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MY LIFE HAS always been loud.


Car horns, the group of tourists talking behind me in a language I don’t understand, Vanessa Carlton’s “A Thousand Miles” booming from some guy’s open-top convertible—it’s happening now on the corner of Forty-Second and Tenth, but it’s all the same to me. My childhood home was like this up in the Heights—fewer honking cars, but roughly the same amount of people talking—and so was my dorm at Juilliard. The sounds thrum through my veins. I love it.


I do not, however, love being late. I glance down at the phone clutched in my hand: It’s 8:38 p.m., which means I will be, at best, fifteen minutes late for dinner with my old college friend Rebecca. It had been ambitious of me to say yes to her invitation, knowing I had a late-afternoon recording session booked for another round of yogurt advertisements. At least this jingle would be streaming on all major platforms; even if I wasn’t personally inspired by yogurt, this exposure would go national.


Before the crosswalk signal changes, I type out a quick text.




Celia


So sorry, running a few min late!





She responds right away with a picture of a martini in a low-lit restaurant accompanied by a smiling emoji. Okay, she’s fine.


For a moment, I feel a twinge of panic when I remember this morning: a notice stuffed into my mailbox from my property-management company, stating their intent to raise all rents in the building by 10 percent starting in the New Year. That letter alone had almost been enough to derail my entire day, but then an email came in from one of my clients, letting me know they were “going in a different direction” for their next commercial, so they wouldn’t need me next month after all. I can read between the lines just fine; this was another job lost to AI music, if you can even call that garbage music.


Problem is, they’re not the first clients I’ve lost to that AI bullshit. They won’t be the last, either. Anything to save a buck, right?


More than anything, I wanted to wallow in my tiny apartment today, the first and only place I’ve ever been able to call just mine in my entire New York life. After years of living with roommates of all varieties, it was only a couple of years ago I found a place I could afford on my own. Month by month, I’ve scraped by on my modest ad contracts, with just a tiny savings safety net to catch me should I stumble.


But I had a studio session booked and a corporate giant counting on me to deliver, so I had no choice but to shove those initial worries aside and get my ass to work. Now that I’m done for the day? Now, I can worry—about the fact that there is no way I’ll be able to afford my apartment in just a few months, about a corporate world that dehumanizes the lifetime of work I’ve put into being a professional musician and composer every time they generate some soulless thirty-second blob of sounds, about every little extra cost that won’t go into my savings account should I have to move. Costs like this dinner with an old friend, which I probably should have canceled.


The last of the cars whizz through the yellow light just as it turns red and the crosswalk switches over to the Walk signal. It’s too late to cancel now, so a combination of curiosity and anxiety spurs my legs faster than normal until I’m very nearly running down the sidewalk. My mind’s preoccupation with my personal financial and career doom fizzles with each pound of my sneakers on the cement. Despite this new life trajectory, I’m looking forward to seeing an old friend.


It’s been years since I last spoke to Rebecca in person; the last time I remember seeing her was at her Goodbye New York party (which she threw for herself, naturally). Ever since, she’s been out in LA, hustling hard toward her dreams of being a music supervisor on the biggest of movies. To my knowledge, she’s been widely successful—her Instagram and IMDB pages are proof of that. We’ve remained friendly over the years, swapping DMs and comments on social media. There’ve even been a few catch-up email threads started and later abandoned as we both got busy.


By the time I pull open the door to the cozy Hell’s Kitchen restaurant, I’m sweating. I spot Rebecca immediately; despite the aesthetic changes she’s made in the last few years, her sharp expression and jet-black hair haven’t changed. For a second, I hover near the door, watching as she sips her martini while typing one-handed on her phone. Nostalgia rolls over me in a wave.


God, are we really in our thirties now? Where the hell did the time go?


Before the hostess can approach me, I weave through the tightly packed tables to where Rebecca is seated along the far wall. She looks up at my approach, her diamond nose stud twinkling in the candlelight, and her red-painted lips pull into a wide smile.


With some difficulty, she manages to scoot back from the table and meet me halfway for a hug. “Celia! Girl, it is so good to see you!”


“You too, Rebecca,” I reply, the scent of her sandalwood perfume enveloping me in its own kind of embrace.


She steps back from our hug and holds me at arm’s length. Shamelessly, she gives me a thorough once-over; I can feel her gaze slide over my outfit, taking in all the changes that have occurred in me over the last… “God, how long has it been?” I ask out loud. “Like, four years?”


“It’d be five years this December,” she replies. “You look good, girl. Love that you’re still wearing the hoops.”


She releases me. On instinct, I reach for the gold hoop earrings I’ve worn since the day I got them for my high school graduation present. Occasionally, I’ll swap them out for something nicer when the event calls for it, but Rebecca is right—these earrings are my signature. Always have been, always will be.


We both take a seat at the table and I grab one of the laminated menus to glance over. “Sorry I’m late. Recording ran over today. Had some trouble getting the mixing right.”


“All good,” she says with a wave of her hand. “Honestly, I’m just happy to be back in the city. Every time I come back, I remember how much I miss it here.”


“Yeah? How’s LA treating you?”


Her answer is suspended on her lips when our server appears. I opt to follow her lead and order whatever it is she’s drinking. When he leaves us, Rebecca settles back into her chair, flips her long hair behind her shoulders, and lets out a gusty breath. “It’s good. Ruthless, but good. Everything they say about it is true.”


“So it really is a plastic, life-sucking cesspool?” I ask with a wink.


Normally, I wouldn’t be so brash with an old friend I hadn’t seen in years, but Rebecca is a part of my fondest memories from college. Like me (and everyone else), she’d entered Juilliard determined to prove herself. But where Rebecca differed from our peers was in her forwardness; so many of the elites that made up our musical circles spoke in riddles and passive-aggressive undertones designed to make you second-guess yourself. That was a truth I had a hard time learning as an outsider, but Rebecca? She went toward everything headfirst, with brutal honesty and sheer determination as her best weapons, forsaking the pampered, private school upbringing she’d experienced.


At my Tinseltown insult, she laughs. It’s still the same loud, boisterous honk that I remember. “Yes. As you can imagine, I fit in quite well there.”


“Give yourself some credit. You give as much as you can take.” I narrow my eyes to take a closer at her face, searching for any sign of said plastic, but there’s none that I can see. She looks just like the eighteen-year-old girl who hooked her arm in mine one summer evening and declared we were friends. “You look great, by the way.”


She smiles deviously. “Good. The best work is the kind you can’t see.”


“Wow, I sure have missed your honesty,” I say with a laugh.


For the first time all day, I’m not thinking about my rent increase, my lost jobs, none of that. I’m just politely thanking the server as he drops off my martini, relishing the immediate burn of gin and vermouth on my tongue when I take a sip, and listening as Rebecca orders a few small plates to share. When our server disappears again, she shakes her head and rolls her eyes. “Sorry,” she says. “I shouldn’t have ordered for the table without checking with you. Did you develop any food allergies in the last however many years?”


“No. Don’t worry. I’m glad to see some things haven’t changed.”


“Yeah, I’m still a bossy bitch, aren’t I?” she asks, mostly to herself. Her sharp expression softens slightly as she considers this; in the romantic, muted light of this restaurant, she looks wise beyond her years.


“You say that like it’s a bad thing. You know I’ve always loved that about you.”


My compliment brings her wandering eyes back to our table. She hits me with a shrewd look, her light eyes rimmed with kohl that lends itself well to her new, slightly edgy look. “I have to be this way now with the egos I deal with every day. But enough about me. How are you? What are you up to these days?”


I blow out a sigh strong enough to make the candle flame dance in the middle of the table. “Oh, I’m good. Still trucking along.”


“Are you still composing? You said you came from the recording studio today, yeah?” she asks, her tone filled with genuine interest.


At this, my heart twists. The barest truth is that yes, I’m still composing—except it’s not at all the work I’d planned to do. While jingles for advertising campaigns technically count as composing, they aren’t the grand scores I’d envisioned writing as a doe-eyed baby musician in the hallowed halls of one of the world’s finest music schools. Worse still, I’ve been doing this for years—spinning my wheels while dredging up creativity for banal platitudes about yogurt and power tools. The only respite I get comes from writing music for aspiring talent. That’s all I have to sustain the part of me that yearns to create something really meaningful.


Despite a decent roster of advertising clients and the writing credits I’ve managed to accumulate, no one in film wants me. I couldn’t even get a callback for assistant or mentorship opportunities—not since the first one ended thanks to budget cuts, a tale as old as time in the arts. My professors’ recommendations helped initially, but they only got me so far. Years of rejection have jaded me. I’ve since stopped reaching out.


But I owe Rebecca honesty. That’s what bound us together as friends in undergrad; during Ear Training I, our friendship went to the next level when I whispered that she was flat rather than humiliate her in front of the class. Ever since, we’ve had each other’s backs.


“Yes and no,” I finally reply, not even bothering to hide the resignation in my tone. “I compose for ads, but that’s about it.”


Her well-manicured brows furrow as she takes a sip of her drink. “But I heard Lady Osborn’s last album. You did drums for that, didn’t you?”


Right, the jazz artist I’d collaborated with last year. I’d written the percussion book and performed it for Lady Osborn’s latest release. “Yeah, I do some of that here and there. It’s corporate America that pays the bills, though.”


Rebecca eyes me shrewdly again, her gaze raking over me in that almost judgmental way. It’s almost as if she can hear what I didn’t say—that the advertising clients are no longer enough to pay said bills, at least the ones that aren’t dropping me for their stupid computer music. My skin prickles with awareness while my stomach does a funny little swoop; it’s nerve-racking enough, outwardly admitting my professional standstill while my classmate soars through her chosen field (thanks, in part, to the connections of her entertainment-lawyer dad). If she’d wanted to, Rebecca would have made a fine composer, but that’s not what called to her. With her eye for detail and her combined passion for both music and images, she’d always known she wanted to be a supervisor and editor.


And here she is, kicking ass at it.


“Well, I have to say, this is good news for me,” she says after a long beat. “As nice as it is to see you, I came here with an agenda.”


There it is, hovering just out of reach—the reason my friend from all those years ago texted me out of the blue.


“Oh?” I ask as I try (and fail) to contain my obvious interest.


But our conversation stalls as the first round of food arrives: a dish of oysters, accompanied by plates and wedges of lemons in ceramic ramekins. Both of us grab a shell, Rebecca reaching forward to clink them together, before she says, “Bottoms up!”


When we’re both done with our first, she leans forward to place her hands on the table. This simple change of her body language heightens the tension that’s got my heartstrings pulled tight. “So anyway,” she starts, “this is both a personal and professional dinner. I’m working on a big project now—something really cool—and our composer just dropped out.”


My eyebrows raise in response. “I’m listening.”


“It’s Chris Ross’s first foray into TV. I worked with him last year on that space movie. He’s doing a series for Limelight’s streaming studio called Lineage. It’s this intense drama about a rich family and the spouses that married into it.” She pauses to finish her drink. “Everything was good to go until Gustav Schneider had to drop out due to health issues. We’re already shooting, so we’re kind of fucked.”


My pulse ratchets up at these names. Ross is among the top directors in Hollywood; his movies are produced by the biggest studios, his career littered with awards and accolades. As for Schneider, there is no bigger name in film scoring. Well, perhaps one—but I prefer not to think about him much after dealing with his son at Juilliard.


I can barely find my voice when I ask, “Is Schneider okay? What are you trying to say, Rebecca?”


“Yes, yes, Schneider will be fine. He just needs to take some time off. What I’m saying is that I talked Ross into taking a chance on a more junior composer. We kind of don’t have a choice, considering how tight our timeline is. He agreed, but on one condition—he needs two composers, if he’s going to take someone green.”


“Oh.”


It’s all I can manage. Suddenly my denim-colored chambray shirt feels too heavy, the material too hot for this cramped restaurant. I’m aware of every single part of my body—from the ends of my curly hair to my toes pressing against the tips of my Nikes. This is the closest I’ve ever gotten to my dream. My real dream, of telling a story with music that doesn’t exist to sell something to someone. It could be the start of the career I’d always envisioned for myself—and possibly the solution to my recent financial woes.


After years of rejection, I’m scared to believe it’s real.


“Why me?” I find myself asking.


“Why not you?” Rebecca scoffs. “You were the best composer in our class—no, don’t even argue with me on that. You approached it with this, like, almost psychotic gleam in your eyes. You are good, Celia. Plus, you’ll get me in the editing process. I’m pretty damn good at my job.”


It’s funny, the feeling that comes over you when you realize: This is it. This is the moment I’ve been waiting for. All the rejections, all the unanswered calls and emails, all the shitty jobs I’ve had to take just to keep going—this is where they led me. Right here, to a small table for two in Hell’s Kitchen, sitting across from a woman I’ve known since we were little more than girls. It’s a warmth that spreads over me, settling somewhere low in my stomach.


“Yeah. Okay.” As reality starts to sink in, I nod. “You said Ross needs two. Who’s the other composer?” In an uncharacteristic move, Rebecca bites her bottom lip. The red lipstick she’s wearing doesn’t smear when she licks her lips, clearly uncertain. This is enough to bring my nerves back. “Spit it out, Rebecca.”


“It’s Oliver Barlowe.”


And just like that, my mood plummets.


Rebecca notices. She leans farther forward, her entire chest pressed into the table. “Listen, Celia. I know you two were weird in undergrad, but he’s not as insufferable as he used to be. I’ve run into him a few times over the years. We’ve kept in touch. He’s still the same guy, but he’s different now. He’s less…”


“Horrible?” I offer. “Pretentious?”


“I was going to say ‘stuffy,’ but that works, too.”


“Why would he even do this? Can’t he use Daddy’s name to propel his career forward?”


That I even have to ask this question grates on my nerves. As the son of Robert Barlowe—the living legend who has been scoring films for decades—Oliver no doubt has his pick of jobs. His dad has been collecting awards like they were trinkets while maintaining a hold on Hollywood’s most prominent film directors since we were toddlers. Of course, Oliver’s nepo-baby status wasn’t enough to make me hate him when we first met as teenagers all those years ago. He did that on his own, with his personality.


My blood boils at the thought of working with him.


“Believe it or not, he doesn’t,” Rebecca says. The earnest look in her eyes irritates me. “Oliver ran away to London about the same time I went to LA. He’s mostly been writing commissioned pieces—things for the ballet, modern dance, shit like that. He did a couple of indie films in the last few years, but that’s not enough. Ross needs to know he’s got a safety net with a duo, even if one of them comes from a legacy. He hates when there’s behind-the-scenes drama, which is ironic considering the types of stories he tells, but it’s true. He doesn’t have time to hand hold or coddle anyone. If anything jeopardizes his production, he puts an end to that shit right away.”


Taking a second oyster from the dish, I buy myself some time as I knock it back without any lemon. This is quite the predicament; to be offered the chance to work with someone like Chris Ross, who has the experience to guide a massive project like this, is remarkable. Without a doubt, this is a career-making opportunity. One that could change the course of my life forever.


Rebecca is handing me the chance to make my lifelong dreams come true, but Oliver Barlowe is attached. Does that make it a nightmare, then?


I shake my head to clear my thoughts. “When do you need a decision by?” I ask. Taking on a project like this would require a complete immersion; there would be no time for anything else. A full season of music can be anywhere from four to eight hours of completed composition; the amount of time it would take to craft, score, and polish that much music is nearly unfathomable. I would have to eat, sleep, and breathe this score for the next few months.


Which means that I would have to eat, sleep, and breathe alongside Oliver, too.


Rebecca lets loose a breath. “Tomorrow. I looked at your portfolio on your website. It’s good. Good enough that it will convince the decision-makers that you can handle the workload. Chris will want to meet with you to make sure you’re not, like, a weirdo or a liability, but the job is as good as yours, Celia.”


The look in her eyes—pleading, prodding, hopeful—says what we both don’t bother to speak aloud: that she needs me to do this. That she’s putting her own reputation on the line to recruit Oliver and me. That this is the opportunity of a lifetime. It’s the big break that everyone dreams about and so few get.


“I’ll let you know by tomorrow afternoon.”


Even when the words leave my lips, I already know what my answer will be. Because even though Oliver Barlowe and I have a complicated history at best, there is no man in this world that will keep me from my dreams. I’ve worked too hard for too long. I can’t walk away simply because I don’t like someone. I’ve done my time in the trenches, writing catchy tunes to accompany such riveting products as the latest cat food. Not only that, but I literally can’t afford to say no—not with a rent increase hanging over my head and no new ad job lined up.


Film scoring—really, any production work in movies and TV—used to be a certified boys’ club. But now Rebecca has a key, and she’s invited me in.




FROM: Celia García <celia@celiagarcia.com>


TO: Ann Martin <ann.martin@talentfirstagency.com>


DATE: Thursday, August 13 at 11:14 PM


SUBJECT: Job opportunity?


Hola Ann,


It’s been a while! How’s the family? Are you summering in Rhode Island again this year?


I might have a gig coming up in film. An old friend of mine from Juilliard tapped me for it. I still have to decide if I want to do it, meet with the producers, etc. Before I commit, I wanted to see if you had any interest for my composition work lately? Don’t want to cross any wires or anything!


Cheers,


Celia







FROM: Ann Martin <ann.martin@talentfirstagency.com>


TO: Celia García <celia@celiagarcia.com>


DATE: Thursday, August 13 at 11:39 PM


SUBJECT: RE: Job opportunity?


Hello Celia!


So nice to hear from you. Everyone is good here, we’re spending our days in the sun here in Newport. How is life in the city?


In terms of interest in your work, things are quiet. We’re seeing an overall decrease in composition/score work across the board here at the agency (with the obvious caveats). I still believe in your talent and skill just as much as I did when I signed you seven years ago! This career is all about persistence and tenacity. If you have anything new to add to your portfolio, please send it my way. I’d love to send it around and put some feelers out there on your behalf.


All this to say, if you have interest from your college connections—GO FOR IT!


Best,


Ann
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I STARE AT THE email from my agent for longer than necessary. My phone screen starts to darken, but I tap it to keep it from going to sleep. Reading her response over and over again only solidifies the fears that started curdling in my stomach as soon as Rebecca and I hugged goodbye on the sidewalk with a promise that I’d be in touch tomorrow.


If I’m honest with myself, my email to Ann was my last-ditch effort to find a way forward in this career in a way that doesn’t involve Oliver Barlowe. But now it’s clear there is no other way. To keep at my passion, at the one thing I know how to do, I have to take this job. Turning it down would be putting the final nail in the coffin of my forever dream.


Even though I’m lying on my bed, my stomach drops. I toss my phone on the opposite pillow, let out a heavy sigh, then pull myself to sit. I force myself to take a drink of water from the bottle on my desk. I should not have had a third martini.


Now that my decision is made, even if only with myself, a whole new set of fears takes root somewhere in my gut. I stare at my humble home studio shoved against the wall next to the bed while my pulse pounds in my ears. So far, I’ve made do with what I could afford (and had space for); this primarily consists of a powerful computer with the software needed to orchestrate, a full keyboard plugged into said computer, and a handful of sound mixers, most of which I acquired secondhand from friends. Thankfully, every job I’ve taken has granted me access to professional recording studios to create the final product. But to compose a full score on my home setup? It would be impossible.


When was the last time I wrote for a full orchestra? Oh, right—two years ago, when I was hired for a luxury perfume commercial. But that was for a reduced group. No more than twenty-five musicians.


When was the last time I wrote music for dialogue? Well, if you counted ad jingles… all the time.


When was the last time I touched an instrument other than a keyboard or drums? God, it’s been years.


When was the last time I even played the drums, my first love and the reason for my entire existence in the musical world? It’s been at least a month, when I sat down at my father’s club and pounded away on the house drum set.


That in itself is a problem—as a New Yorker, space and privacy are limited in the best of times. Outside of my parents’ compound in Washington Heights, I’ve never lived in a place where having a drum set wouldn’t get me promptly kicked out of the building. Although, if I don’t take this job with the show, I might have no choice but to leave this building anyway.


I start to pace. Every creak of the hardwood floors underneath my bare feet is an echo of my own heartbeat as I wonder if I even have the talent to pull this off. Even through the fog of three strong drinks, the reality of my situation becomes clearer with each step.


I am so unprepared for this.


But then again, Oliver is involved. Could we pull it off? Could we work together after the last time we saw each other and all the years since?


There’s only one way to find out.
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Within minutes of opening my eyes the next morning, I text Rebecca that I’m in.


She responds right away, the chime of the notification cutting through the rare moment of quiet, if you can call it that. My upstairs neighbor is already vacuuming, and my downstairs neighbor is watching Good Morning America on full blast. Still in bed with the muffled ambient noise of other people’s lives as the soundtrack, I rub the sleep out of my eyes and stare at her text.




Rebecca


Hell yeah! The crew gets into NY Monday to prep for the next leg of the shoot. I’ll set up a meeting with Chris asap. Monday? Can you come to the Limelight offices?





I don’t need to look at my calendar to know I’m wide open.




Celia


Tell me the time and address and I’ll be there





A thought occurs to me then, just as the response bubbles ripple on my phone screen. If I’m going to meet the great Chris Ross and convince him that I’m good enough to do this job, I should probably meet with Oliver first. It’s been nine years since we last saw each other. Our parting wasn’t exactly pleasant.




Rebecca


Perfect. I’ll make sure Chris sees your portfolio. Will send you mtg deets over the weekend.





My fingers hover over my phone screen. I know what I need to do. To start this professional relationship off on the right foot—to start over, really—I absolutely need to make some sort of peace with Oliver. Yet I can’t ignore the dread that’s only heightened by the fact that the guy who lives above me has transitioned from vacuuming to running on his treadmill. The heavy thunk thunk thunk of his feet isn’t an even rhythm. It drives my percussion brain bonkers.


I haul myself out of bed and brush my wild postsleep hair out of my face. Standing in the center of my small studio apartment, clad in my underwear and old Juilliard T-shirt, I grip my phone while my heart pounds. My palms are damp with perspiration by the time I type out a response.




Celia


Great. Can you send me Oliver’s contact info?





When Rebecca replies with a number I don’t recognize—of course, with the original 212 New York area code—I decide that’s the perfect time to set my phone down and brush my teeth.


So I do—I brush my teeth, fix myself a cup of coffee, then fold and put away the clean laundry that’s been sitting in a basket for three days. I look around my apartment in search of something else to do that’s not the one thing I don’t want to do, but there’s nothing. I cleaned last week. My sheet music is organized and filed away under my desk. Even my kitchen pantry is tidy and neat. Underemployment will do this to a person.


After finishing the last bit of coffee, I roll my shoulders and take a deep breath. My phone is where I left it on my desk. No new emails, no messages.


It takes me several tries, but finally I craft a message that’s worth sending:




Celia


Hi, is this Oliver Barlowe? This is Celia García.





He leaves me on read for hours.


During that time, I go on a long walk, headphones in, and pretend I’m not looking for new messages every time I change songs. To soothe my nerves, I listen to the very first score that made me fall in love—an action-adventure blockbuster from my childhood—even though it was written and conducted by none other than Oliver’s father, Robert Barlowe. The soaring French horns send goose bumps skittering across my skin despite the anxiety coursing through me.


By the time my phone dings with a new message, I’m home, showered, and double-checking that the portfolio and media kit on my website are current (they are). I jump at the sound. I force a deep breath before looking at it.




Oliver


Did Rebecca give you my number?





My face contorts into a frown. Yeah, there he is. Another text comes in from him.




Oliver


Hi, by the way. Good to hear from you.





I frown even harder. Is it good to hear from me? Sure doesn’t seem like it.




Celia


Yeah Rebecca gave me your number. I thought we should connect before this potential meeting with Chris Ross.





There. Let him understand that this outreach has a purpose, and that I would never text him if it weren’t for this job we’re meant to do together.


He leaves me on read long enough that I consider double texting him just to be annoying, but I distract myself by scrolling Instagram.




Oliver


I hear the meeting is happening Monday. We don’t have a lot of time. What are you doing tonight?





I set my phone down and stare at the blank wall behind my computer. He’s right; we should meet sooner rather than later. But the fact that I’m going to have to give up a Friday night—probably the first of many—to work with Oliver Barlowe is a hard pill to swallow.


When I tell him that I can meet him, I let out a groan.


At least I washed my hair today.




FROM: Dr. Riccardo Costa <riccardo.costa@Juilliard.edu>


TO: <Freshman Bachelor of Music Listserv>


CC: Rachel Hill <rachel.hill@Juilliard.edu>


DATE: Monday, August 5 at 4:13 PM


SUBJECT: Invitation—Optional Freshman Social, Thursday August 8, 6:00 p.m.


To our incoming freshmen,


I trust that this email finds you well and that you are enjoying the last few weeks of summer. Ahead of the official move-in date, I and a few other faculty members wanted to invite you all to an optional social gathering, to be held Thursday, August 8, at 6:00 p.m. We will convene in room 105 of the Juilliard School main building, located on the first floor.


This will be an opportunity to meet some of your peers in an informal setting. We will provide snacks and drinks and hopefully some good conversation! If you are not yet in New York or are unable to attend, please do not worry. This social is entirely optional. If you plan to join us, please email my admin assistant, Rachel, cc’d here so that we can plan for food and beverage.


On behalf of the entire Juilliard music faculty, we look forward to welcoming you all at the new-student orientation later in August.


My best,


Dr. Costa


Head of Undergraduate Music


Assistant Dean of the Music Division
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THIRTEEN YEARS AGO


THE AIR HAS an unseasonable chill to it for early August, so much so that I’m grateful I grabbed a cardigan out of my closet before leaving my house. Well, technically my parents’ house now—in just a few days, my official residence will be the very same dorms I just passed. Butterflies fill my stomach at the thought. Despite the tour I did in the spring, not to mention all the daydreams that have occupied my mind since I was, like, twelve, I still can’t believe I made it. I’m going to Juilliard.


Which is why, when I got that email from Dr. Costa, I literally screamed and then planned my outfit. A social event just for those of us who could be here early? There was no way in hell I was going to miss that. This is my chance to make a good impression with the faculty before everyone else settles in. If there’s one thing I’m good at—besides percussion—it’s being social.


The thick gray clouds overhead threaten to ruin the black dress and green cardigan my mom ironed this morning. As I step toward the door to the school’s main building on West Sixty-Fifth, a crack of lightning illuminates the glass facade, followed immediately by a rumble of thunder. Rain starts to fall in earnest just as I duck inside. Gracias a Dios, I made it without ruining my hair and clothes.


I stare at the Post-it note I’ve had clutched in my hand the entire walk-train-walk commute here: “Juilliard School, room 105, first floor.” I didn’t trust my phone to pull up the email from Dr. Costa, so I came prepared with my own instructions. Which is a good thing because there’s, like, no one around. I pause in front of the big staircase and pretend to adjust the purse on my shoulder (Dooney & Bourke—a graduation gift from my sisters). In the quiet of the cavernous space, I can hear the soft murmur of talking coming from somewhere to my right. I follow the sound until a glass wall comes into view. There’s a handful of students like me inside, along with Dr. Costa and Drs. Adams and Kendrick, whom I remember from my auditions and interviews. Everyone is scattered among tables and chairs. There are pizza boxes, a platter of cookies, and a bunch of canned drinks on a table against the far wall.


My heart races. My dad has reminded me, time and time again, that you only get to make a first impression once. Sure, there’s a whole bunch of official new-student orientations coming, but this is different. This is voluntary. And I busted my ass to be here.


I roll my shoulders, smooth my curls quickly, and head inside with all the confidence I can muster.


When I step through the open door, several people turn to look at me. Most of them are students, none of whom I recognize. This surprises me because I figured at least some of them would have been on my campus tour. But no. I remember to smile just as Dr. Costa breaks from his conversation with another student.


“Ah, welcome! It’s Celia, isn’t it?” he asks from where he stands halfway across the room.


I have to keep myself from wincing when he says my name wrong, like Cee-lee-uh instead of Cell-ee-uh. He looks just like I remember him from all my auditions and interviews, with blond hair where he isn’t balding, a soft belly tucked inside a gray button-down and dark slacks, and frameless glasses perched on his nose. I don’t think I’ll ever forget exactly what this man looks like. I was beyond terrified when I first met him.


“Hi, yes, that’s me,” I reply. “Good to see you.”


“So glad you could make it.” He smiles at me, and then I’m hit with the same confused and terrified feeling I experienced during my first round of auditions. His smile seems so genuine, but this man—the head of the entire undergrad music program—holds the keys to my future. “Please, do come in and help yourself to snacks and such.”


I look around at the ten or so students perched on tables and chairs. No one is eating. They all have the same high-alert expression on their faces. “Thank you, sir.”


One of the students sitting at a table near me stands up and extends her hand to me. She’s fair skinned, with dark hair that’s pulled back into a ponytail, her blue eyes bright as we shake hands. “I’m Rebecca. Trumpet and brass performance.”


Oh, so that’s how we’re doing it. “Celia,” I reply, using the correct pronunciation of my name. “Percussion, but I’m majoring in composition.”


“Nice.” She nods with an impressed smile. “This here is Blake, Chloe, and Anthony.”


That’s how I’m folded into a group of four fellow first years. Right away I notice that Anthony is very cute, with dark hair to match his dark eyes and an inviting, warm smile. Everyone seems to have approached this voluntary mixer with a much more casual attitude than me; all the students are wearing some combination of jeans, T-shirts, and shorts. There’s a fleeting moment of self-consciousness when I realize this, but I shake it off as Chloe tells us about growing up in France and studying vocal performance at the Paris Conservatory (she’s a soprano with big opera dreams). My mom always told me it’s better to be overdressed than underdressed.


More students trickle in. After a while, everyone relaxes enough to start on the food. Rebecca and I are standing near the snack table, cookies in hand, when someone new enters the room, causing a flurry of activity. We exchange a brief glance before craning our necks to see who is creating such a stir.


My heart rate picks up as I consider the possibilities—is it a famous Juilliard alumnus? Maybe the dean of the whole school? Some kind of celebrity? It’s impossible to tell because the professors flank them right away, blocking them from view.


“Any idea who that is?” I whisper to Rebecca.


She shrugs. We both wait. The chocolate chip cookie is really good.


Eventually the crowd parts enough and I see him—a guy, definitely around my age, wearing a full gray suit complete with a purple paisley pocket scarf. His light-brown hair is messy, almost as if he just rolled out of bed or never learned how to brush it. My brows pinch together in confusion before I can stop myself. Who is this person? Why is a freshman wearing a full formal suit? Did he sleep in it?


Most importantly, why is everyone so excited to see him?


Aside from the over-the-top outfit, he looks young. Like, so much so that I’m wondering if he’s one of those child prodigies starting college at sixteen or whatever. But then, what sixteen-year-old wears a suit to an informal social hour? What eighteen-year-old does that?


Most of my questions get answered when Rebecca dusts her hands off and whispers, “Oh. That’s Robert Barlowe’s son, Oliver. I heard he got accepted into Harvard, Yale, Berklee over in Boston, all of them. Guess he chose to come here.”


“Robert Barlowe, like the composer with two Oscars?” I murmur back, but no one is paying attention to us anyway. “I didn’t know he had a son.”


Rebecca’s eyes widen as she looks at me. “How did you not know that?”


A bunch of pieces click into place then: First, that most of these students know each other, or at least know of each other. Blake and Rebecca had mentioned going to the same music camp in the summers growing up; Chloe and Anthony’s parents are both professional dancers, so they were always in the same circles. This world—it’s small, and I’ve only just discovered it. I’m an outsider looking in. Literally.


Oliver Barlowe looks over in our direction, and I watch as he and Rebecca exchange head bobs to say hello. So they know each other already, too. Oliver’s gaze flicks to me. I fix my face into the most pleasant, chill smile possible as we stare at each other. His expression remains completely blank until his attention is pulled away by Dr. Costa, who is animatedly asking how his dad is, where they spent the summer, and who knows what else.


That’s how it goes for the rest of the night. Nearly everyone flocks to Oliver, who is so soft-spoken that I can’t even hear him talk despite my best efforts to eavesdrop. I do get to spend some time talking to Dr. Kendrick, our main composition professor, and manage to impress him when I tell the story about the famous salsa musician Ruben Rivera playing at my family’s club over the summer.


At the end of the evening, when people are starting to say their goodbyes, I find myself standing near the now-empty snack table, alone and unsure of myself. The night wasn’t a total bust—I did meet my peers and get some face time with the professors—but Oliver’s arrival sidelined everyone, including me. Even now, he’s standing in the middle of four people, arms crossed, silently watching the conversation move around him. It’s like everyone has already decided he’s the star. The world is orbiting around him.


I feel someone’s arm loop through mine, and I startle slightly before looking to my left. Rebecca is there, the two of us now linked together. She glances at Oliver, then back to me, before she says, “I think you and I are going to be good friends, Celia.”


She says my name the right way. I didn’t realize how much tension I was holding in my shoulders until they relax of their own accord. I squeeze her arm and smile at her.


“Me, too.”


When I look back toward Oliver, I find his eyes on me. He doesn’t smile. Neither do I this time. We never say a word to each other that night.




DEADLINE EXCLUSIVE:


Chris Ross to Make TV Debut with Lineage Ordered by Limelight & A24


BY LISA MORRISON, TV EDITOR 
MARCH 20


Limelight, in partnership with A24, green-lighted Academy Award, BAFTA, and Golden Globe winner Chris Ross’s first ever TV show, Lineage, a prestige drama about a wealthy New York family that controls one of the largest media empires in the world. Golden Globe winner Luke Tudor (Today & Tomorrow) and three-time Emmy nominee Erica Stewart (Clash) are attached to star.


Speaking exclusively to DEADLINE, Ross said, “I’ve wanted to do TV for a long time, but it had to be the right story. Lineage is perfect for this format. It gives us more time to explore these characters and their dynamics.” Adam Simmons, who recently won his third Academy Award for best original screenplay with Underneath, wrote the script. Ross will serve as executive producer and showrunner, teaming up with longtime collaborator and fellow Academy Award winner Gustav Schneider* on the music.


Limelight ordered up eight episodes. It’s expected to stream in the spring of next year.


* EDITOR’S NOTE: At the time of this article’s publication, Schneider was set to compose the score. He has since dropped out, citing scheduling conflicts. Ross has not yet named a replacement.
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OLIVER SUGGESTS THAT we meet at a café in SoHo that evening, so I do what any reasonable person does: Google the hell out of both it and him. The place we’re meeting seems nice. It’s one of those places that’s a coffee shop by day but at night serves wine and finger foods that arrive on boards instead of plates. It’s casual and cute.


Oliver himself, however, is much more difficult to pin down. I’d already figured out that he does not have an Instagram, but there are basically no photos of him on the internet. Even his IMDB page has a placeholder avatar where his headshot should be. His name produces a ton of results, most of which echo what Rebecca already told me; he’s been working steadily, doing small-budget movies and writing for ballets and midtier symphonies. But perhaps the most interesting thing I learn is that when I search for “Oliver Barlowe,” Google asks me, Did you mean Robert Barlowe?


I have no idea what to expect when I emerge from the subway that evening, clad in one of my favorite summer dresses, hair clean, face made up. The effort I put in—I’m telling myself it’s an armor to protect myself from all the uncertainty I’m facing. When I pause to check my reflection in a glass storefront, I have to admit that I look good. This blue dress hugs my curves in all the right places. My curls are holding strong against the humidity of the summer.


When I pull open the door to Jean’s Bistro, I scan the place for the man of the hour. It’d be a lot easier to find him if I had any idea what he looks like these days. I have no choice but to scrutinize every white guy around my age. One man looks like he could be Oliver—if he’d gained weight and lost most of his hair—but he doesn’t look up when I approach. So, not him.


I adjust my tote bag on my shoulder and wander deeper into the café, which is a lot bigger than it looks from the outside. The walls are papered with pale pink-and-white stripes. It smells like coffee and fresh bread, though most patrons are drinking wine as they talk among themselves or work on their laptops. Tired of awkwardly making eye contact with every stranger I see, I’m on the verge of pulling my phone out of my bag and just calling Oliver when I hear my name coming from somewhere behind me.


“Celia?”


I whip around, surprised at the correct pronunciation. What I find is a man standing next to a table, looking so unlike the boy I knew that my mouth drops open in surprise.


Gone is all the softness of youth that held Oliver in a viselike grip when we knew each other before. Now his face is framed and sculpted by delicate lines, with cheekbones so sharp they look like they could cut glass. Still, one thing that stayed soft is his mouth—which looks almost too big for his face now, with a full set of lips that preside over a clean-shaven jaw like some kind of king.


He’s taller than I remember, too. I have to crane my neck to look up at him, which isn’t unfamiliar to me; I take after my mother in that regard, who is the shortest of the Garcías, clocking in at just over five feet, two inches. But he is wider than the gangly-limbed kid I remember. He’s not built like a bodybuilder or anything—he’s just filled out now.


Honestly, if it weren’t for his midnight-blue blazer—a much nicer version of what he used to wear—I would have kept walking. He looks so different that I wouldn’t have recognized him otherwise.


“Oliver?” I finally respond. “Wow. You look different.”


“So do you.” His voice is still soft and gentle, just like I remember it from before. But his face—that is a change. He used to be so closed off and cagey that I could never get a read on him, but now his brown eyes are open and bright as he looks at me. He’s not exactly smiling, but he’s not scowling, either.


I don’t know if what he’s saying is true. I’ve remained largely unchanged since college, unless you count the plushness that developed over the years as a result of a very sedentary job. My hair is still the same rich, dark brown, kept long as usual; my style has evolved somewhat over the years, except for my signature items, like the gold hoops. If anything, I’ve evolved into a better version of myself. The best so far, actually. Somewhere along the course of my twenties, I lost the will to care about the things people usually consider flaws; so what if I have dimples on my thighs, so what if there are lines in my skin that mark my growth? I like to think I carry myself better because I deposited that emotional, vain baggage exactly where it belongs: the trash.


It hits me then—that I’m supposed to greet him in some way. We know each other, despite a rough exit and a nine-year absence from each other’s lives. We were never friends. Now we’re going to work together.


Do I hug him? Shake his hand? Can I get away with avoiding it altogether? God, I hate how uncertain he makes me feel.


I settle for the latter, extending my hand toward him, which he shakes with a quirk of his eyebrow. His skin is cool and soft, save for the scruff of calluses on his pinkie and thumb. The marks of a dedicated pianist.


On closer inspection, his hair is the same color: a light brown, just like his eyes that are giving me a thorough once-over. He did manage to tame his hair somewhat since we were in school. It’s still shaggy on top, but he must have seen a proper barber because the messiness is much more artful than I remember. It looks like he constantly runs his hands through it.


When our hands separate, he motions to the table he was occupying previously. There’s a white paper cup already there, sitting next to his cell phone and a pair of tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses. Since when does Oliver Barlowe wear glasses? “Shall we? Or do you want something to drink?” he asks.


“No, I’m good,” I reply as I take my seat opposite him, slinging my tote over the back of the chair. I really have no need for caffeine, especially when I’m this nervous. I can hear my pulse in my ears, bright and staccato.


There’s a lot riding on this meeting—both of us are determining whether we can work with each other, all while navigating the ghosts of dislikes past. There is no doubt in my mind that Oliver basically hated me in college, but the question remains: Can both of us move beyond the mutual animosity from when we were younger?


I dredge up some of the hospitality I’ve been taught all my life and ask, “How have you been? It’s been, what—like, almost a decade?”


He considers this for a moment, his mouth pressed into a flat line, those full lips pulled between his teeth. “I can’t believe it’s been that long,” he says finally. “I’ve been well. I was working in London until last year. I’ve only been Stateside since May.”


I brush past my own annoyance at this—how nice it must be to hop between countries. “Rebecca mentioned you were living there. What brought you home?”


He clears his throat before answering. “A breakup.”


“Oh,” I say, trying to mask my genuine surprise. Prior to that declaration, I’d never given much thought to Oliver’s romantic life. He never dated anyone in college, as far as I knew. I don’t know his sexual orientation.


As if reading my mind, he adds, “My girlfriend and I parted ways amicably. It was just time for me to come back.”


I don’t miss the way his eyes flicker over me, assessing the reaction I’m working very hard to mask. “Oh.” Scrambling to find something more substantive to say, I add, “I’m sorry to hear that—but you said things ended amicably, so I guess that’s good. Right?”


The corners of his lips tug up, as if he’s fighting a smile. “Right. And you? How are things?”


If I’m understanding him correctly, that morsel of information about his breakup was his olive branch. He’s trying to find common ground with me, to establish some sort of baseline in a tentative truce. But to be vulnerable with Oliver, to share with him that this job we’re mutually gunning for is the key to solving my professional and financial woes?


Hell no.


Instead, I shift in my seat, letting the ambient noise of the café fill the space between us for a moment. My fingers tap the table, finding the rhythm of some song piping in from the speakers. “Things are good. Staying busy, you know.”


“Good.” He nods, takes a sip of his coffee, and crosses his long legs under the table. “So, this meeting on Monday—what has Rebecca told you so far?”


“Just the basics, really. The show is a drama about a rich family. Chris Ross’s first TV series. A big deal, et cetera et cetera. Limelight is throwing a lot of money and weight behind it according to Deadline.”


“Yeah, I saw that article, too,” he says. “I’ve never met Chris Ross. Have you?”


This comes as a surprise to me; I would have assumed that Oliver had encountered him at some point, given his close connections to Hollywood bigwigs. “Nope.”


“It’s my understanding that this is sort of an informal interview and pre-pro meeting all rolled into one. Well, technically it’s just a production meeting since they’ve already started filming.” His gaze goes distant for a second while he collects his thoughts. “I’m writing up some questions about the show and his process, but beyond that, I don’t know what to expect.”


I twist around in my seat to pull a notebook out of my tote, dangling it in the air for a moment before dropping it back into my bag. “Yep, same. Homework for the weekend.”


“Have you done a TV show before?” he asks, and even though he sounds genuinely curious, I bristle at my own lack of experience.


“No. Have you?”


“No.” He finishes off his coffee as he contemplates something behind me. I resist the urge to turn around and look. “I’ve only done a couple of smaller budget movies. Never something of this magnitude. I spoke to a friend who did all four seasons of The Man in the Tower and he said it’s pretty grueling. There’s a lot of music to write for eight hours of screen time.”


I find myself nodding along as his gaze slides back to me; these thoughts have already occurred to me. “Makes sense that Ross would want two composers in Schneider’s place. If we do this, it will be all-consuming.”


At the word we, his lips part just briefly.


He recovers quickly, the look of surprise—or was it disdain? It’s so hard to tell with him—replaced by the cool, careful mask I remember from college. “Yes. I have some thoughts on how we can accomplish this and where we can work.”


My face flushes at his presumption. I want to tell him that I have ideas, too, that I know where we can do this. The lie is half formed on my tongue when I open my mouth to speak.


But I reel it in before it has a chance to escape. The fact is I have no idea where the two of us could sit for hours on end, with all the resources we need at our disposal, as we plow through a massive project. Instead, I simply ask, “Oh?”


“My family has a studio. It has everything we could possibly need—”


At the mention of his family—meaning his dad—I try to straighten my spine and recross my legs to make myself look less small. What happens is I accidentally kick him and the table in the process, effectively cutting him off as the table skids on the hardwood. Also, I probably bruised his shin.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean—”


“Ah, sorry—”


We speak over each other while he grabs the table to keep it from falling over. I’m so off-kilter and embarrassed that I don’t even ask why he’s apologizing. I’m the one who just nailed him in the leg with my shoe.


“I’m sorry,” I repeat. My face is on fire. “Tight space.”


“It’s fine. Really.”


When his eyes meet mine, I see he’s blushing, too. Pink blooms on his cheeks. It forces me to notice a smattering of freckles across his nose and the planes of his face.


I wish I had ordered a big glass of wine.


“So you were saying something about your family?” I say, scrambling to move past whatever awkward thing just happened between us. “Why are you doing TV anyway? Isn’t film more your thing?”


He blinks, surprised, before replying, “It’s my dad’s thing, not mine.”


“Oh. When we were in school, that’s what you said you wanted to do, so I just assumed…” I trail off and finish with a half-hearted shrug.


“Things change, Celia,” he says, eyes sharp, voice low and not particularly warm. “So, we are in agreement, then? If all goes well with Ross tomorrow and we do this, we’ll work at my family studio?”


Seeing no other option—at least not one that’s free—I chew my bottom lip. Oliver notices; his eyes drop to my mouth before darting away to his now-empty coffee cup. “Yeah. Okay. If we get this job, that’s what we’ll do.”
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