"The investors are not happy," he began, his voice strained. "Ticket sales have been plummeting, and we need to turn this around."

	 

	Douglas stepped forward, his voice calm but firm. "Robert, it’s only been two weeks of poor sales. Things will pick up after the Tonys, I’m sure of it."

	 

	Robert shook his head, his frustration clear. "We can’t afford to wait for the Tonys. We need to start marketing the show more aggressively. I’ll get us on radio slots and local news channels, but I need all of you to do your part too. Promote the show, talk to the press—whatever it takes."

	 

	The tension in the room was suffocating. My heart pounded, each beat a reminder of the precariousness of our situation. As Robert continued to outline his plans, a wave of sadness washed over me. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.

	 

	Unable to take it any longer, I slipped away, the weight of the situation pressing down on me like a vice. Tears blurred my vision, and by the time I reached my dressing room, they were streaming down my face, ruining my carefully applied makeup.

	 

	I pushed the door open and collapsed onto the small couch, my shoulders shaking with sobs. The broken mirror stared back at me, a symbol of my shattered hopes. I barely registered the sound of the door opening again until I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder.

	 

	"Joan," Audrey’s voice was soft, filled with concern. "I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize things were this bad."

	 

	I looked up at her, my vision still blurred with tears. "It’s all falling apart, Audrey. The show, my career... everything."

	 

	She knelt beside me, her hand gently brushing the hair from my face. "Listen to me, Joan. Things will get better. This is just a rough patch. You have to believe that."

	 

	Her words were comforting, but doubts lingered. "What if they don’t?"

	 

	Audrey’s eyes softened as she took my hand. "You’re talented and passionate. You have so much to offer. This is just a setback."

	 

	I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. Audrey’s support gave me a glimmer of hope, a small anchor amidst the chaos. "Thank you," I whispered. "I don’t know what I’d do without you."

	 

	Audrey squeezed my hand. "Joan, after my Oscar nomination, I thought my career would take off. It didn’t, but I found a way to move forward. You can too."

	 

	"But it feels so hopeless sometimes," I admitted quietly. "Like no matter what I do, it’s never enough."

	 

	Audrey shook her head. "You have so much potential. Stop doubting yourself. You need to believe in what you can do and keep pushing forward."

	 

	Her words struck a chord. I realized she was right—I needed to stop wallowing in self-pity and start taking control of my future.

	 

	Audrey stood up, glancing at the clock. "I have to get ready for my own matinee, but I’ll check on you later."

	 

	I nodded, watching her leave. I wiped away the ruined makeup and tried to reapply it, but the shattered mirror made it difficult. I did my best, working with unsteady hands.

	 

	Just as I finished, I heard my cue. An assistant poked his head in, calling out, "Joan, you’re up."

	 

	I glared at him, my frustration boiling over. "I know."

	 

	I walked to the stage, my heart heavy. As I stepped into the spotlight, I scanned the audience. The sight of empty seats sent a fresh wave of disappointment through me.

	 

	I took a deep breath, reminding myself of Audrey’s words. This was my chance to prove myself. I squared my shoulders, ready to give the performance of my life.

	 

	A few murmurs of laughter drifted from the audience, sharp and unsettling. Insecurity gnawed at me. Was my performance faltering? Was it my appearance? I tried to push these thoughts aside, focusing on delivering my lines with precision.

	 

	Douglas made his entrance, his calm presence a contrast to the storm of my nerves. His demeanor was typically assured, but today there was a subtle unease in his eyes.

	 

	As we moved through the scene, the tension between our characters crackled. The climax approached—Robyn’s confrontation with Charles, where the fatal stab is delivered. I channeled all my frustration and anger into that moment, gripping the knife like it was my only anchor.

	 

	The audience’s collective gasp was audible as I executed the final, dramatic thrust. The curtain fell, signaling intermission, and I was flooded with a mix of relief and exhaustion.

	 

	Douglas hurried over, concern etched on his face. "Joan, why do you look so pale?"

	 

	I blinked, disoriented. "What do you mean?"

	 

	Douglas pointed at my face, his voice cutting through the tension. "Why is your face white?"

	 

	Dread washed over me as I realized the truth. The foundation I’d used had turned me into a ghostly figure under the stage lights. The clumsy makeup had made me a caricature of myself, barely recognizable.

	 

	Humiliation burned through me, my cheeks flaming with shame. I could almost hear the laughter of the audience, their eyes judging me. The sensation was overwhelming, each layer of makeup a shackle, binding me to this moment of disgrace.

	 

	I stumbled back to my dressing room, avoiding the curious glances of the cast. The door slammed shut behind me, muffling the roar of my spiraling thoughts. My reflection in the shattered mirror was a nightmare, the jagged pieces showing a distorted version of myself.

	 

	The mirror, a silent witness to my unraveling, glinted as I fumbled for a towel. Audrey’s words echoed in my mind: Things would get better. But that promise felt fragile, easily broken by my fears.

	 

	The door creaked open. Douglas stood there, his presence a stark contrast to the chaos inside me. “Joan,” he said, impatience lacing his voice, “what’s going on? You look—”

	 

	I cut him off, my voice trembling with fear and frustration. “Audrey must have planted that foundation in my makeup kit.”

	 

	Douglas’s brows knitted together. “That’s absurd.”

	 

	I could see his disbelief, a stark contrast to the swirling storm inside me. The room seemed to close in on me, the air thick with a suffocating paranoia that was almost palpable. “Just leave, Douglas,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “Please.”

	 

	As he walked away, the door clicked shut, sealing me in my own little prison of shattered reflections and echoing fears. I stood there, alone, the oppressive silence amplifying my spiraling thoughts. Each breath felt like a struggle against an unseen enemy, the once reassuring darkness of my dressing room now a cavern of my own making.

	 

	The shattered pieces of the mirror seemed to mock me, each fragment reflecting a different aspect of my unraveling sanity. My fingers traced the edges of the broken glass, the cold shards a harsh reminder of how far I had fallen. The room was a prison of my own making, each echo of my own thoughts a reminder of the fragile veneer of control I had once so carefully maintained.

	 

	Once alone, I collapsed onto the worn couch, my shoulders quaking with silent sobs. The broken mirror across from me reflected not just my disheveled appearance but the deep cracks within my confidence. 

	 

	I took a steadying breath, forcing myself to compose. I dabbed at my smeared makeup, trying to restore some semblance of normalcy. Despite the setbacks, the performance awaited. 

	 

	The show had to go on.

	 

	And so did I.

	 

	The stage lights were blinding, turning everything beyond the edge of the stage into an impenetrable void. The audience was reduced to a distant hum, their faces swallowed by the glare. I delivered my lines with meticulous precision, each word a carefully placed piece of the emotional mosaic I’d crafted for my character. But tonight, something was off. My gaze kept drifting to a single, vacant seat in the front row.

	 

	That seat had been empty for three nights now, a stark, unsettling void in the prime viewing area. I knew the show wasn’t selling as well as it should, but that vacant spot was a glaring reminder of our struggles. Each glance tightened a knot of anxiety in my chest, a physical echo of the insecurities I tried to bury beneath the surface.

	 

	As the performance continued, the empty seat became an obsession. What had started as a minor distraction morphed into something darker. The shadows around it seemed to deepen, the emptiness evolving into a void that devoured the surrounding light.

	 

	During an especially intense scene, I looked at the seat again and froze. A shadowy figure now occupied the space, its form barely discernible but undeniably present. My breath caught in my throat. The figure sat motionless, its presence unsettling, oppressive, as if it were a judge presiding over my performance with malevolent intent.

	 

	I forced myself to look away, to continue the scene, but my eyes kept flickering back to that figure. It remained still, its gaze piercing through my character, striking at something deeper within me. The audience seemed oblivious, their faces reflecting the drama on stage, but all I could see was that dark silhouette.

	 

	With every passing moment, the figure’s presence grew more palpable. It wasn’t just seated there; it was scrutinizing me, dissecting every word, every gesture. I felt its judgment like a physical weight, pressing down on me, making it harder to breathe, harder to think. My lines came out strained, the emotions behind them tainted by the cold dread creeping into my veins.

	 

	As the scene progressed, the figure’s malevolence became almost tangible. It seemed to pull invisible strings, orchestrating my downfall, undermining my every move. My heart pounded in my chest, each beat a frantic attempt to escape the crushing pressure. I stumbled over a line, my voice faltering. The audience shifted uncomfortably, sensing that something was off.

	 

	I dared another glance at the figure, and for a fleeting moment, it seemed to lean forward, its shadowy form growing more defined. Panic surged through me. I had to keep going, to maintain my character, but the figure’s presence was suffocating. My thoughts spiraled into a chaotic whirlpool of fear and doubt, its whispered accusations echoing in my mind, threatening to unravel me completely.

	 

	 You’re not good enough. You’ll never be enough.

	 

	The scene reached its climax, and I channeled every ounce of emotion into my performance, hoping to drive away the ominous presence with the sheer force of my conviction. My final line came out raw and filled with anguish, and the audience erupted into applause. Yet, even as I took my bows, that dark figure remained a persistent shadow amidst the sea of faces.

	 

	As the curtain fell, I dared to glance at the empty seat one last time. The figure had vanished. The seat was just as it had been—vacant. A wave of confusion and relief surged through me. Had I imagined it all? The oppressive shadows and relentless spotlight could certainly play tricks on the mind. But the lingering dread was a stark reminder that the true horror was not on stage but within the recesses of my own psyche.

	 

	I stepped off the stage, my legs trembling beneath me. The applause felt distant, a hollow echo reverberating through the cavern of my mind.

	 

	The final notes of the orchestra dwindled into silence, and the audience erupted into applause. I took my bow alongside the cast, my smile a practiced mask hiding the turmoil within. As soon as the curtain fell, I hurried offstage, deliberately avoiding eye contact with everyone, especially Robert. The last thing I needed was another lecture about ticket sales.

	 

	Navigating the backstage corridors, my heart pounded like a drum. I just wanted to escape the pressure and disappointment that clung to me like a second skin. As I approached the stage door, I heard Douglas’s voice calling after me.

	 

	“Joan, wait up!” he shouted, his footsteps echoing in the narrow space.

	 

	I glanced back briefly but kept moving. “Not now, Douglas. I need to go.”

	 

	He caught up with me, gently grabbing my arm. “Joan, what’s going on? Talk to me.”

	 

	I shrugged him off, my voice sharper than I intended. “I can’t, Douglas. Not right now.”

	 

	Before he could respond, I stepped through the stage door. The alley was packed with theatergoers, their faces alight with anticipation. I hesitated, caught between engaging with them and slipping away unnoticed. The weight of the day pressed down on me.

	 

	Taking a steadying breath, I called out, “I’ll sign a few, but I really need to leave soon.”

	 

	A murmur spread through the crowd, and someone muttered, “A few? Her sister signs every single one.”

	 

	The words stung. I scanned the crowd until I found the man who had spoken. Determined not to let his comment rattle me, I moved forward and began signing playbills, forcing a smile.

	 

	As I made my way through the crowd, their expectations felt heavier with each signature. When I finally reached the man who had criticized me, I forced my brightest smile.

	 

	“Did you come from out of town?” I asked as I handed him his signed playbill.

	 

	He looked surprised but nodded. “Yeah, from Boston.”

	 

	“Boston, great city,” I said, my tone edging toward sarcasm. “Did you enjoy the show?”

	 

	He nodded again, unsure where I was leading. “Yeah, it was great.”

	 

	“Wonderful. What was your favorite part?” I asked, feigning interest.

	 

	He hesitated before shrugging. “Probably the scene where Robyn stabs Charles.”

	 

	I chuckled, the sound tinged with bitterness. “Ah, yes, always a crowd-pleaser. You know, we’re not obligated to sign playbills. It’s not part of the job. We do it because we want to.”

	 

	He looked taken aback, but I couldn’t stop myself. “My sister signs every playbill because she doesn’t have a life outside of this. Some of us have other commitments.”

	 

	I signed his playbill with exaggerated flair, adding, “Your favorite Broadway star, Joan Monroe.”

	 

	Handing it back, I met his eyes one last time. “Enjoy your trip back to Boston.”

	 

	Turning away, I finished signing the remaining playbills, my frustration simmering beneath the surface.

	 

	The walk back to my apartment felt endless. Each step gave me more time to stew over the day’s events. The memory of my ghostly face on stage was a cruel reminder of my misstep. I mentally berated myself, replaying every moment and wondering how I had missed the wrong foundation. The audience had paid good money for a polished performance, and I had let them down.

	 

	By the time I reached my apartment building, my feet ached, and my spirit felt crushed. I climbed the stairs slowly, the familiar creak of each step offering little comfort. The silence inside my apartment was oppressive. I dropped my bag on the floor and collapsed onto the couch, the tears I had been holding back finally spilling over.

	 

	I needed to talk to someone, to release the chaos inside me. I reached for the phone and dialed Grace’s number, hoping for some comfort.

	 

	“Hello?” Grace’s voice was calm and collected as always.

	 

	“Grace, it’s Joan,” I said, my voice trembling. “I’ve had the worst day.”

	 

	There was a brief pause. I could almost picture her raising an eyebrow. “What’s wrong now, Joan?”

	 

	Her coldness stung. “Everything went wrong at the show today. I made a fool of myself on stage, and Robert’s furious because ticket sales are dropping. I just... I don’t know what to do.”

	 

	Grace’s sigh was audible. “Joan, you’re being dramatic. Everyone has bad days. You need to toughen up.”

	 

	Her words hit hard. “I’m not being dramatic, Grace. I’m struggling. Audrey is out there making movies and starring in shows, and I can’t even get my makeup right.”

	 

	She cut me off, her tone dismissive. “Yes, Audrey is doing well. But you need to focus on yourself, Joan, not your sister.”

	 

	“I know, but it’s hard. It feels like everything I do is a failure,” I said, frustration boiling over. “Can I talk to Daddy?”

	 

	“He’s busy watching television,” she replied flatly.

	 

	The disappointment was crushing. I had hoped for a shred of empathy, a small gesture of support. Instead, I was met with indifference.

	 

	“Fine,” I muttered, the tears returning. “I’ll let you get back to your day.”

	 

	I hung up the phone, feeling more alone than ever. The conversation deepened the chasm of despair inside me. I stared at the phone for a moment, the silence of the apartment closing in. How had things gotten so bad?

	 

	A wave of helplessness crashed over me, making it hard to breathe. I sank to the floor, pulling my knees to my chest. The tears came harder now, and I buried my face in my hands, letting the sobs take over.

	 

	Time dragged on, each minute an eternity. The apartment felt suffocating, every corner a reminder of the weight I carried and the expectations I was failing to meet. The memory of the audience’s chuckles at my appearance, Robert’s anger, and Grace’s indifference replayed on a relentless loop in my mind.

	 

	After sitting in stunned silence for what felt like hours, I reached for the phone again. I needed a distraction, and Elizabeth's offer of a shopping trip seemed like the perfect escape. I dialed her number, my fingers trembling slightly.

	 

	“Hello?” Elizabeth’s voice was a soothing balm to my nerves.

	 

	“Elizabeth, it’s Joan,” I said, struggling to steady my voice. “Are we still on for shopping?”

	 

	“Of course, darling,” she replied, her tone brightening instantly. “Meet me at Fifth Avenue and 52nd Street in about an hour?”

	 

	“Sounds perfect,” I said, feeling a small surge of relief. “See you then.”

	 

	I hung up the phone and took a deep breath, trying to calm down. I called for a taxi and then paced my apartment, trying to shake off the tension that still clung to me. When the doorman buzzed to let me know the taxi had arrived, I grabbed my purse and headed downstairs.

	 

	The taxi driver greeted me with a polite nod as I slid into the backseat. “Where to, miss?”

	 

	“Fifth Avenue and 52nd Street, please,” I replied, settling into the seat.

	 

	As the taxi pulled away, I stared out the window, watching the city blur by. Fifth Avenue, with its luxury boutiques and high-end department stores, epitomized New York’s grandeur. Each storefront was a beacon of glamour, showcasing the latest fashions and finest wares.

	 

	Mannequins dressed in the season’s trends posed with effortless chic, making me long for a piece of that perfection. The sidewalks were alive with well-dressed pedestrians, their movements graceful and purposeful. The avenue was a living tapestry of the city’s elite, where appearances were paramount and style was currency.

	 

	As we approached 52nd Street, I spotted Elizabeth waiting on the corner. She was impeccably dressed, her presence radiating confidence and poise. I paid the driver and stepped out of the taxi, feeling a rush of gratitude for my friend.

	 

	“Joan!” Elizabeth called out, her smile widening as she saw me. She walked over and gave me a warm hug. “Ready for some retail therapy?”

	 

	I nodded, trying to match her enthusiasm. “Absolutely. Where should we start?”

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “Let’s head to Marquis St. Lebeauf’s new shop. I’ve heard it’s divine.”

	 

	I agreed, letting her lead the way. The shop was just a few blocks down, its elegant façade standing out even among the other luxurious stores on Fifth Avenue. As we walked, I felt a small flicker of hope begin to stir within me. Maybe, just maybe, this day could turn around.

	 

	As we entered Marquis St. Lebeauf’s boutique, the scent of high-end perfume enveloped us, mingling with the soft strains of classical music playing in the background. The interior exuded opulence—rich velvet drapes, polished marble floors, and sparkling chandeliers adding warmth to the meticulously arranged displays.

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes sparkled with delight as she took in the surroundings. “Isn’t it just fabulous?”

	 

	“It really is,” I agreed, feeling a bit of the day’s weight lift from my shoulders. “Let’s see what treasures we can find.”

	 

	The racks were a vision of luxury, filled with elegant dresses, fine silks, and luxurious furs. It was a world of wealth and refinement, a stark contrast to the chaos of the theater and the struggles of my everyday life.

	 

	I wandered through the store, my fingers grazing the exquisite fabrics, savoring the soft textures against my skin. It was hard to believe that this world of luxury had once felt so distant. My transition into this upper-class lifestyle had been gradual, but moments like these made me realize how far I had come. Wealth had a way of softening life’s rough edges, making the harsh patches seem a little less daunting. It wasn’t just the material things—though they certainly helped—but the sense of security and the freedom to indulge in the finer things without hesitation.

	 

	“Look at this dress,” Elizabeth said, pulling a sleek black gown from the rack. “It’s absolutely stunning.”

	 

	I nodded, admiring the dress. “It is. You’d look incredible in it.”

	 

	Elizabeth smiled, holding the dress up to her frame. “I think I’ll try it on. By the way, Cary loved the play last night. He couldn’t stop talking about it.”

	 

	I smiled, feeling a flicker of happiness for her. “That’s wonderful. I’m glad he enjoyed it.”

	 

	Elizabeth draped the dress over her arm and continued browsing. “He’s just received an offer from CBS for a series regular role. It’s a fantastic opportunity, and he couldn’t pass it up.”

	 

	“That’s amazing, Elizabeth. I’m so happy for him,” I said, trying to keep my tone upbeat.

	 

	Elizabeth’s face showed a mix of excitement and melancholy. “He wants me to move to Los Angeles with him.”

	 

	The words hit me hard. Elizabeth was my anchor, the one person who always understood and supported me. The thought of her leaving was almost too much to bear. “You’re really considering it?”

	 

	Elizabeth looked at me, her gaze steady and contemplative. “I am. It’s a big step, but I think it could be good for us.”

	 

	I forced a smile, trying to mask my disappointment. “I understand. You have to do what’s best for you and Cary.”

	 

	Elizabeth returned my smile, but her eyes betrayed a hint of sadness. We continued to explore the boutique, each elegant garment a temporary distraction from the unsettling reality of change.

	 

	Elizabeth squeezed my hand reassuringly. “You’ll be okay, Joan. You have other friends here, like Mary Oliver.”

	 

	“Hell no,” I snapped, my frustration sharper than I intended.

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes widened in surprise. “Joan, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

	 

	I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. “I’m sorry. It’s just been a rough day.”

	 

	Elizabeth nodded in understanding. “Do you want to talk about it?”

	 

	I sighed, feeling the weight of the day press down on me once more. “Robert’s in a panic because ticket sales for All for Robyn are plummeting. He wants us to ramp up marketing, so I’m set to promote the play on a radio show.”

	 

	“That’s a good idea,” Elizabeth said, her tone encouraging. “You’re fantastic with the press.”

	 

	“Thanks,” I said, feeling a sliver of relief. “But it’s not just that. I made a complete fool of myself on stage today. I wore the wrong foundation and ended up looking like a ghost. It was mortifying.”

	 

	Elizabeth struggled to suppress a laugh. “Like Elizabeth I?”

	 

	“Exactly,” I said, a small smile tugging at my lips. “It was a disaster.”

	 

	“That’s the beauty of live theater,” Elizabeth said with a grin. “Mishaps happen all the time. You just have to roll with it.”

	 

	I laughed, feeling some of the tension ease. “I guess you’re right.”

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “Now, let’s talk about your birthday. What do you want to wear to the party?”

	 

	I shrugged, feeling a bit overwhelmed. “I don’t even know if I want a party.”

	 

	“Nonsense,” Elizabeth said firmly. “You’re having a party, and it’s going to be fabulous. I’ll host it on the rooftop of my building. It’ll be perfect.”

	 

	I smiled, warmed by her enthusiasm. “Alright, if you insist. But I have no idea what to wear.”

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Let’s find something perfect. How about this dress?” She pulled a stunning deep blue gown from the rack and held it up for me.

	 

	I reached out and touched the soft fabric. “It’s beautiful. Let’s try it on.”

	 

	I slipped into the fitting room, the deep blue gown wrapping around me like a soft embrace. As I pulled it over my shoulders and zipped it up, I admired the way it sculpted my figure. Standing in front of the mirror, I turned slightly to catch different angles. The dress was stunning, its rich color a striking contrast against my complexion. For a brief moment, I felt invincible, as if I could conquer anything.

	 

	When I stepped out of the fitting room, a flutter of nerves danced in my stomach. Elizabeth’s eyes lit up when she saw me. “Joan, you look incredible,” she said, her voice brimming with genuine admiration. Then she tilted her head, a slight frown creasing her brow. “But... it looks a bit tight around your chest.”

	 

	I glanced down, realizing she was right. The dress pulled slightly, highlighting its snug fit. Instead of feeling disheartened, a new idea sparked in my mind. “You know what? This gives me an idea.”

	 

	Elizabeth raised an eyebrow, curious. “What kind of idea?”

	 

	“A pool party,” I said, excitement building in my voice. “We could invite some press, turn it into a big event. And I’ll invite Audrey.”

	 

	Elizabeth looked puzzled. “A pool party? In April? Joan, it’s not exactly pool weather.”

	 

	I waved off her concerns with a smile. “We can make it work. We’ll heat the pool and make it glamorous. Picture it—beautiful swimsuits, cocktails, and the press eating it up.”

	 

	Elizabeth’s confusion gave way to a smile. “Alright, if you think it’ll work. But why invite Audrey?”

	 

	I grinned, the plan coming together in my mind. “Having her there will attract more attention. Plus, it’ll show that there’s no rivalry between us. It’s perfect.”

	 

	Elizabeth didn’t question it further, nodding in agreement. “Let’s do it then.”

	 

	We approached the sales lady, who had been discreetly observing our conversation. “Do you have any swimsuits in stock?” I asked. “And perhaps a nice cardigan or something to go with them?”

	 

	The sales lady smiled and nodded. “Of course, right this way.”

	 

	As we followed her to another section of the store, I turned to Elizabeth. “So, are you really considering moving to Los Angeles?”

	 

	Elizabeth sighed, her expression thoughtful. “Yes, Cary’s role is too good to pass up. And honestly, I’m looking to transition back into film. There aren’t any compelling scripts for theater right now.”

	 

	I nodded, understanding Elizabeth’s reasoning but still feeling a pang of sadness at the thought of her leaving. “I get it. It’s just... I’ll really miss you.”

	 

	Elizabeth squeezed my hand gently. “I’ll miss you too, Joan. But you’ll come to visit, right? And we’ll stay in touch.”

	 

	“Of course,” I said, forcing a smile. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

	 

	We reached the section with swimsuits, and the sales lady began showing us various options. I picked out a vibrant red one, excitement bubbling at the thought of the pool party.

	 

	As I slipped into the swimsuit, self-consciousness crept in. The fabric clung to every curve, but there was an undeniable empowerment in its snug fit. Stepping out of the fitting room, I caught my reflection in the mirror. The bold red fabric stood out against my skin, making me feel both daring and confident.

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes widened with admiration. “Joan, you look stunning. But is it comfortable?”

	 

	I adjusted the straps, feeling the tight embrace of the fabric. “It’s a bit snug, but I think it’ll work. What do you think?”

	 

	Elizabeth gave a nod of approval. “It’s perfect for the party. You’ll definitely turn heads.”

	 

	I grinned, a wave of excitement washing over me. “Alright, let’s get it then.”
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	BIRTHDAYS HAVE ALWAYS BEEN a paradox for me. They are meant to be celebrations of life, milestones of existence, yet for someone like me, they carry an added weight. In the entertainment industry, aging feels like a slow, inevitable decline, a dance with time that you cannot win. Each year brings another wrinkle, another reminder that you are no longer the bright young thing you once were. For men, age can be a mark of distinction, a badge of experience. But for women, especially those in the public eye, it often feels like a sentence—a slow fade from the spotlight.

	 

	Clark Gable, at sixty, was still hailed as a heartthrob, his rugged charm seemingly undiminished by time. Lauren Bacall, once a sultry icon, found herself deemed past her prime at thirty-five. The industry’s fickle nature had little patience for female stars aging out of their roles, no matter their talent or past triumphs. 

	 

	Today, I turned another year older. As I gazed into the mirror, I saw echoes of the girl who first stepped onto the Broadway stage, wide-eyed and full of dreams. Now, the reflection staring back at me bore the shadows of late nights, lines of stress, and the unmistakable marks of time. 

	 

	It's ironic, isn’t it? How we celebrate birthdays—these markers of time—when they merely bring us closer to the end. A morbid thought to start the day, perhaps, but it’s hard not to think that way sometimes.

	 

	Sarcastically, I mused, "Happy Birthday, Joan. You’re one year closer to the end. A year closer to being an icon." With that grim thought, I pushed back the covers and got out of bed. Today was going to be busy, and I needed to clear my mind.

	 

	I dressed quickly in my running gear, eager to begin my morning run. Running had always been my escape, a way to clear my head and prepare for whatever lay ahead. Stepping out into the crisp New York morning, I felt the familiar rush of adrenaline. The city was stirring, and so was I.

	 

	I took my usual route through Central Park, the path winding through trees and past the serene lake. The rhythm of my footsteps on the pavement and the sound of my breathing became a mantra, calming and steadying me. I let my thoughts drift, considering the day’s events: the birthday party at Elizabeth’s, the meeting with Burt.

	 

	By the time I arrived at Burt’s office, I felt more centered. His office, located in a building full of character, was lined with black-and-white photographs of Broadway stars and old playbills, reflecting both the industry’s history and Burt’s deep roots in it. His desk, cluttered with papers, scripts, and a half-empty coffee cup, spoke of a man who thrived amidst the chaos of show business.

	 

	I greeted his secretary, who offered me a warm birthday wish. “Thank you,” I replied, feeling a slight lift in my spirits. She buzzed me in, and I walked into Burt’s office.

	 

	“Happy Birthday, Joan!” Burt greeted me with enthusiasm, rising from his desk to give me a quick hug.

	 

	“Thanks, Burt,” I said, settling into the chair across from him.

	 

	We eased into our seats, and Burt got straight to the point. “So, how’s the Tony Award campaign shaping up? Are you feeling good about it?”

	 

	I nodded, though a hint of uncertainty lingered. “I think so. The newspaper ads are making a difference, and the buzz seems positive. But there’s always that nagging doubt.”

	 

	Burt leaned back, considering my words. “I get it. That’s why we need to keep the momentum going. I’ve lined up a radio interview for you. It’s a fantastic chance to reach a broader audience.”

	 

	“That sounds promising,” I said, feeling a bit more hopeful. “Thanks for setting that up.”

	 

	He smiled but seemed preoccupied. “There’s something else, Joan. It’s a bit last minute, but Playboy’s centerfold for next month canceled, and they’re looking for a replacement. It’s a huge opportunity for exposure.”

	 

	The suggestion made me uneasy. “Burt, you know my reputation. I can’t afford another scandal.”

	 

	He leaned forward, his expression earnest. “I understand, but consider this: it could be a game-changer for All for Robyn. The magazine’s circulation is massive, and the exposure would be significant.”

	 

	I hesitated, weighing his words. “But it’s Playboy, Burt. The public reaction might not be favorable.”

	 

	He sighed, clearly frustrated. “Joan, this is exactly why you need an agent. They could handle the negotiations and manage the fallout. The 10% they take would be worth it.”

	 

	I shook my head, the weight of financial strain pressing down on me. “I can’t afford an agent right now. My budget is stretched thin with all the newspaper ads and open calls.”

	 

	Burt’s expression softened, understanding. “I see. But think about it. You need someone who can advocate for you, someone who can handle these situations.”

	 

	I sighed, knowing he was right but feeling trapped by my circumstances. “Let’s revisit this discussion at my birthday party. I need some time to think it over.”

	 

	Burt’s smile was warm, though concern lingered in his eyes. “Alright. The party is at Elizabeth’s place at 3 PM, right?”

	 

	“Yeah,” I confirmed. “And yes, Audrey will be there.”

	 

	He nodded, looking slightly relieved. “Good. Having Audrey there will definitely help with the press.”

	 

	I hesitated, then broached a subject that had been troubling me. “Burt, how are we really doing with the campaign? I’ve heard some unsettling rumors that All For Robyn isn’t performing well at the box office.”

	 

	Burt’s expression turned serious as he leaned back in his chair. “It’s true that ticket sales have been slower than we hoped. But that’s not unusual for a show in its early stages. The Tony buzz will help boost sales. We just need to keep the momentum going.”

	 

	A knot of anxiety tightened in my stomach. “It just feels like everything is riding on this. What if it doesn’t turn around?”

	 

	Burt leaned forward, his gaze steady. “Joan, you are incredibly talented. This industry is tough, but you’ve got the chops. The New York Times is interested in doing a feature on you. I’m working on securing it. That kind of exposure could make a big difference.”

	 

	My eyes widened with excitement. “The New York Times? That would be incredible!”

	 

	He smiled, nodding. “I know. We’re pulling out all the stops. Just hang in there.”

	 

	I felt a flicker of reassurance. “Okay. Thanks, Burt.”

	 

	Burt glanced at the clock. “I know you have a busy day ahead, so I won’t keep you. Remember, tonight’s party is a big opportunity. Make sure you network, talk to the right people.”

	 

	I stood up, feeling a blend of anxiety and determination. “I will. And thank you again, Burt. For everything.”

	 

	“Anytime, Joan. Enjoy your birthday, and I’ll see you later.”
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	I stood in front of the mirror, adjusting the straps of my red bathing suit. The swimsuit clung to my body, emphasizing every curve with its bold design. It might have been a bit daring, but it was my birthday, and I wanted to exude confidence. As I turned slightly to get a better view, Elizabeth entered the room, carrying a bottle of champagne.

	 

	“Joan, you look stunning,” she said, placing the bottle on the vanity. “That swimsuit is perfect for the party.”

	 

	“Thanks, Elizabeth,” I replied with a small smile. “I’m feeling a bit anxious about today. There’s a lot riding on this.”

	 

	Elizabeth gave me an understanding nod. “I know, but it’s going to be great. You’ve got this.”

	 

	As I continued to scrutinize my reflection, my thoughts drifted back to my conversation with Burt. The idea of posing for Playboy was both tempting and unsettling. I took a deep breath and decided to get Elizabeth's opinion.

	 

	“Elizabeth, what do you think about Playboy?” I asked tentatively.

	 

	Her expression shifted to concern. “Playboy? That’s a bit risqué, Joan. Why do you ask?”

	 

	I hesitated before responding. “Burt mentioned that their centerfold canceled, and they’re looking for a replacement. He thinks it could be a huge opportunity, especially for All For Robyn.”

	 

	Elizabeth shook her head firmly. “Joan, you’re better than that. Playboy might offer exposure, but it’s not the kind you want. You’ve built your career on talent, not scandal.”

	 

	“I get that,” I said, gazing at my reflection. “But the exposure could be significant. Seeing myself like this... it feels like a way to remind people I’m still relevant.”

	 

	Elizabeth’s expression softened. “You don’t need Playboy to prove that. Your talent speaks for itself. Don’t risk your reputation for temporary publicity.”

	 

	I nodded slowly, still feeling torn. “You’re right. It’s just that everything feels so uncertain right now. I’m grabbing at anything that might help.”

	 

	Elizabeth placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “I understand. But you’re strong, and you’ll get through this. We’ll figure it out together.”

	 

	“Thanks, Elizabeth,” I said, grateful for her support. “By the way, Audrey should be here any minute.”

	 

	Elizabeth’s face brightened. “Great! It’ll be good to have her here.”

	 

	I forced a smile, masking a pang of guilt. I hadn’t told Audrey about the party. Her name had been the draw for the press, and I hoped she would show up eventually. For now, I had to keep up appearances.

	 

	“Let’s head up to the rooftop,” I suggested. “The guests should be arriving soon.”

	 

	As we climbed to the rooftop, my heart raced with excitement and nervousness. This party was more than a birthday celebration—it was a crucial opportunity to change the narrative and generate positive buzz. The rooftop, transformed into a chic venue, glittered with twinkling lights, elegantly set tables, and a heated pool inviting a dip.

	 

	I took a deep breath, ready to dive into the festivities. Each guest was an opportunity to make a lasting impression. The press and photographers were already there, their cameras clicking.

	 

	“Joan! Happy birthday!” Douglas’s voice cut through the crowd, and I turned to find him approaching with his trademark warm smile.

	 

	“Douglas, thank you!” I said, genuinely relieved to see a familiar face. “I’m thrilled you could make it.”

	 

	“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he replied, giving me a quick, reassuring hug. “Here’s to a year that outshines the last.”

	 

	His words were a comfort to my nerves. “Thanks, Douglas. That means more than you know.”

	 

	We chatted briefly, catching up on theater gossip. Douglas’s easygoing nature was a comfort, his presence a steadying force in the whirl of the evening.

	 

	As the crowd grew, I moved through the guests, ensuring everyone felt welcome. The press was in full swing, and I made it a point to engage with them, aiming for favorable coverage.

	 

	“Joan, over here!” a photographer called out, snapping away as I posed with my best smile.

	 

	“Happy birthday, Joan!” a journalist chimed in, extending a hand. “How’s it feel to add another year?”

	 

	I laughed, keeping things light. “Age is just a number, right? I’m just happy to celebrate with friends.”

	 

	Despite the chaotic atmosphere, I felt a surge of pride. Here I was, celebrating my birthday with people who cared. Maybe this was the start of something better.

	 

	“You look absolutely stunning,” a reporter said, admiring my swimsuit. “What’s your secret?”

	 

	I smiled, a bit self-conscious. “Confidence and the support of amazing friends.”

	 

	The reporter nodded, jotting down my words. “What are your plans for the upcoming year?”

	 

	“I’m focused on my work, especially All For Robyn,” I answered. “I’m eager to keep growing as an actress.”

	 

	“Any plans to explore new areas of entertainment?” the reporter asked, curiosity in her eyes.

	 

	I took a moment before responding honestly. “I’m open to new opportunities. The future is full of possibilities.”

	 

	The reporter smiled, seemingly pleased. “Well, we wish you all the best, Joan. Enjoy your party.”

	 

	“Thank you,” I said, feeling a wave of relief as she moved on.

	 

	I headed toward the bar, where Douglas was engaged in conversation with a few other actors. He handed me a glass of champagne, his eyes sparkling with a hint of mischief.

	 

	“Here’s to the evening,” he said, raising his glass. “Let’s make it unforgettable.”

	 

	I clinked my glass against his, a smile spreading across my face. The night was young, and despite the uncertainties, I felt a flicker of hope that things would start to shift in the right direction.

	 

	“You’re quite the hostess,” Douglas said, raising his glass in a toast. “To Joan, the birthday girl.”

	 

	I clinked my glass with his, a warm glow spreading through me. “Thank you, Douglas. It means a lot to have you here.”

	 

	We sipped our champagne, savoring the festive ambiance. The party had taken on a life of its own; laughter and lively conversation filled the rooftop. Despite my earlier worries, a flicker of optimism began to take hold. Maybe this year would bring a change for the better.

	 

	As the evening progressed, I kept an eye out for Audrey. Her presence was crucial for keeping the press engaged, and I hoped she would understand my decision to keep the party a secret until now.

	 

	“Joan, do you think Audrey will make it?” Elizabeth asked, joining me at the bar.

	 

	“I hope so,” I said, glancing at my watch. “She should be here any minute.”

	 

	Elizabeth nodded, her eyes thoughtful. “It would be great to have her here. The press loves a good sister story.”

	 

	I forced a smile, though guilt tugged at me. I hadn’t informed Audrey about the party, and I hoped she wouldn’t be too upset when she found out.

	 

	“Let’s go mingle,” I suggested, trying to shake off the guilt. “There are still plenty of people I need to greet.”

	 

	Navigating through the crowd, I felt a combination of excitement and anxiety. This party was more than a celebration—it was an opportunity to turn things around and make a memorable impact. The rooftop, adorned with twinkling lights and elegantly set tables, was the perfect setting. The heated pool shimmered invitingly, promising a refreshing dip.

	 

	Taking a deep breath, I began greeting guests as they arrived. Each smile, each handshake was a chance to make a lasting impression. The press was already in full force, their cameras flashing and capturing every moment.

	 

	Standing by the pool, the cool breeze brushed against my skin, heightening the evening’s tension. My heart raced, fueled by nerves and excitement. This was my moment to shine, to remind everyone that Joan Monroe was a force to be reckoned with. I focused on the shimmering water, a reflection of the clarity I sought in my career.

	 

	I needed to make a statement, to prove that I was still relevant, still a prominent figure. And if that meant creating a memorable moment, even if it bordered on reckless, so be it.

	 

	I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the dramatic moment I had planned. Pretending to lose my balance on the tiles, I let out a piercing scream that cut through the chatter and clinking glasses.

	 

	“Oh no!” The shriek was exaggerated, designed to command attention. I flailed dramatically and, with an ungraceful plunge, fell into the pool.

	 

	Before I fell in, I locked eyes with Douglas. “Joan!”

	 

	The cold water engulfed me immediately, its briskness both jarring and oddly refreshing. For a heartbeat, I allowed myself to sink, the party’s noise fading into a muffled hum. The water, clear and inviting, glided over my skin, awakening every nerve ending.

	 

	I unfastened the strap of my top, letting it drift away as the water swirled around me. The sensation of the water against my bare skin was a blend of liberation and vulnerability. As I surfaced slowly, gasps and murmurs filled the air, a chorus of astonished voices and clicking cameras.

	 

	I played the role of the disoriented damsel, pushing wet strands of hair from my face with exaggerated movements, as if the spectacle was new to me. The cool water clung to my exposed chest, droplets accentuating every curve. The sudden exposure was a rush of exhilaration and fear—a reckless act that was both daring and desperate.

	 

	Douglas was the first to react, his face etched with concern as he hurried to the edge of the pool, towel in hand. “Joan, are you alright?” His voice carried both worry and confusion.

	 

	I swam to the edge, allowing him to help me out of the pool. The towel he draped over me was rough against my wet skin, its fabric barely enough to cover me from the waist up. The makeshift cover left my exposed torso partly visible, adding to the dramatic effect.

	 

	“I’m fine,” I said, my voice quivering slightly as I played the part of the bewildered victim. “I must have slipped.”

	 

	Douglas's eyes flickered between relief and disbelief. “How did your top come off?” he asked, still processing the situation.

	 

	Feigning confusion, I shrugged and kept my gaze down. “It must have come loose when I fell.”

	 

	His brow furrowed with what seemed like disappointment. “You need to be more careful, Joan.”

	 

	I wrapped the towel tighter around me, nodding apologetically. “I will. I’m sorry if I caused a scene.”

	 

	The flash of cameras continued, capturing every second. The guests whispered among themselves, their expressions a curious blend of shock and fascination.

	 

	Elizabeth hurried over, her face etched with concern. “Joan, are you okay?”

	 

	“I’m fine,” I reassured her, trying to sound nonchalant. “It was just an accident.”

	 

	Her eyes held a flicker of skepticism, even as she offered a sympathetic smile. “Alright, let’s get you inside and dried off.”

	 

	As we made our way to the changing area, I couldn’t help but savor a sense of triumph. The spectacle had worked; all eyes were now on me. By morning, the story would dominate the headlines, and I had successfully transformed a simple birthday party into an unforgettable event. The narrative was mine to shape, and I had seized the spotlight with deliberate flair.

	 

	Once inside, Elizabeth handed me a dry towel with a concerned frown. “Here, change into something dry. You’ll catch a cold if you stay like this.”

	 

	I accepted the towel gratefully and headed into the changing room. As I dried off and slipped into a fresh outfit, a surge of satisfaction washed over me. The plan had worked—the dramatic pool incident had achieved exactly what I’d hoped for, drawing the attention I needed.

	 

	When I emerged, Douglas was waiting by the door, his brow furrowed with concern. “Joan, are you sure you’re alright?”

	 

	“I’m fine, Douglas. Really,” I said with a reassuring smile. “It was just an accident.”

	 

	He exhaled, running a hand through his hair. “You need to be more careful. That could have ended badly.”

	 

	“I know,” I admitted, feeling a twinge of guilt. “But it didn’t. Everything’s fine.”

	 

	Douglas nodded, though his worry was still apparent. “Alright. Just promise me you’ll be more careful in the future.”

	 

	“I promise.”

	 

	After changing into a casual yet stylish dress, I rejoined the party, my mind a swirl of triumph and lingering vulnerability. The exposure—both literal and figurative—had succeeded in drawing attention, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that the guests were still picturing me in that red swimsuit. Their whispers and sidelong glances felt like a second layer of scrutiny. I forced a bright smile and mingled with the crowd, determined to maintain my composure.

	 

	As I navigated through the throng of guests, the murmurs followed me like a persistent echo. I approached a cluster of reporters, who immediately turned their attention toward me.

	 

	“Joan, where’s Audrey?” one reporter asked, leaning in with eager eyes.

	 

	I affected a casual shrug, though my heart pounded. “She must’ve stood us up. Audrey always keeps us guessing.”

	 

	Another reporter seized the moment. “Any updates on her film?”

	 

	Caught off guard, I blinked. I hadn’t kept up with Audrey’s projects, too consumed by my own issues. I quickly masked my uncertainty with a practiced smile. “Oh, it’s going great. She’s been filming upstate and keeping things under wraps, but from what I hear, it’s going to be spectacular. Audrey always brings her best.”

	 

	The reporters seemed satisfied, jotting down notes. I excused myself and drifted back into the crowd, the weight of my fabrications heavy on my shoulders.

	 

	I spotted Douglas at the bar, conversing with a few actors. His smile dimmed when he saw me, and a flicker of disappointment crossed his face. I approached him, intending to discuss Burt’s suggestion about Playboy, but his demeanor made me hesitate.

	 

	“Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked quietly, concern etched in his voice.

	 

	“I’m fine,” I assured him, forcing a smile. “It was just an accident.”

	 

	Douglas nodded but his unease lingered. “You need to be more careful, Joan. That could have gone very differently.”

	 

	“I know,” I said, striving to comfort him. “It won’t happen again.”

	 

	He sighed, wrapping me in a quick hug. “Just promise me you’ll take care of yourself.”

	 

	“I promise,” I said, though I knew that staying in the spotlight often meant walking a tightrope of risks.

	 

	As I stepped away from Douglas, I felt a pang of guilt. His disappointment was palpable, and I understood why. But I had to make my mark and keep All For Robyn in the public eye. The incident was a calculated risk, and I hoped it would pay off in keeping me at the forefront of the media’s attention.

	 

	I turned to greet more guests, making my way to Elizabeth and Cary, who were chatting with a group of producers. Elizabeth saw me and waved me over, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

	 

	“Joan, you look fantastic,” a well-dressed Hollywood producer said, approaching me with a friendly smile. He gave me a quick, appreciative hug. “The party is a real hit!”

	 

	“Thank you,” I replied, feeling a rush of gratitude. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

	 

	He glanced around at the vibrant scene, clearly impressed. “The setup is magnificent. I must say, you’ve really outdone yourself.”

	 

	“I appreciate that,” I said, smiling. “It’s been a lot of work, but I’m thrilled with how it’s turning out.”

	 

	The producer’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. “So, what’s next for you, Joan? Any exciting projects on the horizon?”

	 

	I took a moment to gather my thoughts. “Right now, my focus is on All For Robyn. It’s been a major endeavor, but I’m always open to exploring new opportunities.”

	 

	He nodded approvingly. “I’ve been hearing great things. The buzz around the show is impressive.”

	 

	“I hope so,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “It’s been a lot of hard work, but it’s worth it.”

	 

	The producer’s gaze shifted momentarily, and he added, “By the way, any word on your sister? I was expecting her to make an appearance.”

	 

	I felt a flicker of unease. “Honestly, I’m not sure where she is at the moment,” I said, feigning nonchalance. “She’s been a bit elusive lately. I hope she shows up soon–”

	 

	Just before I could finish, a familiar voice called out, “Happy birthday, Joan!”

	 

	I turned to see Cary and Elizabeth wheeling out a magnificent birthday cake, its candles casting a warm, flickering glow. The guests gathered around, their faces illuminated by the gentle light, and began to sing “Happy Birthday” in a cheerful, harmonious chorus.

	 

	I smiled, feeling a genuine warmth spread through me. As the song ended, I closed my eyes and made a wish—to win the Tony and prove to everyone, and to myself, that I was more than just a shadow of my sister.

	 

	With a deep breath, I blew out the candles, and the room erupted in applause. Turning to Douglas, I pulled him into a tender kiss. “Thank you for being such a great boyfriend,” I whispered, my heart swelling with gratitude.

	 

	I didn’t care if the press or anyone saw us.

	 

	He smiled warmly, though a trace of the earlier tension lingered. “Is that my official title now?”

	 

	Before I could respond, my gaze swept over the crowd and landed on Robert. He stood at the periphery, arms crossed, shaking his head disapprovingly. A chill ran down my spine at his silent judgment, a stark reminder that not everyone was pleased with my methods.

	 

	I took a deep breath, trying to set aside the pang of guilt. It was crucial to maintain my focus and keep the momentum of the evening going. The press and photographers continued to buzz around, capturing every moment of the celebration.

	 

	“Joan, can we grab a quick interview?” a reporter called out, her eager eyes fixed on me.

	 

	“Of course,” I replied, mustering a bright smile. “What would you like to know?”

	 

	“Any comments on the rumors about a potential film adaptation of All For Robyn?” she asked, her pen poised over her notepad.

	 

	I hesitated for a moment before deciding to play along. “It’s definitely something we’ve been exploring. Nothing is finalized yet, but I’m hopeful.”

	 

	“Interesting. And how about your thoughts on the Tony nominations? How confident are you feeling?” she inquired, her eyes glinting with curiosity.

	 

	I took a moment to gather my thoughts. “I’m deeply honored to be nominated. It’s a competitive field, but I’m just grateful for the recognition.”

	 

	She nodded, jotting down my responses. “Thank you, Joan. Enjoy the rest of your party.”

	 

	“Thank you,” I said, feeling a blend of relief and lingering anxiety as she moved on.

	 

	As guests began to enjoy the cake, I made the rounds, greeting everyone with practiced ease. The press continued to hover, but I managed to maintain my composure amidst the buzz.

	 

	Douglas approached me once more, his expression softened. “Joan, you’re doing great. Just remember to take it easy, okay?”

	 

	“I will,” I promised, offering him a reassuring smile. “Thank you for being here.”

	 

	He nodded, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. “Always.”

	 

	The incident from earlier still hung in the air, the press buzzing with energy and anticipation. While the excitement was palpable, it felt less like a victory and more like a shackle around my neck.

	 

	As the evening wound down, I found myself alone, observing the press gathered in huddles, their laughter mingling with glances in my direction. Their expressions were a blend of amusement and something darker—a satisfaction at the spectacle I had become.

	 

	A cold wave of realization swept over me. Did I really want those photos out there? Had I genuinely sought to solidify my reputation as the “Whore of the Great White Way”? The exhilaration of being in the spotlight had clouded my judgment, and now, it tasted bitter on my tongue. The validation I had sought felt hollow, tainted by the looming repercussions of my actions.

	 

	I glanced out at the city lights, twinkling in the distance. What had once been thrilling exposure now felt like a gnawing emptiness. I was perpetually chasing validation, always striving to prove myself. It hit me hard: I had sacrificed my dignity for the sake of headlines.

	 

	As I braced myself for the aftermath, I noticed Robert standing to the side. His stern expression was a jarring contrast to the evening’s festivities. His disapproval was clear, and I watched as he shook his head in disgust before turning on his heel and exiting, the door closing with a finality that echoed my internal turmoil.

	 

	I took a deep breath, pushing back the wave of regret that threatened to overtake me. Tonight had been a success, capturing the attention of everyone present. Yet, as the last guests began to leave, the veneer of celebration started to peel away. The silence left behind was heavy with the weight of my choices.

	 

	The evening’s chaos had settled into a quiet, unsettling dissatisfaction. I had made my mark, but the cost was becoming painfully clear. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, but for now, the glittering success of tonight felt like a fleeting illusion rather than a genuine triumph.
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	“WHY DIDN’T YOU COME to the party, Burt?” I demanded, my voice sharp as I gripped the phone at the diner. The low murmur of the restaurant faded into the background as I concentrated on the conversation.

	 

	“I’m sorry, Joan. I was sick,” Burt croaked, his voice rough. “But I heard about your stunt. It’s on the front page of several magazines.”

	 

	Relief mingled with annoyance as I sighed. “Well, at least it got people talking.”

	 

	“That’s putting it mildly,” he chuckled. “It made quite the splash—literally. I’ll start thinking about how we can use this to our advantage.”

	 

	“I’m doing Playboy,” I announced abruptly.

	 

	There was a brief silence before Burt’s voice returned, now animated. “Really? That’s fantastic! The exposure will be huge.”

	 

	“Yeah,” I said, less enthusiastic. “But it needs to be tasteful. I won’t do it if it turns into a desperate gimmick. Can you ensure it’s handled with class?”

	 

	Burt hesitated. “Joan, this is a big opportunity. Are you in or out?”

	 

	I inhaled deeply, feeling the weight of the decision. “I’m in. But I want an interview in the issue. My side needs to be heard. I don’t want any regrets.”

	 

	“Fine,” Burt replied, a touch of frustration in his voice. “I’ll make sure it’s tasteful and get the interview arranged. But no backing out.”

	 

	“Thanks, Burt.” I hung up and handed the waiter a few coins to cover the call. As I slid back into the booth, the gravity of my decision settled over me.

	 

	I ordered coffee and gazed at the rain streaking down the window. The almost-empty diner was a rare escape from the usual chaos. Audrey was supposed to meet me, but as I stared into the wet, gray street, I saw her walking with Mary Oliver. Their animated conversation and laughter reached me through the city’s din. Audrey’s rare, genuine smile glowed, lit by Mary’s radiant charm. They hugged warmly before parting ways, with Mary heading toward the theater.

	 

	When Audrey finally arrived, she looked worn out—her face pale, damp hair clinging to her forehead. Her trench coat seemed to swallow her whole. Spotting me, she approached with a guarded expression.

	 

	“Audrey,” I greeted, forcing a cheerful tone. “Glad you could make it.”

	 

	“Joan,” she replied curtly, sliding into the booth across from me. “You said the party was at your house. I went there first.”

	 

	I blinked, feigning confusion. “What? No, I said it was at Elizabeth’s place. You must have misunderstood.”

	 

	Audrey’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not crazy, Joan. You told me it was at your house.”

	 

	“Well, maybe you misheard,” I said lightly. “But you’re here now. Let’s not dwell on it.”

	 

	The waitress arrived with my coffee and took Audrey’s order. Once she left, Audrey leaned in, her voice low and sharp.

	 

	“I saw you with Mary Oliver,” I said casually. “Since when are you two friends?”

	 

	“Stop policing my social circle, Joan,” Audrey snapped.

	 

	Before I could respond, she added, “And about your little stunt at the party—getting out of the pool topless? Really, Joan? How desperate can you be?”

	 

	Anger flushed my cheeks, but I forced a laugh. “It was an accident. These things happen.”

	 

	“Accident?” Audrey sneered. “You did it on purpose. You’re such a whore, Joan.”

	 

	The word hit hard, but I maintained my composure. “That’s ridiculous. Accidents happen.”

	 

	Audrey shook her head, her eyes cold. “This is why Dad doesn’t talk to you. You’re an embarrassment.”

	 

	Her words cut deep, but I tried to stay calm. “That’s not fair, Audrey. You know how hard I’ve worked.”

	 

	“And for what?” she retorted. “Cheap publicity stunts and a ruined reputation?”

	 

	Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes, but I blinked them away. “I’m doing what I need to do to stay relevant.”

	 

	“You think posing topless in a pool is going to help your career? It’s just another way for you to degrade yourself.”

	 

	“I don’t have the luxury of turning down opportunities,” I shot back. “Not everyone gets things handed to them on a silver platter.”

	 

	"Handed?” Audrey’s eyes flashed with indignation. "I’ve worked tirelessly for everything I’ve achieved. Just because things didn’t go your way doesn’t mean you can cut corners."

	 

	"Cut corners?" I echoed, my voice rising. "Do you think I wanted to end up here? Do you think I haven’t fought for every bit of recognition I’ve earned?"

	 

	"Fighting doesn’t mean sacrificing your dignity," Audrey said coolly. "There’s a difference, Joan."

	 

	"Dignity doesn’t pay the bills," I shot back. "And it doesn’t keep you in the limelight."

	 

	Audrey leaned back, her expression guarded. "This is why Daddy rarely speaks to you. He can’t respect what you’ve become."

	 

	Her words hit hard, and I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. "Daddy hasn’t spoken to me in years. That’s nothing new."

	 

	"Maybe it’s time you asked why," Audrey said quietly.

	 

	I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came. Instead, I stared at my coffee, feeling a wave of exhaustion.

	 

	"Let’s just drop it," I muttered. "I didn’t come here to fight."

	 

	"Neither did I," Audrey replied, her tone softening. "But it’s hard to watch you self-destruct."

	 

	"I’m not self-destructing," I said, though my voice sounded weak even to me. "I’m just trying to survive."

	 

	Audrey sighed, running a hand through her damp hair. "I know it’s tough, Joan. But there are better ways to handle it."

	 

	"Like what?" I asked, a glimmer of hope in my voice. "What should I be doing?"

	 

	"Focus on your talent," she said earnestly. "You’re a good actress. You don’t need these stunts."

	 

	"It’s not that simple," I said, shaking my head. "The industry is ruthless. You know that."

	 

	"Yes, it is," Audrey agreed. "But you can’t let it change who you are. Stay true to yourself."

	 

	I looked at her, seeing the sincerity in her eyes. For a moment, the anger and resentment melted away, leaving two sisters just trying to navigate a harsh world.

	 

	"I’ll think about it," I said finally.

	 

	"Good," Audrey replied. "That’s all I ask."

	 

	We sat in silence for a while, the tension easing. The waitress refilled our coffees, and we sipped them quietly, lost in thought.

	 

	After a few minutes, I reached into my bag and pulled out a small gift-wrapped box, sliding it across the table to Audrey.

	 

	"Happy birthday," I said softly.

	 

	Audrey’s eyebrows raised in surprise as she unwrapped the gift. Inside was a framed autograph of Gina Lollobrigida, Audrey’s favorite actress. Audrey's eyes widened, and a hint of a smile touched her lips. "Well, isn’t this a nice surprise. I hope you didn’t spend too much on this.”

	 

	I swallowed, feeling the sting of her backhanded compliment. "I just wanted to do something special for you. I’m sorry for the mix-up about the party location. I didn’t mean for any confusion."

	 

	Audrey’s expression softened, though her eyes remained guarded. "It’s the thought that counts, Joan."

	 

	"Yeah, well," I said, trying to lighten the mood. "I’m glad you liked it."

	 

	Audrey took a sip of her coffee and seemed to consider my apology. "So, tell me about the party. Besides your... little mishap."

	 

	I laughed, feeling a bit of the tension lift. "It was nice. Elizabeth did an amazing job with the decorations. Everyone seemed to have a good time."

	 

	"And the press?" Audrey asked, raising an eyebrow.

	 

	"Plenty of them," I said, smiling. "They got their story, that’s for sure."

	 

	Audrey shook her head, but a hint of amusement flickered in her eyes. "Always the center of attention."

	 

	"I try," I said, feeling a bit lighter.

	 

	We continued our conversation, drifting into lighter topics. It felt good to just talk, to reclaim a fleeting sense of sisterhood, even if only for a short while.

	 

	As we finished our coffees, Audrey glanced at her watch. "I should get going. Performance is in an hour."

	 

	"Of course," I said, a pang of disappointment tightening in my chest. "Thanks for coming, Audrey. I really appreciate it."

	 

	She smiled, slipping on her coat. "Take care of yourself, Joan. And think about what I said."

	 

	Her words lingered, each one a reminder of the distance between us. Audrey always seemed so poised, so flawless, but I could sense the subtle rivalry she tried to mask.

	 

	Stepping out of the diner, the rain greeted me with a relentless downpour. I dashed through the streets of New York, the cold rain mingling with my simmering frustration. Audrey had it all handed to her, yet she still found ways to undermine me. Her concern felt like a mask for her true feelings—she didn't want me to succeed.

	 

	The familiar outline of the Shubert Theater emerged through the rain. I pushed through the stage door, dripping wet and shivering. The theater's warmth was a welcome contrast, though my mind remained in turmoil. As I dried off and changed, I couldn’t shake the image of Audrey and Mary Oliver together.

	 

	As I walked down the dim hallway, lost in thought, I nearly collided with Mary. She was leaning against the wall with her script, a mischievous smile playing on her lips.

	 

	"Joan, you look like a drowned rat," she teased.

	 

	I chuckled, attempting to shake off my unease. "Thanks, Mary. Just what I needed."

	 

	She handed me a towel, which I accepted gratefully. "What brings you in so early? Planning a dramatic entrance?"

	 

	"Something like that," I said, offering a wry smile. "How have you been?"

	 

	"Good," Mary replied. "Actually, I wanted to talk to you about something."

	 

	"Oh?" I asked, curious. "What’s up?"

	 

	Mary glanced around to ensure we were alone. "I’ve been offered a role in another show."

	 

	A sinking feeling settled in my stomach. "Another show? But what about All For Robyn?"

	 

	She sighed, her expression conflicted. "Joan, you know the show is struggling. I need to think about my career."

	 

	Betrayal washed over me. "So, you’re just going to leave? Abandon the show?"

	 

	"Joan, it’s not like that," Mary said softly. "I have to look out for myself. You understand, don’t you?"

	 

	I nodded, though disappointment gnawed at me. "I do. I just... thought we were in this together."

	 

	"We are," Mary assured me. "But sometimes, tough choices have to be made."

	 

	Trying to mask my growing anxiety, I took a breath. "I noticed you and Audrey were quite chummy earlier. Since when did you two become such fast friends?"

	 

	Mary's eyes softened as she gave a small, knowing smile. "Audrey’s been very supportive. You’re lucky to have her as a sister, Joan. She’s a real gem."

	 

	Her words were light, but there was an undertone of something I couldn’t quite place. My heart skipped a beat as I processed the implication. "That’s... nice to hear," I managed, my voice barely steady. "I caught up with her earlier."

	 

	Before Mary could respond further, Robert appeared at the end of the hallway, his expression stormy. "Joan, can I see you in my office?"

	 

	I glanced at Mary, who offered me a sympathetic smile. “I’ll talk to you later,” she said, squeezing my arm gently.

	 

	I followed Robert to his office, anxiety churning in my stomach. Inside, he tossed a newspaper onto his desk, the headline glaring up at me: “Audrey Monroe Dishes on Joan’s Role: ‘She’s Got Potential, But…’”

	 

	I picked up the paper, my hands trembling slightly. The article was a direct attack—Audrey had given an interview where she said that while Joan’s role in All For Robyn was “adorable,” it didn’t live up to her potential. She suggested that Joan could do much better.

	 

	The words cut deep. My blood boiled, anger rising. "What is this?" I demanded, my voice shaking.

	 

	Robert’s face was impassive. "This is what happens when you don’t think things through. Audrey’s remarks are getting traction, and now the papers are full of it. You’ve got double jeopardy in the headlines—both for your stunt and for her comments."

	 

	"I didn’t ask her to talk about me," I snapped. "She did this on her own."

	 

	Robert’s eyes flashed with irritation. "You need to get your act together, Joan. And that stunt at the party—"

	 

	"What about it?" I interrupted, my frustration boiling over. "It’s all anyone’s talking about. It’s generating buzz for the show."

	 

	“That’s not the point!” Robert’s voice grew harsh. “You can’t just pull a stunt like that without consulting anyone. This is a team effort, Joan. You’ve made us all look like amateurs.”

	 

	I clenched my fists, trying to keep my composure. "I did what I had to do to keep the show in the spotlight."

	 

	“And what about Douglas?” Robert pressed, his tone sharp. “You were awfully cozy with him. Everyone knows you two had a thing. You said you were just casually seeing each other.”

	 

	My heart raced. “Most of the cast and crew have seen us together. It’s not a secret. And let’s be honest—your marriage isn’t exactly a model of fulfillment.”

	 

	Robert’s face turned a deep shade of red. “Get out of my office,” he growled, his voice trembling with fury. “I don’t want to see you until you’ve got your head straight.”

	 

	I didn’t protest. I left his office and stared at the stage door.

	 

	Audrey lied. We had a pact, but apparently, it was a facade.

	 

	The rain hammered down as I sprinted across the street, my heels slipping on the slick pavement, my heart racing from the storm of anger and betrayal inside me. My makeup, ruined by the rain, trickled down my cheeks like the tears I refused to shed.

	 

	At St. James Theater, the security guard looked up, confused. “Audrey Monroe?” he asked, squinting through the downpour.

	 

	I shot him a glare. “No! I’m Joan!” I snapped. “Joan! Not Audrey.”

	 

	He blinked, taken aback, but stepped aside as I pushed past him. The noise of rehearsal grew louder with each step. The theater's grand doors loomed before me, but I flung them open with desperation.

	 

	Inside, the cast was rehearsing, their voices a cacophony of sound blending with the clatter of stage props. Audrey stood at the center, her gaze fixed on the director, her expression serene. That calm facade shattered as she turned to see me storm in, drenched and furious.

	 

	“What the hell is this?” I shouted. The cast froze, their eyes widening as they took in the sight of me. “Audrey, why did you bad-mouth me in the press?”

	 

	Audrey's face went pale. “Joan, wait—”

	 

	“No!” I cut her off. “Don’t you dare. I thought we were friends. I thought you were on my side. But clearly, you’re just as fake as everyone else. After our little chat at the diner, I thought you understood. Trying to cover up your own fucking mess.”

	 

	A murmur rippled through the cast. David, one of the actors, spoke up hesitantly, “Joan, I’ve seen the reviews. I just wanted to say—congratulations on your recent success. It’s really impressive.”

	 

	His attempt at diplomacy fell flat. I ignored him, focusing on Audrey.

	 

	The room was thick with tension. Audrey took a step toward me, her voice placating but insincere. “Joan, please—”

	 

	“Shut up,” I hissed, my voice trembling with barely contained rage. “Just go back to Hollywood where you belong. You don’t get to pretend to be my friend and then stab me in the back. Daddy would never be proud of you acting like this.”

	 

	Audrey's eyes flashed with hurt, but before she could respond, I saw a familiar, cold determination in her gaze. “Joan,” she said, her voice sharp, “you’ll never make Daddy proud if you keep this up. Not like this.”

	 

	The words stung, cutting deeper than any physical blow. I could feel the heat rising to my face, my anger turning into a seething rage. The cast watched in stunned silence, their expressions a mix of disbelief and discomfort.

	 

	In a swift motion, Audrey's hand flew out, slapping me across the cheek. The shock of it made my head spin. The slap was a cold, harsh reality, a physical manifestation of the betrayal I felt.

	 

	A stagehand quickly moved to separate us. “Alright, ladies, that’s enough,” he said firmly. “Let’s not make a scene.”

	 

	The room buzzed with murmurs as I glared at Audrey, my breath coming in ragged gasps. My eyes locked onto hers with a mix of hatred and hurt.

	 

	“You’re not worth my time,” I choked out, my voice breaking under the weight of my fury.

	 

	“Just go.”

	 

	I sprinted back across the street, the rain soaking me through. My heels splashed through the growing puddles, and the cold water seeped into my stockings. I gasped for breath as I pushed open the heavy doors of the Shubert Theater. Racing through the backstage corridors, I could barely hear the distant roar of the audience. Finally, I reached my dressing room, yanking the door open with desperation.

	 

	I sank into the chair at my vanity, my reflection a stark reminder of the chaos. My makeup was smudged, my hair clung damply from the rain. I looked worn out, a stark contrast to the performer I needed to be. But I couldn’t afford to wallow. I had a show to deliver, and pushing forward was non-negotiable.

	 

	As I reapplied my makeup, lost in thought, a knock on the door jolted me. Mary Oliver poked her head in, her face softening as she saw me.

	 

	“Hey, Joan,” she said gently, holding out a stack of letters. “Got some fan mail for you. Thought you might want to see them before the show.”

	 

	I took the letters with a grateful smile. “Thanks, Mary. I’ll look them over.”

	 

	Mary nodded and left, the door clicking shut with a finality that seemed to echo in the quiet room. Alone, I turned my attention to the stack of envelopes on the table. The first few were what I expected—words of praise, admiration, the kind of notes that should have made me feel grounded, appreciated. For a moment, they did. I let myself soak in the warmth of their affection, a temporary balm to soothe the raw nerves that had been fraying for weeks.

	 

	But then I reached the last package. There was something different about this one. The paper felt heavier, the edges rougher. I hesitated, my thumb running along the seam before tearing it open. The moment I did, the smell of roses—sweet and cloying—hit me, filling my senses.

	 

	Inside, blue roses.

	 

	 Blue. 

	 

	My favorite color. For a fleeting second, a smile touched my lips. How did they know? But as I lifted the bouquet from the box, something slipped out from between the petals, sliding to the floor with a soft, almost inaudible whisper.

	 

	I reached down, my fingers brushing against the cold surface of a photograph. When I turned it over, my blood ran cold. It was my father, or at least, a picture of him. But someone had taken the time to deface it. They’d drawn devil horns on his head, thick and black, with a twisted smile slashed across his face in a lurid shade of red. The sight of it was grotesque, a mockery that crawled under my skin and set my nerves on edge.

	 

	Beneath the photo was a note, and as I flipped it over, the words seemed to leap out at me, sharp and mocking. Hope you run as fast as you swim. My heart skipped, the handwriting triggering a memory—a dark scribble, angry and rushed, just like the word “WHORE” that had been scratched into the vinyl.

	 

	A chill slithered down my spine, coiling in my gut. This wasn’t random. It wasn’t a fan with an odd sense of humor. This was something else. 

	 

	My grip tightened on the note, crumpling it as my mind raced, trying to piece together the hows and whys. 

	 

	Who would send this? How did they get this picture of my father? And why deface it like that?

	 

	The questions twisted in my mind, tangling with a growing sense of violation, of anger that simmered beneath the surface. Without thinking, I tore the photo and note into jagged pieces, the sound of ripping paper filling the room, harsh and satisfying. I didn’t want to see it anymore. Didn’t want to think about what it meant or who was behind it.

	 

	The shreds of paper fluttered to the floor, like dead leaves caught in a gust of wind. I swept them up, my movements quick and sharp, as if the act could erase the unease crawling up my spine. I tossed the pieces into the trash, the lid snapping shut with a hollow thud, but the image of my father’s defaced face lingered, burned into my mind’s eye.

	 

	Turning to the mirror, I gave my reflection one last glance, mustering the resolve I needed. 

	 

	Time to give this audience a performance worthy of an opening night.

	 

	 Standing up, I headed toward the stage. The theater buzzed with the sounds of the crew preparing for the performance. I took my place, the familiar weight of the role enveloping me like a well-worn coat.

	 

	As the lights dimmed and the curtain rose, I forced all my worries aside. This was my moment—a chance to prove myself. And I wasn’t about to let anything or anyone stand in my way.

	 

	As I stepped onto the stage, a chill ran down my spine. The audience was noticeably different tonight—more men, their stares heavy and almost predatory. As the first notes of the performance filled the theater, a few whistles sliced through the ambient noise, making me feel exposed. The attention I had sought now felt invasive, and I struggled to shake off the unsettling feeling. I channeled my frustration and anger into the role, trying to keep my focus amidst the growing discomfort.

	 

	The performance went on, but my mind was scattered. Every face in the audience seemed to blur into a distorted mask. I couldn't shake the thought that the person who had sent that disturbing letter might be here, watching me. I scanned the crowd, examining each face, searching for any sign of recognition. The sensation of being scrutinized turned every spotlight into a blinding glare, amplifying my paranoia. Each cheer and clap felt insincere, and I found it increasingly difficult to separate myself from the unease that had seeped into my performance.

	 

	During intermission, I dialed Burt’s number with a sense of urgency. “Joan, the Playboy shoot is set for tomorrow at noon,” he informed me. “They’ll send a car, and I’ll be there with you.”

	 

	“Thanks, Burt,” I said, my voice betraying a mix of excitement and unease. “I’ll be ready.”

	 

	The second act flowed effortlessly; the lines felt natural, and I became fully absorbed in the performance. Yet, as I moved across the stage, Robert’s angry outburst and sharp words hovered at the edge of my mind. The tension from the evening clung to me, turning the familiar stage into something unsettling.

	 

	When I finished the final scene, a bead of sweat traced its way down my back. The applause that followed was polite but lacked the enthusiasm I had hoped for. I took my bow, forcing a smile to mask the disappointment creeping in. The cheers felt muted, distant, as if they weren’t really meant for me. A few men in the front row whistled, their attention unsettling. Part of me felt flattered, but another part felt exposed. This kind of male attention was unfamiliar, and though their approval should have been gratifying, it only deepened my unease.

	 

	Backstage, Douglas waited in the wings, his face etched with concern. When he pulled me into a hug, his warmth provided a small measure of comfort. “Are you okay?” he asked softly.

	 

	I nodded, struggling to keep the tears at bay. “I’m fine. Just tired.”

	 

	He held me a moment longer before stepping back, his gaze searching mine. “Joan, you’ve been all over the place tonight. You’re not the Joan I know. What’s going on?”

	 

	I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of his words. “A lot’s been on my mind. I can’t quite shake it.”

	 

	Douglas’s eyes softened with understanding, but a flicker of frustration remained. “Let’s get you home. We need to talk about this.”

	 

	We stepped outside, and the cool night air was a welcome relief. Douglas hailed a cab, and we climbed in. The silence between us was thick with unspoken thoughts. I leaned my head against the window, watching the city lights merge into a swirling mosaic of color. My mind was a storm of anxiety, primarily focused on the letter I had read earlier.

	 

	“Joan,” Douglas’s voice broke through my reverie. “We need to address whatever’s troubling you.”

	 

	I closed my eyes, exhaustion pressing down on me. “I know. But not tonight. I’m too tired.”

	 

	Douglas’s gaze was a mixture of concern and mild frustration. “Okay. But we can’t keep putting this off. You’re shutting me out.”

	 

	“I know,” I said, feeling the weight of his concern. “Tomorrow, I promise.”

	 

	As the cab wove through the city streets, my thoughts spun through the evening’s chaos—the party, the conversation with Audrey, the confrontation with Robert. But the letter was the most haunting. It had unsettled me deeply, and the idea that the person behind it might have been in the audience lingered like a shadow.

	 

	When we arrived at my apartment, Douglas gave me a reassuring smile. “Get some rest, Joan. We’ll figure this out.”

	 

	I nodded, feeling a flicker of gratitude. “Thanks, Douglas. Goodnight.”

	 

	“Goodnight,” he replied, watching as I walked to my building.

	 

	Climbing the stairs to my apartment, exhaustion felt like a heavy shroud, enveloping me. I closed the door behind me and took a deep breath, trying to steady my racing heart.

	 

	Tomorrow was another day, another chance to prove myself. In this business, you’re only as good as your last headline. 
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	THE MORNING HAD ARRIVED. Dawn's light seeped through my curtains, casting a gentle glow across the room. My heart pounded with anticipation, each breath feeling labored. Today, I would pose for Playboy—a chance to keep my name on everyone’s lips, though the very thought made my stomach churn.

	 

	I forced myself out of bed and glanced at the pile of newspapers on the table. I had placed an ad about my Tony Award campaign, complete with a glowing review. It was crucial to keep my name alive in the industry. Flipping through the pages, my eyes landed on the ad, but instead of praise, it read: "Dull and poorly performed."

	 

	I froze, the words blurring before my eyes as a wave of nausea washed over me. How was this possible? Would tourists read this and decide not to come to the show? Panic clawed at my chest. I grabbed my phone, my fingers trembling, and dialed the newspaper office. The line rang once, twice, then a voice answered.

	 

	"Austin speaking."

	 

	"Austin, this is Joan. There's been a mistake. My ad—it says 'dull and poorly performed.' That’s not what I paid for!"

	 

	"Joan, I—I don’t understand. Let me check." There was a pause, then the sound of shuffling papers. "I see the error. I’m so sorry. We'll print a corrected version tomorrow, free of charge. It'll say, 'The greatest actress to grace the stage.'"

	 

	"Make sure it does," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. I hung up, my hands still shaking. The desperation gnawed at me, a relentless reminder of how easily everything could slip away.

	 

	Trying to shake off the unsettling start to my day, I shuffled to the bathroom. The hot water from the shower was a welcome relief, momentarily melting away the tension. I scrubbed my skin with fervor, as if each lathered swipe could cleanse me of my doubts and fears, leaving only sheer confidence in their place.

	 

	Under the cascading water, my thoughts turned to Audrey. I could almost hear her scathing remarks—calling me a disgrace to our family. But what did she know of struggle, of clawing for every bit of recognition? Everything had been handed to her while I’d fought tooth and nail for every scrap.

	 

	Stepping out of the shower, I wrapped myself in a towel and faced my reflection in the mirror. My wet hair clung to my cheeks, and my eyes betrayed my exhaustion, but there was a flicker of resolve in them. I had to do this. I had to show that I could still make an impact, that I could remain relevant.

	 

	After toweling off, I dressed with care, opting for a simple yet elegant outfit that bolstered my confidence. The cab was due any moment, and I couldn’t afford to be late. Just as I finished applying my makeup, the phone rang. My heart skipped a beat as I answered, bracing myself for the call that would mark the beginning of this pivotal day.

	 

	"The cab's here, Miss Monroe," the doorman informed me.

	 

	"Thank you," I replied, hanging up and taking a deep breath. This was it. Showtime.

	 

	I grabbed my bag and headed downstairs. The cab waited at the curb, with Burt already inside. I slid into the backseat next to him, forcing a smile.

	 

	"Morning, Joan," Burt greeted me cheerfully. "You ready for today?"

	 

	"As ready as I'll ever be," I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. "So, what's the plan?"

	 

	"Well," Burt began, "Vera Climber had an accident and had to cancel her shoot. Lucky for us, that means the spot opened up for you."

	 

	I couldn't help but scoff. "Vera Climber? That blond bimbo? Nobody even remembers her Golden Globe win."

	 

	Burt chuckled. "True, but she's still a recognizable name. Anyway, the New York photographers have set everything up at the Halloran House. It's a beautiful location, perfect for the shoot."

	 

	I nodded, trying to steady my nerves. "And the interview?"

	 

	"They'll be interviewing you as well," Burt explained. "I'll be there to help coach you on what to say and how to say it. This could open doors for Hollywood, Joan. It's a huge opportunity."

	 

	"I'm a serious actress, Burt," I said, feeling a surge of frustration. "I don't want to be just another pretty face."

	 

	"Film actresses' performances live in perpetuity," Burt countered, his tone firm but kind. "Theater is wonderful, but it's ephemeral. This is a chance to make a lasting impact."

	 

	I sighed, knowing he was right but still feeling conflicted. "I just don't want to be remembered for posing in Playboy."

	 

	"You won't be," Burt assured me. "This is just a stepping stone. It's about keeping your name in the public eye, reminding people that you're still here, still relevant."

	 

	We rode in silence for a while, the city's streets a blur outside the cab window. The weight of what I was about to do pressed down on me, making it hard to breathe. I glanced at Burt, seeking reassurance.

	 

	"You really think this is the right move?" I asked quietly.

	 

	"I do," he said without hesitation. "You're talented, Joan. This is just a way to make sure people don't forget that."

	 

	I nodded, feeling a bit better. "Okay. Let's do this."

	 

	When we arrived at the Halloran House, the grandeur of the building took my breath away. It was an opulent mansion, its ivy-covered walls and pristine gardens exuding a sense of timeless elegance. Marble columns lined the entrance, and the lobby was filled with crystal chandeliers and plush furniture. I squared my shoulders and followed Burt inside, determined to make the most of this opportunity.

	 

	The photographers were already setting up, their equipment scattered around the lavishly furnished rooms. They greeted us warmly, their excitement palpable. I tried to feed off their energy, letting it bolster my confidence.

	 

	"Joan, this is Peter," Burt said, introducing me to the lead photographer. "He'll be handling the shoot today."

	 

	"Nice to meet you," I said, shaking Peter's hand.

	 

	"Likewise," Peter replied with a friendly smile. "We've got a great setup here. You'll look amazing."

	 

	I forced a smile, trying to hide my nerves. "Thanks. I'm ready whenever you are."

	 

	Peter and his team guided me through the process, explaining the poses and the concept of the shoot. They were professional and respectful, which helped put me at ease. Burt stayed close by, offering words of encouragement and keeping a watchful eye on everything.

	 

	As the shoot progressed, I found myself relaxing, slipping into the role of a confident, glamorous woman. The camera loved me, and I could feel my anxiety melting away with each click of the shutter. I was in control, and it felt good.

	 

	But when it came time to remove my clothes, the nerves returned. I felt exposed, vulnerable. The idea of being completely nude in front of strangers, trying to be sexy, was daunting.

	 

	"Joan, you’ll be fine," Burt said, sensing my hesitation. "Just remember, this is about confidence. Own it."

	 

	I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of his words settle over me. "Okay. Let's do this."

	 

	I slipped out of my robe, the cool air grazing my skin as I stood naked in the center of the room. The photographers buzzed around me, adjusting lights and angles with practiced efficiency. I locked my gaze on the camera, determined to project the confidence and allure they sought.

	 

	"Beautiful, Joan," Peter's voice cut through the ambient noise, calm and encouraging. "Just relax and be yourself."

	 

	As the shoot continued, I began to take in the faces around me. Peter, the lead photographer, was a tall, lean man with a perpetual five o’clock shadow and piercing blue eyes that seemed to see right through me. He moved with a fluid grace, his camera an extension of his body, capturing my every angle.

	 

	To his left was Marie, the lighting assistant, a petite woman with a sharp bob and a no-nonsense attitude. Her eyes were focused, calculating the perfect illumination to highlight my curves and contours. She rarely looked at me directly, instead communicating in quick, efficient gestures with Peter and the rest of the crew.

	 

	Then there was Tom, the second photographer, a burly man with a kind smile. His gaze was softer, more contemplative. I wondered what he saw when he looked at me. Did he see the same flaws I did, or was he captivated by the image we were creating together?

	 

	"Joan, let's start with a classic pose," Peter directed. I lay on my stomach on a plush rug, propping myself up on my elbows, my chin resting on my hands. My back arched slightly, legs bent at the knees with my feet playfully kicking in the air. The soft lighting cast a warm glow on my skin, and I focused on looking playful yet seductive.

	 

	"Great, now for the next one," Peter said. "Stand with one leg slightly bent and your hip jutting out. Place one hand on your waist and let the other run through your hair." I complied, feeling the stretch in my spine as I elongated my body. I turned my head to the side, offering a sultry smile to the camera, channeling a 1960s pin-up vibe.

	 

	"Perfect, Joan. Now, let's do one more on the chaise lounge," Peter instructed. I reclined on the lounge, my hair cascading over the armrest. I extended one leg while bending the other at the knee, my toes pointed. My back arched, and I raised my arms above my head, fingers lightly brushing my hair. The position felt natural, elegant, and deeply sensual.

	 

	The crew's eyes were on me, their attention palpable. Each gaze felt different – some clinical, others appreciative, a few almost indifferent. It was a strange, exhilarating sensation, being the center of their focus. What were they thinking? Were they judging me, admiring me, or simply doing their jobs?

	 

	I felt the adrenaline surge through me, pushing away the nerves. It was liberating, in a way, to shed my inhibitions and embrace this side of myself.

	 

	"Beautiful," Peter murmured, adjusting his lens. "Just like that."

	 

	We took a break, and Burt pulled me aside to go over the interview questions.

	 

	"They're going to ask you about your career, your future plans, and what it means to be in Playboy," Burt explained. "Remember to stay confident and articulate. This is your chance to tell your story."

	 

	"I know," I said, taking a deep breath. "I'll be ready."

	 

	"And Joan," Burt added, his tone serious, "don't be afraid to show some vulnerability. People want to see the real you, not just the actress."

	 

	I nodded, appreciating his advice. "Got it."

	 

	The interview went smoothly, the questions flowing naturally. I spoke about my passion for acting, my dreams for the future, and the challenges I'd faced along the way. I made sure to emphasize my dedication to my craft and my desire to be taken seriously as an actress.

	 

	"How long have you been an actress?" the interviewer asked, her eyes keenly focused on me.

	 

	"I've always been an actress," I replied with a smile. "Even as a child, I loved performing. But I started taking it seriously in high school. That's when I knew it was what I wanted to do with my life."

	 

	"What was your first role?" she inquired.

	 

	"My first role was an ensemble part on Broadway," I said, feeling a pang of nostalgia. "It wasn't a leading role, but it was my first taste of the stage, and I loved every minute of it."

	 

	"What's the most challenging part of being a Broadway actress?" she asked, leaning forward.

	 

	"The most challenging part is the constant demand for perfection," I answered thoughtfully. "Every night, you have to give your best performance, no matter what. There's no room for error, and that pressure can be intense."

	 

	"What does it mean to be nominated for a Tony Award?" she continued.

	 

	"It's an incredible honor," I said, my voice filled with emotion. "It's validation for all the hard work and dedication. It's a reminder that my passion and effort are being recognized."

	 

	"What's it like working with Robert Loren?" the interviewer asked, her tone curious.

	 

	I felt a surge of irritation but kept my expression neutral. "Working with Robert Loren has been a delight. He's an incredible director, and he's helped elevate my performance in ways I never thought possible."

	 

	"Why did you decide to pose for Playboy?" she asked, her eyes keenly focused on me.

	 

	"Playboy has had legends grace its cover and pages," I replied confidently. "It's an iconic magazine, and I won't be young forever. This is a way to capture this moment in time, to celebrate my confidence and sensuality."

	 

	The interviewer nodded, clearly impressed. "Thank you, Joan. This has been wonderful."

	 

	"Thank you," I replied, feeling a sense of relief as the interview concluded.

	 

	As we wrapped up the shoot and the interview, I felt a wave of exhaustion wash over me. It had been an emotionally draining day, and I was ready to unwind.

	 

	“They’ll ask you about your career, your future plans, and what it means to be featured in Playboy,” Burt said, his voice carrying the gravitas of experience. “Stay confident, stay articulate. This is your moment to share your story.”

	 

	“I understand,” I said, drawing a deep breath to calm my nerves. “I’ll be ready.”

	 

	“And Joan,” Burt’s tone shifted to something more earnest, “don’t shy away from showing a bit of vulnerability. People want to see the real you, not just the actress.”

	 

	I nodded, taking in his advice. “Got it.”

	 

	The interview room was impeccably styled, with soft lighting and muted colors designed to enhance rather than distract. As the camera rolled and the conversation began, I felt a familiar rush of adrenaline.

	 

	“How long have you been acting?” the interviewer asked, her gaze steady and inquisitive.

	 

	“I’ve always been an actress,” I replied, a hint of nostalgia in my smile. “Performing has been part of me since childhood. I really started to take it seriously in high school. That’s when I realized acting was my true calling.”

	 

	“What was your first role?” she inquired, her curiosity piqued.

	 

	“My debut was an ensemble role on Broadway,” I said, my voice tinged with fondness. “It wasn’t a leading part, but it was my first real taste of the stage. Every moment was exhilarating.”

	 

	The interviewer leaned in slightly, her eyes focused. “What’s the most challenging aspect of being a Broadway actress?”

	 

	“The relentless quest for perfection,” I answered, reflecting on the demanding nature of the craft. “Every performance requires your absolute best, and the pressure to deliver never fades.”

	 

	“What does a Tony Award nomination mean to you?” she asked, her tone probing yet respectful.

	 

	“It’s an incredible honor,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. “It validates the hard work and dedication I’ve put into my craft. It’s a powerful affirmation of my passion.”

	 

	Her eyes sparkled with curiosity as she shifted to a new topic. “What’s it like working with Robert Loren?”

	 

	A flicker of irritation threatened to surface, but I maintained my composure. “Working with Robert Loren has been an extraordinary experience. He’s a visionary director who has pushed me to new artistic heights, refining my performance in ways I hadn’t anticipated.”

	 

	“Why did you choose to pose for Playboy?” she asked, her expression a mix of curiosity and professionalism.

	 

	“Playboy has showcased some of the most iconic figures,” I responded with confidence. “It’s a legendary magazine, and this is a chance to capture a unique moment. It’s about celebrating confidence and embracing sensuality.”

	 

	The interviewer nodded, evidently impressed by my responses. “Thank you, Joan. This has been a fantastic discussion.”

	 

	“Thank you,” I replied, a wave of relief washing over me as the interview wrapped up.
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	Monday nights were a rare reprieve, a gentle lull in the relentless symphony of Broadway’s chaos. For performers, they offered a sanctuary—a precious space to catch one’s breath after the feverish pace of the week. The theater's raucous applause faded into a soft, comforting silence, and the spotlight’s glare receded into memory. This was a time for calm, a fleeting whisper of peace in the midst of the tumult, a moment to savor before the whirlwind of the coming days.

	 

	I stood before the vanity, bathed in the warm glow of soft lighting. The room was a haven of tranquility, with flickering candles casting a gentle glow that softened the edges of reality. As I began my makeup routine, each movement felt deliberate, almost meditative.

	 

	I started with a translucent powder, its fine particles creating a delicate veil over my skin. The powder puff brushed lightly against my face, smoothing away the remnants of the day and setting the stage for the rest of my routine. Next came a layer of foundation, applied with careful precision. My fingers danced across my face, blending the cream to create a flawless, porcelain canvas.

	 

	The eyes were next. I swept a base of pale beige eyeshadow across my lids, followed by a bold sweep of deep blue along the crease—a nod to the dramatic flair of the era. With a steady hand, I lined my eyes with liquid eyeliner, drawing a wing that lifted the outer corners and added a touch of vintage elegance. A coat of black mascara followed, its bristles adding volume and length to my lashes, making my eyes appear wide and expressive.

	 

	The final touch was my lipstick: a rich, ruby red that spoke of classic glamour. I applied it with a steady hand, ensuring each line was precise. As I studied my reflection, I felt a flicker of satisfaction.

	 

	Tonight held a special promise. I was eagerly anticipating my date with Douglas, feeling a flutter of excitement mixed with a pang of regret. I had been distant lately, consumed by the demands of work and the pressures that came with it.

	 

	 Douglas deserved more of my attention, and I was determined to make amends.

	 

	My thoughts turned to the Playboy shoot—the glossy magazine that would now  showcase my image. All of my image.

	 

	A knot of anxiety tightened in my chest as I pictured revealing this to Douglas. Would he understand? Disappointment—or worse—seemed almost palpable. My palms grew clammy, my heart drumming a frantic rhythm as I steeled myself to share my secret.

	 

	I studied my reflection in the mirror, unease washing over me. The vibrant red lipstick starkly contrasted with my disordered thoughts, making my reflection feel alien. What would people say? The fear of judgment lurked, a persistent, gnawing presence that refused to be ignored.

	 

	I picked up the lipstick again, hands trembling. I applied the crimson shade, scrutinizing the effect, searching for the perfect tone—a precarious balance between confidence and sleaze. Each application blurred into the next, the mirror showing a parade of red hues that only deepened my unease. The bold red seemed almost accusatory, intensifying my fears with every stroke.

	 

	As the color grew darker, my reflection closed in, the line between my anxious thoughts and the image before me blurring. The sensation of being watched—or worse, judged—pressed against my skin, turning the simple act of applying lipstick into a frantic battle with my own insecurities. The more I tried to perfect the shade, the more it felt like I was chasing a fleeting ideal, with the line between confidence and scandal slipping further away.

	 

	I took a deep breath, “stop it, Joan!”
 

	 Tonight was about making things right with Douglas, about facing the evening with grace and sincerity. Yet, beneath the surface, a storm brewed—a complex blend of regret, anticipation, and profound unease.

	 

	 I could only hope that Douglas would see through the veneer of confidence I projected and understand the uncertainty that lay beneath.

	 

	“Douglas. I, I did Playboy!” The corners of my lips stretched as my eyebrows reached the top of my forehead. “That should work.” 

	 

	The evening sky, a velvet canvas dotted with stars, seemed to frame the city’s dazzling lights in a delicate embrace. I stepped out onto the sidewalk, the crisp air invigorating my senses as I walked toward Douglas. He stood by a sleek black car, his smile a warm contrast to the cool night, and he moved with an effortless grace that made the evening feel even more special.

	 

	“Good evening, Joan,” Douglas greeted, his voice carrying a genuine warmth. “You look absolutely stunning tonight.”

	 

	His compliment was a balm to my nerves, a rare moment of comfort amid the turbulence of my thoughts. “Thank you, Douglas. You’re quite the charmer yourself.”

	 

	He chuckled softly, his laughter a soothing sound that momentarily eased my anxiety. “It’s hard not to be when I’m in such delightful company.”

	 

	As I settled into the plush interior of the car, Douglas joined me, the engine rumbling to life. The city lights danced by the window, the gentle hum of the engine and the soft jazz on the radio creating a serene backdrop. I let the rhythm of the evening soothe my frayed nerves, though the flutter of anticipation for our date persisted.

	 

	“I’ve been meaning to tell you something,” Douglas began, casting a sideways glance at me, his expression a mix of earnestness and hope. “I’d like you to meet my family. We’re having a small gathering next weekend. I hope you’ll come.”

	 

	My heart quickened at the thought. The invitation felt like a significant step, a sign that Douglas was serious about our relationship. “I’d love to,” I said, striving to sound calm despite the excitement bubbling within. “Meeting your family sounds wonderful.”

	 

	Douglas’s smile broadened, relief and affection mingling in his eyes. “I’m glad to hear that. I’ve been hoping to make this more…official.”

	 

	The words felt like a promise, but my mind kept circling back to the Playboy ad. I hesitated before speaking, my guilt gnawing at me. “There was a misprint in the ad, you know. The headline called me ‘dull.’”

	 

	Douglas’s concern was palpable as he reached for my hand. “Joan, anyone who saw you on stage would know that’s not true. A headline doesn’t define you. What matters is how you shine under the spotlight.”

	 

	His reassurance was a soothing balm, easing some of the tension I carried. “Thank you, Douglas. That means a lot.”

	 

	The car pulled to a smooth stop outside a luxurious rooftop restaurant, its grandeur evident even against the backdrop of the bustling city. We stepped out into the cool night air, and Douglas offered me his arm, guiding me towards the entrance. The restaurant, a tribute to a bygone era of glamour, promised an evening steeped in elegance.

	 

	As we climbed the stairs to the dining area, I grappled with the best way to broach the subject of the Playboy shoot. The right moment seemed elusive, so I focused on savoring the evening and hoped for a more suitable time.

	 

	Seated at our table, the restaurant’s ambiance wrapped us in a cocoon of soft lighting and gentle music. I took a deep breath, trying to calm the swirl of anxiety that had settled within me.

	 

	“You’ve been acting a bit off lately,” Douglas observed, his tone gentle yet probing. “Is everything alright?”

	 

	I hesitated, then exhaled slowly. “I’ve been feeling the pressure to be perfect. It’s not just about the show; it’s everything. The expectations, the scrutiny… it’s overwhelming.”

	 

	Douglas’s hand reached across the table, his touch warm and reassuring. “I understand, Joan. But you have to remember that no one can be perfect all the time. We all have our flaws.”

	 

	I met his gaze, the sincerity in his eyes making me feel both comforted and vulnerable. “I just don’t want to let anyone down.”

	 

	Douglas’s expression softened further. “But can you handle being perfect and being with me? I want us to be more than just linked by the press or the theater. I want us to be…official.”

	 

	I felt a rush of emotions—hope, fear, and an overwhelming sense of relief. The weight of the evening, the anxiety, and the joy of the possibility of a new chapter all seemed to converge in that moment.

	 

	“I’d like that,” I said finally, my voice steady despite the fluttering in my chest. “I’d really like that.”

	 

	Douglas’s smile was a beacon of promise, and for the first time that evening, I felt a genuine sense of peace. But before the night could fully take its turn, I found myself slipping into a different conversation.

	 

	“You know, Douglas,” I said, my voice dropping a notch, “there’s something else that’s been gnawing at me. It’s not just about the pressure or the expectations. I’m also feeling overshadowed by Audrey. Her play is getting so much praise and hardly any promotion. It’s like she’s succeeding effortlessly, and people are constantly comparing us.”

	 

	Douglas frowned slightly, his brow furrowing in concern. “I see. But isn’t that just how things go sometimes? It’s easy to get caught up in comparisons, but remember, your talent and dedication speak for themselves.”

	 

	I shook my head, my frustration evident. “It’s more than that. I can’t shake the feeling that she’s out to outshine me. It’s getting into my head, making me doubt everything.”

	 

	Douglas’s expression turned resolute. “Joan, I understand you’re feeling this way, but you need to let it go. Family is family, and it’s not worth getting tangled up in jealousy or competition. It’s all in your head. Focus on what you can control and don’t let these thoughts overshadow your own achievements.”

	 

	I sighed, absorbing his words. “You’re right. I guess I’ve let it get to me more than I should.”

	 

	Douglas reached across the table again, his hand a steady presence. “We all have our moments of doubt. What matters is how we move forward. Let’s not let these worries interfere with what we have.”

	 

	I nodded.

	 

	“Have you heard about the new show that’s supposed to open next month?” Douglas asked, his eyes sparkling with excitement. “It’s set to be a major hit. The previews have been all the buzz.”

	 

	I leaned in, my curiosity piqued. “Oh, do tell. I’ve been so wrapped up in everything that I’ve missed the latest news.”

	 

	Douglas grinned. “It’s a musical adaptation of ‘The French Connection,’ and they’ve got a phenomenal cast. Apparently, they’ve got some new choreography that’s supposed to be revolutionary. I hear it’s going to be the talk of the town.”

	 

	I raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “That sounds fascinating. I’ve also heard whispers about a new play by Tennessee Williams. Apparently, it’s something completely different from his usual style.”

	 

	Douglas nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, ‘The Rose Tattoo.’ It’s supposed to be a raw, emotional piece, and there’s already talk of it being a major contender for the Tonys next year. I can’t wait to see how it unfolds.”

	 

	 

	[image: A black and white logo  Description automatically generated]

	 

	 

	The city had settled into a quiet lull by the time I returned to my apartment. The streets outside barely whispered beneath the soft glow of the streetlights. As I turned the key in the lock, an unsettling stillness greeted me, a silence that felt heavy as I stepped inside.

	 

	I closed the door and flicked on the light in the entryway. The soft hum of the refrigerator was the only sound, blending with the distant murmur of traffic. I exhaled, telling myself it was just another night, just another late return to an empty home. But as I moved through the apartment, an uneasy feeling tugged at the edges of my mind.

	 

	The air inside felt thick, almost stifling, and a strange scent lingered—something unfamiliar that didn’t belong to the usual bouquet of perfume and candles. I paused by the kitchen, inhaling deeply. It was faint but unmistakable—the acrid tang of cigarettes. I frowned, confusion flickering through me. I never smoked, and neither did Douglas.

	 

	Pushing the thought aside, I continued through the apartment, though the unease followed me like an unwelcome guest. I walked into the living room, intending to drop my purse on the coffee table, but something caught my eye. The window, which I was certain I had closed before leaving, was now slightly ajar. A thin stream of cool air trickled in, rustling the papers on the nearby desk.

	 

	I stood there, staring at the gap, trying to remember if I’d somehow forgotten to lock it. But no, I was meticulous about such things. My pulse quickened, the unease deepening.

	 

	"You're just tired, Joan," I muttered to myself, trying to quell the growing dread. "You’ve had a long day. You’re imagining things."

	 

	But as I turned away from the window, I noticed another small detail—my makeup items on the vanity were out of place. The lipstick I had carefully applied earlier now lay on its side, the cap unscrewed and rolled a few inches away. My brushes were askew, as if someone had rifled through them in haste. A chill crept down my spine.

	 

	I walked toward the bedroom, each step heavier than the last. The door was slightly ajar, and I hesitated before pushing it open, the dim light from the hallway casting long lines across the floor. My hand hovered over the light switch, and when I finally flicked it on, the bulb blew out with a sharp pop, plunging the room into near darkness.

	 

	My breath hitched, my heart now pounding in my chest. The dim glow from the hallway distorted the familiar into something sinister. That’s when I saw it—a figure in the far corner of the room. It was motionless, almost blending into the gloom, but it was there. And it was watching me.

	 

	I froze, my mind racing, every instinct screaming at me to run, but I couldn’t move. The figure remained still, its presence menacing. Then—ever so slowly—it began to shift. A glint of metal caught the faint light, something held in its hand. My heart pounded in my throat as I realized it was a knife.

	 

	In a surge of panic, I grabbed the nearest object—an ornate lamp from the bedside table—and hurled it. The figure ducked, the lamp shattering against the wall, plunging the room into complete darkness. The sound of glass breaking echoed through the apartment, and suddenly, I was moving, driven by sheer adrenaline.

	 

	I bolted from the bedroom, not daring to look back, my only thought to escape. The door was just ahead, and I could hear footsteps behind me, heavy and fast. I wrenched the door open, throwing myself into the hallway, and sprinted toward the elevator.

	 

	Henry, the doorman, was at the desk when I burst into the lobby, breathless and wild-eyed. “Someone’s in my apartment,” I gasped, the words tumbling out in a frantic rush. “Please, Henry, you have to check!”

	 

	His face tightened with concern, and without a word, he grabbed a flashlight and headed upstairs with me. My heart was still racing, a mix of fear and disbelief knotting in my stomach.

	 

	We reached my apartment, and Henry moved with quiet efficiency, checking every room. But as he returned to the living room, his expression was puzzled. “Miss Joan, there’s no one here. Everything’s locked up tight.”

	 

	I stood there, disoriented, the adrenaline fading to leave only cold, creeping doubt. “But I saw… I heard…” My voice faltered, and I shook my head, trying to make sense of it. “It’s just stress, right? I’m overworked, and it’s all in my head.”

	 

	Henry offered a sympathetic smile. “You’ve been under a lot of pressure lately. Maybe it’s just your mind playing tricks on you. But if you’re sure you saw something, I can stay a while, just to make sure everything’s okay.”

	 

	I nodded, though I could barely muster a response. Henry’s calm, reassuring presence was a balm, but it didn’t erase the lingering fear. I was too rattled, too shaken to trust my own senses.

	 

	After Henry left, I collapsed onto the bed, my hands trembling as I reached for my phone. The impulse to hear Douglas’s voice, to feel connected to something solid, was overwhelming. I dialed his number, my fingers fumbling over the buttons.

	 

	“Douglas,” I whispered as soon as he answered. “I… I think I’m losing it.”
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	The Great Whore Strikes Again!

	New York May 1st, 1966

	Rita Collins

	 

	Well, darlings, gather 'round for the juiciest tidbit of the week! It seems that our very own Joan Monroe, the self-proclaimed "serious actress," has taken a rather daring turn in her career. Yes, you heard it here first—Joan Monroe has posed nude for Playboy. Typical behavior for a woman with her... reputation.

	 

	This latest stunt has, unsurprisingly, caused quite a stir. Tickets for her show, All For Robyn, have skyrocketed. Apparently, the promise of seeing more of Joan has drawn in quite the crowd. Perhaps some people are more interested in her assets than her acting skills.

	 

	And speaking of close encounters, sources have whispered to me that Joan has been getting quite "familiar" with none other than her director, Robert Loren. Could this be another one of her strategic moves to stay in the spotlight? Only time will tell.

	 

	But what of poor Douglas, Joan's oft-photographed beau? One must wonder about the manhood of a fellow who sticks by such a brazen woman. Maybe he's just as scandalous as she is, or perhaps he's simply too besotted to see her true colors. Either way, it's certainly entertaining for us!

	 

	In other news, Joan is set to go on NYR (New York Radio) for an interview soon. I, for one, am eagerly awaiting what she’ll have to say. Will she try to defend her latest escapade, or will she embrace the infamy with open arms? Knowing Joan, it'll be a performance worth tuning in for.

	 

	Until next time, darlings, keep your ears to the ground and your eyes wide open. There's never a dull moment in the world of Broadway, especially with characters like Joan Monroe stirring the pot.
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	I HESISTATED AS I  lifted the receiver. "Hello?"

	 

	"Joan," Daddy’s voice was sharp, cutting through the silence with icy authority. "What on earth have you done?"

	 

	A shiver ran down my spine, the dread palpable. This wasn’t the way I had imagined reconnecting. "Daddy, I—"

	 

	"Don’t you ‘Daddy’ me," he interrupted, his voice seething with anger. "You posed nude for Playboy? Have you lost your mind completely? You’re a disgrace. A whore."

	 

	The word hit me like a physical blow. I flinched, the sting of it sharp and raw. "I’m sorry," I stammered, struggling to find the right words. "I thought it would be good for my career, to keep me in the spotlight—"

	 

	"Good for your career?" His voice was dripping with scorn. "You’ve humiliated yourself and this family. I don’t want to hear your excuses."

	 

	My vision blurred as tears welled up, Daddy’s harsh judgment cutting deep. "I’m sorry," I repeated, my voice trembling.

	 

	"Sorry doesn’t cut it, Joan," he said, finality in his tone. "You’ve always been a disappointment. This just proves it."

	 

	The line went dead with a final click, leaving me clutching the receiver, feeling utterly alone. I sank onto the couch, tears streaming down my face as memories of my childhood came rushing back.

	 

	Daddy had always been a harsh and unyielding presence. I remembered vividly a moment from when I was eight. I had neglected my chores because I was absorbed in rehearsing for a school play. When he discovered my lapse, his fury was unrelenting. He dragged me into the living room and made me kneel on the unforgiving wooden floor for hours, forcing me to recite my lines over and over until my knees were bruised and my voice was hoarse.

	 

	"You want to be an actress?" he had roared. "Then act like one. Perfectly. Or don’t bother at all."

	 

	That night was a painful testament to how conditional his love and approval were—based entirely on meeting his impossibly high standards. Even now, as an adult, I found myself desperately seeking his validation, forever falling short.

	 

	I wiped my tears and took a deep breath, determined not to let his harsh words break me. I had to keep moving forward.

	 

	Before heading to the theater, I needed something to soothe my frayed nerves. I decided to stop by a diner for some tea—a comforting ritual I had embraced. Tea had always been my refuge during stressful times, a staple among Broadway performers for its calming properties and vocal benefits. The warmth of the tea and its soothing herbs were a balm for both frazzled nerves and a strained voice.

	 

	Entering the diner, the shift in atmosphere was immediate. Heads turned, and I felt the weight of their gazes. A man let out a crude whistle, causing me to cringe. I wasn’t sure if I should be flattered or repelled. I ordered my tea and took a seat at the counter, doing my best to ignore the whispers and stares surrounding me.

	 

	The tea arrived, a fragrant steam curling from the cup. I wrapped my hands around it, savoring the warmth as it spread through me, melting away the tension that had gripped my shoulders. Chamomile and honey mingled perfectly, a soothing elixir meant to calm my nerves and prepare my voice for the evening’s performance.

	 

	Feeling a touch of comfort from the tea, I made my way to the Shubert Theater. As soon as I walked in, I spotted Douglas. His face was a storm of frustration.

	 

	"Joan," he called, his voice taut with anger. "We need to talk."

	 

	I sighed, bracing myself for what was sure to be a difficult conversation. "What’s the matter, Douglas?"

	 

	He guided me to a quiet corner backstage, his expression a mix of disappointment and irritation. "I can’t believe you did that," he said, his voice barely above a whisper but heavy with intensity. "Posing for Playboy? What were you thinking?"

	 

	"I thought it would help my career," I explained, searching for the right words. "I needed to stay relevant, to keep my name out there."

	 

	"By disrobing for a magazine?" he snapped. "It’s humiliating, Joan. For you, for me, for the show."

	 

	"I did what I thought was necessary," I said, feeling a rush of defensiveness. "I needed to make an impact."

	 

	Douglas shook his head, his eyes reflecting his disappointment. "This isn’t the statement you intended. People are talking, but not in a favorable way. You’re better than this."

	 

	"I know," I said quietly, my confidence slipping away. "I just... felt cornered. Like I had no other choice."

	 

	"There's always a choice," he said, his tone softening. "You didn’t have to take this route."

	 

	The air between us crackled with tension. I could see the hurt etched in his eyes, and it pierced me deeply. "I’m sorry, Douglas. Truly."

	 

	He exhaled slowly, running a hand through his disheveled hair. "I don’t know if I can continue with this," he said, his voice laden with sorrow.

	 

	My heart dropped. "Are you breaking up with me?"

	 

	"I think it’s best," he replied quietly. "I can’t be with someone who makes these kinds of decisions. It’s too much to bear."

	 

	I nodded, a mix of sadness and resignation flooding through me. "I understand."

	 

	Douglas turned and walked away, leaving me standing alone in the dimly lit corridor. I took a deep breath, trying to steady my shaking hands. The show was  to begin in an hour, and I needed to pull myself together.

	 

	Back in my dressing room, I faced the mirror, the cold glass reflecting more than just my outer appearance. It bore witness to my unraveling psyche, each glint of light amplifying my distress. My costume felt like a prison—its clasp a mocking symbol of my struggle. My fingers fumbled with the intricate buttons, betraying the chaos inside me. The relentless replay of the day's events pounded in my head, each replay a fresh sting of criticism and shattered expectations.

	 

	The script lay open on the vanity, its lines a jumbled mess through my tear-blurred vision. I recited the lines over and over, my voice cracking with each attempt to hold onto some semblance of normalcy. The mirror's reflection mocked me, its pristine surface a harsh contrast to my disheveled state. Tears, which I fought to hold back, streaked down my face, blurring the ink on the pages.

	 

	“I am Joan,” I muttered to my reflection, each word a desperate plea for control. “I am Joan, strong and perfect.” But with each assertion, the true Joan—fragile, exposed, and far from perfect—emerged more vividly. Her vulnerability was stark against the facade I struggled to maintain.

	 

	Time seemed to crawl, each second a reminder of my faltering composure. I clenched my fists, my nails digging into my palms, trying to ward off the tide of tears that threatened to break through. My eyes, red-rimmed and betraying my internal struggle, stared back at me. I forced a brittle smile—a practiced curve of my lips that felt more like a mask than genuine emotion. Tonight, I couldn’t afford anything less than flawless.

	 

	The tears finally broke free, cascading down my cheeks with unbidden force. I cursed under my breath, the tears smudging my meticulously applied makeup, an affront to my need for perfection. 

	 

	“Fuck!”

	 

	With a frustrated breath, I reached for my foundation, smearing a fresh layer across my skin in a desperate attempt to repair the damage. My fingers trembled as I tried to smooth it out, the uneven strokes betraying my agitation. I glanced at the script on the vanity, my gaze fixed on the familiar lines that had suddenly become impossible to deliver with any semblance of grace.

	 

	“Charles, we have each other. How about–”

	 

	But the pressure in my chest surged again, and a new tear slipped down my cheek, dragging my mascara in its wake. The sudden streak of black made me gasp in exasperation.

	 

	“God damn it!”

	 

	I grabbed a tissue, dabbing at my face with a mix of fury and desperation. Each dab felt like a futile effort against an inevitable tide. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror—my eyes, red-rimmed and full of frustration, reflected back at me. The perfect facade I had so meticulously maintained now seemed like a distant memory.

	 

	Panic surged as I tried to regroup. The script, now smeared with smudges of my failed attempts, lay forgotten beside me. I took a deep breath, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand. I needed to reclaim control, to rebuild the image I had worked so hard to perfect.

	 

	“Okay, Joan,” I whispered, my voice trembling as much as my hands. “Get it together. You’ve got this.”

	 

	I took another steadying breath, attempting to recenter myself. I reapplied my mascara with careful precision, each stroke an effort to restore the illusion of composure. With a final, deep inhale, I faced the mirror once more.

	 

	The reflection that met me now was a mix of determination and exhaustion. I forced a smile, a brittle yet resolute curve of my lips. Perfection was no longer a choice—it was a necessity. Each tear and every smear were just obstacles to be overcome in the relentless pursuit of an image that felt increasingly elusive.

	 

	“Let’s try this again,” I muttered, lifting the script with renewed resolve. The words would come out, and I would deliver them flawlessly. There was no room for anything less.

	 

	A knock on the door jolted me from my reverie. I took a steadying breath, swiping at my damp cheeks with the back of my hand. The show must go on. I took a final glance in the mirror, seeing not just a performer but a woman caught between the expectations of others and her own unraveling self.

	 

	As I opened the door, the weight of the day's events pressed heavily on my shoulders. I stepped out, determined to leave my fragility behind and embrace the role I was about to play. The stage awaited, and with it, the chance to mask my pain beneath the veneer of my crafted perfection.

	 

	Robert entered, his expression serious.

	 

	"Joan," he said, closing the door behind him. "Can we talk?"

	 

	I nodded, feeling a knot of anxiety tighten in my stomach. "Sure."

	 

	He sat down, looking at me with a mixture of concern and frustration. "Are you disappointed in me for posing for Playboy?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

	 

	He sighed, shaking his head. "Why would I be? It's just business. But you need to clear any errors and say your piece when you do the radio interview."

	 

	I nodded, feeling a bit relieved. "I will. Thank you, Robert."

	 

	He gave me a small smile. "Just remember, Joan. This is a tough business. You have to be smart about the choices you make."

	 

	"I know," I said softly. "I'm learning."

	 

	With that, he left, and I finished getting dressed.

	 

	Stepping out onto the stage, I was greeted by a roar of applause that felt like a warm embrace. The bright lights bathed me in their radiant glow, and the sea of faces before me was a blur of eager anticipation. The clapping was thunderous, and for a moment, I was enveloped in a cocoon of adoration. The audience’s cheers came like a soothing balm, a stark contrast to the turmoil I felt inside.

	 

	I soaked in the energy, letting it fill the hollow spaces left by the day’s events. This was my sanctuary—the stage where imperfections could be hidden behind the mask of applause. I imagined how their enthusiasm would swell once the performance truly began, and it was enough to momentarily dispel the shadows clouding my mind.

	 

	But then my gaze drifted to Douglas. His presence, usually a source of comfort, was now a chilling reminder of our strained relationship. He stood rigid at the edge of the stage, his demeanor starkly different from the warmth radiating from the audience. His eyes were set in a distant, unfocused stare, and his posture was a fortress of displeasure.

	 

	Douglas’s stiffness was unmistakable. His usual fluid grace was replaced by a jerky, mechanical performance that was impossible to ignore. It was as though his frustration with me had seeped into every movement and expression, creating a palpable tension that clashed with the audience’s excitement.

	 

	The contrast was striking—his discomfort and the crowd’s fervor were worlds apart. It felt like a rift had opened between us, one that was growing wider with each passing second. I had always prided myself on maintaining professionalism, but Douglas’s visible displeasure was affecting more than just our dynamic. It was disrupting the entire performance, casting a shadow over the electric atmosphere of the theater.

	 

	As the final notes of the performance reverberated through the theater, I stepped forward for my curtain call. The applause roared to life again, a wave of sound that surged through me, making my heart pound in sync with the rhythm. I inhaled deeply, straightened my posture, and bowed deeply, embracing the moment with a smile that was both triumphant and fragile.

	 

	The audience’s cheers, like a soothing hum against the tempest within me, were a balm to my frayed nerves. Suddenly, a single rose arced through the air, landing gracefully at my feet. Its deep red petals glistened under the stage lights, a vivid testament to the admiration from someone in the crowd. I bent down, lifting the flower with an elegant gesture, holding it close as if trying to capture the fleeting warmth of the audience's affection.

	 

	But as I rose, I caught Douglas's reaction. His face was a rigid mask of barely concealed disdain, his eyes flashing with a cold intensity that spoke volumes. His expression was one of palpable jealousy, a stark contrast to the enthusiasm around us. Without a word, he turned on his heel and exited the stage with a deliberate, almost disdainful stride.

	 

	The sight of his departure sent a jolt of uncertainty through me. I completed my curtain call with a final, radiant bow, masking my unease with practiced grace. Retreating backstage, the atmosphere shifted from the electric buzz of the audience to the muted hum of the theater's underbelly. My footsteps quickened, each step a rush towards my dressing room.

	 

	 I changed into my clothes with surprising efficiency and made my way to the theater’s hallway. Tom’s voice cut through the low hum of post-show chatter. “Joan, Joan!”

	 

	I pivoted towards him, a frown of confusion on my face. “Yes?”

	 

	“Get ready for what you’re about to see outside,” he said, his tone tinged with anticipation.

	 

	As I stepped out of the theater, the sight that greeted me was both overwhelming and exhilarating. A throng of fans filled the street, their voices rising in a chant of my name, their faces lit with eager expectation. The buzz of excitement in the air was electric.

	 

	My heart swelled with a blend of joy and gratitude. I began signing playbills, each signature a small token of my appreciation. The crowd's cheers and kind words were a balm to my weary soul. They told me I had been incredible, that the show was unforgettable.

	 

	An older woman caught my eye, her gaze filled with admiration. “If I had a body like yours,” she said with a playful wink, “I’d have done more than Playboy.”

	 

	Her comment made me laugh, the warmth in her voice a genuine comfort. “Thank you,” I replied, pulling her into a quick hug.

	 

	As I continued to sign autographs, a sense of pride began to settle over me. Despite the personal trials, the backstage tensions, and the hurdles I faced, here I was—still standing, still making an impact.
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	The morning in Manhattan was alive with promise, each street and alley brimming with the potential of a new day. I stood in front of my vanity, applying the final coat of mascara with meticulous care. Today was crucial—a chance to present Joan Monroe to the world beyond the stage, to connect with an audience through this radio interview.

	 

	After one last check in the mirror, I grabbed my coat and stepped out into the vibrant pulse of New York. Instead of hailing a cab, I chose to walk, savoring the rhythm of the city beneath my feet. The energy of the streets, alive with the hum of a thousand stories, reminded me of my place within this vast, dynamic world.

	 

	As I meandered through the cityscape, a sense of calm replaced the initial flutter of nerves. The city’s rhythm seemed to sync with my heartbeat, a reassuring reminder that I was part of something larger than myself. Just then, two teenage girls appeared, their faces glowing with excitement.

	 

	“Miss Monroe! We saw you in All For Robyn! You were incredible!” one of them gushed.

	 

	Her friend added, “You were amazing. We’ve never seen anything like it.”

	 

	Their enthusiasm enveloped me like a warm embrace. “Thank you so much. That means a lot to me,” I said, smiling broadly. We chatted briefly before they hurried off, leaving me with a renewed sense of purpose. Their genuine admiration was a welcome contrast to the critical reviews and a powerful reminder of why I loved performing.

	 

	When I arrived at the building, Burt,, was waiting outside. His usually impeccable appearance was slightly disheveled, a sign of his anxiety. As soon as he saw me, he rushed over.

	 

	“Joan, are you all set for this?” he asked, his eyes searching mine for any hint of hesitation.

	 

	“Yes, Burt, I’m ready,” I replied, injecting as much confidence as I could into my voice.

	 

	Inside, Jimmy Lancaster, the radio host, greeted us with a warm handshake. “Joan Monroe, it’s a pleasure to have you here. Let’s get you settled in.”

	 

	Jimmy’s charm was evident, his voice radiating warmth and familiarity. He led us through the studio, introducing me to the staff. A young woman with glasses blushed and stammered, “I’m a huge fan, Miss Monroe.”

	 

	“Thank you,” I said, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. Their admiration was a soothing balm to my nerves.

	 

	We settled into the studio, and Jimmy’s professional yet friendly tone took over. “Joan, let’s start from the beginning. Tell us about your journey to Broadway. How did it all begin?”

	 

	I leaned into the microphone, allowing the story to unfold naturally. “It started in community theater back in my hometown. Each role, no matter how small, taught me something new. And now, leading All For Robyn feels like a dream come true.”

	 

	 

	Jimmy’s eyes sparkled with genuine curiosity. “What does it mean to you to be leading a play on Broadway?”

	 

	“It’s an incredible honor,” I replied, my voice reflecting the gravity of the moment. “Bringing a character to life and connecting with the audience every night is truly a gift. It’s why I fell in love with acting in the first place.”

	 

	Leaning in with a conspiratorial grin, Jimmy asked, “And if you could play any role on Broadway, what would it be?”

	 

	Without missing a beat, I answered, “Blanche DuBois in A Streetcar Named Desire. Her character has such depth and complexity; it’s a dream role.”

	 

	Jimmy’s smile widened. “I’ve seen All For Robyn three times, and each performance seems better than the last. You’re truly a rising star.”

	 

	His compliment made my heart swell with pride, but the mood shifted as he pressed on. “So, Joan, why Playboy? Isn’t that a bit out of left field?”

	 

	My heart skipped a beat. I glanced at Burt, whose concerned expression mirrored my own apprehension. Taking a steadying breath, I forced a smile. “My cousin was recently diagnosed with cancer, and the treatment is expensive. Broadway, as glamorous as it is, doesn’t always pay the bills. Plus, I thought Playboy might offer my fans a new perspective on me—perhaps even reach a different audience,” I added with a light-hearted laugh to soften the blow.

	 

	Jimmy seemed satisfied with my response and smoothly transitioned. “Tell us about your sister, Audrey. Any updates on the movie she’s producing?”

	 

	I managed a smile, despite the bitterness simmering beneath. “We’re both swamped with work, so we haven’t had much time to catch up. But I’m sure her movie will be fantastic. She’s always been exceptionally talented.”

	 

	It irked me that Audrey’s name seemed to overshadow my own accomplishments, but I pushed the irritation aside as Jimmy continued.

	 

	“Being nominated for a Tony is a monumental achievement. What does it mean to you?”

	 

	I took a deep breath, allowing the weight of the moment to settle. “It’s overwhelming. It validates all the hard work and dedication I’ve poured into this craft. The late nights, the sacrifices—they’ve all been worth it. Winning would be a dream, but even being nominated is an honor I’ll cherish forever.”

	 

	Jimmy leaned back, clearly moved. “That’s heartfelt, Joan. Now, what’s your most memorable moment on stage so far?”

	 

	I smiled, reminiscing about the many performances. “There was one night during All For Robyn when the power went out, and we had to continue by candlelight. It was challenging but also magical. The audience was incredibly supportive, and it felt like we were all sharing an unforgettable experience.”

	 

	Was anyone really going to know I was lying?

	 

	Jimmy chuckled warmly. “That sounds amazing. Finally, what advice would you give to young aspiring actors?”

	 

	I pondered for a moment before responding. “Never give up. There will be countless rejections and obstacles, but if you love what you do, keep pushing forward. Believe in yourself, even when others might not.”

	 

	As the interview concluded, Jimmy thanked me profusely, and I signed autographs for the staff, their admiration a soothing balm to my nerves.

	 

	Walking out with Burt, he bubbled with excitement. “You were fantastic, Joan! Absolutely brilliant.”

	 

	I smiled, feeling a mix of relief and satisfaction. “For the amount I pay you, your coaching and the lines you fed me should have been nothing less,” I teased.
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	THERE WAS A PECULIAR MAGIC to stepping onto the stage night after night. As the lights dimmed and the hush of the audience settled over the theater, something transformative happened. I became Robyn. Every movement, every line flowed through me with a freshness that belied the countless performances behind me. The first time I stepped into that role was electric—an exhilarating rush of adrenaline, fear, and excitement. But after eight shows a week for months on end, the thrill evolved into a different kind of intensity.

	 

	Performing the same play night after night took its toll. My body ached from the relentless repetition—the strain of maintaining the same posture, the same gestures. My voice, once vibrant, had grown weary. And then there was the mental exhaustion: the unyielding pressure to be flawless every single night. One slip, one missed cue, and the illusion could shatter. The audience might change, but the expectation remained constant— perfection, every time.

	 

	The routine began to wear on me. There was a monotony that seeped into my bones. With only one day off each week, and even that day consumed by preparation for the next show, the cycle felt endless. It was a beautiful, maddening dance with no clear end.

	 

	Yet, it was this very routine that drove me to rise at five a.m. for my run. The ritual of lacing up my sneakers, the crisp dawn air, and the city still wrapped in slumber—it was my time to breathe, to clear my mind.

	 

	I stepped out into the early morning chill, a sharp contrast to the warmth of my apartment. As I jogged through the city streets, the rhythmic beat of my footsteps on the pavement anchored me. Just before entering Central Park, I glimpsed a large poster for All For Robyn, boasting “NOMINATED FOR FOUR TONY AWARDS.” A thrill surged through me. This was why I persevered. This made the pain and monotony worthwhile.

	 

	Entering the park, the greenery was a soothing balm to my city-worn senses. The air was fresher, the sounds gentler. Birds sang in the trees, and the early morning light cast long shadows on the path. I lost myself in the steady rhythm of my run, each breath, each step a form of meditation. The world narrowed to the path ahead, the cool air in my lungs, and the steady beat of my heart.

	 

	I ran north to the Upper East Side and stopped in front of Elizabeth’s townhouse. She was my rock, my confidante, the one person who truly understood this life. She greeted me with a warm smile, her eyes lighting up as she opened the door.

	 

	“Joan! Come in, come in,” she said, stepping aside to let me in.

	 

	I stepped inside and my heart sank at the sight of the sparse furnishings. The townhouse felt empty, almost hollow. “Where’s all your stuff?” I asked, trying to keep my tone light.

	 

	“Packed and shipped to LA,” Elizabeth replied, her voice tinged with a mix of excitement and sadness. “Cary’s already out there, so it made sense to get the ball rolling and send everything to him.”

	 

	We settled into the kitchen, which offered a semblance of comfort amidst the chaos. “I miss Cary,” Elizabeth said, her eyes distant. “It’s not the same without him here.”

	 

	“I can imagine,” I said, trying to offer support. 

	 

	“Have you talked to Douglas?”

	 

	The mention of Douglas made my throat tighten, and I fought back tears. “I miss him so much,” I said, my voice cracking. “I regret doing Playboy. It drove him away.”

	 

	Elizabeth’s hand found mine, warm and reassuring. “Douglas wasn’t the right one anyway,” she said softly. “You’re better off without him.”

	 

	“But I loved him,” I insisted, shaking my head. “I really did.”

	 

	Elizabeth squeezed my hand. “You have so much going for you. Your play is a smash hit, and you’re surrounded by people who love you.”

	 

	“Who else?” I retorted, bitterness creeping into my voice. “Audrey? My parents? You?”

	 

	Elizabeth’s face softened. “Audrey loves you, Joan. She’s just busy. Your parents adore you. And I’m here, always.”

	 

	A flash of anger surfaced. “Audrey hasn’t reached out once since the breakup. She hasn’t tried to cheer me up. She’s too wrapped up in her own life to care about mine.”

	 

	Elizabeth tried to soothe me. “She’s got her own pressures, Joan. But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t care about you.”

	 

	I sighed, the anger fading into a deep sadness. “I just wish she would show it more.”

	 

	Elizabeth changed the subject, sensing my mood. “Tonight is the gala for the nominees. It’s a chance to celebrate how far you’ve come. What are you going to wear?”

	 

	I managed a small smile. “A white silk dress. It’s beautiful.”

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes sparkled. “You’ll look stunning. Just remember to take care of yourself, okay?”

	 

	I nodded, feeling a glimmer of hope. “I will. Thanks, Liz.”

	 

	Elizabeth hesitated, then spoke again. “I didn’t expect this move to be so costly. It’s turning out to be more than I thought.”

	 

	“How much is it costing you?” I asked.

	 

	“About $5,000,” she said, her voice tinged with worry.

	 

	I was taken aback. “That’s a lot. What are you going to do?”

	 

	Elizabeth shrugged, a hint of resignation in her smile. “I might end up doing a B movie when I get to California. I need to pay the bills somehow.”

	 

	I was shocked. “A B movie? Isn’t that risky?”

	 

	Elizabeth waved it off. “Everyone will forget it. It’s just a stepping stone.”

	 

	I nodded, trying to absorb the news. “Well, I guess you’ll make it work. You always do.”

	 

	Elizabeth squeezed my hand one last time. “We all will, Joan. We just have to keep moving forward.”

	 

	Leaving Elizabeth’s townhouse, I felt a rush of excitement and anxiety. Tonight's gala was crucial with the Tony Awards just two weeks away. I needed to make a memorable impression with the American Theater Wing in attendance.

	 

	The city was still quiet, the dawn casting long shadows across the empty streets. I made my way to the park, seeking solace from my relentless schedule. As I ran, the familiar rhythm of my footsteps couldn’t silence the swirling thoughts in my mind.

	 

	I pushed myself harder, breathing heavily. The trees rustled overhead, but my thoughts were dominated by a fierce determination. I had to outshine the other nominees. I had sacrificed too much to accept anything less. Audrey might still be relevant in Hollywood, but Broadway demanded something more. It was about authenticity, dedication, and raw talent.

	 

	Anger drove my pace. Audrey could have her movies; the real artistry was on stage. Each performance was a new challenge, a chance to connect with the audience without edits or retakes.

	 

	My frustration grew with the realization that my ads had vanished from the papers. It felt like sabotage, timed perfectly with the Tony voting period. Someone was trying to undermine my success.

	 

	I pushed through, muscles aching. The park was quieter now, only a few early risers around. My mind, however, was a storm of frustration. Audrey’s Hollywood fame was irrelevant here. Broadway was where the true battle was fought. I had to prove my worth. The Tonys were my opportunity to demonstrate I was not just another actress—I was the best.

	 

	I imagined the other nominees enjoying their publicity while mine remained unseen. It felt like a personal slight. I had earned better. The critics’ words, whether praise or criticism, spurred me on. Audrey’s star might have shone brightly once, but mine was rising, and I would make sure it outshined the rest.

	 

	As I reached the park’s edge, I slowed to a jog, catching my breath. The anger and frustration simmered beneath the surface, fueling me forward. I had to remain focused. There were still battles to be won and victories to achieve.

	 

	 

	The anger that had propelled me through Central Park blazed even fiercer as I charged toward the newspaper office. The city streets blurred by in a dizzying rush, my focus unwavering on one goal: confronting Austin. Each breath came in sharp, frantic bursts, my heart pounding with equal fury.

	 

	I burst into the newspaper office, not pausing for breath. The receptionist looked up, startled, but I was already halfway across the lobby, my gaze fixed on Austin’s office door.

	 

	“I need to see Austin. Now,” I demanded, my voice cutting through the air.

	 

	“He’s in a meeting—” the receptionist began, but I silenced her with a look that brooked no dissent.

	 

	“Now,” I repeated, each syllable a command.

	 

	Moments later, Austin emerged from his office, confusion written across his face. “Joan? What’s the matter?”

	 

	“What’s the matter?” I echoed, my voice rising. “I’ll tell you what’s the matter. None of my ads have run for the past week!”

	 

	Austin blinked, clearly taken aback. “Calm down, Joan. I’ve ensured they were published.”

	 

	I shoved a newspaper, snatched from a stand on my way over, into his hands. “Find them,” I demanded.

	 

	Austin flipped through the pages, his brow furrowed. Finally, he pointed to an ad. “Here. See?”

	 

	I followed his finger and felt my blood run cold. It was an ad for Till We Leave, not All For Robyn, with a glowing review from Charles Markinstein, labeling it “The New Leading Lady of the American Theater.”

	 

	“You must be joking,” I hissed, my voice trembling with fury. “Are you trying to sabotage me?”

	 

	“Joan, calm down,” Austin said, frustration creeping into his tone. “I don’t care about theater, and neither does the public. This must be a mistake. The photos you gave me were the ones we used.”

	 

	My vision narrowed to a tunnel, fixated solely on Austin. “A mistake? A mistake?” I screamed, my voice echoing through the office. “I demand a refund. This is unacceptable!”

	 

	A crowd began to gather, office workers peering over their cubicles, murmuring among themselves. Austin’s face reddened, a mix of anger and embarrassment. “I’m not authorized to issue refunds,” he said through gritted teeth.

	 

	His boss, a stern man with thinning hair, approached, clearly drawn by the commotion. “What’s going on?” he asked, eyeing me and Austin.

	 

	“This,” I said, pointing to the newspaper, “is what’s going on. My ads are missing, and instead, you’re promoting my sister.”

	 

	The boss glanced at the paper and then at me, his expression hardening. “Miss, I don’t know who you are, but you need to calm down.”

	 

	“Don’t you know who I am?” I shouted, my voice cracking with frustration. “I’m Joan Monroe, Tony Award-Nominated Actress!”

	 

	The boss’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t care if you’re the Queen of England. You need to leave my office, now.”

	 

	A wild, unhinged laugh bubbled up inside me. The absurdity of the situation was overwhelming. “You can’t treat me like this!” I screamed. “I am Joan Monroe!”

	 

	“Get her out of here,” the boss barked to a security guard who had appeared.

	Strong hands gripped my arms, and I struggled against them, tears of rage and humiliation blurring my vision. “This isn’t over!” I shouted as they dragged me toward the exit. “You’ll all regret this!”

	The last thing I saw before being unceremoniously shoved out the door was Austin, his face pale and shocked. The crowd that had gathered stared at me with a mix of curiosity and pity, their whispers a cacophony of judgment.

	Outside, the city continued its relentless pace, oblivious to the meltdown I had just experienced. I stood there, gasping for breath, my heart pounding. The anger still burned within me, a seething mass, now mingled with a new emotion—fear. Fear that I was losing control, that the pressure was finally unraveling me.

	I took a deep breath, trying to steady the storm within. I couldn’t afford to lose it now, not when I was so close. My resolve had to remain unshaken, even as I walked away from the newspaper office, the weight of my actions settling heavily on my shoulders. The realization that I was spiraling, losing myself in the pursuit of this elusive award, gnawed at the edges of my sanity.

	 

	The streets of New York seemed to blur around me, a whirlwind of motion and sound that only amplified my growing sense of despair. Anger and fear intertwined in my chest, an unsettling cocktail that left me grappling for control. I had to find a way to turn this around, to reclaim my sense of self and my place in the spotlight. But as the city continued its relentless pace, I felt increasingly adrift.

	 

	By the time I reached my apartment in Midtown, the adrenaline from my confrontation at the newspaper office had ebbed, leaving behind a dull ache of exhaustion. The cacophony of the city faded to distant murmurs as I shut the door behind me. The quiet of my home was a stark contrast to the chaos outside, and I sought solace in its calm.

	 

	I headed straight for the bathroom, my sanctuary. The steam from a hot bath began to rise, curling around my face as I added a generous amount of lavender-scented bath salts. The soothing aroma was a small luxury in a world that felt increasingly out of control. As I slipped into the tub, the warm water enveloped me, easing the tension that had built up over the course of the day.

	 

	As I leaned back, closing my eyes, memories surfaced, unbidden and vivid. The past, a tapestry of triumphs and regrets, wove itself into the fabric of who I had become. I thought of my move to New York after graduation, full of dreams and ambition. I had landed the role of Norma Louise’s understudy on Broadway, a step I believed was significant at the time. But Norma never missed a show, and I was left waiting in the wings, a mistake that stung more with each passing year.

	 

	Audrey, on the other hand, had taken a different path. After graduation, she had ventured to California, ostensibly to pursue a nursing career. It was a practical choice, and though I admired her for it, fate had other plans. Discovered by a talent agent, she signed a seven-year deal with a studio. I couldn't quite fathom how she had managed it, and a part of me harbored suspicions about her methods. Audrey had always been a showgirl at heart, flaunting her looks with a flirtatious abandon.

	 

	Her swift ascent to an Academy Award nomination for Best Supporting Actress had been astounding. Meanwhile, I had finally left my understudy role to secure a major supporting part in The Longest Night. It was my first musical, and the night of the Academy Awards coincided with the play’s opening. Our parents chose to attend the Oscars with Audrey instead of supporting my debut.

	 

	I remembered that phone call vividly. My mother’s voice had brimmed with excitement. “Joan, we’ve decided to go to the Oscars with Audrey,” she had said.

	 

	“What?” I had replied, disbelief and hurt mingling in my voice. “But it’s my opening night. You promised you’d be there.”

	 

	“We know, darling, but this is such a big opportunity for Audrey. The Oscars are a once-in-a-lifetime event.”

	 

	“And what about me? What about my big night?”

	 

	My father had taken the phone then, his tone dismissive. “The critics haven’t said a word about your performance, Joan. It probably isn’t that important.”

	 

	Those words had cut deep, a wound that never fully healed. It was hard to look out into the audience each night and not see my parents.

	 

	When Audrey lost, she retreated to Maine, staying with our parents for two months before returning to California. She was a wreck, and our parents, who had never called to apologize for missing my show, comforted her.

	 

	One evening, during her stay, Audrey called me. Her voice was fragile, tinged with tears. “Joan, I feel like such a loser,” she said. “I thought I was on top of the world, and now… now I’m nothing.”

	 

	“You’re not a loser, Audrey,” I replied, my voice softening despite the bitterness. “You’ll bounce back. You always do.”

	 

	“I don’t know if I can. Hollywood is brutal. One minute you’re the star, and the next, you’re forgotten.”

	 

	“You’ve got talent, Audrey. You’ll find a way.”

	 

	She had cried then, her sobs muffled by the phone. Our relationship was too fraught, too complicated for easy comfort.

	 

	Audrey’s subsequent films—Silent Whispers and Love’s Long Goodbye—were flops. Labeled box office poison, she was dropped by the studio and returned to Maine, a shadow of her former self. Our parents suggested she try Broadway, and her talent agent secured the rights to adapt a novel for the stage.

	 

	When Audrey called to tell me, her voice was laced with determination. “I’m going to Broadway,” she said.

	 

	I was taken aback. “Broadway? But you never liked live theater.”

	 

	“You’re such a fool, Joan,” she snapped. “Broadway is where the real talent is. I need to prove myself.”

	 

	Her words left me speechless. Audrey had always dismissed theater, and now she was diving headfirst into my world.

	 

	Audrey launched her own campaign and received heavy praise from Rita, who had little regard for film critics. Audrey was nominated for a Tony Award for Best Actress in a Play, and her production ran for over 800 performances. 

	 

	My play, on the other hand, closed after four months. I wasn’t even lead, nor supporting. Just an ensemble actor. The contrast was stark and humiliating. I kept auditioning, unwilling to rely on agents I didn’t trust. The constant rejection and struggle to prove myself took a toll, but I couldn’t give up. Not when there was still a chance to outshine Audrey, to prove that I was just as good, if not better.

	 

	I opened my eyes and stared at the ceiling, the weight of these memories pressing down on me. The steam had dissipated, leaving the air cool and my resolve uncertain.

	Hours had slipped by unnoticed. Hours spent in the whirlpool of my thoughts, drowning in frustration and uncertainty.

	 

	I sighed deeply as I unplugged the tub, watching the water swirl away, taking with it the remnants of my exasperation. As the last traces of steam evaporated, I stepped out of the bath, wrapping myself in a plush towel. The mirror awaited, a silent witness to the scars and battles etched into my reflection. Exhaustion clung to me, but surrender was not an option. I had too much at stake.

	 

	After drying off and slipping into comfortable lounge clothes, I made my way to the kitchen. My stomach protested loudly, a reminder of the day’s neglect. I prepared a simple meal—scrambled eggs, toast, and a slice of avocado. The unpretentious meal grounded me, a quiet counterpoint to the storm of thoughts roiling in my mind.

	The food went down in hurried bites, the flavors barely registering as I mentally rehearsed the evening ahead. Tonight was the gala for the Tony nominees, a pivotal event in the countdown to the awards. I needed to be impeccable—poised, charming, and effortlessly elegant.

	 

	Finishing my meal, I drifted towards the bedroom, where my dress awaited. It was a vision of white silk, cascading like liquid moonlight. From the moment I saw it in the boutique, I knew it was meant for me. Its ethereal quality embodied the purity and grace I aspired to project.

	 

	I ran my fingers over the fabric, the smooth texture a promise of elegance. As I prepared to transform into the image of sophistication I needed to be, I couldn’t help but reflect on the weight of my choices, the pressure of perfection. Tonight was more than just an event; it was a chance to reaffirm my place in the spotlight, to silence the doubts that had been creeping in.

	 

	The mirror would soon reflect a version of myself that I hoped would dazzle and captivate. As I began the ritual of getting ready, I steeled myself for the night ahead, knowing that every step, every gesture, every smile had to be nothing short of flawless.

	 

	As I slipped into the dress, I caught my reflection in the full-length mirror. The gown draped over me like liquid silver, accentuating my curves with its soft shimmer. The white fabric contrasted strikingly with my dark hair, lending my skin a warm, almost ethereal glow.

	 

	White.

	 

	It was a deliberate choice, a statement crafted in defiance of the cruel tabloid headlines that had tainted my image. After the Playboy shoot, which had painted me in unsavory light, I wanted to reclaim my narrative. Tonight, I would embrace the purity and grace of white—a symbol of fresh starts and untarnished beauty. It was my silent protest against the judgments and whispers that had followed me.

	 

	I turned slowly in front of the mirror, admiring the gown from every angle. Its neckline was modest yet flattering, and the hem skimmed the floor with a graceful sweep. Simple yet powerful, the dress was everything I needed it to be—elegant, commanding, and undeniably beautiful.

	 

	I styled my hair into an elegant chignon, letting a few soft tendrils cascade around my face. My makeup was minimal, enhancing my features without overshadowing the dress’s natural allure. As I applied the final coat of mascara, a wave of calm washed over me. This was my night, and I would let nothing spoil it.

	 

	A knock at the door brought me back to the present. I smoothed the fabric of my gown one last time before heading over. Henry, the doorman, greeted me with a polite smile.

	“Miss Monroe, your car is here,” he said, his eyes widening slightly as he took in my appearance.

	“Thank you, Henry,” I replied, my voice steady. I picked up my clutch and stepped into the hallway, feeling the evening’s gravity wrap around me like a cloak.

	Descending the stairs, a blend of excitement and nerves surged through me. Tonight was more than a gala; it was a chance to reshape my image, to present Joan Monroe to the world in the light I desired. The sleek, black car waiting at the curb was a tangible reminder of the evening's significance.

	 

	Henry opened the door, and I slid into the back seat, the cool leather embracing me. As the car pulled away, I glanced back at the cityscape, its lights shimmering like stars against the darkening sky.

	 

	The night ahead brimmed with potential, and I was ready to embrace every moment. With a deep breath, I squared my shoulders, ready for the journey to begin.
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	THE CAR RIDE TO the Tony Nominee Gala felt like a journey into the unknown. I sat in the back seat, my white silk dress shimmering softly under the dim interior light, mirroring the whirlwind of thoughts that consumed me. The seat beside me was empty, and the absence of Douglas pressed heavily on my heart. His presence had always been a source of comfort and strength. Tonight, more than ever, I wished he were here. I wondered if he might make an appearance, but deep down, I knew better than to expect it.

	 

	The driver, a middle-aged man with kind eyes and a neatly trimmed beard, glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “You look incredible tonight, Miss Monroe,” he said, his tone sincere.

	 

	“Thank you,” I replied, forcing a smile. “I chose white and silver because I wanted to look like the Tony itself—pure and radiant.”

	 

	“Ah, I see. You certainly do,” he said, nodding appreciatively. “By the way, my wife’s been wanting to see your play. She’s also heard a lot about your sister’s performance and wants to catch it too.”

	 

	The mention of Audrey’s name struck a discordant note within me. I tried to mask my irritation with a polite smile. “I’m sure you’d both enjoy it. In fact, if you’d like, I could arrange for some tickets for you to see my play.”

	 

	The driver’s eyes lit up with genuine enthusiasm. “That would be wonderful, Miss Monroe. I’ll definitely take you up on that offer.”

	 

	As we approached the grand building, the car glided to a stop in front of the red carpet, which stretched out like a path leading to a dream. The usher opened the door, and I stepped out, the blinding flashes of cameras immediately assaulting my vision. The air crackled with the clamor of reporters calling my name, their voices blending into a chaotic symphony of anticipation and excitement.

	 

	“Miss Monroe! Joan Monroe, over here!” The reporters' voices pierced the evening air, their excited shouts creating a symphony of anticipation. Each call felt like a thunderclap, a reminder of how my modest stage performance had ignited such fervent commotion. The realization filled me with a thrilling blend of exhilaration and disbelief.

	 

	I stepped onto the red carpet, the vibrant fabric beneath my feet contrasting sharply with the glossy black of the pavement. The camera flashes erupted like bursts of light, each one a dazzling beacon that transformed my gown into a river of shimmering white. I moved gracefully, striking poses that showcased the gown's delicate silk as it flowed like liquid moonlight.

	 

	“Miss Monroe, could we get a smile over here?” a photographer’s voice sliced through the clamor, his camera aimed with professional intensity.

	 

	“Joan, this way!” another shouted, his eagerness evident in his tone.

	 

	Initially, the barrage of attention was a touch overwhelming, but soon the rhythm of the flashes and the hum of the crowd turned into a captivating dance. I smiled, posed, and turned, reveling in the moment's electric energy. Each click of the camera captured a snapshot of my polished elegance, a testament to the night's splendor.

	 

	I lingered on the carpet, basking in the relentless glow of the spotlight as it enveloped me in its radiant embrace. The flashes continued, painting me in a spectrum of brilliance. I was a star, exuding grace and allure amidst the night’s opulent spectacle.

	 

	“Miss Monroe,” an usher interjected softly, “we need to keep the line moving.”

	 

	With one final, dazzling smile for the cameras, I reluctantly moved away from the red carpet, letting the flashes gradually recede into the background. As I ascended the grand staircase into the gala, each step resonated with the promise of an extraordinary evening.

	 

	The room shimmered with the elite of the theater world—producers, actors, directors—all mingling under the soft glow of chandeliers. I took a deep breath, steeling myself as I stepped into this world of glittering conversations.

	 

	“Joan, congratulations on your nomination!” A familiar voice cut through the chatter. It was David Johnson, the renowned producer.

	 

	“Thank you, David,” I replied, offering a genuine smile.

	 

	“Your performance was extraordinary. You truly deserve this recognition,” he said, his gaze sincere.

	 

	“I appreciate that. It means a lot coming from you,” I answered, my voice steady.

	 

	After a brief chat, I continued weaving through the crowd. Each congratulatory remark was met with sincere gratitude, though the evening's weight lingered at the edges of my mind.

	 

	“Joan, well done!” A woman in a striking blue dress caught my eye—it was Linda Martin, known for her bold roles.

	 

	“Thank you, Linda,” I said, smiling.

	 

	“What’s it like sharing the spotlight with your sister?” she asked, her tone laced with curiosity.

	 

	I forced a smile, the tension of our recent argument still fresh. “Oh, Audrey’s more of a film actress. She’s using this wonderful community to enhance her reputation.”

	 

	Linda laughed. “Spoken like a true theater star.”

	 

	I repeated similar sentiments throughout the room, each conversation a small victory in asserting my place among theater’s finest. But my thoughts were never far from the evening’s other highlight.

	 

	Scanning the room, I finally spotted Burt and made my way over.

	 

	“Burt,” I called, catching his attention.

	 

	“Joan, you look stunning,” he said, giving me a quick hug.

	 

	“Thank you. Listen, I need you to find out when the American Theater Wing’s voting members will be attending my play and Audrey’s. If they ask, you’re not my publicist.”

	 

	Burt nodded, understanding the urgency. “Got it. I’ll see what I can find out.”

	 

	As I continued to mingle, my eyes flicked across the room, searching for familiar faces. Then, almost as if drawn by some magnetic force, I saw her—Audrey. She was dressed in a light pink gown that mirrored mine in hue. She spotted me and made her way over, her smile bright but somewhat strained.

	 

	“Joan!” Audrey exclaimed, her voice a touch too cheerful. She pulled me into a hug that felt oddly formal. “You look beautiful.”

	 

	“You too, Audrey,” I replied, though my smile was tighter than usual. “You look… very thin.”

	 

	Audrey’s chuckle was light but edged with awkwardness. “Thank you! I’m on a new diet. I don’t want to be the larger one between us.”

	 

	There was a pause, a silent acknowledgment of the tension that lingered between us. This was our first interaction since our last heated argument, and it was evident in the stiffness of our exchange. Audrey seemed to sense it too, her eyes briefly darting away before meeting mine with a semblance of her usual confidence.

	 

	“Allow me to introduce you to the other nominees,” Audrey said, her voice a practiced blend of warmth and enthusiasm as she guided me towards a small, glittering circle of theater’s elite. “This is Susan Reynolds, Emily Parker, and Carol Bennett.”

	 

	We exchanged polite smiles and murmurs of congratulations, though the underlying tension was palpable. The conversation quickly shifted to our respective plays, an inevitable pivot in such an environment.

	 

	“Congratulations on your nomination, Joan,” Susan said, her voice sincere. She was a striking figure, her gaze reflecting genuine admiration.

	 

	“Thank you, Susan. It’s an honor to be among such esteemed company,” I replied, my tone matching her warmth.

	 

	Emily, her eyes bright with enthusiasm, added, “Joan, your performance in All For Robyn was breathtaking. I saw it twice.”

	 

	Her compliment was a small balm, and I felt a flicker of gratitude. “That means a lot, Emily. Thank you.”

	 

	Carol, ever the observer, leaned in with a glint of curiosity. “I’ve heard nothing but praise for your sister’s play. What’s it like competing against her?”

	 

	I forced a smile, the effort feeling like a strain. “Audrey’s always been more of a film actress. This theater venture is a new chapter for her.”

	 

	Audrey shot me a quick, pointed look, but before any further conversation could develop, she chirped, “Let’s get a photo together! Does anyone have a camera?”

	 

	Rita Collins, ever the opportunist, appeared with a camera almost as if summoned by the occasion. “I’ve got one! Ladies, line up!”

	 

	Her eyes gleamed with the excitement of capturing the perfect shot. We arranged ourselves with Audrey taking the central spot. As we posed, Audrey’s elbow brushed against me, causing me to stumble slightly. The cameras flashed, capturing the awkward moment in vivid detail.

	 

	“Oops, sorry, Joan!” Audrey’s voice was syrupy sweet, but her tone barely masked the underlying tension.

	 

	I forced a tight-lipped smile, attempting to shrug off the minor mishap. “No problem, Audrey.”

	 

	The photo was snapped, and I could see Rita’s eyes sparkle with the kind of delight only a salacious detail could inspire. This was precisely the type of moment she thrived on.

	 

	As the group dispersed, I felt a surge of frustration bubbling beneath my composed exterior. Audrey had a knack for making even the smallest interactions feel charged with competition, whether intentional or not.

	 

	The other nominees were gracious, pretending not to notice, but I saw the flicker of amusement in Rita’s eyes. I forced a laugh, brushing it off. “No harm done.”

	 

	We posed for a few more shots before dispersing. As I moved away, the sting of the moment lingered. Audrey’s accidental bump felt more like a deliberate shove into the shadows.

	 

	“Joan, darling,” Susan said, her voice carrying a trace of smoky allure as she returned with a fresh drink. She looked every bit the epitome of glamour, her eyes sharp and discerning. “Have you had the chance to see my play yet?”

	 

	I hesitated, caught off guard by the question. “Not quite,” I stammered, searching for the right words. “I’ve been swamped with promotions. You know how it is—eight shows a week keeps you on your toes.”

	 

	Susan’s smile was a study in knowing sympathy. “I understand completely. But I’d love for you to join us for my show in two weeks on Monday. We’re adding an extra performance as our grand finale.”

	 

	“Why such an early closing?” I asked, genuinely curious.

	 

	“We’ve already recouped our investment. Besides, I’m fielding more offers than I can handle, and the company prefers to keep me in the spotlight while I’m hot.”

	 

	“It must be incredible to be at the top,” I said, a touch of envy lacing my words.

	 

	Susan’s gaze softened, a glint of hard-earned wisdom in her eyes. “Getting there is one thing, darling. Staying there is another. But you’re on the right path. Trust me.”

	 

	“Any advice?” I asked, hoping for a nugget of her seasoned experience.

	 

	“Cherish every moment,” she replied, her voice carrying the weight of countless performances. “It’s fleeting, and it goes by faster than you think.”

	 

	“Thank you, Susan,” I said, genuinely moved by her sincerity.

	 

	At that moment, a reporter approached us with a bright smile. “How about a photo of the two of you?”

	 

	“Certainly,” Susan said, raising her glass in a mock toast, her demeanor effortlessly poised.

	 

	The photographer captured the moment with a series of quick flashes. As the camera clicked, I felt a renewed sense of appreciation for Susan’s grace and presence.

	 

	“Thank you, Susan,” I said as we finished.

	 

	“Keep your spirits high, kiddo,” Susan replied with a wink, her voice carrying an affectionate edge.

	 

	I drifted toward the bar, craving a moment of solitude. The gala, meant to be a night of celebration, felt more like a stage where my insecurities were being spotlighted. I ordered a glass of champagne, its effervescence a small comfort against the weight of the evening.

	 

	As I took a sip, letting the bubbles tickle my senses, I reminded myself that tonight was about me—my achievements, my moment. I would not let anyone, least of all Audrey, steal this from me. With a deep breath and a steely resolve, I set my glass down and plunged back into the mingling throng, ready to reclaim my place.

	 

	The champagne's magic began to soothe the tightness in my shoulders. I scanned the room, the familiar faces blurring into a sea of flashing smiles and whispered conversations. That’s when I spotted him—Charles Hamilton, a producer whose reputation for crafting hits was almost as legendary as his personal charm. His approach was marked by an effortless grace, his smile wide and genuine.

	 

	“Joan Monroe,” he said, extending a hand. “Congratulations on the nomination.”

	 

	“Thank you, Charles,” I replied, shaking his hand with a firm grip. “And congratulations to you on your nomination as well. The Silent Stage is truly remarkable.”

	 

	His grin broadened, a mix of pride and relief evident. “Thank you. It’s been a rewarding challenge. Listen, I have a proposition for you. I’m developing a new play, and I believe you’d be perfect for the lead.”

	 

	A thrill ran through me, mingled with a practical caution. “I’m honored, truly, but All For Robyn is my heart. I’m committed to seeing it through.”

	 

	Charles leaned in, his tone lowering to a conspiratorial whisper. “I don’t often make personal appeals, but I’m very interested in discussing this further. It’s a role that could elevate your career.”

	 

	I managed a rueful smile. “I don’t have an agent, Charles. I’ve yet to find one I can trust.”

	 

	His eyebrows shot up, momentarily surprised. Then, his smile returned with a hint of mischief. “Well, it seems I’ll need to negotiate with you directly. Let’s stay in touch.”

	 

	As I prepared to thank him, he leaned in closer, his breath warm against my ear. “You know, Joan, I don’t usually extend such offers, but for you, I might make an exception. How about a drink later, just the two of us?”

	 

	A chill ran down my spine. Rita Collins, with her hawk-like gaze, was watching us with keen interest. The last thing I needed was for rumors of unprofessional behavior to spread.

	 

	I forced a polite smile, maintaining my composure. “I appreciate the offer, Charles, but tonight is about celebrating with everyone. If you could give me your card, I’m sure we can arrange a more formal meeting.”

	 

	Charles nodded, seemingly unfazed by my response. “Of course. I’ll have my assistant get one to you.”

	 

	As he walked away, I felt a renewed sense of control. The evening was mine to navigate, and I was determined not to let anyone, or anything, derail my night.

	 

	Charles's smile faltered for a heartbeat before he swiftly recovered, handing me his card with a practiced ease. “I look forward to our conversation, Joan.”

	 

	“Thank you, Charles. Enjoy the rest of your evening,” I said, offering a smile as he drifted back into the crowd.

	 

	The other nominees were gracious, though I caught a glimmer of amusement in Rita's gaze. I let out a forced laugh, trying to brush off the unease. “No harm done.”

	 

	We posed for a few more photographs, the click of the cameras a stark reminder of the evening's undercurrents. As I stepped away, I couldn't shake the lingering sting of Audrey’s bump—it felt less like an accident and more like a subtle push into the shadows.

	 

	I sought solace at the bar, craving a moment to regroup. I ordered a glass of champagne, the bubbles promising a brief escape from the mounting pressure. As I sipped, I reminded myself that this night was mine to own. Despite the evening’s challenges, I refused to let anyone—Audrey included—diminish my moment.

	 

	With a deep breath and a renewed sense of purpose, I set my glass aside and re-entered the throng, determined to face whatever lay ahead.

	 

	As I mingled, I engaged in brief but pleasant conversations with various guests.

	 

	“Joan, you were absolutely marvelous in All For Robyn,” a young actress gushed, her eyes shining with admiration.

	 

	“Thank you, dear. Your praise means the world to me,” I replied, my warmth genuine.

	 

	A director I didn’t immediately recognize approached, shaking my hand vigorously. “Congratulations, Joan. Your performance is truly deserving.”

	 

	“Thank you. I’m honored to be among such esteemed talent,” I said, smiling brightly.

	 

	As I navigated through the crowd, I spotted Robert, our director. His face lit up upon seeing me.

	 

	“Joan, I’ve got fantastic news!” he exclaimed, his excitement palpable. “We’ve sold out tickets for the next sixteen shows. The buzz is incredible!”

	 

	“That’s wonderful news, Robert!” I said, my excitement genuine. “Thank you for believing in me.”

	 

	“Thank you for delivering every night,” he replied, pride evident in his voice. “Keep this up, and we’ll be unstoppable.”

	 

	“Thank you for believing in me,” I said, offering Robert a genuine smile. “By the way, have you heard from Douglas? When is he coming back? His understudy can’t go on forever.”

	 

	Robert’s face softened with a sympathetic shrug. “All I know is that he’ll return when he’s ready.”

	 

	A wave of doubt swept over me. Was I really that embarrassing to Douglas? Was he so ashamed of me?

	 

	After a quick hug, I moved on, my gaze scanning the room for a moment of solace. That’s when I saw her—Norma Louise, the actress I had long admired and understudied. She approached me with a warm, open embrace.

	 

	“Joan, I always knew you had star power,” Norma said, her hug enveloping me in comfort. “I’m absolutely thrilled for your success.”

	 

	“Thank you, Norma. Your words mean so much to me,” I replied, deeply touched.

	 

	Norma’s eyes sparkled with sincerity. “I knew from the start you were destined for greatness. Keep shining, dear,” she said, her smile a beacon of encouragement before she moved on.

	 

	Just as I was about to head for another drink, I felt a tap on my shoulder. Turning, I saw Mary Oliver, her face bright with excitement.

	 

	“Joan! I’m so thrilled for you,” Mary said, pulling me into a heartfelt hug.

	 

	“Mary, it’s wonderful to see you,” I said, genuinely pleased. “How have you been?”

	 

	“I’ve got some big news,” she replied, her eyes shimmering. “I’ve landed a role in a new production. I’ll be leaving All For Robyn soon.”

	 

	A pang of sadness and betrayal hit me, but I forced a smile. “That’s fantastic news, Mary. I’m genuinely happy for you.”

	 

	“Thank you, Joan. You’ve been a true inspiration,” she said, her sincerity clear.

	 

	“Let’s celebrate,” I said, guiding her toward the bar. “We need champagne for this.”

	 

	We clinked glasses, and as I sipped, a twinge of envy mixed with my joy. Mary was moving on, seizing her opportunity, and part of me wished I could do the same.

	 

	Just as we were about to toast again, Rita Collins emerged from the crowd, her presence casting a shadow over our moment. “Joan, you need to stop,” she said sharply. “We don’t need a drunken spectacle ruining this night.”

	 

	I froze, her words landing like a sharp blow. The room seemed to hold its breath, the celebratory atmosphere suddenly taut with tension. I forced a smile, gripping my champagne flute tightly, trying to keep my composure.

	 

	“Of course, Rita. Just one glass,” I replied with a calm facade, though inside I was seething with anger and humiliation.

	 

	Rita cast me a disapproving glance before turning away, melting back into the crowd. I took a deep breath, trying to steady my racing pulse.

	 

	“Here’s to your future, Mary,” I said, raising my glass with a forced cheerfulness. “May it be bright and filled with success.”

	 

	“To our futures,” Mary echoed, her eyes shimmering with genuine happiness as she clinked her glass against mine.

	 

	We sipped our champagne, its effervescence a sharp contrast to the turmoil swirling within me. The gala continued around us, a vibrant blur of conversations and laughter, but I felt a profound isolation amid the revelry.

	 

	I missed Douglas more than I cared to admit. 
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	The Tony Award Nominee Gala Extravaganza

	New York April 18, 1966

	Rita Collins

	 

	Darling readers, the Tony Award Nominee Gala was the highlight of last night, and yours truly, gossip maven Rita Collins, was in the heart of the action. The grand ballroom sparkled with the glitz and glamour of Broadway’s brightest stars, and what a night it was!

	 

	Let’s start with fashion. The Best-Dressed Award of the evening goes to the stunning Susan Reynolds, nominated for her mesmerizing role in The Night She Came Home. Susan captivated in a midnight blue gown that shimmered with every move, making her the undeniable star of the red carpet. Her grace and elegance left everyone in awe.

	 

	Next up, we have Audrey Monroe, the future of Broadway, without a doubt. Audrey dazzled in a light pink dress that exuded sophistication. She was the epitome of class, charming everyone she encountered. Audrey’s seamless transition from film to theater has been nothing short of remarkable, proving she’s not just a film starlet but a serious actress to watch.

	 

	Now, let’s address the drama. Joan Monroe, Audrey’s sister, appeared to have a challenging evening. Although Joan arrived in a vision of white, things quickly went awry. During a group photo, she stumbled, creating a scene and looking disheveled. Her evening took a further nosedive as she indulged in excessive amounts of champagne, much to the discomfort of Mary Oliver, who had to witness Joan’s inebriated antics.

	 

	And where was Joan’s rumored beau, Douglas? Nowhere in sight. The rumor mill is abuzz with whispers that Douglas may have called it quits following Joan’s controversial Playboy cover. It appears that fame and scandal are taking their toll, with Douglas absent from the stage since the cover’s release.

	 

	But let’s not forget the other dazzling attendees. Richard Carson, the dashing lead from Whispers in the Dark, was seen mingling with the crowd, looking every bit the heartthrob. Sylvia Hartings, nominated for her role in A Summer’s Dream, turned heads in a classic red gown, radiating Hollywood glamour. And Harold Black, whose performance in The Last Dance has everyone talking, was the charming talk of the evening.

	 

	With the Tony Awards just two weeks away, the excitement is palpable. The competition is fierce, and Broadway’s brightest stars are all vying for top honors. Stay tuned, dear readers, as I bring you every juicy detail from this thrilling race to the finish.
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	“JOAN, LAST NIGHT WAS a huge success. All the papers are raving about the photo of you with the other nominees,” Burt’s voice crackled through the receiver.

	I sat alone in my dressing room, arriving two hours early for the matinee. The room was serene, the only sound the distant hum of the bustling theater. “Yes, we looked great together,” I replied, frustration seeping into my voice. “But Rita Collins printed that dreadful photo of me stumbling. I look like a drunk.”

	“Don’t let it get to you. These things blow over quickly,” Burt said, his voice steady, attempting to soothe my irritation.

	 

	“But it’s out there now. It makes me look vulnerable,” I insisted, casting a weary glance at my reflection in the mirror. Fatigue and anxiety had etched themselves into my features.

	 

	“Trust me, Joan, no one who matters will focus on that. Did you want to know when the remaining members are coming to see the plays?” Burt shifted the topic, trying to divert my attention.

	 

	I straightened, the conversation taking on a more pressing tone. “Yes, what’s the update?”

	 

	“Barry Watson and Clark Monroe will be at your matinee today and then heading to Audrey’s performance tonight. The remaining seven voting members will be attending tomorrow night’s performance as a group,” Burt informed me.

	 

	My mind raced, weighing the impact of this information. “Burt, I need you to arrange a dinner with a few of the other voting members. Speak poorly of Audrey’s performance. Cast doubt on her.”

	 

	Burt’s tone hardened. “That’s a risky move, Joan. I’m not comfortable with that.”

	 

	Desperation surged within me. “Please, Burt. I’ll increase your percentage. Just help me with this.”

	 

	He sighed, a sound of reluctant resignation. “Fine. But this is the last time. You know how precarious this is.”

	 

	“Thank you, Burt. I really appreciate it,” I said, a wave of relief washing over me.

	 

	After the call ended, I stood up and slipped on my sunglasses, the weight of the conversation still pressing on me. The matinee was hours away, but I had an urgent task to attend to. I made my way through the side door of the theater and crossed the street with purpose, heading towards the St. James Theater. Each step felt heavier as I approached the stage door, its familiarity overshadowed by the presence of Audrey.

	 

	The security guard, ever polite and usually mistaking me for Audrey, looked up with a smile. "Morning, Miss Monroe."

	 

	I returned the smile with a warmth that barely masked my urgency. "Good morning," I said, my voice brisk yet cordial. I made a beeline for Audrey's dressing room, my heart drumming in my chest. Inside, the room was as pristine as ever—neatly arranged, every item meticulously placed.

	 

	I carefully extracted a few chamomile tea bags from my purse, ones I had prepared with precision. Tied together with bright red thread, they were meant to mimic Audrey’s favorite yet overpriced brand. The crushed sleeping pills mixed effortlessly with the tea leaves. With meticulous care, I placed the tea bags among Audrey’s belongings, ensuring they blended seamlessly into her carefully curated space.

	 

	As I left the theater, the security guard offered a nod, still oblivious to my true identity. I managed a strained smile in return, the effort to maintain my composure almost overwhelming. Back in the sanctuary of my own theater, the familiar surroundings offered a temporary reprieve. I pushed aside the unsettling thoughts of what I had just done and focused on the performance that lay ahead, clinging to the routine as a distraction from the turmoil within.

	 

	Back in my dressing room, I slipped into my costume, feeling the fabric envelop me with a sense of finality. I positioned myself in front of the mirror, my hands steady as I applied makeup despite the storm brewing within me. The stage manager’s knock was just a formality now; the news of a full house was a reminder of the pressure that had been mounting all day. Two hours remained until the stage lights would blaze, and I would be thrust into the spotlight.

	 

	Grabbing my script, I dived into rehearsing my lines. My voice grew sharper with each failed attempt. “No, that’s not it,” I muttered, tossing the script onto the vanity. Frustration surged as I glared at my reflection. The mirror showed a face of calm composure that belied the turmoil inside. Picking up the script once more, I began again, each line a battleground.

	 

	“You’re messing it up!” I shouted at my reflection, the sound of my own anger echoing off the walls. I clenched the script in my hands and hurled it against the wall, watching it fall in a disarray of paper. The mirror reflected my fury and exhaustion, the perfect performance I sought seeming more elusive by the minute.

	 

	After a grueling series of attempts, I finally delivered the lines with the precision I demanded. But the sense of triumph was fleeting, overshadowed by the relentless pressure. I took a deep breath, shoving the frustrations aside, and moved to the small kitchenette in my dressing room.

	 

	As the kettle whistled, I prepared a pot of chamomile tea, its soothing aroma providing a brief respite from my frayed nerves. I turned on the radio, hoping for a distraction from the chaos of my mind. Audrey’s voice, soft yet strained, floated through the speakers.

	 

	“Welcome back, everyone! We’re here with Audrey Monroe, who’s been dazzling audiences on Broadway. Audrey, how have you been enjoying your time on stage?”

	 

	Audrey’s voice was warm but carried a subtle edge of exhaustion. “It’s been incredible. The energy of the audience and the excitement of performing—it’s all been amazing. And the support from fans has been overwhelming.”

	 

	The interviewer’s voice continued, “And what’s the status of ‘Till We Leave,’ the film adaptation of your play?”

	 

	“It’s nearly complete,” Audrey responded. “We’re wrapping up a few more scenes, and then it’s off to editing and mixing. It’s been a whirlwind, but we’re excited about how it’s shaping up.”

	 

	There was a brief pause before the interviewer pressed on, “I’ve noticed your voice seems a bit strained. How are you managing with the demands of both the stage and the film?”

	 

	Audrey’s reply was carefully measured. “It’s just the nature of the work. It’s been quite tiring, but I’m managing.” Despite her composed words, the fatigue was evident.

	 

	The conversation took a personal turn. “There have been rumors about a feud with your twin sister, Joan. Can you clarify?”

	 

	Audrey’s tone grew firm. “There’s no feud. I haven’t been hostile towards her. I only wish the same could be said for her. But I prefer to focus on my work and not let any negativity affect me.”

	 

	I abruptly shut off the radio, the sharp click echoing in the silence of the room. My heart pounded with a mix of anger and resentment. Audrey’s words, the subtle implications of hostility, and the simmering tension were almost unbearable. Staring at my reflection, I saw the makeup on my face as nothing more than a mask, hiding the turmoil beneath.

	 

	The room felt like a confining cage of my own making. The upcoming performance seemed insignificant compared to the storm raging within me. The show must go on, but each step toward the stage felt like an immense struggle against the personal chaos that threatened to engulf me.

	 

	I left my dressing room, the weight of the costume feeling oddly comforting against my skin. The hallway was quiet, a stark contrast to the storm of emotions swirling inside me. As I approached the stage entrance, I glanced around, hoping to catch a glimpse of Barry and Clark. Their presence, or lack thereof, seemed to loom over my anticipation.

	 

	Stepping onto the stage, the blinding lights momentarily engulfed me, a dazzling veil that quickly melted into the familiar embrace of the spotlight. Every nerve in my body was alert, every sense heightened by the palpable excitement from the audience. The energy was electric, and I allowed it to feed my resolve.

	 

	The performance began, and I shed my identity as Joan Monroe, slipping into the role of Robyn with every line and every emotion. Each moment on stage was a delicate dance of exhilaration and fear. The laughter, the gasps, the silence—all of it became a symphony I conducted with my every gesture. The audience's eyes seemed to penetrate me, their reactions mirroring the emotional tide I was riding.

	 

	As I navigated through the performance, the applause at the end of each act felt like a precious validation, a fleeting break from the intense scrutiny. The final scene arrived, and I stood center stage, soaking in the crescendo of applause. My heart raced with the thrill of the performance, and I offered a deep bow, my face flushed with a mixture of pride and relief.

	 

	With a flourish, I kissed my hand and blew it toward the audience—a gesture of heartfelt thanks. “Thank you,” I said, my voice resonating over the applause. “I’d like to extend my gratitude to the wonderful cast and the dedicated crew who make this possible.”

	 

	I turned to the wings, signaling to the stage manager. “Tom, our stage manager, who ensures everything runs smoothly,” I called out.

	 

	Tom emerged, his modest smile reflected in the audience’s clapping. “And our brilliant director, Robert Loren, whose vision has brought this play to life.”

	 

	Robert joined us on stage, his posture radiating pride. “And let’s not forget our amazing crew—David, our lighting genius; Danielle, our costume designer; and Michael, our sound engineer. Please, come up and take a bow.”

	 

	One by one, they stepped forward, and we all stood together, sharing in the collective applause. I hoped this display of unity would leave an impression on Barry and Clark, showing them not just a performer, but a dedicated team player.

	 

	“As soon as possible, I’ll be at the stage door,” I announced, my voice cutting through the final applause. “I hope you’ll all wait for me.”

	 

	The applause thundered, a wave of optimism washing over me. This was my night, my moment to shine.

	 

	Back in my dressing room, the adrenaline began to ebb, replaced by a satisfying weariness. I had given everything I had to make the performance unforgettable. Now, all I could do was wait, hoping that the effort would resonate with the critics and sway the votes in my favor.
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	THE MIRROR REFLECTED A WOMAN on the edge, barely holding it together. My face, perfectly painted for the stage, seemed foreign—like a mask that could crack at any moment. The usual pre-show rituals, the ones that usually grounded me, felt hollow tonight. Seven members of the American Theater Wing were out there, waiting to judge every move, every note, every breath. The weight of their scrutiny pressed down like a physical force, making it hard to breathe.

	I reached for my cup of chamomile tea, but even its warmth failed to calm the tremor in my hands. The memory of my argument with Douglas played on a loop in my mind, the harsh words and bitter tones wrapping around my throat like a noose. But tonight wasn’t about him, or us—it was about the performance. It had to be perfect. Nothing else mattered.

	 

	A soft knock at the door disrupted my thoughts, and I jumped, nearly spilling the tea. The door creaked open, revealing Mary. She held a small stack of letters, her presence an unexpected interruption in the tense quiet of the room.

	 

	“Fan mail,” she said with a gentle smile, placing the letters on my vanity. “Thought you might want to read these before the show.”

	 

	I forced a smile and nodded, though my heart wasn’t in it. “Thanks, Mary.”

	 

	She lingered for a moment, as if sensing my unease, before slipping out and closing the door behind her. I stared at the letters for a moment, their edges crisp and clean, yet somehow foreboding. With a deep breath, I picked up the first one and began to read.

	 

	The usual praises filled the first few letters, words of admiration and support that should have lifted my spirits. But they didn’t. Not tonight. I moved through them quickly, eager to get it over with—until I came to the last one. The envelope was plain, no return address, the handwriting neat and precise.

	The note was short, the words sharp and mocking:

	 

	"5 a.m. runs won’t help you outrun the truth, Joan. And cutting Mary’s lines? Desperate move. We see everything. Can you feel us watching?"

	 

	The blood drained from my face as I read the words again, my hand trembling. Panic tightened around my chest. Without thinking, I bolted from my chair, the letter still clenched in my hand. I threw open the door and rushed into the hallway. “Mary!” I shouted, my voice echoing off the walls. “Mary, wait!”

	 

	She was halfway down the corridor, and I hurried after her, my breath coming in ragged gasps. She turned, startled, as I caught up to her.

	 

	“No more fan mail,” I ordered, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Tell Tom—return anything that comes for me. I don’t want it. I don’t want any of it.”

	 

	Mary’s eyes widened in surprise, clearly taken aback by my sudden intensity. “Of course, Joan. I’ll tell Tom right away.”

	 

	She hurried off, sensing the urgency in my tone. I watched her go, my heart pounding in my chest, the unsettling feeling gnawing at me, refusing to let go. The familiar space of my dressing room now felt tainted by a sense of violation.  The letter lay crumpled in my grip, the words still etched in my mind. 

	 

	Sinking into my chair, I stared at my reflection once more. The calm façade I had tried so hard to maintain was cracking, the storm inside me now impossible to ignore. 

	The door opened.

	"Joan. I got your message. Understood,” his voice a reassuring anchor amidst the chaos. “Also, full house tonight. Make us proud.”

	"I will, Tom." I replied, my voice a whisper barely masking my nerves. I took a slow sip of tea, allowing its warmth to seep through me, willing my racing heart to find a semblance of calm.

	 

	As I readied myself to step on stage, I noticed Douglas lingering in the wings. My heart lurched, a fragile hope tinged with anxiety. Perhaps he had come to support me after all. I moved toward him, but before I could say a word, he turned, his eyes blazing with fury.

	 

	 

	"Joan."

	 

	The crew looked on, their faces a blend of curiosity and concern.

	 

	"D-Douglas, I wanted to talk," I stammered, feeling a wave of exhaustion wash over me.

	 

	"Talk? You think I have time for that?" he snapped, his words stinging like a slap. "I have a job to do, Joan. No time to talk to whores."

	 

	Despair surged through me, a tidal wave threatening to drown my resolve.

	 

	Whore.

	 

	Again with that word. As Douglas stormed off, I turned back towards the stage, my steps heavy, my mind foggy from the chamomile tea.

	 

	The lights dimmed, and I stepped into the role of Robyn. The spotlight enveloped me, its familiar embrace a brief respite from the turmoil. Here, on stage, I could shed the weight of my worries and lose myself in the character. The scenes unfolded with a sense of inevitability, my lines flowing effortlessly as I channeled the raw emotions of Robyn.

	 

	The critical scene approached—an emotional crescendo before intermission. The audience’s anticipation was palpable, their silent energy bolstering my resolve. I could feel their support, a quiet force that steadied my nerves.

	 

	"Charles," I began, my voice trembling with a potent mix of fear and resolve. "How could you do this to me? How could you betray everything we built together?"

	 

	Douglas, as Charles, faced me, his expression a blend of feigned innocence and arrogance. He was flawless in the role, every movement and inflection capturing the essence of a man who had shattered the trust of the woman who loved him.

	 

	I took a step closer, my hands trembling at my sides. "I trusted you," I continued, my voice gaining strength with each word. "I loved you more than anything, and you threw it all away for what? For a fleeting thrill? For someone who doesn’t even care about you?"

	 

	Douglas averted his gaze, his jaw tightly clenched. "Robyn, it’s not what you think," he said, his voice strained with both anger and desperation. "I never meant for any of this to happen."

	 

	"Don’t lie to me!" I shouted, my voice echoing through the theater, a powerful surge of pain and fury. The intensity of the moment sent a shiver down my spine, but I fought to stay in character, to channel Robyn’s anguish. "I saw you with her, Charles. I saw the way you looked at her, the way you touched her. How can you stand there and pretend it meant nothing?"

	 

	I could feel the weight of the audience's gaze, their silent presence a tangible force that sharpened my focus. This was the moment I had prepared for—the pinnacle of Robyn's torment and fury. Every rehearsal, every late night, had led to this singular point. It had to be perfect.

	 

	Douglas took a step toward me, his face softening as he reached out to touch my arm. "Robyn, please," he said, his voice trembling with genuine remorse. "I'm sorry. I made a mistake, but it doesn’t change how I feel about you. I still love you."

	 

	The plea hung in the air like a fragile thread. I pulled away, my heart splintering anew. "Love?" I echoed, barely above a whisper. "You call this love? You've shattered everything we had, everything we were. How can I ever trust you again?"

	 

	Tears blurred my vision, each one a testament to the depth of my character’s agony. I fought to keep the sobs at bay, feeling the weight of Robyn's heartbreak as it twisted into something darker, more dangerous. This was the moment where her despair took on a menacing edge, a turning point that needed to resonate with raw intensity.

	 

	Turning my back on Douglas, I tried to steady myself. The prop knife lay on a nearby table, its metallic gleam a stark reminder of the scene’s climax. Although I had rehearsed this countless times, the gravity of the moment felt overwhelming under the spotlight.

	 

	Taking a deep breath, I faced Douglas again, my hand slowly reaching for the knife. "I can’t do this anymore," I said, my voice a trembling whisper. "I can't keep pretending everything is okay when it’s not."

	 

	Douglas’s eyes widened in terror as he saw the knife in my hand, his expression morphing from regret to fear. "Robyn, no," he pleaded, his voice a desperate murmur. "Please, don’t do this."

	 

	But as I raised the knife, the line between Joan and Robyn blurred, emotions overpowering my sense of reality. My hand shook, the blade pointing directly at him. "You took everything from me," I declared, my voice breaking with anguish. "Now it’s my turn to take something from you."

	 

	The moment stretched into an excruciating slow motion, the culmination of Robyn's torment and betrayal. My breath came in shallow gasps as I lunged forward, the knife slicing through the air with a menacing edge. Douglas’s eyes, wide with fear, met mine as he let out a strangled cry. What was supposed to be a prop knife—a theatrical illusion designed to collapse harmlessly—felt unnervingly real in my trembling grip.

	 

	As I thrust the knife toward him, the blade cut through flesh with a sickening resistance. Warm blood erupted, splattering my hands and dress in a grotesque display of red. The audience, unaware of the reality behind the performance, gasped in what they believed to be part of the act. Douglas’s face contorted in genuine horror and agony as he clutched his side, staggering backward.

	 

	“Joan... what did you...?” he gasped, his voice a ragged whisper as he crumpled to the floor. The realization hit me with the force of a sledgehammer—this wasn’t a prop knife. It was real.

	 

	Panic gripped me, a cold, frantic claw tightening around my chest. But I had to stay in character, to maintain the illusion. I plunged the knife into him again and again, each thrust driven by desperation and sheer horror. Blood pooled around us, seeping into the stage, transforming it into a crimson canvas. Douglas’s body convulsed violently before going limp, his life slipping away with each ragged breath.

	 

	The curtain fell for intermission, the applause a deafening roar that felt like mockery. I stood paralyzed, a maelstrom of confusion and terror surging through me. Adrenaline sharpened my senses as I knelt beside Douglas, his blood forming a grotesque halo around us. 

	 

	Whispering, “I’m so sorry,” my voice trembled whilst being drench in guilt and dread. But there was no time for regret. I had to act swiftly.

	 

	With a racing heart, I dragged Douglas’s lifeless form behind a set piece, his body heavy and cold. I covered him with a thick, heavy curtain, the fabric a meager shield against the ghastly reality beneath. My hands, slick with blood, moved with grim efficiency as I wiped them clean, the sticky warmth a chilling reminder of the act I had just committed. I adjusted my dress, forcing myself to appear composed, to mask the turmoil roiling inside.

	 

	With only minutes left before I was due back on stage, I found Robert in the wings. Tears streamed down my face as I approached him, desperation mingling with my fabricated story. “Robert, Douglas left. He’s done with the show and doesn’t want anything to do with me,” I said, my voice breaking with feigned distress.

	 

	Robert's face reflected concern and confusion, but he accepted my explanation. I turned away, my mind racing with the grim reality of what I had done and the tangled web I had woven. Each step back to the stage felt like wading through a fog of dread, the weight of my actions pressing down with every heartbeat.

	 

	Robert's face softened with concern as he placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Joan, I’m truly sorry for what happened. But the show must go on. We’ll have his understudy step in.”

	 

	I nodded, my mind a whirlwind of anxiety, struggling to suppress the rising tide of panic. “Thank you, Robert. I’ll be ready.”

	 

	The rest of the show unfolded in a haze of fear and adrenaline. Each moment felt like a tightrope walk, my thoughts perpetually drifting back to the grim reality of Douglas's body hidden behind the set. My heart raced with the dread that the truth might be uncovered, but somehow, we made it through the performance unscathed. The audience remained blissfully unaware, their cheers and applause a stark contrast to the chaos behind the scenes.

	 

	When the final scene concluded and the curtain fell for the last time, the applause that erupted was thunderous, a roar of appreciation that filled the theater with an electric energy. I stepped forward, tears streaming down my face—not from the fear that gripped me, but from the overwhelming realization that I had just delivered the performance of a lifetime.

	 

	As the curtain descended and the clamor of applause reverberated through the theater, I took a deep bow, forcing a radiant smile despite the turmoil that churned inside me. I waved to the audience, each movement deliberate as I retreated to my dressing room, where I quickly changed out of my costume and into something more casual. My heart pounded furiously as I imagined Douglas’s body hidden just beyond the stage, but I had to maintain the façade.

	 

	Emerging from the stage door, I was met by a throng of eager fans and theatergoers, their faces lit with admiration and excitement. I masked my inner turmoil with practiced ease, signing playbills and posing for photographs with a smile that barely concealed the storm within. Among the crowd, members of the American Theater Wing lingered, and I knew I had to impress them. I forced myself to stay present, to focus on the task at hand, even as the weight of my actions loomed large in my mind.

	 

	“Miss Monroe, your performance was breathtaking!” a fan exclaimed, thrusting a program towards me with a hopeful smile.

	 

	“Thank you so much,” I replied, my voice warm despite the tremor in my hands. I signed the program with a flourish, the weight of the night pressing heavily on me as I forced my smile to remain steady.

	 

	After handing the last playbill back to an eager fan, I offered a final wave and retreated back into the theater. Each step felt like an echo of my mounting anxiety. The task ahead was daunting, and I needed to remain calm, to find a way to manage Douglas’s body without drawing suspicion.

	 

	“Goodnight, everyone,” I called out, my voice reverberating through the empty theater as the crew busied themselves with post-show cleanup. “Excellent work tonight.”

	 

	I made my way to the stage, sinking into a seat as the adrenaline slowly ebbed from my system. Robert entered, his face illuminated by a proud smile.

	 

	“Joan, that was the finest performance I’ve ever seen you deliver,” he said, his tone filled with sincere admiration.

	 

	“Thank you, Robert,” I responded softly, my voice nearly a whisper. “Your praise means the world to me.”

	 

	As Robert left, the cleaning lady appeared, ready to begin her nightly duties. I stood, forcing a cheerful demeanor. “I can handle things here tonight. You’ve done enough.”

	 

	Her eyes widened in surprise. “Are you sure, Miss Monroe?”

	 

	“Absolutely,” I assured her. “You’ve earned your rest. I’ll lock up.”

	 

	Once she was gone, the oppressive weight of the night settled over me like a shroud. I had to act quickly. My heart pounded as I dashed backstage, my steps echoing in the empty corridors. Approaching the set piece where Douglas’s body lay concealed, I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the grim task ahead.

	 

	I took a deep breath, my hand trembling as I pulled back the curtain. Douglas’s lifeless form lay sprawled on the floor, the dried blood staining the stage like a grim testament to the night’s events. A wave of nausea rose in my throat, but I fought to steady myself. I had to think clearly, act decisively.

	 

	The old prop room in the basement came to mind—a forgotten space rarely visited. I hurried there, my steps echoing in the empty corridors. The room was dimly lit, filled with the musty scent of forgotten memories and dust-covered relics. Among the clutter, I spotted an old trunk, large enough to conceal a body. With a surge of determination, I wrestled it free from its corner.

	 

	Returning to Douglas, I wrapped his cold, heavy form in a stage curtain, hoping to conceal any trace of blood. My breath came in ragged gasps as I dragged him toward the trunk, each step a struggle against the dead weight. Sweat trickled down my face, mingling with tears I refused to shed. Every muscle in my body protested, but I gritted my teeth, pushing through the pain. Finally, with one last effort, I heaved him into the trunk and slammed the lid shut.

	 

	My hands shook as I cleaned the stage, scrubbing furiously to erase any evidence of the night’s horrors. The floor eventually gleamed, but the blood had left an indelible mark on my mind. I pushed the trunk down to the basement, the weight of my secret heavier with each step. The basement was a shadowy maze of old props and forgotten set pieces. I found a dark corner, shrouded in dust and neglect, and concealed the trunk with a dusty tarp and some discarded furniture. It wasn’t a perfect hiding place, but it was all I had for now.

	 

	Bone-weary, I made my way back to my dressing room. As I gathered my things, hoping to escape unnoticed, the door flew open with a bang. Audrey stormed in, her face twisted with fury and confusion.

	Audrey burst into the room, her face flushed with anger. "I know you were at my theater yesterday, Joan. What the hell were you doing there?"

	 

	I met her gaze with a steely glare, my patience worn thin. "Why don’t you just back off, Audrey? This is none of your business."

	 

	Her eyes flashed with a blend of hurt and fury. "You're just jealous. Jealous that I'll always be more successful than you."

	 

	I let out a bitter laugh, the sound tinged with derision. "Jealous? Of you? You’ve never won a thing, Audrey. You’re just a washed-up actress desperate to hold onto whatever little relevance you have left."

	 

	Audrey’s face reddened, her nostrils flaring. "You think you’re so superior? You’re nothing but a has-been who can’t stand seeing someone else succeed."

	 

	"Save your breath," I snapped. "I’m done listening to your pathetic excuses. You’ve always been a second-rate talent."

	 

	Her eyes glistened with unshed tears, a storm of emotions brewing beneath the surface. Without another word, she spun on her heel and stormed out, the door slamming behind her.

	 

	I sank into a nearby chair, the exhaustion from the night settling heavily on my shoulders. My breathing came in shallow, uneven gasps as I tried to calm the tempest of emotions within me.

	 

	As I packed my things, my gaze fell on the tea bags scattered across my dressing table. I picked them up, noticing the red threading—identical to the ones Audrey had. A shiver ran down my spine. 

	 

	Why were they here?

	 

	Had I inadvertently left them behind?
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	"YOU KNOW, Cary is a terrible influence on you," I teased, folding one of Elizabeth's sweaters as sunlight streamed warmly through the window, casting a glow over the room's chaos of half-packed boxes and scattered belongings.

	 

	Elizabeth laughed, her eyes twinkling. "Oh, stop it, Joan. He's wonderful. And guess what? I got a callback for a television role."

	 

	"Really? That's fantastic!" I exclaimed, genuinely happy for her. "You’re going to be a star on screen now too. Cary seems to have broadened your horizons!"

	 

	Elizabeth smiled, her excitement contagious. "Cary and I are moving into a house right near Sunset Boulevard. It’s perfect, Joan. You’ll have to visit."

	 

	"I will. I promise," I said, imagining the sunny Los Angeles landscape. "I'm expecting a full tour."

	 

	"You got it," she replied, packing another box amidst the remnants of her New York life.

	 

	"Tell me more about the house," I asked, carefully folding a dress and placing it into a box.

	 

	"It's this beautiful Spanish-style place with a little garden in the back," Elizabeth said dreamily. "We’ll be so close to everything. And the weather, Joan, you wouldn't believe it. Sunny almost every day."

	 

	"Sounds like paradise," I said, smiling. "I’m definitely coming to visit. You can’t get rid of me that easily."

	 

	Elizabeth paused, looking at me warmly. "You looked marvelous at the gala, Joan. Truly. Everyone was talking about you."

	 

	"Thank you," I replied, feeling a warmth spread through me. The praise was a soothing balm.

	 

	"But," Elizabeth continued, her brow furrowing, "I heard from my agent that Audrey yelled at a director in the hallway. She should be ashamed of herself."

	 

	I froze for a moment, recalling what I'd instructed Burt to arrange. "Well, that doesn’t surprise me. Audrey's always been dramatic."

	 

	Elizabeth shook her head. "Still, it's unprofessional."

	 

	"Yeah," I said, shrugging. "Speaking of drama, Douglas quit the show."

	 

	Elizabeth looked at me, wide-eyed. "What? Why?"

	 

	I put on my best sorrowful expression. "He called me in a drunken fit. Said he couldn’t stand to look at me anymore. I don't know what I did wrong." I pretended to cry, covering my face with my hands for effect.

	 

	Elizabeth moved closer, wrapping an arm around my shoulder. "Joan, you’ll find someone else. Someone who truly appreciates you."

	 

	I nodded, sniffling. "Thanks, Liz. You've always been such a good friend."

	 

	I didn't tell her the truth—that I had gone to Douglas’s apartment, packed up his belongings, and tossed them into the Hudson River. That night replayed in my mind with haunting clarity.

	 

	Waiting until the city was asleep, the streets quiet and the moon casting eerie shadows, breaking into his apartment had been easier than I expected. The room smelled faintly of whiskey and regret. I packed his clothes, photos, and personal items into a large suitcase, feeling the weight of each decision I made. Each item was a piece of his life, now consigned to oblivion.

	 

	Dragging the suitcase through the deserted streets, I felt like a ghost, unseen and unheard. The river was dark, its surface reflecting the city lights like scattered stars. Standing at the edge, the suitcase heavy in my hands, the cold wind biting at my face, I heaved it into the water with a deep breath, watching it sink slowly, swallowed by the black depths. The ripples spread out, distorting the reflections, erasing the evidence of my actions.

	 

	We continued packing in silence for a while, each lost in our own thoughts. The townhouse felt emptier with each box we packed, the memories echoing in the bare walls. I remembered when Elizabeth had first moved in, how she, her mother, and I had gone shopping together to pick out furniture.

	 

	 It seemed like a distant memory now.

	 

	“You know, I’ve noticed something,” Elizabeth said, her tone light and teasing. “Rita hasn’t called you a whore lately. That’s got to be a good sign, right?”

	 

	A faint smile touched my lips. “I suppose it is,” I replied, trying to savor the moment. But as I folded a blouse, my mind wandered back to the events that had earned me that cruel label.

	 

	The nickname "The Whore of the Great White Way" was a vicious smear campaign orchestrated by Rita Collins. It all began with my Broadway debut, a role I landed through my agent, Humphrey Cummings. He was charming and had an eye for talent, but he also saw opportunity where others saw ethics. Our professional relationship quickly became personal, and before long, I found myself in a complex situation.

	 

	I vividly remember my first night on stage. Humphrey watched from the wings with a proud smile. As I stepped into the spotlight, my nerves were nearly overwhelming, but his presence gave me the strength to keep going. After the performance, he pulled me aside, his eyes sparkling with excitement.

	 

	"Joan, you were incredible," he said, admiration filling his voice. "You have a bright future ahead."

	 

	“Thank you, Humphrey,” I replied, feeling a rush of warmth. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

	 

	Our relationship grew closer, but soon I discovered I was pregnant. Fear and a strange sense of hope filled me. I went to Humphrey, heart pounding, and shared the news.

	 

	“Humphrey, I’m pregnant,” I said, my voice trembling. “What are we going to do?”

	 

	His face went white with shock. “Pregnant? Joan, this can’t happen. It’ll ruin both our careers.”

	 

	Before I could respond, Rita Collins entered the scene. I didn’t know then that she was Humphrey’s wife. She confronted me backstage one evening, her eyes blazing with fury.

	 

	“You little whore,” she spat, venom in her voice. “How dare you seduce my husband?”

	 

	I was stunned, unable to defend myself. “I didn’t know, Rita. I swear, I didn’t know.”

	 

	“Liar!” she screamed. “You knew exactly what you were doing. You’ve ruined everything.”

	 

	In the weeks that followed, Humphrey grew increasingly distant. One night, he came to my apartment, desperation etched on his face.

	 

	“Joan, you need to get an abortion,” he pleaded, his voice breaking. “Rita is going to destroy us if you don’t. She’s already spreading rumors.”

	 

	Tears streamed down my face as I looked at him. “Humphrey, I don’t know if I can do this. It’s our child.”

	 

	“I know, Joan. But if you don’t, we’ll both be finished,” he said, his voice hollow. “Please, just think about it.”

	 

	In the end, I complied. The abortion was a painful and heart-wrenching decision, one that left scars that would never fully heal. Rita, however, didn’t let the truth stand in the way of a good story. She spun the narrative to paint herself as the victim of my supposed seduction and betrayal, conveniently omitting the truth about the abortion. She sensationalized the scandal in her column, vilifying me as "The Whore of the Great White Way."

	 

	This ruthless act of character assassination not only tarnished my reputation but also inflicted irreparable damage to my mental and emotional well-being. It was the reason I had no agent now. Trust was a luxury I could no longer afford, especially with men.

	 

	“Joan, are you okay?” Elizabeth’s voice pulled me from my thoughts.

	 

	I blinked, realizing I had been lost in memories. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just... thinking about everything that’s happened.”

	 

	Elizabeth’s eyes softened with sympathy. “You’ve been through so much, Joan. But you’re still here, still fighting. That counts for something.”

	 

	I nodded, absorbing her words. Elizabeth broke the silence with a gentle suggestion. “You really should come visit us in LA. It’ll be like old times.”

	 

	“I’d love that,” I replied, smiling. “I’ll miss you here, though. This place won’t be the same without you.”

	 

	“It’s not a goodbye forever,” she said reassuringly. “Just a new chapter.”

	 

	As I left Elizabeth’s townhouse, I took one last look around. The space that had once been filled with laughter and warmth now felt empty, a symbol of how much had changed. I sighed, resolving to face whatever came next with the same determination that had seen me through so many trials.

	 

	The St. James Theater loomed ahead as I approached, adjusting my cap and sunglasses. I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves before stepping inside. The familiar scent of old wood and velvet greeted me like an old friend.

	 

	The security guard, a burly man with a graying beard, looked up. "Morning, Miss Monroe," he said, though he often mistook me for Audrey.

	 

	"Morning," I replied, my tone casual but with a hint of tension. "I need a favor from you tonight."

	 

	He raised an eyebrow. "What’s that?"

	 

	"I need you to check the names of everyone who comes in," I said, handing him a piece of paper with the names Henry Thompson, Margaret Williams, Frank Harris, and Judith Roberts—members of the American Theater Wing who were set to see Audrey’s performance.

	 

	He frowned slightly. "And?"

	 

	"Make sure these four don’t get in," I said, slipping him a crisp hundred-dollar bill. "Just trust me. It’s important."

	 

	He hesitated, glanced at the bill, and then nodded. "Alright, Miss Monroe. If you say so."

	 

	"Thanks," I said, offering a grateful smile. "I really appreciate it."

	 

	I left the theater, feeling a mix of anxiety and determination. Audrey was a threat, or at least I convinced myself she was. After slipping sleeping pills into her tea bags last night, I was sure she’d struggle in front of the voting members. Now, by keeping four more key people out, my plan was almost complete.

	 

	As I walked away, the city buzzed with the evening’s energy. I tried to push my worries aside. Tonight, I would be the center of attention.

	 

	I crossed the street to a small diner with checkered floors and red vinyl booths. The place hummed with warmth and conversation, a welcome refuge from the city’s bustle. I ordered a tea latte and settled into a booth by the window, letting the steam from the cup warm my face. As I sipped, savoring the moment of calm, an older man approached, a spark of recognition in his eyes.

	 

	"Excuse me, are you Audrey Monroe?" he asked, his voice laced with excitement.

	 

	I forced a smile, my eyes cool. "No, I’m Joan Monroe. Why do you ask?"

	 

	His enthusiasm faltered. "Oh, my mistake. My wife and I saw her play last week and were looking forward to the film adaptation."

	 

	I stiffened, irritation bubbling to the surface. "It won’t be worth your time to see the film," I said, my voice clipped as I stood and snatched up my bag. "Have a good day."

	 

	As I left the diner, the satisfaction I’d felt earlier gave way to simmering frustration. How could he confuse me with Audrey? She was always in the spotlight, always overshadowing me. But tonight, that would change.

	 

	I made my way back to the Shubert Theater, each step solidifying my resolve. Inside, the familiar pre-show chaos wrapped around me. 

	 

	I forced myself into the rhythm of my routine, moving with a calculated precision. Just as I was beginning to steady myself, Robert emerged in the hallway, worry etched deeply into his features.

	 

	“Joan, have you heard from Douglas?” he asked, his voice laced with concern.

	 

	I masked my apprehension with a show of confusion. “No, I haven’t. Have you?”

	 

	Robert shook his head. “No, and it’s not like him to vanish like this.”

	 

	I nodded, suppressing the gnawing anxiety. I knew precisely where Douglas was—hidden away in the old prop room, his body in an unsettling state of decay. I needed to handle it before the smell became unbearable.

	 

	On stage, Robert and Tom had gathered everyone. Robert’s voice was somber as he spoke. “Tonight is Mary’s final performance with us.”

	 

	The news hit me like a jolt. I hadn’t heard a word about this. I turned to Mary, my confusion evident. “Mary, why didn’t you tell me?”

	 

	Mary’s demeanor was almost serene. “Joan, I mentioned it. You must have forgotten. I’m moving on to a new role.”

	 

	A pang of betrayal pierced through me. “You’re just leaving us? Like it’s nothing?”

	 

	Robert intervened with a firm tone. “Joan, let’s keep this positive. It’s a celebration for Mary.”

	 

	I bit my lip, fighting to contain my frustration. The air was thick with unspoken tension as we took our places, the usual pre-show jitters heightened by recent events. I noticed Douglas's understudy, Peter, standing nervously in the wings. His eyes widened as I approached.

	 

	“Peter,” I said, forcing a reassuring smile. “You’ll do great tonight. Just remember everything Douglas taught you.”

	 

	He nodded, swallowing hard. “Thanks, Joan. I’ll do my best.”

	 

	“Don’t try,” I said firmly. “Do.”

	 

	He managed a weak smile, and I gave his shoulder a comforting pat before turning away, the weight of the evening pressing heavily on me. The show had to go on, no matter what.

	 

	As the lights dimmed and the performance began, I sank into my character, losing myself in the rhythm of the play. Yet something felt amiss. The air seemed denser, the shadows more oppressive. When it was time for my scene with Mary, the spotlight’s heat felt unbearable, closing in on me like a suffocating presence.

	 

	The brightness was overwhelming, a wave of heat threatening to engulf me. My heart pounded, each beat a frantic drum of fear. A deep-seated anxiety gripped me, a claustrophobia I had never experienced before. The stage seemed to close in, the heat pressing down, making each breath feel like a struggle.

	 

	Sweat trickled down my back as the spotlight’s heat became almost unbearable. My vision swam, the faces of the audience dissolving into a shifting blur of judgmental eyes. I felt ensnared, like a deer caught in the relentless glare of their expectations.

	 

	Mary’s voice, though steady, sounded muffled and distorted through the oppressive heat. I fought to stay immersed in my character, but terror clawed at me, a dark wave threatening to pull me under. The theater’s walls seemed to breathe with a malevolent life, constricting around me, squeezing the air from my lungs.

	 

	A deafening crack erupted as one of the stage lights exploded, a violent burst of sound that seemed to pierce through the oppressive heat and tension. The once-immaculate spotlight shattered into a thousand blinding fragments, a deadly hailstorm of glass cascading down in a cruel, sparkling arc. The shards rained down near Mary and me, their sharp edges glinting ominously in the moments before they hit the stage with a harrowing clatter.

	 

	The spotlight’s harsh brilliance sputtered and flickered erratically, casting eerie, fractured shadows across the stage. For a heart-stopping moment, it felt as if time itself had fractured along with the light. 

	 

	Then, with a final, sputtering gasp, the bulb gave out entirely, plunging the stage into an oppressive, thick darkness that seemed to swallow the entire theater.

	 

	In the pitch black, the once-familiar world of the stage had transformed into a suffocating abyss. The silence that followed was heavy and oppressive, thick with the remnants of the shattered light’s last, flickering gasps.

	 

	The audience’s gasps were like a wave of jagged knives, slicing through the darkness. Their shocked whispers morphed into frantic murmurs and frightened cries, a chorus of confusion and fear that seemed to reverberate through the void. 

	 

	Tom’s face appeared in the dim emergency lights, his expression stricken. He rushed onto the stage, his eyes wide with alarm. The audience's shock grew, their whispers rising into a cacophony of disarray, the scene now a chaotic whirlwind of confusion and fear.

	 

	“Is everyone alright?” Tom’s voice rang out, strained and urgent. “I’m so sorry, everyone. We’ll get this fixed immediately.”

	 

	The stage was bathed in the unsettling silence of the aftermath. The crowd's murmurs began to swell, like distant thunder, as the emergency lights cast long, eerie shadows. Mary turned to me, her face a mask of concern, though I could sense a hint of calculation beneath her worried expression.

	 

	“Joan, are you alright?” she asked, her voice trembling with faux sincerity.

	 

	I locked eyes with her, trying to mask the whirlpool of suspicion swirling in my mind. The past few days had been a tempest of doubts and fears. Was this just another incident, or was it something more sinister? The timing of the accident, the way her gaze seemed to linger on me, only fueled my paranoia. Was Mary orchestrating this chaos, trying to sabotage me?

	 

	“I’m fine,” I said, my voice betraying a tremor I couldn’t control. “Just... a bit shaken.”

	 

	Tom, his face pale and filled with concern, turned to the audience. “We’ll take a brief intermission while we sort out the lighting. Please bear with us.”

	 

	The audience's whispers grew louder, an undercurrent of anxiety rippling through them. I could feel their eyes on me, their collective unease pressing down like a heavy shroud.

	 

	As we left the stage, Mary’s hand brushed against my arm. “Joan, if you need to take a break, it’s okay. That was terrifying.”

	 

	I felt a jolt of irritation. “You would like that, wouldn’t you? All this drama, just to push me out?”

	 

	Mary’s eyes widened in feigned innocence. “I don’t know, Joan. Maybe you should ask Robert.”

	 

	With that, she turned on her heel and left the room. I was left standing in the dimly lit corridor, the weight of her words and actions sinking in. Her constant clinging to fan mail, her irritation at her trimmed lines, and her odd friendship with Audrey—all seemed to converge into a troubling mosaic.
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	Rita’s Revelations: The Tony Awards Predictions

	New York June 16, 1966

	Rita Collins

	 

	Darling readers, the most glamorous night of the year is almost here! The Tony Awards are tomorrow, and the air is positively crackling with excitement. Broadway’s brightest stars are all vying for the top honors, and your favorite gossip maven has the inside scoop on who might just snag those coveted trophies.

	 

	Let’s dive into the big categories, shall we? The race for Best Play is fiercer than ever, but I’m putting my bets on Whispers in the Dark by Richard Carson. This play has dazzled critics, and Carson’s nuanced direction has brought its haunting narrative to life, capturing the hearts of audiences everywhere.

	 

	Now, onto the most hotly anticipated category: Best Actress in a Play. The buzz is electric, with Joan Monroe and Audrey Monroe emerging as fan favorites in a neck-and-neck race. The tension between these two sisters is almost tangible.

	 

	Audrey Monroe has been balancing her lead role on Broadway with the demanding film adaptation of Till We Leave. Her dedication and talent are undeniable, and she’s poised to return to Hollywood with another accolade under her belt. Audrey’s poised elegance and remarkable versatility have won her a devoted following.

	 

	And then there’s Joan Monroe. Ah, Joan. Her performance in All For Robyn has captivated the audience, and her scandalous reputation as "The Whore of the Great White Way" only seems to keep her in the spotlight. Her theatrical stunts, both on and off stage, have been nothing short of sensational. While her talent is evident, it’s the drama surrounding her personal life that truly seems to fascinate her audience.

	 

	In a recent poll conducted by yours truly, Best Actress in a Play emerged as the most hotly contested category. Fans are torn between the Monroe sisters, each offering their own unique brand of brilliance. Will Audrey’s polished and graceful portrayal take the prize, or will Joan’s raw, riveting performance claim the award? Only time will tell.

	 

	So there you have it, darlings. My predictions for the Tony Awards. Keep your eyes peeled and your champagne glasses ready. It’s going to be a night to remember!
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	“HOLD STILL, JOAN,” Catherine instructed, her fingers deftly working through my hair with practiced precision.

	 

	“I’m trying, Catherine,” I replied, my voice taut with anticipation. The apartment buzzed with frenetic energy, stylists and makeup artists darting around me like bees tending to their hive.

	 

	“You’re going to be the talk of the night,” Catherine said, her eyes meeting mine in the mirror with a reassuring smile.

	 

	I glanced over at the bed, where my blue gown lay draped like a piece of midnight sky, catching the light and shimmering as if alive. The intricate beadwork sparkled like constellations, each stitch a testament to painstaking craftsmanship. The dress clung to my curves, its off-shoulder design exuding classic Hollywood glamour, while the thigh-high slit added a daring edge.

	 

	As Catherine continued with my hair, I picked up a stack of good luck cards from the vanity, each a token of support and encouragement that had brought me to this moment.

	 

	“Good luck tonight, Joan. You’ve got this! —Norma Louise”

	 

	“Break a leg, Joan. This is your night! —David Johnson”

	 

	“Give them a performance they’ll never forget. Proud of you. —Robert”

	 

	The cards offered a brief respite for my frayed nerves, but as I sifted through them, the absence of messages from my parents and Audrey cut deeper than I cared to admit. A pang of sadness tightened in my chest, but I shoved it aside. Tonight was too crucial to be overshadowed by feelings of neglect.

	 

	Burt entered, holding a bouquet of blue roses. “These were left outside for you,” he said, handing them over along with an envelope.

	 

	“Thank you, Burt,” I said, taking in the striking blue roses. I opened the envelope, expecting another note of encouragement.

	 

	Instead, my heart froze as I read the scrawled message: “Good luck, Whore —Douglas.”

	 

	The note crumpled in my trembling hands. A wave of nausea surged through me, mingling anger and fear. I tore the note to shreds and tossed the pieces out the window, watching them scatter into the night like ash.

	 

	The staff glanced at me, concern etched on their faces. “What was that?” Kelly, my makeup artist, asked.

	 

	“Just a prank,” I lied, forcing a tight smile. “Nothing to worry about.”

	 

	I took a deep breath and picked up the phone, dialing my parents’ number. The line rang once, twice, before my mother’s voice came through. “Hello?”

	 

	“Mom, it’s Joan,” I said, striving to keep my voice steady.

	 

	Before she could respond, the line went dead. I stared at the receiver, a heavy sense of abandonment settling over me.

	 

	Catherine placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay. You’re going to be amazing tonight.”

	 

	Kelly stepped in front of me, her eyes burning with determination. “Joan, listen. I’ve worked with countless stars, and I never work with losers. You’re no exception. You’re going to blow them away tonight.”

	 

	I nodded, taking a deep breath as Kelly's reassuring words anchored me, pulling me back from the brink of despair. As she applied the final touches to my makeup, I let myself sink into deep contemplation, reflecting on why tonight was so vital.

	 

	Winning a Tony wasn't merely about the prestige. It was validation—a tangible sign that all the sacrifices, the pain, and the relentless pursuit of perfection had been worthwhile. It symbolized success, a beacon that could elevate my career to new heights. For me, it meant more than just a trophy; it was a testament to my resilience, proof that I could rise above the chaos and emerge victorious.

	 

	When the final touches were complete, I stood and faced the full-length mirror. The reflection that greeted me was almost surreal. The gown fit like a second skin, accentuating my features with an ethereal grace, the makeup adding a touch of otherworldly glamour.

	 

	A knock at the door jolted me from my reverie. Henry, the doorman, peeked in with a warm smile. "Miss Monroe, your car is ready."

	 

	"Thank you, Henry," I replied, casting one last look at my reflection. "Let's go and win."

	 

	As I stepped out of my apartment, flanked by my team, the weight of the night settled over me. Each step felt heavy with significance. The sleek black limousine awaiting outside was a silent testament to the grandeur that lay ahead.

	 

	The drive through Manhattan felt like a passage through another realm. The city lights blurred into a shimmering backdrop as my anticipation grew. I leaned back against the plush leather seats, my mind spinning with a mix of excitement and anxiety.

	 

	Burt's voice cut through my thoughts. "Joan, you’ve got this. Tonight is your night."

	 

	I nodded, eyes fixed on the horizon. The note from Douglas loomed in my mind, a dark cloud casting a shadow over the evening. But I pushed it aside, focusing on the present. The car turned onto Sixth Avenue, drawing closer to Rockefeller Center. The Rainbow Room came into view, its iconic silhouette both imposing and exhilarating.

	 

	As we neared the entrance, the crowd outside came into sight. Reporters, photographers, and fans had gathered, their energy electric. The car came to a halt, and Henry opened the door, a wave of voices and camera flashes crashing over me.

	 

	"Miss Monroe! Over here!"

	 

	"Joan! Joan! This way!"

	 

	The excitement was almost overwhelming, a dizzying blend of adoration and chaos. As I stepped out of the car, my smile remained bright and steady despite the blinding flashes of cameras. The crowd erupted in cheers, their enthusiasm wrapping around me in a rush of sound.

	 

	The note from Douglas was still a shadow in the back of my mind, an unwelcome presence that gnawed at me. But I maintained my composure, posing for photos with a smile that remained resolute.

	 

	"Joan, you look stunning!" Susan Reynolds called out, making her way towards me. She was another nominee, draped in a flowing red gown that complemented her graceful demeanor. We embraced, the warmth of our mutual admiration evident in the hug.

	 

	"You too, Susan," I replied, returning her smile. "Can you believe we’re actually here?"

	 

	"Of course I can," Susan said, her excitement radiating. We posed for photos, our arms around each other, faces illuminated with genuine joy.

	 

	As we approached the entrance, reporters swarmed, their questions a rapid fire.

	 

	"Miss Monroe, how do you feel about tonight?"

	 

	"I'm thrilled," I answered, my voice steady. "It’s an honor to be here with so many talented people."

	 

	"What was the most challenging part of your role in All For Robyn?"

	 

	"Finding the emotional depth to bring Robyn’s journey to life," I responded, slipping into the practiced rhythm of these interviews.

	 

	A reporter pushed forward, eyes sharp and inquisitive. "Miss Monroe, what can you tell us about your sister’s upcoming movie?"

	 

	My smile wavered for a split second. "It’s unfortunate Audrey has to fund her own film, a B-movie at that. Poor dear."

	 

	"Who do you think will win tonight, you or your sister?"

	 

	I met his gaze with a cold stare. "The better sister."

	 

	A murmur rippled through the crowd, the tension palpable. I turned and walked towards the entrance, the weight of their scrutiny pressing down on me.

	 

	Inside, the atmosphere was a stark contrast—calm, refined, yet thick with anticipation. The grandeur of the Rainbow Room enveloped me, its opulence a sharp counterpoint to the turmoil churning in my mind.

	 

	I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. Tonight was mine. Despite the shadows lurking at the edge of my thoughts—the note from Douglas, the whispers of paranoia—I had to keep moving forward. This was my moment to claim a place in history, to shine brighter than anyone else.

	 

	With each step, I reminded myself why this win mattered so much. It wasn’t merely about prestige; it was about validation, proving that every sacrifice and struggle had been worth it. Tonight, I would show the world who Joan Monroe truly was.

	 

	The grand entrance of the Rainbow Room dazzled with glitz and glamour. Chandeliers sparkled overhead, casting a warm, golden glow that mingled with the excitement in the air. As I stepped into the luxurious space, the buzz of conversation and laughter surrounded me like a cloud—intoxicating and overwhelming, a heady blend of elation and dread.

	 

	I quickly spotted Robert and his wife, Trisha, standing with Mary Oliver and Tom. Mary was accompanied by a handsome man I assumed was her new agent, Christopher.

	 

	"Joan, there you are!" Robert called out, his smile broad as he approached. "You look absolutely stunning."

	 

	"Thank you, Robert," I replied, my voice strained. "You all look wonderful as well."

	 

	Robert’s gaze swept over the room before settling back on me. "Is Douglas coming tonight?"

	 

	A flash of anger surged through me. "I couldn't care less about him," I snapped. "He left, and that's the end of it."

	 

	"Joan, calm down," Robert said sharply, his smile faltering. "Let's keep it together."

	 

	I held back my retort, feeling the weight of Tom's and Trisha's scrutinizing eyes. Trisha seemed particularly uneasy, her gaze darting between Robert and me. I suspected she might be aware of the truth about us, and the guilt gnawed at me. I shoved it aside.

	 

	Mary, ever the diplomat, stepped in to ease the tension. "It’s such a beautiful night, isn’t it?" she said with a warm tone. "Let me introduce you to Christopher, my new agent."

	 

	"Nice to meet you," Christopher said, extending his hand.

	 

	I shook it, forcing a polite smile. "Congratulations, Mary. With Christopher by your side, I’m sure you’ll achieve great things."

	 

	"Thank you, Joan," Mary replied, her eyes sparkling with ambition. Despite my lingering doubts, I couldn’t help but admire her drive.

	 

	We moved through the room, mingling with other guests and posing for photos. The camera flashes were blinding, but I managed to smile and laugh, maintaining the facade of a poised and confident actress. Yet beneath it all, a shadow of paranoia lingered, Douglas’s note a constant, unsettling whisper in my mind.

	 

	"Joan, there you are!" Emily Parker, another nominee, greeted me with a warm smile. "Good luck tonight."

	 

	"Thank you, Emily," I said, genuinely touched by her kindness. "Good luck to you too. You've been fantastic this season."

	 

	"Where's Audrey?" Emily asked, scanning the crowd.

	 

	"I don’t know, nor do I care," I replied, my bitterness seeping through despite my effort to stay composed.

	 

	Emily raised an eyebrow but chose not to press further. "Well, let’s get a photo together, shall we?"

	 

	We posed for the cameras, our smiles bright but undercut by the subtle competition. The announcement came over the loudspeakers that the awards would start soon.

	 

	"Joan, come on," Robert said, beckoning me to follow him and the group to our table. Trisha walked beside him, her discomfort palpable. I suspected she was aware of my affair with Robert, and the tension between us was almost unbearable.

	 

	As we made our way to the table, Trisha finally spoke up, her voice trembling. "Joan, I need to talk to you. Now."

	 

	I turned to her, my heart racing. "What is it, Trisha?"

	 

	She took a deep breath, her eyes flickering nervously between Robert and me. "I know about you and Robert. I know everything."

	 

	Before I could respond, Robert stepped in, his face set in a firm expression. "Trisha, this isn’t the time. We’ll discuss this later."

	 

	"But Robert—" Trisha began, her voice rising in frustration.

	 

	"Later," he interrupted, his tone brooking no argument.

	 

	Mary stepped between us, her voice calm and soothing. "It’s alright, Trisha. Let’s focus on tonight. We can sort this out later."

	 

	Trisha’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears as she swallowed hard. "Fine. But this isn’t over."

	 

	We reached our table, positioned perfectly with a clear view of the stage. The place settings sparkled under the soft lighting, and the room hummed with anticipation.

	 

	As we settled into our seats, a disquieting sensation of being watched gripped me. The simmering paranoia I’d been battling all evening began to bubble to the surface. I glanced around, half expecting to see Douglas hiding in the shadows. But it was just my imagination running wild. The note, the crowd, the pressure—it was all starting to weigh heavily on me.

	 

	I tried to focus on my tablemates. Trisha sat rigid, her gaze averted from both Robert and me. Mary and Christopher chatted animatedly, their genuine excitement a stark contrast to the tension at our table. Tom checked his watch frequently, his usual calm demeanor showing signs of strain from the evening’s importance.

	 

	Robert leaned in, his voice low and reassuring. "Joan, remember to stay composed. Tonight is about you."

	 

	I took a deep breath, meeting his gaze with determination. "I know, Robert. I’ll be fine."
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	"LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, welcome to the 20th Annual Tony Awards," the host’s voice rang out, filled with enthusiasm and gravitas. "Tonight, we celebrate Broadway’s finest, honoring the exceptional talent and dedication that bring our cherished plays and musicals to life. It’s an evening of recognition, joy, and a touch of suspense."

	 

	Applause filled the room, blending with the clinking of glasses and the soft murmur of conversations. The Rainbow Room sparkled with elegance, crystal chandeliers casting a golden hue over the sea of faces, each lit with eager anticipation. Tables were adorned with lavish floral arrangements, their vibrant colors adding a splash of grandeur to the setting.

	 

	As I sat at our table, the weight of the evening pressed heavily on me. My heart raced with a mix of excitement and anxiety, each beat underscoring the stakes of the night. The host’s monologue continued, filled with jokes and anecdotes that elicited laughter and applause. I attempted to immerse myself in the glamour of the moment, but my mind kept drifting back to Douglas’s note, its words casting a shadow over my every thought.

	 

	"First up, we have the award for Best Costume Design," announced the presenter, a renowned actress. Her gown sparkled under the lights, and the envelope in her hand seemed to shimmer with possibility. "The nominees are..."

	 

	My breath caught as she read the list. When she mentioned All For Robyn, a surge of pride swelled within me. Danielle’s costumes had been masterfully crafted, each piece a testament to her talent.

	 

	"And the Tony Award for Best Costume Design goes to... Margaret Townsend for Whispers in the Dark!"

	 

	The applause was thunderous, but a sharp pang of disappointment pierced through me. Robert leaned in, his voice barely above a whisper. "Danielle couldn’t make it tonight. The tickets were too expensive."

	 

	I nodded, struggling to maintain a neutral expression. The loss stung more than I anticipated—a hollow, aching feeling as if something precious had been snatched away. To sit among your peers, your dreams on display, and hear someone else’s name called out instead of yours—it was like a void opening up, swallowing hope and leaving only a lingering ache.

	 

	But I refused to let it overwhelm me. Tonight was meant for greatness, and I was determined not to let this setback define me. I straightened in my seat, pushing aside the creeping doubt. There were more awards to come, and this was merely the beginning.

	 

	The ceremony continued, each award announced with its own blend of excitement and anticipation. I forced myself to focus, brushing off the shadows of doubt that threatened to encroach. The Rainbow Room glittered with both realized dreams and dashed hopes, each announcement adding to the collective tension.

	 

	I scanned the faces of my fellow nominees, their expressions a mix of hope and apprehension. The night stretched on, each moment a test of my composure. Though doubt lingered at the edges of my mind, I refused to let it take hold. I had to stay focused, to believe in my talent and the promise of the night.

	 

	"Losing one award doesn’t define you," I whispered to myself. "This is just the beginning."

	 

	Robert leaned in, his voice a calming whisper. "Don't worry, Joan. You’re going to win tonight."

	 

	The applause rolled through the grand ballroom of the Rainbow Room like a powerful wave. Chandelier lights sparkled above, casting a golden glow that danced across the sea of eager faces. Despite the glamour surrounding me, my mind churned with unease.

	 

	I flipped through the program booklet, attempting to distract myself. The names and titles blurred into an indistinguishable mess. But then, something jolted me. In the margins, nearly obscured by the elegant print, were scrawled words: “We know what you did,” “Murderer,” and “You don’t deserve this.”

	 

	A shiver ran down my spine. I glanced around, scanning the faces in the room for any sign of acknowledgment or shared knowledge. Everyone seemed engrossed in conversation, their programs pristine and unmarked. My fingers quivered as they traced the chilling inscriptions. Was this real, or was my mind playing tricks?

	 

	I snapped the booklet shut, forcing myself to push the unsettling messages aside. I had to focus. I needed to stay composed. I took a deep breath, centering myself on the thought of winning.

	 

	"Ladies and gentlemen, the nominees for Best Actress in a Play are..." the presenter’s voice cut through the tension, clear and authoritative.

	 

	My heart raced as she read out the names. When she said, “Joan Monroe for All For Robyn,” my breath hitched. The applause that followed was overwhelming, washing over me like a relentless wave.

	 

	"And the Tony Award for Best Actress in a Play goes to... Joan Monroe for All For Robyn!"

	 

	I rose to my feet, my legs trembling but my resolve steady. As I moved towards the stage, the room seemed to blur into a haze, the spotlight blindingly bright. This was my moment. I accepted the award, its weight grounding me amidst the chaos.

	 

	"Thank you," I began, my voice steady despite the storm within. "This is such an honor. I want to thank the incredible cast and crew of All For Robyn, especially Robert for his brilliant direction and unwavering support."

	 

	But as I continued, something strange happened. My words twisted and warped, spilling out in a voice that didn’t feel like my own. “I want to confess... I killed Douglas.”

	 

	The audience gasped, their expressions shifting to shock and revulsion. Laughter erupted, harsh and mocking, mingling with horrified whispers. I tried to stop, but the confession kept pouring out, my darkest secrets laid bare.

	 

	“I stabbed him… over and over… I watched him die…”

	 

	The room seemed to spin, faces melting into a grotesque blur of judgment and derision. My heart pounded furiously, breaths coming in short, panicked gasps. The laughter and whispers grew louder, a cacophony of condemnation that threatened to drown me.

	 

	In that moment, the world was no longer a stage but a nightmarish spectacle of my own making, each sound and face a reminder of the darkness I couldn’t escape.

	 

	I jolted back to reality, my breath coming in quick, shallow bursts. I was still seated at the table, surrounded by the familiar opulence of the ballroom, the night’s earlier horrors nothing more than a vivid, unsettling daydream. My hands gripped the edge of the table, knuckles white from the effort. I took a deep breath, trying to steady my racing heart.

	 

	The presenter’s voice cut through the tension as she announced the next category: Best Direction in a Play. I could feel Robert’s anxiety beside me, a mirror of my own. My stomach dropped when I saw the presenter: Audrey, radiant in a shimmering gold gown that commanded the room’s attention.

	 

	She smiled with effortless grace as she began listing the nominees. “The nominees for Best Direction in a Play are...”

	 

	I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. When she finally announced Robert’s name as the winner, the room erupted into applause. Robert’s face lit up with genuine joy as he turned to kiss Trisha passionately. He didn’t glance in my direction, didn’t acknowledge me at all. A pang of disappointment tightened in my chest.

	 

	As Robert made his way to the stage, Audrey greeted him with a kiss and a hug, her eyes meeting mine briefly with a look that seemed to say, “See how easily I can take what’s yours?” I forced a smile, my insides roiling with anger and envy.

	 

	Robert’s acceptance speech was heartfelt, but his gratitude felt distant, almost robotic. He thanked everyone—his wife, the cast, the crew—but his words seemed to drift away from me. The room closed in around me, its walls throbbing with the beat of my racing heart.

	 

	“And lastly,” Robert said, “I want to thank my wife, Trisha, for her unwavering support.”

	 

	As he stepped away from the podium, the applause swelled once more. I clapped along, but my motions were mechanical, my mind a storm of confusion and dread. The evening was slipping through my fingers, each moment a stark reminder of how precarious everything felt. The paranoia that had been simmering beneath the surface began to resurface, insidious and relentless.

	 

	When Robert returned to the table, his face alight with triumph, I forced a smile. This was his moment, and despite the unraveling chaos within me, I had to be supportive. The night was far from over, and the stakes had never been higher.

	 

	The atmosphere shifted as the presenter announced the next category. “And now, for Best Scenic Design,” she said, her voice clear and authoritative. I knew we weren’t nominated in this category. All For Robyn had been overlooked here, and for once, I couldn’t argue with the decision.

	 

	The sets for our play had been a constant source of frustration. What began as a promising design had faltered in execution. The backdrop lacked vibrancy, the props felt uninspired. It was as if the set had been created by someone who had lost their passion for the craft.

	 

	A week-old incident still haunted me: a stage light had come crashing down, narrowly missing me. The shock and fear from that moment left me rattled. The following day, I demanded answers. I needed to understand how the lights were supposed to be secured, to see the mechanisms that had so dramatically failed.

	 

	Standing beneath the rigging, gazing up at the tangled wires and pulleys, I felt exposed. Each performance since then, I found myself glancing up nervously, wary of the equipment that had betrayed me. A set that nearly injures its lead actress should not be honored.

	 

	When the nominees for Best Scenic Design were announced, each name elicited polite applause. My heart sank as the final name was read. "And the Tony Award for Best Scenic Design goes to... Till We Leave!"

	 

	The room erupted into applause. I watched as Audrey stood, her face glowing with joy. She cheered enthusiastically, her delight palpable. It was a bitter pill to swallow, seeing her bask in the spotlight.

	 

	The designer, a tall man with an air of understated elegance, took the stage to accept the award. "Thank you, thank you so much," he said, his voice steady yet filled with emotion. "This is an incredible honor. I want to thank the entire team behind Till We Leave for their dedication and creativity. This project was a labor of love, and I’m deeply grateful for the opportunity to bring this vision to life."

	 

	He paused, his gaze sweeping the audience. "I also want to extend my gratitude to Audrey Monroe. Her performance brought our set to life in ways I could only have dreamed of. Her talent and passion were a driving force behind every decision we made. Thank you, Audrey."

	 

	The applause swelled again, and I forced myself to clap, my movements mechanical. Concealing my bitterness was challenging, but I knew I had to keep my composure. This was Audrey's moment, and no amount of resentment could change that.

	 

	As the lights dimmed, the soft strains of a piano began to fill the room. A musical act from one of the nominated shows was about to begin, offering a brief escape from the tension of the awards. The spotlight shifted to the stage, illuminating a lone singer as the audience settled in, preparing for the next performance.

	 

	Mary Oliver leaned close, her voice barely a whisper. “Come with me to the bathroom, Joan. No one will notice.”

	 

	I hesitated, then nodded, grateful for the chance to escape. We slipped out of our seats and moved toward the back of the room. The swell of the music masked our departure. As we entered the luxurious bathroom, Mary turned to me, her eyes full of concern.

	 

	“What’s going on, Joan?” she asked, her tone gentle but firm. “You’re acting like you’re about to fall apart.”

	 

	My mind raced as I looked at her. “I know you’re upset with me. I know you’re angry because I made Robert cut down your lines and because you only got to go on as Robyn once, even though you’re my understudy.”

	 

	Mary’s eyes widened, then softened. “Joan, I don’t care about that. I only found out about your ‘private meetings’ with Robert after I secured a role in another play. This isn’t about me. You need to pull yourself together. You’re falling apart.”

	 

	A lump formed in my throat. “Mary, I’m sorry. Everything feels like it’s slipping away. I can’t afford to lose this.”

	 

	Mary stepped closer, her voice low and intense. “Get a grip, Joan. Poor Trisha is the one really suffering here. Do you think you’re the only one dealing with the fallout?”

	 

	Shame washed over me. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let things get this bad.”

	 

	Mary’s expression softened. “Joan, I’m constantly fighting for opportunities. Meanwhile, you’re making a fool of yourself over nothing. You have talent, and you have a chance. Don’t throw it away.”

	 

	I nodded, my voice barely audible. “I promise, Mary. One day, you’ll be in my place.”

	 

	Mary gave me a small, understanding smile. “Thanks, Joan. Just remember, we’re all in this together.”

	 

	She turned and left, the door swinging shut with a finality that echoed through the silence. Her words hung in the air, a heavy weight pressing down on me. Lost in the grip of my fears and insecurities, everything else had slipped away.

	 

	I stepped into one of the stalls, locking the door behind me. The walls closed in, the air thick with the scent of perfume and the faint, distant strains of music from the ballroom. Leaning against the cool tile, my breath hitched as tears welled up, blurring my vision.

	 

	The reality of my situation hit me hard, the consequences of my actions crashing down. I had let paranoia and fear push me to the brink. I knew I needed to regain my composure before it was too late.

	 

	As the tears fell, I allowed myself a moment of vulnerability, a release of the tension that had been building inside me. I took a deep breath, wiped my eyes, and steadied myself.
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	THE SOFT HUM OF the ceremony outside barely reached me in the bathroom stall where I sat, knees drawn up to my chest. The world seemed to close in around me, the walls pressing closer with each breath I took. I tried to block out the sounds, the cheers, and the applause, but they seeped through, a constant reminder of the life outside that continued without me.

	 

	The announcement for Best Actor in a Play cut through the silence, the presenter's voice clear and commanding. My heart sank, the weight of Douglas's absence pressing down on me like a heavy shroud. He should have been here. He should have been the one standing on that stage, accepting the applause and accolades.

	 

	But he wasn’t. And he never would be again.

	 

	As the nominees were read, each name felt like a cruel reminder of what could have been. My breath hitched as the presenter prepared to announce the winner. The anticipation coiled around my heart, squeezing tightly.

	 

	“And the Tony Award for Best Actor in a Play goes to... Henry Preston for Whispers in the Dark!”

	 

	The applause was deafening, a roar of approval that seemed to shake the very walls of the stall. I felt a fleeting moment of relief, a brief flicker of happiness. Douglas hadn’t missed out on this victory. He hadn’t been deprived of it. But that relief was quickly overshadowed by a darker realization.

	 

	Douglas would be forgotten. His name would fade, his memory slipping into the shadows of obscurity. The applause outside was for someone else, someone still alive to bask in its glow. Douglas’s legacy was now just a whisper, lost amid the cacophony of celebration and success.

	 

	Tears welled in my eyes, blurring my vision. I pressed my hand to my mouth, stifling a sob. The darkness of the stall seemed to close in around me, a suffocating reminder of the choices I’d made, the sacrifices, the betrayals, and the blood on my hands.

	 

	The applause outside continued, a relentless reminder of a world that moved on without him. Without me. I had set this in motion. The tangled web of lies and deceit had ensnared us all, and now, the consequences were unfolding, relentless and inescapable.

	 

	I tried to steady my breath, to quell the rising tide of panic. The darkness was overwhelming, a void threatening to consume me whole. I had to pull myself together, to face the night despite how shattered I felt inside.

	 

	Douglas was gone. His memory fading, his name already slipping from the lips of those who once admired him. I remained in the stall, the cold tile floor pressing against my legs, the echo of my breath filling the confined space. The announcement had cut through the silence, and as I thought of Douglas, his absence weighed heavily on my soul. The fleeting relief when his name wasn’t called was quickly replaced by the bitter realization: without this win, he would be forgotten.

	 

	The bathroom door creaked open, jolting me from my thoughts as the sound of clicking heels on the marble floor cut through the quiet. “Can you believe it, Audrey?” Rita’s voice was laced with that unmistakable blend of smugness and delight. “Everything is falling into place.”

	Audrey’s laugh followed, a chilling, hollow sound. “It was easier than I thought, Rita. Swapping the fake knife for the real one… Joan fell right into the trap.”

	My heart pounded in my ears, the shock of their betrayal hitting me like a cold wave. They had conspired against me, using Douglas’s murder to frame me.

	“And the roses, the pills… she’s been unraveling just as we planned,” Rita continued, her voice dripping with satisfaction. “I bet she didn’t even realize we drugged her.”

	A sharp intake of breath came from Audrey. “Speaking of pills,” Rita said, “don’t forget to take yours, Audrey. We can’t afford any mistakes now.”

	“Of course,” Audrey replied, her tone dismissive. “I’ll take them in a minute. I need to freshen up first.”

	The door swung open again, and I heard Rita’s heels click away down the hallway. My mind raced, piecing together the treacherous web of deceit and betrayal. They had orchestrated this from the start, using Douglas’s death to destroy me and elevate Audrey.

	As the echoes of their conversation faded, the weight of their scheme settled heavily on my shoulders. The realization of their betrayal was a bitter pill to swallow, and I knew I needed to act swiftly if I wanted to salvage any semblance of truth.

	Rage surged within me, a searing fury that outshone my fear. I couldn’t let them get away with this. I couldn’t let them dismantle everything I had worked for.

	 

	I pushed open the stall door, my gaze locking onto Audrey at the sink, absorbed in touching up her makeup. She didn’t notice me at first, too engrossed in her own reflection.

	 

	“Audrey,” I hissed, my voice a raw whisper of anger.

	 

	She turned, her eyes widening in surprise. “Joan? What are you doing here?”

	 

	“You framed me,” I spat, my voice rising with each word. “You and Rita… you set me up to take the fall for Douglas’s murder.”

	 

	Audrey’s face shifted, a blend of disdain and amusement flickering across her features. “Joan, you’re losing it. You’ve always been so dramatic.”

	 

	“You sent the roses,” I continued, my voice trembling with emotion. “You drugged me. You’re trying to ruin me.”

	 

	“Ruin you?” Audrey’s voice dripped with mockery. “You did that all on your own. You never deserved this. You never had the talent.”

	 

	My anger flared, consuming me. My gaze fell on the perfume bottle on the counter, its heavy crystal gleaming under the harsh bathroom lights. I could smell it—a hint of Audrey’s signature scent. My hands trembled as I grabbed it, my rage propelling me forward.

	 

	“Joan, what are you—”

	 

	Before she could finish, I swung the bottle with all my strength. It struck her temple with a sickening thud that echoed through the room. Audrey’s eyes widened in shock, her face streaked with blood as she staggered.

	 

	“Joan, no—”

	 

	I struck her again, the force of the blow sending her crashing to the floor. She lay there, her breath coming in shallow, ragged gasps, eyes filled with a mix of fear and loathing. I hovered above her, my breath coming in harsh bursts, the perfume bottle slipping from my bloodied hands.

	 

	“You always had to be the star, didn’t you?” I spat, my voice trembling with raw emotion. “You couldn’t stand to see me succeed. You had to destroy everything.”

	 

	Audrey’s lips moved slowly, her voice a faint whisper. “You… you were never good enough… always in my shadow…”

	 

	“Shut up!” I screamed, my voice reverberating off the cold bathroom walls. “You’re nothing. You were always nothing without me!”

	 

	I raised the perfume bottle again, but Audrey’s eyes were already glazing over. Blood pooled around her head, stark against the pristine white tiles. The weight of what I had done settled on me like a suffocating shroud.

	 

	Suddenly, the announcer's voice boomed, echoing through the room. “And the Tony Award for Best Actress in a Play goes to… Joan Monroe for All For Robyn!”

	 

	I stared down at Audrey, her life slipping away, the reality of my actions crashing over me. The chaotic blend of triumph and horror left me paralyzed, a spectator to my own nightmare.

	 

	The applause from the ballroom thundered, a jarring contrast to the eerie silence that now enveloped Audrey’s lifeless body. Her mouth hung open in a silent scream for help.

	 

	The roar of applause outside was relentless, a grotesque soundtrack to the horror unfolding within. Shaking, I stood over Audrey, my breath coming in ragged gasps. Her blood smeared the pristine tiles, snapping me back to grim reality. I had to act fast.

	 

	With trembling hands, I grabbed her arms and began dragging her towards one of the stalls. Her body was dead weight, resisting my every movement. The blood left a gruesome trail across the floor. Each second stretched into eternity as the sounds of the outside world were drowned out by the pounding in my ears.

	 

	As I maneuvered her into the stall, her head lolled to one side, her unseeing eyes staring into the void. I pushed her as gently as I could, trying to minimize the noise. The cramped space of the stall seemed to close in on me, suffocating.

	 

	I locked the stall door, my fingers slick with her blood, and took a step back. In the mirror’s reflection, I saw a wild-eyed stranger—disheveled hair, a crimson smear across my cheek. I was a grotesque parody of the poised actress I had been just moments before.

	 

	I forced myself to breathe, to focus. The applause still roared, my name still being called. I had to go. I had to accept the award. This was my moment, and I couldn't let it slip away.

	 

	I burst out of the bathroom, my heart racing, my mind in turmoil. The hallway stretched endlessly before me, a blur of panic and resolve. Finally, I pushed through the doors and into the blinding brilliance of the ballroom. The applause hit me like a physical force, and the chandelier lights dazzled my eyes.

	 

	The crowd erupted in cheers, a sea of faces illuminated by the stage lights. I made my way through the throng, each step heavy with anticipation. The eyes of the audience were upon me, their admiration and envy mingling in a heady, intoxicating cocktail.

	 

	Climbing the steps to the stage, my heart pounded in my throat. The host extended the Tony Award medallion, its weight both solid and reassuring in my hands. The medallion was cold, its engraved surface shimmering under the spotlight. It was a testament to every sacrifice I had made, every struggle I had endured.

	 

	At the podium, the applause enveloped me, a wave of sound that carried me forward. I looked out over the sea of faces, a mosaic of admiration and expectation. This was my moment.

	 

	“Thank you,” I began, my voice steadier than I felt. “This is such an incredible honor. I want to thank the phenomenal cast and crew of All For Robyn. Douglas, your talent and dedication were unparalleled. Robert, your brilliant direction brought this play to life. Mary, your unwavering support was my anchor. Tom, your stage management kept us all grounded. Claire, your costume design made us all shine.”

	 

	The applause surged, a powerful force that buoyed me up. I felt the adrenaline coursing through me, a mix of triumph and underlying fear.

	 

	“And Burt,” I continued, my voice gaining strength, “you’ve been an exceptional publicist. Thank you for everything you’ve done to support me.”

	 

	I scanned the audience, my gaze lingering on the faces of those who had doubted me. Thoughts of my parents at home, listening to the broadcast, flashed through my mind. They had never believed in me, never supported my dreams.

	 

	“And to my parents,” I said, letting a steely edge slip into my tone, “I hope you’re proud. I hope you’re listening. I hope you realize what I’ve achieved despite your skepticism.”

	 

	A murmur rippled through the crowd, a wave of surprise at my bold declaration. I savored the power of the moment, the overwhelming applause drowning out everything else. The medallion felt cool against my skin, a tangible reminder of my victory. The weight of my actions loomed in the background, but right now, it was insignificant. I stood atop the world, invincible.

	 

	“And finally,” I said, my voice softening, “to my sister, Audrey. Thank you for making me a better actress. Thank you for being my greatest challenge.”
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	Rita Collins

	 

	 

	THE NIGHT AIR AT  the 1967 Academy Awards was thick with anticipation, a palpable buzz weaving through the elegantly dressed crowd. The golden statuettes, glimmering under the stage lights, represented dreams realized and pinnacles of artistic achievement. The audience, a sea of shimmering gowns and sharp tuxedos, was alight with the promise of immortality only Hollywood could bestow.

	 

	Yet, behind the glittering façade, a darkness loomed. A year ago, Broadway had been rocked by a scandal that left deep scars on its heart.

	 

	Joan Monroe, once the darling of the stage, now languished in a prison cell, her dreams shattered by a crime so grotesque it defied understanding. The world believed she had killed her sister, Audrey Monroe, in a fit of jealous rage. But the truth, oh, the truth was far more twisted.

	 

	Audrey, my beautiful, tragic Audrey, had always been the puppet master, her delicate fingers pulling strings with a grace that masked her true intentions. She was dying, a silent illness consuming her. But Audrey, ever the actress, scripted her final act with divine precision.

	 

	She documented Joan’s every move, every whispered lie, crafting a narrative that painted Joan as the villain. And I, her devoted confidante, stood by her side, ensuring every detail was perfect. Our love was a hidden dance, fueled by shared ambition and revenge.

	 

	We orchestrated every step. The notes, the flowers, the pills—they were all part of the plan. Joan, in her foolishness, thought she could pose as Audrey, infiltrating the St. James Theater, planting sleeping pills in Audrey’s tea, and attempting to sabotage Audrey’s chances with the American Theater Wing voters. Joan never anticipated the security guard would inform Audrey of the “visitor” or that he’d claim he had followed orders.

	 

	Audrey’s death was no accident. It was a meticulously crafted masterpiece, a suicide designed to frame Joan and ensure her downfall. Terminal cancer had sealed her fate, but she chose immortality, a legacy that would outlast her mortal remains. Audrey had planned to take sleeping pills to stage her death as Joan’s doing, but fate had other plans. Joan’s interference forced my hand. At least my beautiful Audrey didn’t suffer as much as she would have from her illness.

	 

	The final shock came when I revealed Audrey’s memoir, a tell-all account of Joan’s supposed crimes and manipulations. The world watched in horror as the facade crumbled, exposing the monster they had adored.

	 

	And now, here I was, poised to accept Audrey’s Academy Award for Best Actress, the culmination of our plan. The announcer’s voice sliced through my reverie: "And the Academy Award for Best Actress goes to… Audrey Monroe, for Till We Leave!"

	 

	The applause was thunderous, a standing ovation for a star who would never grace the stage again. I walked onto the stage, the weight of the moment pressing heavily on me. As I accepted the golden statuette, cameras flashed, capturing my tearful expression. I began my speech, the final act in our grand drama.

	 

	"Thank you," I began, my voice trembling. "Audrey Monroe was a remarkable talent, a beacon in the world of entertainment. She poured her heart into her art, and this award is a testament to her incredible skill and passion. Audrey’s performance in Till We Leave was extraordinary.”

	 

	I paused, letting my words sink in, my gaze sweeping over the captivated crowd. "Audrey Monroe’s story stands as a powerful testament to the strength and resilience of a woman who refused to be constrained by the norms of her time. She was not only a brilliant actress but a pioneering filmmaker who took control of her career with unmatched courage. Audrey challenged the status quo and redefined what it meant to be a leading woman in Hollywood. Her light shone brightly and will never dim, serving as an enduring beacon of empowerment and independence. Her legacy will inspire generations of women to assert their own power and carve their own paths in a world that often tries to limit them."

	 

	Each word was a delicate blend of sorrow and triumph, each sentence a final twist in Joan’s tale. The audience, oblivious to the true horror behind the glamour, absorbed every word, their applause a deafening roar that echoed the emptiness within me.

	 

	As I stepped down from the stage, the weight of the statuette heavy in my hand, I thought of Joan, imprisoned and broken. Audrey’s final act had been one of calculated destruction, ensuring her own place in history while casting Joan into the shadows of infamy. It was a chilling reminder of the extremes some will go to for immortality and the tragic consequences that follow.

	 

	Audrey Monroe had won her final and most important role, ensuring she would be remembered as a star who shone brightly, even as she orchestrated her own demise. Joan’s triumph at the Tony Awards had been rendered meaningless, overshadowed by her newfound infamy.

	 

	As I left the stage, the weight of the statuette a cold comfort, I felt a strange sense of closure. Audrey had meticulously planned every detail, ensuring her story would outlive her and cast Joan into the depths of disgrace. And I, her faithful accomplice, had seen it through to the end.

	The night belonged to Audrey, her legacy immortal, her final act complete.
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	Before she came to Broadway, Audrey was a Hollywood star in…

	 

	LUCIFER AND MONROE

	 

	They say the cameras never lie, but here, the truth is far more terrifying than fiction.

	I used to dream of becoming a nurse, but when I took a summer vacation to California, everything changed. The glitz and glamour of Hollywood drew me in, and before I knew it, I signed a contract with Paramount, dyed my hair blonde, and started a new life.

	Even though I was wary of reconnecting with my estranged aunt Vivien, a former silent film star, she invited me to stay at her mansion in Hollywood Hills. Her cold stare and cryptic warnings gave me chills...

	Vivien’s mansion isn’t the only strange thing in Hollywood. I’m sure I see shadowy figures watching me. A series of brutal murders haunts the industry, each victim eerily connected to my films. My co-stars act suspiciously, and when I uncover eerie secrets about my past, my world begins to unravel: Be careful who you trust in Hollywood.

	 

	AVAILABLE FOR PREORDER

	 

	



	

[image: A black and white logo with text  Description automatically generated]

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	When I first set foot in Paris, I thought my dreams were finally coming true. Signing with the prestigious Lumière Modeling Agency felt like the start of something incredible. But beneath the glamorous façade, there's a sinister hierarchy where the prettiest and most successful models rule—until they vanish without a trace.

	 

	As the newest face on the scene, I should be ecstatic. Instead, I’m terrified. Each disappearance brings the threat closer, and I can’t shake the feeling that I’m next. The agency demands beauty and perfection, but at what cost? Should I dim my shine to stay safe, or embrace the spotlight and risk becoming the next victim?

	 

	In this industry, trust is the only luxury I can’t afford…

	 

	AVAILABLE FOR PREORDER

	ALSO IN KINDLE UNLIMITED
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	I hope to offer a more compelling “thank you” than Joan did.

	 

	Beverly, you were the first person I confided in about this book in the fall of 2023. Your genuine interest and encouragement to tell Joan and Audrey’s story were instrumental. Thank you for listening and urging me to put pen to paper.

	 

	Olta, you were the second person I shared my ideas with, and your promise to be the first to read this book, along with your belief that it was a story that needed to be told, meant so much to me. Thank you for your constant encouragement. You reignited my love for reading nearly 20 years ago and are now the reason I am writing.

	 

	Jordan, I am grateful for both your friendship and your support as a dedicated reader. Your feedback has been invaluable, and your friendship means the world to me. You were among the first to finish my debut book, and now I consider whether each new page meets your high standards. Thank you also for your help with the stunning cover.

	 

	Kahlen, your immediate enthusiasm and support when you learned about my book project were incredibly uplifting. I hope the theater enthusiast in you and your exceptional acting talent find joy in this book.

	 

	Ekene, your excitement upon hearing about the book’s publication was infectious. I hope you enjoyed reading it on your rooftop this summer, enhancing your relaxation.

	 

	To my Twitter Sister, your unwavering support during my lowest moments is something I will always cherish.

	 

	Victoria, you didn’t hesitate when I told you I was writing; instead, you requested the pre-order link. Thank you for being such a supportive friend.

	 

	Ava, your work ethic inspired me to push through and make this book the best it could be. I admire you greatly. Thank you.

	 

	Emma & Mike, you guys were two of my biggest cheerleaders when October Memory came out. Thank you, thank you. Forever indebted to the two of you.

	 

	Mikey, I always turn to you with new ideas, stories, or cover designs. Your feedback is deeply valued. Thank you for sharing your expertise and offering invaluable insights.

	 

	Iliada, my best friend of over a decade. You know why you’re here. You told me to write. You pushed me to write a new novel. Here it is. I love you so much.

	 

	Kc, if a PhD in Broadway were a thing, I know damn well you’d be the first one to have it. Thank you for being a great source of information and help when I researched these topics. Also, I apologize for making fun of Broadway in front of you. Moving forward, I’ll do it behind your back. And yes, I still stand by my MANY opinions.

	 

	Vogue Face/Alexis, being around someone like you – successful and brilliant – pushes me to do better. Thank you for being such a great friend.

	 

	Katie, you were the first person who put the theater bug in me when we were in London. Forever grateful for that, and just know you’re the reason why I spend so much money now on Broadway.

	 

	Jasmin, as the best roommate I’ve ever had, your surprise pre-order when you learned about the book meant so much. Thank you for being a fantastic support system.

	 

	Anisa, despite thinking I was a bit odd when I first shared my writing with you in high school, you’ve remained a steadfast friend. Thank you for sticking by me.

	 

	To the H. Schuster Fan Club, your support was crucial in completing this book. You are among the coolest and most fun people I know, and I am privileged to call you my friends.

	 

	J. Rosenbaum, there are over 80,000 words in this novel, and none of them would be able to describe how grateful I am for all of your support.

	 

	And finally, to my family:

	 

	Mom, here’s a book that’s finally normal.

	 

	Maggie a.k.a Biscuit Head, for you and always for you. If you got to this part, I hope you know how grateful I am to have you in my life.

	 

	Arsi, your daily work ethic reminds me to stay productive.

	 

	Bianca, without your support, I wouldn’t have achieved so much in life.

	 

	Emi and Aliu, I can always rely on you for help.

	 

	Biada, the psycho who bullied me into writing when I was a kid.

	 

	Meri, always a delight and light in my life. When I need you, you’re there for me. Free of judgment, and always uplifting me.

	 

	Keidi, you know why.

	 

	Xhesi and Sara, from our Michigan days to now, your unwavering support has been invaluable.

	 

	John, you’re an in-law and yet you don’t question my questionable works of art. Instead, you support it and encourage it.

	 

	And to God, thank you always.
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	Rowan Aubert, born in Michigan, is a globe-trotter who has lived in various parts of Europe, including London and the Balkans, before settling in New York. A graduate of New York University, Rowan writes psychological thrillers and occasionally delves into horror. With a professional background in media, Rowan's work is heavily influenced by the dynamic and ever-evolving landscape of the industry.
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