
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Curtain Call of the Heart
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Chapter 1 — One Last Audition
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Evan Wylde stared at the crumpled flyer in his hand as if it held the answer to every mistake he’d made in the last five years.

Open Auditions — “The Glass Garden” — New Off-Broadway Production.

A chance. Maybe. Probably not. But a chance.

His stomach twisted. He wasn’t sure if it was hunger, nerves, or the fact that he hadn’t slept more than four hours in three days thanks to a double shift at the café followed by an overnight gig unloading crates at a warehouse. He’d rehearsed his monologue between lifting boxes, repeating lines while sweat ran down his back and his arms trembled with exhaustion.

Now, as he stood on a packed New York City subway, swaying between commuters and clinging to a rail sticky with someone else’s fingerprints, he wondered why he bothered at all.

This is the last one, he told himself. If I blow this, I’m done. No more auditions. No more chasing a dream that clearly wants nothing to do with me.

The train screeched to a halt, sending him stumbling into a businessman who glared but didn’t bother to say anything. Evan muttered an apology and pushed through the crowd toward the doors. His heart pounded as he climbed the stairs two at a time, burst into the morning light... and froze.

Rain.

Not a gentle drizzle. A full, theatrical downpour, the kind that looked staged for dramatic effect.

Of course.

He had no umbrella, no jacket, and only one pair of decent clothes—already questionable at best. The rain soaked him instantly, flattening his hair, making his shirt cling uncomfortably to his chest. He pressed on anyway, jogging toward the audition building, water sloshing in his shoes.

By the time he reached the lobby of the modest off-Broadway theatre, he was dripping. People stared. One woman shuffled away from him like rain was contagious.

The receptionist glanced up with the polite helplessness of someone who’d seen it all. “Name?”

“Evan Wylde,” he said, trying not to breathe too hard.

Her fingers tapped the list. “You’re... three minutes late.”

Panic stabbed his chest. “Three minutes? Please—my train—”

She raised a hand. “Fortunately for you, they’re running behind. Go. Room two.”

Relief flooded him so violently he thought he might collapse. “Thank you,” he breathed, then hurried down the hallway, leaving a wet trail behind him.



Room Two wasn’t a room at all—it was a rehearsal space with scuffed wooden floors, an upright piano against one wall, and a cluster of chairs occupied by eager actors warming up. Evan slipped in quietly, the door clicking behind him.

Everyone looked polished somehow: clean clothes, perfect hair, subtle make-up. Evan felt like a wet dog in comparison.

He sat in a corner, wringing out his sleeves, trying not to notice the puddle forming beneath him.

A girl with bright red curls leaned over. “Rough morning?”

“Is it that obvious?” Evan mumbled.

She smiled kindly. “Only a little.”

Before he could answer, a casting assistant poked her head in. “Evan Wylde?”

His blood turned to ice. “That’s me!”

“You’re up.”

Already?

His stomach lurched. He stood—too fast—and dizziness washed over him. He steadied himself, inhaled deeply, then followed her down another hallway to a narrow room with fluorescent lights and a long table behind which sat three people.

The director, a sharp-eyed woman in her forties, glanced up. “You’re wet.”

“I—yes.” Evan swallowed. “Sorry.”

The man beside her scribbled something. Evan’s heart sank. Great. Wet guy gets a strike before he even starts.

The director gestured. “Whenever you’re ready.”

He stepped into the center of the room. His hands trembled. His knees felt like they were melting.

Last audition, he reminded himself. Give them everything or walk away forever.

Evan closed his eyes, summoned the monologue he had whispered between stacks of warehouse crates, and began.

At first, his voice shook. But halfway through, something shifted. The room melted away. He wasn’t Evan anymore; he was the character—a man pleading, begging to be seen, to be understood, to be given one more chance.

His chest tightened. His voice broke on the final line—not because he planned it, but because he felt it.

Silence.

The director leaned forward slightly. Her expression changed—not pity, not annoyance.

Interest.

“Thank you, Evan.” She exchanged a look with the others. “Please wait outside.”

He stepped out of the room numb, unsure if he’d done well or if they just wanted to politely escort him out.

Then he saw him.

A man leaning against the wall, scrolling casually through his phone. Tall. Effortlessly handsome. Warm brown skin. Sharp jawline. Black hair falling in perfect waves. And eyes—dark, expressive, cinematic.

Julian Hale.

Evan knew the name. Everyone did. The rising star of indie theatre. Beloved by critics. A social media favorite without even trying.

Julian looked up just as Evan walked by.

Their eyes met.

Julian’s brows lifted, curiosity flickering.

Evan promptly tripped over nothing.

He caught himself against the wall, cheeks blazing.

Julian smiled—slow, amused, devastating.

“You okay there?” he asked, voice rich enough to be velvet.

Evan opened his mouth. No sound came out.

Julian pushed off the wall, stepping closer. “Rough day?”

Evan exhaled shakily. “Something like that.”

Julian’s gaze softened as it traveled from Evan’s soaked hair to his dripping clothes. “You’re... very wet.”

“I’ve been told,” Evan said miserably.

Julian laughed—warm and bright—and in that moment Evan felt something inside him shift. Something he couldn’t name yet.

Before he could embarrass himself further, the casting assistant popped out of the audition room. “Julian? We’re ready for you.”

Julian nodded, then looked back at Evan.

“Break a leg,” he said, giving him a wink.

Evan’s heart nearly exploded.

As Julian stepped into the room, Evan sank into a chair outside, pressing a shaky hand over his chest.

He didn’t know it yet—but this audition wasn’t just a last chance.
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