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      The spotlight trapped Julia like an insect in amber, her pupils contracting against the harsh glare that once felt like home. Twenty thousand faces blurred before her, and she couldn't remember if she'd taken two pills or four. The stadium thundered with expectation—this was supposed to be the triumphant finale of her "Immortal" tour. Instead, the notes of her opening song clawed at her throat, threatening to expose the lie she'd become.

      "Five minutes, Ms. Sinclair." The stage manager's voice crackled through her earpiece, professional but wary. They all used that tone with her now—cautious, as if speaking to a bomb that might detonate.

      Julia's fingers trembled as she adjusted her silver bodysuit. The crystalline embellishments caught the light and scattered it across her dressing room walls, tiny fractured rainbows that reminded her of better days. Days when she didn't need chemical courage to face her fans.

      "I'm fine," she whispered to her reflection. The woman staring back had hollowed cheeks and eyes like abandoned wells—dark, empty, with something unsettling lurking at the bottom. Three Grammy awards, five world tours, and eleven platinum singles couldn't fill those wells. Neither could the pills she'd crushed and snorted twenty minutes ago.

      Her personal assistant hovered nearby, clutching a water bottle and a concerned expression. "Julia, maybe we should⁠—"

      "I said I'm fine." Julia snatched the water, took a swig, and immediately regretted the sharpness in her voice. The girl—was her name Amber? Ashley?—was probably the only person on her staff who still genuinely cared. "Just need to focus."

      The familiar pre-show ritual unfolded around her—sound technicians with their final checks, dancers stretching in the hallway, security personnel speaking in clipped sentences into their headsets. Julia had been the golden girl of pop for nearly a decade. Twenty-nine years old and somehow both an industry veteran and yesterday's news in a world that constantly demanded reinvention.

      Tonight's performance had to be perfect. The reviews for the first leg of the tour had been mediocre at best, cruel at worst. "Sinclair Struggles to Find Relevance," one headline had read. Another: "Pop Princess's Crown Slipping." Her label executives had made it clear—deliver or be replaced.

      The drugs were supposed to help her relax, to feel invincible. Instead, they made the room pulse and sway like a creature breathing around her.

      "Two minutes!"

      Julia stood, steadying herself on the makeup counter. "Let's do this."

      The walk to the stage was a blur of darkness and flashing lights. Her dancers gathered in the wings, their perfect bodies coiled with energy. They'd learned not to engage her before shows anymore. Not since Vegas, when she'd fired a girl for offering her a protein bar, convinced it was sabotage.

      The opening notes of "Celestial Body" pounded through the arena. Her cue was coming. Julia closed her eyes and forced air into her lungs.

      "Julia Sinclair!" The announcer's voice boomed as platforms began to rise.

      She stepped onto her mark, and the hydraulics lifted her through the stage floor and into the screaming arena. For a beautiful, suspended moment, Julia felt like herself again—powerful, adored, alive. The roar of the crowd washed over her like baptismal waters, cleansing away the doubt.

      The first song went well enough. Her voice was thin in places but masked by backing tracks. The choreography felt distant, like she was watching herself perform from somewhere high above the arena. Her limbs moved through memorized patterns while her mind floated, detached and hazy.

      By the third song, the drugs fully took hold. The stadium lights melted into streaks, and the music seemed to slow then speed up erratically. Was she keeping tempo? The faces of the front row blurred into a single judgmental entity.

      "Thank you, Detroit!" she shouted between songs, though they were in Seattle.

      A murmur rippled through the crowd. Her dancers exchanged glances. The music for "Transparent Heart"—her biggest hit—began, but Julia's microphone had drifted from her mouth. She was staring at the ceiling, fascinated by the light rigs that crawled like mechanical spiders above the audience.

      "Julia!" her backup singer hissed, nudging her.

      She jolted back, grabbed the mic stand for support, and missed her entrance. The backing track continued without her, her pre-recorded vocals filling the embarrassing void while she stood, swaying.

      "Sorry..." she mumbled, her voice slurring. "Let's... let's try that again."

      But there was no starting over in a live show with twenty thousand watching. Julia stumbled toward the front of the stage, her movements loose and uncoordinated. Phones rose throughout the audience, red recording lights blinking like eyes. Every mistake was being documented, would be online within minutes.

      "I'm fine," she insisted to no one in particular, her voice amplified across the arena. "Everyone just... stop looking at me like that."

      She tried to find the beat again, to salvage something from the wreckage of the performance, but her legs betrayed her. Her ankle twisted, and she pitched forward, catching herself at the last second. The gasps were audible even over the music.

      "Cut the track," she commanded, waving erratically at the sound booth. "CUT IT!"

      The music stopped abruptly, leaving only the ambient noise of thousands of confused fans. Julia stood in the silence, chest heaving, mascara beginning to run from sweat.

      "You know what's funny?" Her voice echoed strangely. "Everyone wants a piece of you until you're not perfect anymore. Then they're just... waiting for you to fall." She laughed, a bitter sound with no humor. "Well, here you go. Watch me fall."

      Someone was approaching from the side of the stage—her manager, his face a mask of controlled panic. Julia stepped back, nearly tripping again.

      "Don't!" She pointed at him, her finger shaking. "Don't come out here and pretend you care. None of you care. You just want the money."

      The crowd had gone from confused to uncomfortable, a collective witnessing of something private that shouldn't be happening in public. Some began to leave their seats.

      "I'm Julia Sinclair!" she shouted, her voice breaking. She cursed—loudly. "You don't walk out on me!"

      But they did. Rows of fans awkwardly shuffling toward exits, parents covering children's ears, teenagers filming every second of the meltdown.

      Her body felt suddenly heavy, leaden. The stage lights were too bright, too hot. Julia sank to her knees, the microphone creating a hollow thud as it hit the stage. The last thing she remembered was wondering if this was what her mother had felt like—her mother who had abandoned her and Phoebe for the bottle, for men, for anything but her daughters.

      She woke backstage, surrounded by worried faces and harsh whispers.

      "Get her to the bus. Now. No press."

      "She needs a hospital."

      "She needs to finish the damn tour!"

      "It's all over Twitter already."

      "Call her publicist. We need damage control."

      Julia closed her eyes again, letting darkness reclaim her.

      Three days later, she sat alone in her penthouse apartment, television muted but playing footage of her collapse on an endless loop. Every news channel, entertainment show, and gossip program had their own angle on her public disintegration.

      "Pop Star's Public Meltdown: The End of Julia Sinclair?"

      "Sinclair Spectacle: Drug Use Suspected in On-Stage Breakdown"

      "From Stardom to Shame: Julia Sinclair's Career in Free Fall"

      Her phone had been ringing incessantly—her manager, her label, her publicist. She ignored them all. The only calls she couldn't bear to decline came from Tennessee, from the sister she'd barely spoken to in years. But even those, she let go to voicemail, listening to Phoebe's increasingly worried messages with a hollowness spreading through her chest.

      Julia stared at the empty bottles at her feet—vodka, sleeping pills, the remnants of substances that had once promised escape but delivered only ruin. Her hands were numb, but she felt a warmth in her chest, an uncomfortable heat that she recognized as shame. Not guilt, not yet—she wasn't ready for that level of self-awareness. Just the burning ache of public humiliation and private failure.

      When her phone rang again, displaying Phoebe's name and a photo from years ago—two sisters with the same eyes but vastly different paths—Julia finally picked up.

      "It's time to come home," Phoebe said, no preamble, no judgment. Just the simple truth that Julia had been running from for too long.

      And somehow, with those five words, the high-rise walls of Julia's carefully constructed life began to crumble.

      Tears filled her eyes as she hung up on her sister.

      When her phone rang again, she put it on silent and reached for a half-empty vodka bottle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Day bled into night, then back into day. Julia had drawn the blackout curtains in her Manhattan penthouse three—or was it four?—days ago, creating a timeless void where consequences couldn't touch her. Empty bottles formed a perimeter around her sunken position on the imported Italian sofa. Her phone, when it lit up with notifications, cast ghoulish shadows across the pristine white walls. She had everything money could buy and nothing worth having.

      The television played on mute, celebrity news shows dissecting her public execution over and over. Julia stared at herself on the screen—a stranger with smeared makeup and wild eyes, shouting incoherently before collapsing on stage. The footage cut to older clips: Julia accepting awards, Julia dazzling on red carpets, Julia in better days. The contrast made her stomach turn.

      She reached for a half-empty vodka bottle, wincing as her muscles protested. How long had she been sitting in this exact position? Her hair was a tangle of unwashed strands, her lips cracked from dehydration. The pop princess had become the pauper, despite the five-million-dollar apartment surrounding her.

      Her buzzing phone displayed yet another call from her manager, Brandon. Fourteen missed calls in two days. She silenced it again and let her head fall back against the sofa.

      The paparazzi had been relentless after Seattle. They'd waited outside her hotel like vultures, calling her name, asking if she was entering rehab, if her career was over, if the rumors about her sleeping with the label executive were true. Their cameras had flashed like strobe lights, disorienting her already fragile state. Julia had pulled her hoodie tighter, kept her sunglasses on, and mumbled "no comment" as security escorted her through the gauntlet.

      "Give us a smile, Julia! Are you on something right now?"

      "How does it feel to throw away your career?"

      "Any comment on the videos calling you a 'drug-addled has-been'?"

      She remembered the airport being worse. Someone had tipped them off about her flight, and they'd swarmed the terminal. In her panic to escape, she'd shoved a photographer. The images had been everywhere by nightfall—wild-eyed Julia Sinclair, assaulting innocent media. The photographer had pressed charges.

      The court date had been a blur. Her attorney had spoken in hurried, hushed tones about settlements and community service. Julia had nodded, signed papers, and somehow avoided jail time. But the judge's words had cut deeper than any tabloid headline.

      "Ms. Sinclair, your talents do not place you above the law. I strongly suggest you seek professional help before you find yourself back in my courtroom under more serious circumstances."

      Professional help. Julia's lips twisted into something between a smile and a grimace. She'd done the rehab circuit—twice at Promises in Malibu, once at a discreet facility in Arizona. Thirty days of group therapy and equine therapy and art therapy and yoga. Thirty days of pretending to care about "her journey" while counting the minutes until she could leave.

      She'd stayed clean for exactly sixteen days after her last stint. Long enough to convince her team she was back on track, long enough to book the Seattle show that had ended everything.

      Her thoughts drifted to the aftermath. The label had "mutually parted ways" with her—corporate speak for being unceremoniously dropped. Her tour had been canceled, refunds issued. Her sponsorship deals had evaporated overnight. The luxury skincare line that had paid her seven figures to be their "fresh face" had released a statement about their "commitment to positive role models."

      A text message illuminated her phone screen:

      
        
          
            
              
        Final warning about the rent, Ms. Sinclair. Payment is 45 days past due.

      

      

      

      

      

      Julia laughed, a hollow sound that echoed through the cavernous living room. That was the ultimate humiliation. Broke. She was actually broke. Yes, on paper she had made millions, but between her "team" taking their percentages, her lavish spending, and now her frozen accounts pending legal settlements, she couldn't even pay rent on the apartment she'd once bragged about on talk shows.

      She forced herself to stand, swaying slightly as her body adjusted to verticality. The floor-to-ceiling windows offered a spectacular view of Manhattan that she'd once found inspiring. Now the cityscape looked cold, indifferent to her suffering. How many other broken people were hidden behind those gleaming windows, pretending their lives weren't collapsing?

      Julia made her way to the bathroom, each step a negotiation with her exhausted body. The woman in the mirror was a stranger—sallow skin, bloodshot eyes, cheekbones too prominent from days of not eating. A far cry from the glossy photos that had once graced magazine covers.

      "What happened to you?" she whispered to her reflection.

      The answer came unbidden: you happened to you. No one else to blame. She'd chosen this path, chosen the fame and the parties and the drugs over everything solid and real. Over family. Over Phoebe.

      As if summoned by the thought, her phone rang with her sister's name displayed on the screen. Phoebe had been calling daily since the incident. Julia had ignored every call since that first one, too ashamed to face the one person who'd always seen through her carefully constructed facade.

      The phone stopped ringing. Then immediately started again. And again. And again.

      On the fifth consecutive call, Julia finally picked up, her finger trembling as it slid across the screen.

      "What?" Her voice came out raspy, unused.

      Silence stretched across the line before Phoebe's voice, firm yet somehow gentle, filtered through. "You're alive, then. I was about to call the police for a wellness check."

      "I'm fine," Julia said, the lie automatic.

      "You're not fine. I've watched the videos. I've read the reports. I know about the court date and the rehab rumors."

      Julia sank onto the edge of her bathtub. "Then why ask?"

      "I'm not asking if you're fine. I'm telling you that you're not," Phoebe said. "And I'm telling you it's time to come home."

      Home. The word conjured images Julia had spent years suppressing—a small house with a wrap-around porch, dirt roads winding through Tennessee hills, a church with a modest steeple that had once been the center of their lives.

      "I don't have a home in Maple Ridge anymore," Julia said, her throat tightening. "I haven't been back in⁠—"

      "Eight years, I know. But you have nowhere else to go, do you?"

      The question hung in the air. Julia glanced around her opulent bathroom with its marble countertops and gold fixtures. Soon it would belong to someone else. Someone who hadn't squandered everything.

      "I can figure something out," she said weakly.

      "Like what? Another rehab stint paid for with money you don't have? Another toxic relationship with some industry guy who sees you as a commodity? Or maybe just keep drinking until your liver fails?" Phoebe's voice cracked slightly. "I'm not going to let you kill yourself, Jules."

      Jules. Nobody had called her that in years. It was a name from before—before the fame, before the fall.

      "Why do you even care? I left. I abandoned you." The words tasted bitter on Julia's tongue. "I was horrible to you the last time we spoke."

      "Because you're my sister," Phoebe said simply. "And because I know the real you is still in there somewhere beneath all... this."

      Julia looked down at her trembling hands. They seemed to belong to someone else—someone older, frailer.

      "I don't have any money," she whispered, the admission physically painful. "I can't even afford a plane ticket to Nashville."

      "I know. I already bought you a bus ticket. It's non-refundable, so you're coming whether you like it or not."

      Julia almost smiled. That was the Phoebe she remembered—practical, determined, always one step ahead.

      "A bus ticket? Seriously? That's like a twenty-hour ride."

      "Twenty-three, actually. With transfers. You leave tomorrow morning from Port Authority." There was a pause. "Think of it as a chance to detox."

      Julia pressed her fingers against her eyelids until she saw sparks. The thought of facing her hometown, of people seeing how far she'd fallen, made her physically ill. But what choice did she have?

      "There are conditions," Phoebe continued. "No drugs. No alcohol. No drama. You stay in my guest room, and you follow my rules."

      "I'm not a child, Phoebe."

      "Then stop acting like one. Get your life together." Another pause, softer this time. "I'm not doing this to punish you. I'm doing this because I love you."

      Love. The word felt foreign, a concept from another lifetime. When was the last time anyone had loved Julia for herself and not what she could provide—money, fame, connections?

      "I don't know how to do this," Julia admitted, her voice small.

      "Do what?"

      "Start over. Be... normal. I don't even know who I am without all of this." She gestured around her empty apartment, though Phoebe couldn't see.

      "That's exactly why you need to come home." Phoebe's voice softened. "I'll text you the ticket details. Just be at the station by 7 AM. And Jules? Pack light. The past doesn't fit in a suitcase anyway."

      After they hung up, Julia sat motionless on the bathtub's edge for a long time. The thought of returning to Maple Ridge, Tennessee—population 4,200, one stoplight, more churches than restaurants—terrified her. But for the first time in years, the crushing weight on her chest eased slightly.

      She stood on unsteady legs and walked to the bedroom where designer clothes spilled from the closet like viscera from a wound. What did one pack for rock bottom? What did one wear to their own resurrection?

      In the end, she filled a single suitcase with practical items—jeans, t-shirts, sneakers. Nothing with sequins or brand names. Nothing that screamed "Julia Sinclair, Pop Star." She was returning as simply Julia. Or maybe as Jules. She wasn't sure who that was anymore.

      Before sleeping, she flushed the remaining pills down the toilet, watching the small white tablets swirl away like years of her life. The vodka followed. As dawn broke over Manhattan, she stood at her window one last time, watching the city awaken beneath her. She had arrived nine years ago with dreams of conquering this skyline. Now she was leaving with nothing but a bus ticket and her sister's unconditional love.

      It wasn't a happy ending. But maybe, just maybe, it was the beginning of something else.
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      The bus smelled of industrial cleaner and fast food, a combination that twisted Julia's already fragile stomach into knots. Twenty-three hours of highways, truck stops, and transfers had left her body aching and her nerves frayed to breaking. She pressed her forehead against the cool window as the Tennessee landscape rolled past—verdant hills and farmland so different from Manhattan's concrete and glass. Each mile marker brought her closer to Maple Ridge, the town she'd sworn never to see again, and further from the life she'd built and then systematically destroyed.

      Her hands wouldn't stop shaking. Forty-one hours since her last drink, and her body was staging a full rebellion. The tremors had started somewhere in Pennsylvania, followed by waves of nausea in Ohio, and now a throbbing headache that made each bump in the road feel like an icepick to her temple. Was this what getting clean felt like, or just the universe's punishment for her choices?

      Julia pulled her oversized sunglasses lower, though the afternoon light wasn't particularly bright. The last thing she needed was to be recognized, though the likelihood of anyone on this Greyhound knowing—or caring—who she was seemed increasingly small the deeper they drove into rural Tennessee.

      "Next stop, Maple Ridge," the driver announced, his voice crackling through speakers that had seen better days.

      Julia's heart rate doubled. She wasn't ready. Not for this town, not for the stares, not for the whispers that would inevitably follow. Most of all, not for Phoebe—steady, responsible Phoebe who had stayed while Julia ran, who had built a life in the very place Julia had despised.

      The "Welcome to Maple Ridge" sign appeared beside the highway, its paint faded but the message unmistakable: "Where faith grows and neighbors know your name." Julia almost laughed at the irony. Her name was known across the country now, but for all the wrong reasons.

      The bus slowed as it turned onto Main Street, and Julia felt a disorienting sense of time collapse. Eight years had passed, but Maple Ridge existed in some strange stasis. The same brick storefronts lined the street—Billy's Hardware, Maple Diner, First Community Bank. The courthouse square still had its gazebo where local bands played during summer festivals. Even the massive oak tree in front of the library looked exactly as she remembered, though surely it should have grown.

      Only a few things betrayed the passage of time: a new coffee shop where the old pharmacy had been, smartphones in the hands of teenagers lounging outside the ice cream parlor, a "For Sale" sign on Miss Browning's dress shop. Small changes in a place that otherwise seemed suspended in amber.

      The bus wheezed to a stop in front of Carter's General Store, which had doubled as the town's bus station for as long as anyone could remember. Julia remained seated as the handful of other passengers collected their belongings and shuffled toward the exit. She wanted to delay the inevitable for just a few
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