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The Santoro kitchen smelled of garlic and worry. Gina Santoro stood at the stove, stirring a pot of gravy that had been simmering since dawn, though her son had already eaten breakfast and her husband had long since left for the firehouse. 

She stirred because she needed something to do with her hands. Stirring kept her from crying. Stirring kept her from grabbing Antonio by the collar and begging him to stay in Brooklyn where he belonged.

Antonio watched her from the doorway, his duffel bag slung over one shoulder, his acceptance letter folded into the breast pocket of his jacket like a holy relic. He was twenty years old, built like his father—broad shoulders, thick forearms, a jaw that looked carved from granite—but his eyes were his mother’s. Dark, warm, and far too perceptive for his own good.

“Mamma,” he said softly. “It’s not the end of the world.”

Gina waved a wooden spoon at him without turning around. 

“You don’t know that. You haven’t lived long enough to know what the end of the world looks like. I have. The end of the world is my only son moving to Manhattan and forgetting he has a mother who cooked for him every single day of his life.”

“I’ll call every Sunday.”

“You’ll call every Sunday until you meet some girl who doesn’t like the way I talk, and then you’ll call every other Sunday, and then you’ll call on holidays, and then—”

“Mamma.”

She finally turned. Her face was round and flushed from the heat of the stove, and her eyes were already wet. She set down the spoon and crossed the kitchen in three quick steps, her hands gripping his face like he was still five years old and about to board a school bus for the first time.

“You are so beautiful,” she whispered. “You have no idea how beautiful you are. And you have no idea how much the world is going to try to break you.”

“I know, Mamma.”

“No. You don’t. But you will.” 

She kissed his forehead, then his left cheek, then his right. 

“You call me the minute you get there. The minute. I don’t care if it’s three in the morning. I am your mother. I will be awake.”

He smiled and kissed her back, then pulled away before she could cry in earnest. 

The subway would not wait. The city would not wait. And somewhere, in a rehearsal hall on the Upper West Side, a professor named Harold Whitmore was about to decide whether Antonio Santoro had any right to call himself an actor at all.

His father met him on the stoop.

Samuel Santoro was not a man of many words. He had spent thirty years walking into burning buildings, pulling strangers from the jaws of death, and returning home to sit in his armchair and read the newspaper without saying a single word about what he had seen. He was built like a firehouse—solid, unshakeable, and practical to the bone.

“Your bag packed?” Samuel asked.

“Yes, Pop.”

“Everything you need?”

“Everything.”

Samuel nodded once. He looked at his son for a long moment, and Antonio saw something shift behind his father’s eyes—not worry, exactly, but something close. Something like recognition. Like Samuel was looking at a younger version of himself and wondering if he had done enough to prepare the boy for what came next.

“Your mother is going to cry for a week,” Samuel said.

“I know.”

“She cried for a week when I got promoted to lieutenant. She cried for a week when your sister got married. She’ll cry for a week when we buy a new car. That’s just how she processes things.”

Antonio laughed despite himself. “I’ll call.”

“You better.” 

Samuel reached out and clasped his son’s shoulder, his grip firm and warm. 

“Listen to me, Antonio. You’re going to a school full of people who think they’re better than everyone else. Some of them probably are. Most of them aren’t. But you walk in there with your head up and your eyes open, and you work. You work harder than anyone else in that room, and you don’t stop until they have no choice but to notice you. You understand?”

“Yes, Pop.”

“Good.” Samuel released him. “Now go. And don’t look back.”

Antonio looked back.

He looked back at his mother standing in the doorway, wiping her eyes with her apron. He looked back at the brownstone where he had grown up, the stoop where he had learned to recite Shakespeare for his father’s firefighter buddies, the sidewalk where he had practiced his audition monologue until the neighbors complained. He looked back at everything he had ever known, and then he turned around and walked toward the subway, his duffel bag heavy on his shoulder and his heart heavier still.

He did not know it then, but he would spend the next twenty years trying to find his way back to that stoop.

—-
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OLIVIA HART HAD NEVER been on a subway before.

She stood on the platform at Penn Station, clutching her suitcase with both hands, trying to look like she knew exactly where she was going. She did not. 

She had spent the past forty-eight hours memorizing maps and train routes, but none of that preparation had prepared her for the sheer weight of the city pressing down on her from all sides. The noise, the crowds, the relentless motion of people who had places to be and no time to explain them to a girl from Ohio.

Her father had driven her to the station that morning. 

Michael Hart was a practical man, a retired high school principal who believed in punctuality, honesty, and the kind of quiet love that showed up in the small moments. He had not cried when he dropped her off. 

He had simply hugged her, pressed a folded fifty-dollar bill into her palm, and said, “Call your mother when you get there. And Olivia? Don’t let them change who you are.”

She had promised him she wouldn’t. She had meant it at the time. But standing in the chaos of Penn Station, surrounded by strangers who seemed to move with a purpose she did not yet possess, she felt something shift inside her. A tiny crack in the armor of confidence she had built over the past four years of high school theater, community productions, and the single glowing review that had convinced her to apply to Juilliard in the first place.

“Olivia Hart delivers a performance of such raw vulnerability that the audience cannot look away.”

That line had been her talisman. She had read it a thousand times, memorized the curve of every letter, held it close on the nights when she doubted herself. She had it memorized still, though she would never admit it to anyone.

She found the subway entrance, bought a ticket with the fifty dollars her father had given her, and descended into the belly of the city.

The train was crowded. She stood with her suitcase wedged between her legs, facing the door, trying to make herself as small as possible. 

A man in a business suit was reading a newspaper over her shoulder. A teenager with purple hair was listening to music so loud she could hear it through his headphones. A woman with three shopping bags was arguing with someone on her phone about a delivery that had never arrived.

Olivia closed her eyes and breathed.

This is the first day, she told herself. This is the first day of the rest of your life. You are not scared. You are not overwhelmed. You are exactly where you are supposed to be.

She opened her eyes.

The train lurched forward, and she stumbled against the man behind her. He grunted and stepped back, and she muttered an apology so quiet that no one heard her.

She was not exactly where she was supposed to be. She was lost, terrified, and almost certainly about to make a fool of herself in front of the most talented young actors in the country.

But she was here.

And that, she decided, was enough for now.

—-
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JUILLIARD WAS NOT WHAT she expected.

It was smaller, for one thing. The lobby was elegant and restrained, filled with the quiet hum of students who had already started to become the people they were meant to be. 

There were no flashy posters, no grand staircases, no visible signs of the fame and fortune that awaited the lucky few. Just hallways, and practice rooms, and the occasional sound of a piano drifting through closed doors.

Olivia checked in at the front desk, received a folder with her schedule, and joined the crowd of nervous students milling around the orientation hall. She counted at least fifty of them—fifty other young actors, all of them wearing the same careful expression of studied confidence that she had been practicing in her mirror for months.

She found a seat near the back and watched them.

There was a tall girl with angular cheekbones and hair pulled back so tight it looked painful, whispering something to a boy with a scarf that had clearly cost more than Olivia’s entire wardrobe. There was a young man with dreadlocks who was doing vocal warm-ups under his breath, his eyes closed, completely unbothered by the stares of the people around him. There was a couple holding hands in the corner, looking so deeply in love that Olivia wondered if they had already been cast in some production together.

And then there was the man with the duffel bag.

He walked in late, which was the first thing she noticed. The second thing she noticed was the way he moved—like he was taking up space that nobody had offered him, like he had every right to be here and was not about to apologize for it. 

He had dark hair, dark eyes, and the kind of jawline that belonged on a Greek coin. He was wearing a worn leather jacket and jeans that looked like they had been through a war, and he was scanning the room with an expression that Olivia could not quite read.

Was he nervous? Confident? Both?

She watched him find a seat on the opposite side of the room, far away from the other students. He sat down, dropped his duffel bag at his feet, and stared straight ahead at the empty podium like he was waiting for someone to tell him what to do.

Olivia looked away.

She told herself she was not staring. She told herself she was simply observing—a useful skill for an actor, after all, to study the people around her and understand their motivations. That was what she was doing. Studying. Nothing more.

The orientation began with a series of speeches from administrators she would not remember. 

They talked about excellence, dedication, the legacy of the institution. Olivia nodded along, her eyes drifting to the man in the leather jacket every few seconds, and she could not have repeated a single word they said if her life depended on it.

Then they were dismissed to their first class.

Professor Harold Whitmore’s rehearsal studio was a cavernous room with scuffed wooden floors, floor-to-ceiling mirrors on three walls, and a single chair in the center of the space. The chair was old, splintered, and looked like it had been there since the school opened. It was, Olivia would later learn, entirely intentional.

The students filed in and arranged themselves in a loose semicircle around the chair. Whitmore stood at the front of the room, a thin man in his late sixties with sharp cheekbones, wire-rimmed glasses, and the kind of stillness that made the air feel heavier in his presence.

He did not speak for three full minutes.

The students shifted. They glanced at each other. They cleared their throats. They did everything except meet Whitmore’s eyes, because Whitmore’s eyes were moving slowly across the room, cataloging each of them like a collector examining a new shipment of artifacts.

When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet enough that they had to lean forward to hear it.

“I am not interested in your résumés,” he said. “I am not interested in your headshots, your showreels, or the reviews your mother clipped out of your local newspaper. I am interested in one thing, and one thing only.”

He paused.

“The truth.”

He moved away from the front of the room, walking slowly along the line of students, his footsteps barely audible on the wooden floor.

“You have all been told that you are talented. That much is obvious. If you were not talented, you would not be standing in this room. But talent is not enough. Talent is the price of admission. What you do with that talent—whether you use it to hide from the world or to reveal yourself to it—that is what will determine whether you succeed or fail.”

He stopped in front of a young woman with red hair and a nervous smile.

“What is your name?”

“Emily, sir.”

“Emily. When you walk onto a stage, Emily, what do you feel?”

“I—” She faltered. “I feel excited, sir.”

Whitmore tilted his head. 

“Excited. That is a safe answer. That is the answer you think I want to hear. But I did not ask what you think I want to hear. I asked what you feel.”

Emily’s smile faltered. “I... I feel terrified.”

Whitmore nodded. 

“Good. That is the truth. Hold onto it.”

He moved on, asking the same question to a young man with a pointed chin and an expensive haircut, then to a woman with braces and bright blue eyes. Each of them gave him a version of the same answer—excited, nervous, hopeful—and each of them wilted slightly under his quiet scrutiny.

Then he stopped in front of Antonio.

“You,” Whitmore said. “What is your name?”

“Antonio Santoro.”

“And when you walk onto a stage, Antonio, what do you feel?”

Antonio was silent for a moment. Olivia watched him from across the room, expecting the same practiced answer she had been prepared to give herself.

“I feel like I’m home,” Antonio said.

Whitmore’s eyebrows rose a fraction of an inch. 

“Home. That is not the answer I usually hear.”

“I know,” Antonio said. “But that’s what I feel. The stage is the only place where I don’t have to pretend. I mean—” He stopped, ran a hand through his hair, and laughed. “I mean, on the stage I’m pretending to be someone else, but that’s the thing. When I’m pretending to be someone else, I’m more myself than I ever am in real life. Does that make sense?”

Whitmore stared at him for a long moment.

And then, unexpectedly, he smiled.

“Not entirely,” he said. “But I appreciate the honesty.” 

He turned to face the rest of the class. 

“You want to know what acting is? Acting is not pretending to be someone else. Acting is finding yourself so completely inside another person’s skin that you forget where you end and they begin. It is the most honest thing you will ever do. If you are not truthful on that stage, the audience will know it. They will feel it. And they will reject you.”

He moved to the center of the room and gestured to the empty chair.

“For your first exercise, I am going to pair you up. Each pair will approach this chair, sit in it, and improvise a scene. I will give you a scenario. You will have no time to prepare. You will simply respond to each other in the moment.”

He consulted a clipboard on the floor, pretending to consider names he had clearly already chosen.

“Santoro,” he said. “Hart.”

Olivia’s heart stopped.

She looked across the room and found Antonio’s eyes on her. He had the same expression he had worn when he walked in—that unreadable mix of confidence and something else. Something uncertain.

“Of course,” Whitmore said dryly, “if either of you has a problem with being paired with the other, now would be the time to voice it.”

Neither of them spoke.

Antonio rose from his spot on the floor and walked toward the chair. Olivia rose too, her legs unsteady, and met him in the center of the room. The other students were watching. The silence was absolute.

Whitmore waited until they were both standing in front of the chair.

“Your scenario,” he said. “Two strangers meet at a bus station. They recognize each other from somewhere but cannot remember where. They have two minutes. Begin.”

Antonio and Olivia stared at each other.

For a long, terrible moment, nothing happened. Olivia could feel the weight of Whitmore’s gaze, the curiosity of her classmates, the pressure of the scenario pressing down on her like a physical thing. She opened her mouth to speak, to say something—anything—but the words would not come.

And then Antonio sat down in the chair.

He did it slowly, deliberately, his eyes never leaving hers. He leaned back, crossed one ankle over his knee, and tilted his head like he was studying her.

“I know you,” he said.

His voice was different. Softer. Less confident. He had dropped something—some layer of armor she had not realized he was wearing—and in its place was something almost vulnerable.

Olivia felt herself respond before she could think about it.

“No you don’t,” she said. “I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

“That’s a lie.” Antonio smiled, but it was a sad smile, a tired smile. “You were there. In Chicago. The little theater on Oak Street. Two years ago.”

She blinked. The detail was not in their scenario. He had invented it, fully formed, in the space between heartbeats.

“I don’t remember,” she said carefully.

“Sure you do.” He leaned forward. “You were in the front row. Third seat from the left. You were wearing a blue dress. You cried. I saw you.”

Olivia’s breath caught. She had not been in Chicago. She had never been to Chicago. But she was suddenly in that theater, suddenly in that blue dress, suddenly crying in the front row of a performance she had never seen.

“Maybe,” she said quietly. “Maybe I did.”

The rest of the scene unfolded like a dream. They talked about nothing and everything—about bus schedules, about the weather, about the strange coincidence of running into each other after all these years. They wove a history together, a shared past that had never existed, and Olivia felt herself falling into it so completely that she almost forgot where she was.

She forgot Whitmore. She forgot the class. She forgot the pressure, the fear, the weight of being the girl from Ohio who was not sure she belonged.

She was just Olivia. And he was just Antonio.

And then Whitmore said, “Time.”

The scene stopped.

Olivia blinked, disoriented, and looked around the room. The students were staring at her. At him. Their faces were unreadable, but she could feel the shift in the air—something had happened, something they had all witnessed, something she did not fully understand.

Whitmore stepped forward.

He did not smile. He did not clap. He simply looked at Antonio and Olivia with an expression that was almost startled, almost impressed, almost something else entirely.

“Again,” he said.

Olivia’s eyes widened. “Sir?”

“You heard me. Again. Same scenario. But this time, you do not speak.”

“We—”

“Your voices are a crutch,” Whitmore said. “A beautiful crutch, but a crutch, nonetheless. Now show me what you can say without words.”

Antonio looked at Olivia. Olivia looked at Antonio.

And then, without a word, Antonio reached out and placed his hand on the back of the chair. He did not touch her. He did not move closer. But the gesture was so intimate, so full of unspoken grief, that Olivia felt her eyes sting with tears she did not understand.

She sat down across from him. She did not speak.

He did not speak.

But something passed between them—an understanding that was not quite physical and not quite emotional, but somewhere in the space between the two. It was the kind of connection that could not be faked, could not be rehearsed, could not be taught.

The room was silent.

Whitmore nodded once, slowly, as if he had just witnessed something he had not expected to see.

“Santoro,” he said. “Hart. Stay after class.”

The words landed like a verdict. Olivia felt her stomach drop. Had she done something wrong? Had she ruined the exercise? She could not read Whitmore’s face—could not tell if he was pleased or furious or simply curious.

But Antonio was looking at her with an expression she could not name, something warm and searching and almost frightened, and she realized that he did not know either.

When the other students filed out, the two of them remained standing in the center of the room, side by side, waiting.

Whitmore approached them slowly.

“That,” he said, “was not supposed to happen.”

Olivia swallowed. “I’m sorry, sir. I—”

“Don’t apologize.” 

Whitmore’s eyes moved from Olivia to Antonio and back again. 

“I have been teaching this exercise for eighteen years. In all that time, I have seen exactly two other performances that captured what you two just captured. Do you know what that was?”

Antonio shook his head.

“That was truth,” Whitmore said. “Real truth. The kind that cannot be manufactured or taught. You two are scene partners for the rest of the semester.”

Olivia’s mouth fell open. “But sir—”

“Not a suggestion. A directive. The two of you have something that cannot be explained, and I intend to see where it leads.” 

He turned away from them, moving toward the door, and paused with his hand on the frame. 

“Get out of here. Both of you. Go get coffee or something. But whatever you do, keep talking to each other.”

Then he was gone.

—-
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ANTONIO AND OLIVIA stood in silence for a long moment.

“Wow,” Olivia said finally.

“Wow,” Antonio agreed.

She laughed—a nervous, startled sound that came out higher than she intended. 

“He called it truth. What does that even mean?”

“I don’t know,” Antonio said. 

He turned to face her fully, and for the first time, she saw him without his armor. He looked young. He looked scared. He looked like a boy who had just realized he had walked into something far bigger than he had planned. 

“But I’ve got to say, that was the best ten minutes of my entire life.”

Olivia stared at him. “You’re not just saying that?”

“I’m not just saying that.” 

He held up his hand, palm open. 

“I’m Antonio, by the way. I never actually said that.”

She took his hand. His grip was warm, steady, and entirely different from the nervous flutter in her chest.

“Olivia,” she said.

“I know.” He smiled. “Whitmore said your name.”

“I know. I was just—” She laughed again. “I don’t know what I was doing. I don’t know what happened in there.”

“Neither do I. But I think—” He stopped, ran a hand through his hair, and shook his head. “Never mind.”

“No, tell me.”

“I think Whitmore was right,” he said quietly. “I think we have something. I don’t know what it is, but I felt it. Did you feel it?”

Olivia looked at him.

She thought about her mother’s warnings, her father’s advice, the careful defenses she had built around her heart. She thought about the subway, the chaos, the overwhelming weight of a city that did not care about her dreams.

And then she thought about the blue dress, the Chicago theater, the imaginary performance that had suddenly become the most real thing she had ever experienced.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “I felt it.”

Antonio’s smile widened. It was the first time she had seen him truly smile, and the sight of it did something strange to her heart.

“Good,” he said. “Because I think we’re just getting started.”

The words hung in the air between them, full of promise and possibility and a future neither of them could yet imagine.

Outside, the city hummed with its endless energy. Inside that rehearsal studio, two strangers stood face to face, not knowing that this was the first take of a performance that would last a lifetime.

And across the city, in an office overlooking the Hudson River, a legendary producer named Max Sterling was preparing to change everything.

But that was a story for another time.

For now, Antonio reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled five-dollar bill.

“You want to get that coffee?” he asked.

Olivia looked at the money, then at him, then at the door where Whitmore had disappeared.

She should have said no. She should have played it safe. She should have protected her heart from the dangerous pull of a boy she barely knew.

Instead, she said, “I’d love to.”
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The coffee shop was two blocks from Juilliard, tucked between a used bookstore and a laundromat, and it smelled like burned espresso and ambition. Antonio held the door open for Olivia, and she ducked under his arm with a murmured thanks, suddenly hyperaware of how close they were standing.

They found a table in the corner, away from the windows, away from the other customers. Antonio slid into the booth across from her and immediately began tearing his sugar packet into tiny strips, a nervous habit he had not known he possessed until this exact moment.

“So,” he said.

“So,” Olivia echoed.

They both laughed, and the sound broke the tension like a pane of glass.

“I feel like I should apologize,” Olivia said. “I don’t know what happened in there. I don’t even know if I was acting or just... I don’t know. Losing my mind.”

Antonio shook his head. 

“Don’t apologize. That was the best thing I’ve ever done. And I’ve done a lot of things.”

“Like what?”

He paused, the sugar packet halfway to his mouth. 

“Okay, I haven’t actually done a lot of things. That was a lie. I’m a terrible liar. My mother always said I wear my heart on my sleeve, which in Italian is apparently a very bad thing.”

Olivia grinned. “Your mother sounds wonderful.”

“She’s a nightmare. She’s the greatest woman who ever lived, and she’s a complete nightmare.” 

He set down the sugar packet and leaned forward. 

“What about your mother?”

“Her name is Marilyn. She’s a retired Broadway actress.”

Antonio’s eyebrows shot up. 

“Your mother was on Broadway?”

“She was in the chorus of a revival in the eighties. She understudied the lead for three weeks. She still talks about it like she won a Tony.” 

Olivia smiled, but there was something wistful in it. 

“She’s the reason I’m here. She always told me I had something special.”

“You do,” Antonio said, and then immediately looked down at his hands, as if he had said something he was not supposed to.

Olivia pretended not to notice. 

“What about your family? You mentioned Brooklyn.”

Antonio nodded, visibly grateful for the subject change. 

“Big Italian family. My mother, Gina, who cooks like she’s feeding an army even when it’s just the three of us. My father, Samuel, who’s a retired firefighter and says about ten words a day, and those are usually about sports. My sister, Rosa, who’s older than me and lives in New Jersey with her husband and three kids who I love but who also once destroyed my entire collection of baseball cards.”

“Three kids?”

“Two boys and a girl. They’re terrors. Complete terrors. I adore them.” 

He grinned. 

“My whole family talks over each other constantly. If you want to be heard at the Santoro dinner table, you have to shout. And even then, you’re probably not going to be heard.”

Olivia laughed. 

“At my house, we took turns. My father, Michael, is a retired high school principal. He’s very orderly. Dinner was always at six, and we had to wait until everyone was seated before we could eat. If I tried to talk over someone, my mother would just give me this look—”

She demonstrated the look. It was terrifying.

Antonio recoiled dramatically. 

“Okay, that’s worse than anything my mother could do. My mother just cries.”

“Your mother cries?”

“All the time. Happy, sad, angry, confused—she cries. She cried when I got into Juilliard. She cried when I told her I was moving to Manhattan. She’ll probably cry when I call her tonight and tell her I’m still alive.” 

He paused. 

“Actually, she’ll probably cry when I call her tonight and tell her I’m still alive because she was convinced I’d get mugged on the subway.”

“Did you?”

“No. But I did see a man eat a slice of pizza while simultaneously arguing with someone on the phone about a parking ticket, so it wasn’t a total loss.”

Olivia laughed again, and Antonio realized he was keeping track of how many times he had made her laugh. It was a dangerous habit. He was not sure why he was doing it. He barely knew her.

But he also knew he wanted to hear that sound again.

“What made you want to become an actor?” he asked.

Olivia’s smile softened. 

“I don’t know if this is going to sound silly, but I saw a movie when I was seven years old. It was an old movie, black and white. My mother showed it to me. And there was this moment in it—I don’t even remember the movie now, but I remember the actress’s face. She was crying, and it was so real, and I just thought, I want to do that. I want to make people feel that way.”

“That’s not silly.”

“I also want to win an Academy Award.” 

She said it quickly, as if she was admitting something shameful. 

“I’ve wanted one since I was a little girl. I used to practice my acceptance speech in the mirror.”

Antonio grinned. “What did you say?”

“I don’t remember. Something about thanking my mother and the Academy and all the little people who believed in me. It was very dramatic and very rehearsed.” 

She tilted her head. 

“What about you? What made you want to be an actor?”

Antonio leaned back in the booth. “Shakespeare.”

“Shakespeare?”

“High school. We did Romeo and Juliet, and I got cast as Mercutio. I didn’t even really understand what I was saying half the time—I just memorized the words and said them with as much feeling as I could. And then, during the performance, something happened. I was doing the Queen Mab speech, and I looked out into the audience, and I saw this woman in the front row crying. And I thought, I did that. I made her feel that. And I never wanted to do anything else.”

Olivia was quiet for a moment. “That’s beautiful.”

“It was just luck. I was lucky I had a good teacher who believed in me. I was lucky I got the part.” 

He shrugged. 

“I was lucky I got in here. I didn’t get in anywhere else.”

Olivia stared at him. “What?”

“Juilliard was my only acceptance. I applied to ten schools. Ten. And every single one of them rejected me except this one.” 

He laughed, but it was hollow. 

“I was convinced they had made a mistake. I almost didn’t show up for orientation because I figured they’d realize their error and kick me out.”

Olivia reached across the table and touched his hand without thinking.

“I was the same.”

“You were?”

“Juilliard was my only acceptance too. I told myself it was because I had aimed too high, that I had wasted my applications on schools I wasn’t good enough for, and then I got the letter and I couldn’t believe it.” 

She shook her head. 

“I almost didn’t come. I had my suitcase packed and I was sitting in my room, trying to decide if I should just stay in Ohio and teach high school drama or whatever, and my mother came in and told me I was being an idiot.”

“She sounds like a wise woman.”

“She’s a force of nature.” 

Olivia pulled her hand back, suddenly aware that she had been touching him. 

“But yeah. I was terrified. I’m still terrified. I don’t think that ever goes away.”

Antonio looked at her for a long moment. 

“You know what I think?”

“What?”

“I think we’re both so scared of failing that we’ve convinced ourselves we don’t deserve to be here. And that’s bullshit. We do deserve to be here. We got in. They picked us. And we’re going to prove them right.”

Olivia smiled. “That’s very motivational.”

“I’m full of surprises.”

“Are you?”

He opened his mouth to respond, then closed it. He had been about to say something flippant, something funny, something that would keep the conversation light and easy. 

Instead, he said, “I don’t know. I guess you’ll have to find out.”

The words hung in the air between them.

Olivia looked at him, and Antonio looked at her, and neither of them knew what to say next.

The barista called out an order, and the moment broke.

—-
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THEY WALKED BACK TOWARD campus instead of taking the subway. Neither of them suggested it; they simply started walking, their steps synchronized without conscious effort, and by the time they realized they had passed the subway entrance, it was too late to turn back.

“I never noticed how beautiful Lincoln Center is,” Olivia said, looking up at the buildings around them. “I mean, I’ve seen pictures, but it’s different in person.”

“It’s different everything in person,” Antonio said. “That’s what I’m learning. You can look at a photograph of something and think you understand it, but then you stand in front of it and it’s completely different. The scale of it. The weight of it. The way the light hits it at a certain time of day.”

Olivia glanced at him. 

“That’s very poetic for a guy who almost didn’t show up to orientation.”

“Like I said. Full of surprises.”

They walked in comfortable silence for a few minutes, passing by a street musician playing a saxophone and a group of tourists taking photographs. The city hummed around them, indifferent to the two young actors who were slowly discovering that they did not want the afternoon to end.

“Tell me something I don’t know about you,” Olivia said.

Antonio considered this. “I’m allergic to cats.”

“Everyone says that.”

“I actually am. My eyes swell up and I can’t breathe. It’s very dramatic. I once had to be rushed to the emergency room because my cousin brought her cat to a family gathering and I didn’t know.”

Olivia laughed. “Okay, that’s actually a good one. Your turn.”

Antonio grinned. “Alright, hit me with another one.”

She thought for a moment. 

“What’s the worst audition you ever had?”

Antonio groaned. 

“Oh, that’s easy. I auditioned for a commercial when I was seventeen. It was for some kind of cleaning product. I had to hold a mop and look really excited about how clean the floor was. I was terrible. The casting director told me I looked like I was holding a weapon.”

Olivia snorted. “A weapon?”

“I don’t know why. I guess I was just really committed to the mop. I was gripping it like my life depended on it.” 

He mimed the pose, and Olivia dissolved into laughter.

“What did you say?”

“I said thank you and walked out. I was so embarrassed I didn’t audition for anything for six months. I just stayed in my room and practiced monologues by myself.”

Olivia’s laughter softened into something gentler. 

“You were that scared?”

“I was terrified. I thought I was never going to make it. I thought I was going to end up working in my uncle’s deli for the rest of my life, making sandwiches and telling everyone I had almost been an actor.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No, I didn’t.” 

He looked at her. 

“I got lucky. I had my father, who told me not to give up. And I had my mother, who told me she would never stop believing in me, even if I made terrible sandwiches for the rest of my life.”

Olivia was quiet for a moment. 

“My father told me something similar. He told me that if I really wanted it, I had to keep going. He said the only people who fail are the ones who stop trying.”

“So we’re both children of wise fathers.”

“And dramatic mothers.”

“Very dramatic mothers.” Antonio grinned. “Our mothers would probably get along.”

“They would probably form a support group for parents of neurotic actors.”

“I can already picture it. They’d meet once a week and complain about how we don’t call enough.”

Olivia laughed, and Antonio felt something loosen in his chest. He did not know how to name it—this feeling that had settled over him since the moment Whitmore had paired them together. It was not attraction, exactly. It was something deeper. Something he was not ready to examine.

They arrived back at Juilliard just as the afternoon sun was beginning to sink behind the buildings.

—-
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THE NEXT ACTING CLASS was held in the same cavernous rehearsal studio, and Whitmore was already waiting for them when they filed in. His glasses were perched on his nose, and he was making notes on a clipboard with the kind of intense concentration that made the students instinctively quiet.

He looked up when Antonio and Olivia entered.

“Ah,” he said. “The dynamic duo.”

Antonio flushed. “Sir?”

Whitmore’s eyes moved between them, cataloging their posture, the way they walked, the way they unconsciously stood closer together than they had the day before. His expression was unreadable.

“I notice you’ve become more comfortable with each other,” he said. “That’s good. Comfort is important. But let me warn you now—comfort is not the same as chemistry, and chemistry is not the same as acting.”

He paused, letting the words sink in.

“Chemistry is instinctual. It is the spark that happens when two people are in the same room. It cannot be taught, and it cannot be forced. But acting is trust. The ability to give yourself over to another person completely, to let them see the parts of yourself you keep hidden, to build something together that neither of you could build alone.”

Olivia felt her cheeks warm. She had been so focused on Antonio that she had not even noticed how close they were standing. She took a small step back, and Whitmore’s lips twitched.

“Your exercise today is more challenging,” he said. “Each pair will perform a scene without any dialogue. You may use sounds, gestures, facial expressions—but no words.”

He consulted his clipboard.

“Santoro, Hart. You are a married couple who have just lost everything in a house fire. You have nothing left. You are standing in the ashes of your home. The audience should feel your grief without hearing a single word.”

Antonio and Olivia looked at each other.

The confidence that had carried them through the coffee shop, the walk, the easy conversation—it evaporated. This was different. This was the kind of exercise that could expose everything they were trying to hide.

Whitmore gestured to the center of the room. 

“Whenever you’re ready.”

Antonio stepped forward. Olivia followed.

They stood in the empty space, separated by a few feet of polished wood, and Olivia felt the familiar weight of performance settle over her. She knew how to do this. She had done it a hundred times in high school, in community theater, in the small productions that had convinced her she was meant for something bigger.

But this was different.

This was Antonio.

He looked at her, and something passed between them—the same electric connection that had crackled in the air during their first exercise. He stepped closer, and Olivia felt herself responding without conscious thought.

She dropped to her knees.

It was not a conscious decision. She simply felt the weight of the scenario pressing down on her, the imagined ashes, the imagined loss, the imagined grief of losing everything she had ever loved. She knelt on the wooden floor and pressed her hands against it, as if she was searching for something in the debris.

Antonio knelt beside her.

He did not touch her. He did not speak. But his body was angled toward hers, his shoulders slumped, his head bowed, and Olivia could feel the grief radiating from him like heat from a fire. It was so real, so visceral, that she felt tears prick her eyes.

She reached out and touched his hand.

It was a small gesture, barely more than a brush of fingers, but it carried the weight of everything they were not saying. Loss. Grief. The
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