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The Formosa
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I looked at myself in the mirror and tried to recognize the person looking back.  I looked ridiculous.  The platinum blonde wig looked silly on me but it worked for the part I was playing.  My face was powdered heavily, my lips were bright red, and the penciled in fake mole on my left cheek was the final touch to the costume. The mirror in the Formosa’s restroom was small and the lighting was harsh, but even in the unflattering light I looked good. I leaned in close to the mirror and traced the perimeter of my mouth with a crimson pencil. My hands were shaking. Not enough for anyone else to notice, but enough that the line wobbled at the cupid’s bow.

"I can’t believe I’m doing this," I whispered to the empty stalls. My voice sounded hollow, stripped of the grit and confidence I used to carry like a shield. "I cannot believe I am fucking doing this."

I clicked open the vintage gold powder compact—a prop I’d kept from a 1950s noir pilot that never went to series—and dabbed at my nose. At forty-five, the light is either your best friend or your executioner. Tonight, I’d done the work. The pilates had kept my waist cinched and my my muscles toned; the white silk halter dress clung to my 34C bust just right, the fabric dipping dangerously low before cinching tight at my middle. I looked like a dream from 1954, a perfect mirage.

I smoothed the heavy silk over my hips. It was authentic, heavy, and expensive—one of the last high-end pieces I hadn't sold to the luxury consignment shops on Melrose.  I took a deep breath, watching the way the halter neck strained against my throat. I looked younger than my years, sure, but in my eyes, I could see every bit of the mileage since 2020. Hidden under the makeup and blonde wig I could still see the ghost of Detective Samantha Vega. The sexy tough-talking cop who used to run down bad guys and handcuff criminals on Tuesday nights. Now, I was just Ally Adams, wondering if the man I was going to meet was a monster or just a lonely guy with too much Bitcoin.

"Get it together, Ally," I hissed. "It’s just a scene, it’s just a lousy part."

I straightened my spine, pulled the white fur tighter around my shoulders, and pushed open the heavy restroom door.

The transition was instant. The air in the bar was thick with the scent of gin, old leather, and the lingering spirits of Hollywood nostalgia. The Formosa was a time capsule, its red walls lined with black-and-white photographs of the legends—the ones who made it and stayed on the wall forever.

I walked past the bar, my heels clicking rhythmically on the floor. I felt the eyes of the few patrons tracking the movement of the white silk. I didn't look at them. I found a deep, red leather booth in the shadows, tucked away from the main entrance but with a clear view of the door.

I slid in, the leather cool against my legs, and waited.  I was early, I was nervous, and I was having second thoughts. The waiter approached, a young guy with a mess of curly hair and a look of genuine admiration.

"Going to a costume party?" he asked, leaning over the table. "You look incredible. Total Marilyn vibe."

I forced a soft, breathy smile—the one I’d practiced in the mirror for three days. To him, I was just a beautiful woman in a costume. He didn’t see the "Ally Adams" who used to have a dedicated trailer on the Paramount lot.

"Something like that," I said. "Could I get a martini? Gin. Very cold, extra olives.”

"Coming right up."

As he walked away, I looked up at a photo of Clark Gable. He seemed to be judging me.  I was an actress, a master of disguise and improvisation.  But everywhere I looked, the ghosts of old Hollywood stared back. Bette Davis, Bogart, Gene Kelly—frozen in silver-screen perfection on the walls. They were the lucky ones. They stayed young forever. I clutched my small purse, my knuckles white. What am I doing here?

I pulled out my phone and checked the time, it was almost 7pm.  My “date” for the evening should be arriving any minute I thought as my nerves went into overdrive.  The cute young waiter returned with my martini and placed it carefully right in front of me. “Here you go Marilyn, can I get you anything else?”  He asked in an almost mocking voice, obviously amused by my outfit.

“No thank you,” I politely responded, then watched him turn and leave. I checked the door. Every time it opened, a blast of hot Santa Monica Boulevard air rushed in, smelling of exhaust and broken dreams. I wondered if he would recognize the desperation under the expensive perfume.  Just then my phone vibrated and a text message from my date grabbed my attention- “be there shortly traffic is a nightmare.”

I didn't reply. My stomach did a slow, nauseous roll. Of course it a nightmare I thought to myself, it’s 7 pm on a Friday in Hollywood, was this guy from out of town.  I took a long sip of my drink, letting the cold gin calm my nerves.  I could pay for my drink and run for it, I didn’t have to go through with this.  But the truth was, I needed the money, my credit cards were maxed out and my rent was due.  How in the world did I end up like this I thought, as I took another long sip of my drink.  How did I get here?
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Flashback to 2020
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The phone buzzed on the granite countertop of my old house. It was my manager, Shelly. I’d just finished a Pilates session in my home gym, my body humming with the kind of health only money can buy. I was rehydrating with a green juice and doing my best to stay calm under the circumstances.

"Ally, honey," Shelly’s voice came through, sounding like she’d swallowed a ball of wool. "The network is shutting down production for two, maybe three weeks. Just until this Covid thing blows over. Use the time to rest, okay? You've been working so hard."

I actually laughed. I looked over at the six-thousand-dollar residual check sitting on my mahogany desk and felt a smug sense of security. "Two weeks? Shelly, I could use a vacation."

I didn’t know then that "two weeks" was a death sentence. I didn't know the industry would emerge from the fog obsessed with twenty-two-year-old YouTubers and  TikTokers who didn't know how to hit a mark but had a million followers. I was a seasoned pro with a mortgage in Los Feliz, and suddenly, the world didn't care about craft—it cared about "engagement."

The twelve months that followed were a silent, expensive nightmare. I watched my savings account—the one I’d built through years of grit—evaporate just to keep the lights on in a house that felt more like a tomb every day.

When the world finally "opened" back up, it wasn't the world I knew. Everything moved to self-tape auditions. I was alone in my living room, staring into a cold iPhone lens, trying to conjure chemistry with a ring light.

How was I supposed to work the room?

How was I supposed to use my "assets"? I’d spent years mastering the art of the private meeting—the subtle flirtation, the tactical physical favors for directors and casting agents that sealed the deal. Now, I was just a digital file in a sea of thousands. Suddenly, I was "too old" for the lead but "not quite right" for the mom. I was in the Hollywood purgatory of the "un-castable."

The residual checks that used to cover my mortgage started arriving for amounts like $2.14. Streaming was killing us. My agent dropped me with a polite, "we’re restructuring," which is Hollywood-speak for you’re dead weight. Shortly after that event, I lost my Los Feliz house.  The move wasn’t a single event; it was a slow, humiliating autopsy of the life I’d built. To stay in that house for those final few months, I had to peel back the layers of my identity and sell them off to the highest bidder.

I remember standing in my walk-in closet—the one with the custom lighting and the cedar lining—clutching a vintage Chanel suit I’d bought after my first series regular role. It represented the moment I thought I’d "arrived." Now, it was just a piece of fabric that could cover two months of health insurance.
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