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        Just when you thought you couldn't dance...

      

        

      
        Sometimes, you’re one of those people who is happy to go unnoticed.

        Because you know you’re not one of the lucky ones.

        The ones with all the beauty.

        The money.

        The talent.

        Take Taylor Rose.

        He’s the world’s greatest dancer adored by his fans the world over.

        Including by me.

        But that’s about to change.

        I can’t be a fan of someone who knows exactly how special he is, thinking he can just do and get away with whatever he wants.

        Like refusing to leave me – my lips, my pain, my heart – alone.
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      The first time I recall seeing myself dancing, I was just a boy looking through a wall-sized mirror. My toes were curled instead of pointed, my ballet shoes were a size too big, and my bare round belly poked out so far beyond the waistline of my loose black leggings, I saw drool collecting over the hump of my naked stomach.

      I was three years old.

      I pulled my toe to my knee—it took a few tries not to stumble—and I performed a sort-of spin. The fingers of each hand should have touched together above my head, but my right hand was more interested in digging around my belly button at the same time while I was attempting a pirouette.

      “Good job!” My young mother clapped her hands together with a smile so big I was surprised she was pleased.

      Even at that age, I knew what I’d done was total crap.

      “Wonderful,” a photographer exclaimed. “Now, pick him up and let’s take a few close-ups of mother and son.”

      Swiftly, my mother made her way across the worn wooden floors covering the Vander Rose Conservatory of Dance studio.

      My family’s studio.

      My family’s legacy.

      My mother’s tiny feet wrapped snug in pink toe point shoes sprinted speedily but lightly towards me. The loose chiffon skirt of her pale pink leotard floated up behind her, which made her look like she had wings at her back.

      And she tripped.

      The photographer was more perplexed than I was, which made me laugh to myself. As beautiful as my mother was, I remember thinking how silly she looked, like a clumsy girl.

      She collected herself, picking me up, and then squeezed and nuzzled her nose into my neck. The tickling made me squirm and I laughed louder, attempting to pull at her slicked chocolate brown hair—a darker chocolate than mine—tucked tight into a bun at the back of her head.

      Gripping my hand, she pulled my claws free from loosening tendrils and stuck my chubby feelers into her slobbering mouth. I remember the feeling was gross, but also fun. I squealed in delight as my mother gnawed playfully on my fingers.

      “That’s good,” the photographer interrupted. “But let’s get a few of the two of you dancing.”

      “Do you want to dance?” my mother asked, her blue eyes as big as the sky outside of the studio blinked with a need for me to comply.

      I didn’t want to dance. The camera lens looking at me with its monstrous glassy eye had interrupted our silly moment, making me uncomfortable. There always seemed to be cameras around and I didn’t like it. Beyond the camera, I knew what was waiting—the source of our fortune—an audience. At three years old, I already understood the concept of fortune and where it came from.

      From the spectators.

      From our fans.

      Sometimes I’d wish I could have my mother to myself and that moment was one of those times, so I squirmed, upset that, as usual, everything revolved around the stage, which served no purpose but to please our fans watching.

      “Come now, Taylor.” My mother’s voice was unusually shaky but sweet. “Dance with Mommy. Nothing makes me happier than when I see you dance. Let the cameraman take a few pictures. The world wants to see you move, too. Let them see you.”

      The expectation infuriated me. There were always too many expectations and not just of me, but of my mother as well. As a little boy, I’d already felt it—the expectancy of following through on doing everything I was told to do.

      I was expected to be seen.

      I was expected to let people watch.

      I was expected to be legendary.

      I thought I was smart. I thought I knew better. Like any kid feeling restricted, I resisted and pushed on my mother harder.

      Flying my head back and bouncing in my mother’s arms, I gave a hoot, howling loudly through pursed lips like a hungry little wolf, hoping my mother would set me free from this obligation of stillness and pictures and posing.

      My mother was perfection. A prima ballerina. I could see why people wanted to photograph her regularly. She was so young and beautiful, but she was incredibly fragile. Her thin frame seemed easily breakable.

      “Taylor, please,” she begged, trying to get a grip on me, but it only made me kick and punch.

      The cameraman gurgled something under his breath, frustrated. It made my mother sigh.

      She was thoroughly disappointed at that point. I could see it in her face. Perhaps she was even embarrassed. Embarrassed of me! I bounced heavier in her arms, forcing my body, my will, to dominate the moment and let my chest, my arms, and head fly higher.

      “Taylor, don’t do that!” My mother pleaded. “Please, I don’t want to drop you and I don’t want to fall. A dancer never lets his partner fall, remember?”

      With one arm my mother tried to coddle me as she wiped her other arm across her forehead of beading sweat. I recall I paused when I noticed her face was glistening and paling. The pink of her cheeks was dissipating. It was not like her at all and for a second, I was afraid of the woman carrying me.

      So, I did something horrible.

      I kicked my mother in the gut causing the most unthinkable thing to happen...

      We fell.

      She dropped me and we both went down, each landing flat on our backs.

      I didn’t cry or feel bad right away. The throbbing bruise forming on my tailbone took a backseat to the triumph I was feeling. I had succeeded in my attempt to kick expectation in the ass.

      My triumph was short-lived, of course. It took several minutes before I started to cry, watching the photographer run out of the studio to get help while leaving me alone with my mother sprawled flat across the floor but flexed in the most awkward position.

      And lifeless.

      Death, with its cold fingers, spread its icy prickle over my shoulders. I was so young but I knew—felt—what it was and I would never forget the feeling.

      Or, the scent of the room that enveloped from my mother. Decorated with hundreds of bouquets from the previous night’s finale, the studio was draped in roses—odes to my mother’s greatest performance the previous night. To this day, I cannot let go of the smell that engulfed my nose. In fact, it’s the only thing that makes me feel alive nowadays—whenever I smell roses.

      “Remember” was the last word I would ever hear my mother speak because it was the last time I saw her alive.

      For years, that’s all I did was remember because I forced myself to. The event of kicking—killing—my own mom replayed in mind every day of my life. The vivid memory ate at me, at my young heart, my childish and stupid foolish soul.

      One day, I was finally old enough to understand the mistake I’d made and do something about it.

      I made a vow.

      I vowed that no matter what the task, I would always do what my family expected of me and I would never let anyone I ever cared about fall again.
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      “I. Don’t. Care.”

      “Then meet me,” she says.

      “Pfft.” I flap my lips. “There’s no way I’m going to meet up with you after what you did yesterday. Posting pictures of us? In bed? All over social media for the world to see? And not to mention, the lies I heard you wrote in the text.”

      I hang up on Diamond. I haven’t seen the images she took while I was naked and asleep on the one night we were in bed together a few months back. Diamond is hot—thick, long, shiny raven black hair and plump plum lips with soft, pale skin on a perfectly fit frame, a ballerina’s frame, except with tits.

      She’s gorgeous and she’s been my dance partner for nearly a year. Naturally, I thought the chemistry we had together as dancers would translate into the bedroom and we ended up in bed together for one night.

      Big mistake.

      “You shouldn’t have slept with her,” says Dirk, removing his sweatshirt.

      Now he tells me.

      “You don’t seem upset over what she did. Have you seen the pictures of you she posted?” Dirk slips off his sweat pants.

      “Nope.” I also slip off my clothes.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t care.” And I really don’t. I’ve already slept with at least a dozen chicks since Diamond.

      “You should care. The second your grandmother finds out—”

      “When Penny finds out?” I laugh, grabbing the bundle of flowers out of my sack that I was asked to pick up this morning. “Trust me, Penny already knows.”

      Dirk and I leave our stuff piled in a corner of the studio classroom and tiptoe through the mess of teen dancers sprawled out in the hall waiting to get into their next scheduled class. Each girl gives off a little feminine gasp when she realizes who’s just stepped over her backpack stuffed with leg warmers and tap shoes for later.

      “Oh, excuse me,” I say as I accidentally step on a teeny bopper’s toe feeling her tiny little bones crumble beneath my feet. Surely, that’s got to hurt although the teenager doesn’t show it. The little dreamer smiles instead as if she’s been blessed to have been crushed by me.

      Poor little dreamers, I think.

      Each and every one of them is hoping to be the next prima ballerina, hoping to get a chance to dance with me—be my partner—one day.

      Sometimes I feel bad for ‘em. Not one of these young ladies stands a chance. It doesn’t matter how hard we train them, how many toes they break, or how many nasty blisters and ingrown toenails they acquire over their lifetime, a girl will never be prima unless she’s willing to die for it.

      And these girls? They’re all a little too starry-eyed, distracted by hope, plagued by silly dreams, and way too easily amused by testosterone.

      Even Dirk gets a few flirty nods, which I always find odd. Every woman here young and old knows my best friend is gay. They stand less of a chance hooking up with him than they do with me. It’s just more proof these girls won’t get to “make it big” one day.

      The only thing a dancer should ever be thinking about is dance. That’s how you rise to the top—become the cream of the crop. It’s why I’ve already fulfilled my family’s legacy and become a legend in my own right.

      Every day I die—kill—myself and for that, I’m the best, known the world over.

      But I don’t hurt myself every day because I want to be known.

      I do it because that’s what’s expected of me.

      Dirk tugs on my bare arm, the one supporting a bundle of fresh roses, and points to a man in overalls hanging halfway out of the ceiling. “Speaking of your grandmother, I’m not comfortable with this, Taylor. I don’t think we should be adding video cameras at every corner of the studio.”

      Continuing to tread through the sea of dancers in the hall, I slip from Dirk’s grip. The halls are extra crowded this afternoon. They are not just filled with students but also an electrician crew armed with tool guns, ladders, and rolls of heavy wire. They’ve been contracted to install video cameras, which includes sound so people can hear the music along with the drama over the Internet when we’re rehearsing.

      When I see one of the cameras aimed at the janitor’s closet, I realize why Dirk has a problem with this.

      “You’re just going to have to find another place to make out with Jesse when no one is around.”

      Dirk sighs, continuing to follow from behind. “That’s not the reason I’m wary of the cameras.”

      “Sure, it is.”

      “Jesse and I are over,” Dirk says. “I’ve already met someone else.”

      I stop dead in my tracks. “But you’ve been after Jesse since he moved here six months ago.”

      Dirk rakes his hands through his blond hair, letting his green eyes wander as he thinks. Whimpers of ogling teenagers sound off in admiration around us.

      “I don’t think Jesse’s ever going to come fully out of the closet.” Dirk shrugs. “Everything we do is always in the closet. You know we can’t expect people to be...” Dirk eyeballs me, his eyes get glossy as they graze over my wavy brown hair, cropped at the back, and practically naked body, “be what they’re not.”

      “Shit, man,” I stomp away. “You can’t do that.”

      “I’m sorry.” He follows.

      “Dirk, I’m serious. You can’t freakin’ look at me like that.”

      “I know, I know.” He catches up. “Taylor, it’s just really hard to be around you, you know?”

      Ugh. “And don’t use the word ‘hard’ around me ever again.”

      “Ah,” his voice is sour. “I didn’t mean it like that. You just confuse people sometimes. I mean, nobody knows your preference.”

      Da-fuh?

      I stop again, turning to him. “What the hell are you talking about? I’m not gay. Clearly, you saw the pictures Diamond took and posted. I’ve slept with a lot of women since that night.”

      “But I’ve never seen you...” He hesitates, scratching his head. “You only hang out with me and my friends. My. Gay. Friends. And I’ve never seen you hook up with anyone seriously. It’s like you’re either overcompensating or you’re afraid to fall in love. Diamond was a perfect match and not just in beauty but a prima. The two of you are so beautiful together, on and off the stage.”

      Love? Is he serious? What kind of stupid bullshit is that?

      I step up to Dirk. “You’re talking about a relationship that lasted one night.” And it was with a woman who is a total bitch! I should know. I’m her dance partner that has to cater to her every whim when I’d really just like to drop her on her ass.

      “Diamond said you were gay. Said it was the worse sex she ever had in her life. She posted it everywhere online yesterday. Why didn’t you ever say anything in response?”

      Again, because she’s a conniving brat.

      “She’s desperate, man. She’s trying to get me to convince people otherwise by trying to get me to sleep with her again. But I don’t give a damn about what people think. And besides, I don’t manage my social media, someone else does. It’s why I went to the marketing agency, so I don’t have to worry about this crap. The marketing person, whoever that is, manages all my stuff. It’s the same person who suggested we model for a few fashion designers months ago to increase the school’s social media presence. And it’s the same person who suggested to Penny we add video cameras in all the rooms and down the halls, so our sponsors can watch us twenty-four seven. According to my marketer, our sponsors are more obliged to pour more money into the school and the company when they feel connected to us. It’s the same person who even arranged this private meeting this morning.”

      “Private meeting?” Dirk scratches his smooth jaw. “I thought this was an exhibition.”

      I flail my free hand up and down between us, so he takes note of what we’re both wearing, which is...

      Nothing.

      Tight, nude-colored, briefs that barely cover our crotch and show every contour of our chiseled asses. That’s all we have on.

      “This is an exhibition, Dirk, and we are the exhibit.”

      Dirk clasps his own cheeks with two hands. “Why do I feel so dirty all of a sudden? Like I’m being used. Dancing has never made me feel dirty except when we’re at Club Max. Actually, I think I like this.” He winks.

      I flick Dirk across the shoulder with a backhand. “Dude, you cannot do that to me either?”

      “What are you talking about?” He flicks me back.

      “You winked.”

      “I wasn’t winking at you.” He winks repeatedly with exaggeration. “I was winking for emphasis.” He winks again. “Why are you behaving like such a homophobe?”

      My voice tips low. “How can I be a homophobe when my best friend is a homosexual?”

      “I don’t know, but now it’s your tone that just sounds... rude,” he scowls.

      I fire back. “I’m not being rude.”

      “An ass then.”

      What?

      “You’re not an ass, Taylor” interrupts Jesse. “But Dirk most certainly wants to get in there.”

      Jesse ruffles the top of Dirk’s head as he flies in to stand between us fully dressed in Adidas like he thinks he’s a basketball star rather than a dancer.

      “Why do you think Dirk couldn’t commit to me, Taylor?” Jesse taps my cheek and puckers his lips as if he’s about to kiss me.

      I whack his hand away.

      “Dirkland will always be in love with you. Too bad you’re straight.” Jesse also winks as he walks away.

      My heart breaks. It’s really strange how sorry I feel for Dirk right now. The guy, with both his hands planted over his reddening face, has been my best friend since we were eight. I think the fact he came out when he was ten made it easy for us to remain friends for the last thirteen years. We both had dark secrets we were hiding. Secrets deep down we were ashamed to confess to anyone but each other: He’s gay. I’m a murderer who murdered his own mother with a single kick to the heart at the age of three.

      Dirk peels his fingers from his face. “Don’t listen to Jesse. He’s deflecting.”

      “You mean projecting?”

      “Sheesh, I don’t know. I’m a dancer, not a psychotherapist.”

      We both laugh.

      The sound of typical warm-up music—Chopin, Nocturne Op. 9 No. 2—resonates through emptying halls as dancers, like soldiers, shuttle single file into their classes.

      I turn towards the heavy double doors where Dirk and I need to go. “You ready to dance dirty?”

      “You think these ladies can handle it?” He smiles slyly. “I mean the two of us? Together?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I reply. “I’m sure they’ve already filled out their checks. We just need to make sure they sign and hand the money over.”

      Dirk purses his lips to the side. “You don’t think this is odd? Giving an ‘exhibition’ to gain funds?”

      “You like the apartment the school puts you up in?”

      “Yeah,” he chortles.

      He should. Dirk’s apartment is bigger than the average size bachelor pad in this bustling metropolis, and it includes parking.

      “The world’s a stage, man, and we’re dancers,” I say. “It doesn’t matter where we are as long as we’re in the center of it with all eyes on us.”

      “That sounds like something your marketer told you. Tried to sell you on.”

      “Actually,” I rub my chin. “I think it was. In an email.”

      “You mean you still haven’t met this person?”

      “Hell, no. Penny deals with all that shit.”

      “Have you seen any of your social media posts recently?”

      “Nope.”

      “You should. You’ve got a million followers and you look great. The images are themed and colored in coordinating colors and effects—a retro meets contemporary theme. Whoever is designing the campaigns really knows what he’s doing.”

      “He must. We’ve seen a serious increase in enrollment and sponsorship, so hiring a marketer was a good idea.”

      “Your idea?”

      “Of course.” I nod.

      Somebody needs to save my family’s school before it goes extinct.

      “But this,” Dirk points his thumb at the doors. “This isn’t your idea, is it?”

      “No. Like I said, this one belongs to the marketer.”

      “And you’re just going to trust this person you’ve never spoken to except through a few emails?”

      “I do as I’m expected.” I stretch my arms to loosen up. “I dance. That’s why I’m alive.”

      “Right.” Dirk nods. “I’m curious. If you had to pick between the two, which would you choose? Women or dancing?”

      I’m Taylor Rose.

      I don’t have to choose.

      I have fans.

      So, I get both.

      Sex, dance, the school—it’s all one thing to me. Doesn’t matter if I like or loathe any of it because no matter what I do, whether I want it or not, I get more love than I know what to do with.

      There’s only one thing I’ve ever loved, and I can’t care to love anything else again. Not dance. Not even the school. And most certainly not another human being. I refuse to love. Period.

      I’m only doing what is expected of me because that’s what she would’ve loved. That’s what would’ve made her happy. If I had listened and done what I was told, my mother would still be here today.

      Putting the bundle of rosebuds to my nose, I take a whiff. “We shouldn’t talk about this anymore,” I say.

      “Why not?”

      “Because,” I grin. “It’s showtime.”

      Pushing the doors open to enter the grand ballroom, both Dirk and I sing, “Ladies!”

      We each front our best fake, well-rehearsed smile. With our shoulders down, chest out, arms open but relaxed, Dirk and I walk into the room that has a ceiling three-stories high. Windows span the full length of the longest wall, from one deco column to another. The restored neoclassical building built in the 1920s is the most eloquent of all the rooms with a bright but soft glow.

      I prefer to dance in this room. It’s reminiscent of a time when cigarettes and garments adorned with fur and feathers were something of prestige and at one point this room used to be a nightclub.

      Immediately, we are greeted by a woman dressed sleekly in a short black business casual dress and in the company of a younger girl, her daughter, also in black but dressed more plainly.

      Fourteen, I believe the girl is (if I remember the email correctly—I usually only skim the first line). I give the teeny bopper the flowers.

      “Roses?” the young lady smiles brightly. “For me?”

      “Yes.” I smile back.

      Her mother interrupts with a shaky voice, putting out her nervous hand. “It’s so wonderful to meet you in person. We are big fans of yours, Mr. Rose.”

      I take her hand. A woman of her stature and wealth shouldn’t be trembling so easily, but then again, she’s in the company of young stallions. “Please, call me Taylor and this is—”

      “Dirk!” shouts the teenager. “I watch all your online videos. I’m your biggest fan.”

      “Well, I don’t know what to say.” Dirk blushes. “Thank you.”

      I immediately cut to the chase. “Penny says you weren’t sure about the future of the conservatory and that—”

      “You mean your grandmother?” The shakiness in the woman’s voice is gone.

      I grin. “Yes, Penny. I can assure you—”

      “I used to dance here,” the mother interrupts. “I attended this school.” The woman looks up to the ceiling allowing her eyes to wander. They glow with the room.

      “Yes, I know Ms. Peters. I’ve seen pictures of you in the library. You were prima until you broke your foot.”

      Shame. Sorry, not sorry. That’s the life of a dancer.

      “You’ve seen pictures of me?” Her eyes twinkle.

      “Of course,” I assure her. “There are twenty-two pictures of you in the prima album. One-hundred and sixteen pictures of you in the Nutcracker album for the year you danced as prima and—”

      “That’s enough,” she blushes. “They weren’t lying about you, Taylor. You really do love dance, don’t you?”

      “No, I love this school,” I lie with a glint of you’re-totally-buying-my-bullshit in my eye, which I’m sure she sees as stars. “Would you like to see the performance we’ve prepared for you and your daughter today?” I ask. “Perhaps if you see how hard we are working here...”

      Then you’ll give us a portion of your friggin’ trust fund.

      I stretch out my arm and on cue, Dirk walks to the corner, bringing two folding chairs, which he opens for each lady.

      “Please, sit,” I say.

      “Oh, okay,” says the mother, watching her daughter delighted to be assisted by Dirk.

      Without delay, I head over to the stereo system, turn up the classical music, and do what I always do...

      Exactly. What. Is. Expected. Of. Me.

      The expectation here, however, is not to leap, flip, jump, spin, split, create art using body movement, or perform acrobatics that only I can do, but it’s to ensure the survival of my family’s legacy—a conservatory started by a family of dancers nearly a century ago, along with a great fortune.

      Within the first introduction, the mother and daughter are in awe. They should be. From morning to sunset and sometimes into the wee hours of the night, except for nights Dirk and I go to Club Max, I train for this.

      It only takes two songs before I see the mother fumbling at her purse and I decide to make my move. As Dirk continues to show off his jumps in time with the music, keeping the daughter’s attention and distracted, I kneel beside her mother to seal the deal.

      Ms. Peters is sweating. She’s even panting, with her hands lingering at her neckline, wanting to shake the top of her dress to fan herself.

      I put my hand on her knee. “What do you think? As an alumnus your opinion matters. Do you think we need to get more creative? Dirk and I have been working on these routines tirelessly. Do you think it’s enough to impress the upcoming season’s audience?”

      “Oh, it’s wo-wonderful,” she stutters, admiring my hair, indigo blue bedroom eyes, smooth square jaw, as well as my ripped shoulders. “Very impressive.”

      “Hmm,” I hum, squeezing her knee just slightly so the gesture seems friendly but also intriguing. “I just don’t ever feel like we’re good enough, you know? And we just want to dance, but it costs so much to make a living off those dreams.”

      “You don’t have to worry,” she wraps her hand over mine and taps lightly. “I’ll take care of it. You’re wonderfully talented, Taylor. I see why my daughter has been obsessed with the two of you—a couple of celebrities.” The woman looks directly into my eyes and then at my pouty-shaped mouth but her eyes don’t stay there long. “We’re also very thankful that you’re adding cameras, so we can see behind the scenes of all that goes on here.” Her eyes wander to my chiseled chest, my cut abs, and then down to my...

      “Mom!” interrupts her daughter. “Can I try dancing? I want to dance here.”

      “Oh no, Melissa,” her mother says calmly. “You’re a much better fiddler than you are a dancer.”

      I don’t mean to scowl but I do. Who tells someone they can’t dance? Her own daughter, the daughter of a prima, no less!

      “What do you mean? Have you ever tried dancing?” I ask the girl.

      Melissa frowns, bowing her head. “My mother won’t let me.”

      That doesn’t make sense. “Why not?”

      Ms. Peters looks me directly in the eye again. “I died to be prima. Gave up everything and died again when I broke my foot. But it’s worth the stress if you love what you do. Melissa loves her violin. It’s as if the instrument was made just for her.”

      “Is that true?” I ask Melissa.

      The girl smiles brilliantly. “Yes. I love music. It’s...” Melissa inhales deeply, her lungs expanding so wide it’s as if she intends to suck in every last breath of air covering the planet because she owns it. “It’s my true love.”

      “I can tell you love dancing, Taylor.” Ms. Peters says, eyes blazing. “Watching you brings me back to a time when dance was the only thing that mattered to me.” She sighs, suddenly looking forlorn as we lock eyes. “You do love dancing, don’t you?”

      My throat suddenly feels swollen. Is it possible she can see the emptiness? “I lo—” I swallow. “I do lo—”

      Dirk interrupts. “You can’t ask him a question like that. He gets choked up, he loves dancing so much.”

      Ms. Peters nods, appeased. “Thank you for doing this demonstration for us, gentlemen. How much do you need? One?”

      “Wha... one?” I stutter.

      “One million?”

      I clear my throat. “Uh... yeah... yes! That will be very generous of you.”

      “We’ll make it two million,” she corrects with a tap on my nose. “But I’m not making a donation because I was once prima at this school. My generosity I give to the world because the world deserves the gift of watching you dance.”
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      Scum. I feel like such a scumbag. The school, me, Penny! We don’t even need that money. If I was allowed to do with the school what I really wanted, we wouldn’t need to solicit sponsors or donors.

      We need to expand. We need to diversify.

      Hip-hop, modern, contemporary—these are all styles we should be opening classes to stay relevant. Ballet will always be the foundation. I would encourage every student to enroll in those classes, except it would not be a requirement.

      Pulling the flannel hood of my denim jacket over my head, I exit the backdoor to the studio and head towards the parking structure across the street. I do a few flips and tricks on the way to my car where no one can see. Penny would have a fit if she saw me out here like this.

      And why do I care? I’m twenty-four years old!

      Because she’s the only family you got, dummy, and you’ll do what she says before you give her a heart attack and kill her, too.

      Popping the door open to my sexy white with black rims Maserati GranTurismo, which I bought with the money I made from modeling, I get in, putting the key in the ignition and then pause.

      I don’t know what I’m doing.

      That woman, Ms. Peters, asked me if I loved dancing and I hesitated. The sheer joy in her daughter’s face with the mention of the word “fiddle”—

      I don’t think I’ve ever known joy like that. It makes my eyes wet. My throat feels swollen again and I take a moment.

      Leaning my head back, I scroll my eyes, swiveling my head to see if anyone is around...

      No one.

      The silence is thick and I grab the steering wheel, muttering, “Mother?”

      I don’t know why I talk to her sometimes. I’ve never been to church and I have no idea where people go once their gone, but I can only hope that maybe my mother did have a soul and perhaps she’s still around. It’s stupid to try and talk to her, I know, especially since I obviously have no soul. But it seems to make the ache in my throat go away.

      “Mom, I need help. I don’t know where you are or if you can hear me, but I need to know if I’m following through on this life you left me with. Am I the dancer you wanted me to be? Can you give me a sign? Any sign, Mom, that I’ve become exactly what you expected of me?”

      The air in the car is stiff accompanied only by...

      Silence.

      I wait a few minutes, collecting my cool.

      I’m famous. I’ve been told I’m the most adored dancer on the planet, but I wonder what people would think if they knew I was behaving like a child—I’m a grown man talking to himself.

      I turn the ignition and I’m completely surprised to hear...

      More silence?

      Whatha?

      “Ah, hell.”

      I pump the gas and crank the ignition again and again.

      “Damn!” I slam my hands on the steering wheel.

      Pulling out my phone, I notice my eyes are red in the rearview mirror. I was going to call Dirk, but shit! I think I just need to be alone. If Dirk sees me like this—looking like a crybaby—he’ll get teary-eyed as well and fall all over me. I love the guy, but not like that.

      Not to mention, he’ll try to console me—get me to think the opposite of what I know is the truth: This is not my mom but Karma trying to teach me a lesson.

      I used my skills—my body—to sucker two million dollars out of a single mother.

      I grab my sack, flip on a cap, and get out, heading back to the street where I see a bus is preparing to stop in front of the studio.

      “Seventh Street” flashes above the oversized square windshield. I figure I live on Sixth and I can take the bus home and deal with my car in the morning. Dirk is supposed to pick me up to take us out later anyway, so I won’t need wheels this evening.

      Zigzagging my feet hastily through the street, I slide on my sunglasses and reach the bus doors as they start to hiss shut. The driver gives me a sneer initially, but she opens the doors when I pull down my shades to blink my twinkling dark indigo blues.

      Up the steps, I fly, panting just slightly. I did have to run to make it onboard in time.

      I clutch the handrails above me as the bus rolls onward. Spying the empty seats at the back, I head towards them when I stop abruptly.

      I also stop panting, breathing easily.

      The scent of something familiar—floral but light—fills my nostrils and I inhale deeply.

      Roses.

      To the left, from the corner of my eye, I make out a short pink halter dress and red hair cut into a wavy bob above bare, soft-skinned shoulders.

      I look down to the seat next to the woman and whaddya know?

      The open bag laying across the seat is stuffed with magazines. I’m on all the front covers.

      This is going to be too. Easy!

      I reach both hands towards the rail above the seat and lean my body forward just a little. I take a moment to observe the woman’s profile. She’s pretty. Pale blue eyes—a blue much lighter than mine, plus a pointed nose, rosy cheeks, glossed red lips, and a tiny cleft at the center of her petite chin. Not too much makeup. Just a little, but she’s got a lot of thigh. Miles and miles of long fair thighs.

      I notice her black umbrella leaning against the seat, blocking my path to sit next to her. So, I grab the handle and nudge it in her direction as I clear my throat.

      “Excuse me, is this seat taken?”
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      My head spins to my left in surprise with the intrusion of a gruff voice.

      Immediately, I catch sight of ripped abs peeking out from between faded jeans and an aged, wrinkled white shirt. Hip bones and V-lines are also visible and I gulp.

      I spin my head without looking at the man’s face. I’ve learned it’s wise not to make eye contact with strangers, even sexy strangers, on the bus.

      “There are tons of seats open behind me,” I say politely and bow my chin to look back at the magazine in my lap.

      Taylor Rose, I smile to myself, turning the page, surveying the fashion spread of a grayscale image of the world’s most adored dancer posed in a split leap.

      “I’d like to sit here if you don’t mind.” The man to my left interrupts my perlustration.

      Is he serious? The whole back of the bus is empty!

      “Please, I’d like to sit close to the front,” he says, fumbling, and then lifting all of my stuff and handing it to me.

      What the hell!

      I let out a sigh, trying not to be loud or rude as he sits because he smells.

      Like sweat.

      I adjust my belongs in my lap and tuck a few things between me and the interior wall of the bus before I reopen my magazine, flipping straight to the page I was on.

      The man next to me leans in. His shoulder becomes flush with mine. “So, you like Taylor Rose, huh?”

      My cheeks flush warm when I realize I’m looking at a man half naked wearing nothing but tight black briefs, modeling a black tie, which floats in midair as Taylor floats with it, suspended in the snapshot he did for a luxe designer.

      The dark-skinned little kid in front of me boasting a head topped with a bundle of black curly locks stops chewing on the backend of the seat to smile at me. The kid is always smiling at me.

      “Do you think he’d go out with me—Taylor Rose—if I asked him?” asks the man next to me.

      I figure the guy’s got to be near my age. I’m twenty-two. Or maybe he’s a bit older considering how forward he is.

      I look at his faded jeans, which are frayed at the knees. And dirty! Is he homeless? He looks like he’s been crawling around in those pants.

      “You don’t talk much, do you?” he asks, settling his worn black knapsack on his lap.

      What does he want me to say? No, Taylor would not go out with you. I know for a fact he’s into women.

      He yawns (Is it a yawn? It sounds fake) and stretches his arm around my back and across my shoulders.

      I stiffen.

      What. Does. This. Man. Think. He’s. Doing?

      “I’m a dancer myself,” he says.

      I lighten up. That explains a few things. His smell. His jeans. His poverty.

      He runs his thumb along the corner edges of the stack of my magazines. “I’ve always been a fan of Taylor’s. I can see you’re a fan as well. Big fan.”

      I can’t keep myself from grinning. I’m Taylor’s biggest fan.

      The man rubs his thumb over the peak of my shoulder. “So, uh... you ever met Taylor?”

      I resist shaking my head. I do not want to engage in conversations about my obsessions... I mean, my occupation. Not to mention, I also don’t want this stranger touching me!

      Lifting his hand over my head, I give him back his arm.

      “I see how it is,” he growls. “Only got eyes for Taylor, do you?” He wiggles, sitting straighter in his seat. “I bet I know more about him than you do.”

      I gasp with a smile. I don’t want to engage with the man sitting next to me, but my laugh is uncontainable. The kid in front of me, the kid I see whenever I ride the bus laughs, too. I give the boy a wink.

      “Well, at least we know she can be amused. Huh, kid? Do you know how to get this one to talk?” he asks the boy as he points his thumb at me.

      “We don’t talk to strangers,” I say, shaking my head. His mother does a one-eighty in her seat to smile back at me in approval.

      “Ah, there she is,” says the stranger. “I had a feeling her mouth worked. How about the rest of her?” He nudges me with his elbow this time, which is uncomfortable.

      Okay. He’s getting on my last nerve! How old is he? Five?

      “If you’re so into Taylor, that must mean you’re a dancer, too,” he says.

      Dance? Me? Ha-ha-ha-ha!

      That’s stupid. And my mouth does a stupid thing...

      “Oh no, I don’t dance. I... I’m...” Why did I open my mouth?

      “You look like a dancer,” he responds.

      I do?

      “You have the figure. I was positive when I saw you, especially with all those books and magazines you have.” He bends over, and I finally get a glimpse of him... sorta.

      He’s wearing sunglasses and a baseball cap, but he’s oddly familiar.

      He pokes at the spines of the books again. “These are all books about dance.” He slips both his hands into the stack and steals one!

      Who the hell does he think he is?

      I grit my teeth and reach with one arm, trying to take the book back. “They’re for research.”

      The kid is gnawing on the top of the chair and drooling, he’s so entertained.

      The man turns away, flipping through The History of Dance. “Research for what?”

      “I’m a designer,” I say, debating on whether I should smack this guy.

      “Clothing designer?”

      “No, I’m a graphic designer and an artist, but I mostly work in social media marketing. Can you give that back please?” I lean over trying to get the book back when I notice the man’s head is turned completely back to me and although I barely see the shadow of his eyes through his sunglasses, I can tell he’s checking me out!

      I lean back, sitting up straight. This guy is creepy. I debate whether or not I should inform the bus driver of his inappropriate behavior.

      “Hey,” he says, also sitting up straight and handing the book back. I think he’s finally come to his senses. “I was just messing with you. When I saw your books, I thought we had something in common... besides Taylor.”

      Curious. “And what was that?”

      “Dancing,” he says, slouching in his seat. He looks defeated. I kinda feel sorry for him now. He’ll never be like Taylor. No one could ever replace Taylor Rose.

      “I love dancing,” I mumble.

      “But I thought you just said you’re not a dancer.”

      “No, you’re right, I can’t dance,” I correct. “But I love people who do. It was always a dream of mine to be able to dance. I treasure people who have the talent, the gift.” Quickly, I glance at the magazine with Taylor inside and flip the cover closed when I hear the man chuckle.

      “Everybody can dance,” he chortles. “There’s nothing to it really.” The man does a weird wiggle in his seat that looks more like an oversized caterpillar humping itself.

      The kid in front of us laughs, but I don’t.

      It’s not funny.

      “No, not everybody can dance,” I say sternly.

      “Well...” he clears his throat. “You know, I could teach you.”

      I blush from the heat of my shame. “I’m unteachable. I prefer to admire those that have the skill, those that were born to dance.” I smooth my hand over the magazine cover, a beautiful cover I helped to procure. “Like Taylor.”

      “Mmm... right... like Taylor. You’re putting too much emphasis on someone you hardly know. I heard he’s a jerk. I even heard he murdered his own mother.”

      Now, I’m upset. This guy totally barged into my space and he’s going to bash on Taylor Rose?

      I love Taylor Rose.

      I’ve loved Taylor since before he got famous for his standing ovation after a Nutcracker performance he did at only twelve years old during a Presidential Christmas party. I’ve loved him since before he became the principle lead at the Vander Rose Conservatory of Dance, which I also know everything about even though I’ve never actually stepped foot in there.

      And... okay... I admit I’ve been fantasizing about Taylor since before I can remember, before I got the opportunity to work for him, which is why I’m so good at being his social marketing manager. I know what makes him look good and I know what his fans expect from him, even when he is reluctant to comply sometimes.

      I am not going to let some homeless street dancer talk bad about my forever-crush. My hero. My client!

      “You shouldn’t say horrible things about a person who inspires others.”

      The man laughs. It’s so loud, even he is aware of the decibel level and he pulls his cap down and his knapsack to his face to restrain the cackle.

      “Inspiring?” He drops the bag back in his lap. “The guy is a con. His skills are purely propriety.”

      What is wrong with this guy?

      My shoulders turn to front him. “He’s not a con. He’s a dancer. That’s his job. He gets paid to dance. If you knew how much and how hard he trains—”

      “Oh, I know.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Believe me, I do.”

      Now, I’m really pissed. “You have no clue who Taylor Rose is and if you knew—”

      “I bet I know him better than you.”

      “There’s no way.” I shake my head emphatically, regretting what comes out next. “I love him. I’m his number one fan and I’m not going to let you demean him. He’s amazing and that’s. It. Trust me, nobody knows Taylor better than me.”

      “But I bet I do,” the man sings cockily.

      “Sir.” I inhale, trying to keep my cool.

      I’ve always been the passive-aggressive type, but this guy is driving me insane. I’ve never told anyone off in my life, but this guy makes me want to drop a bucket of F-bombs over his head—he is so annoying!

      “Can you please move to another seat?” I ask calmly and turn my head away to look out the window.

      “I’ll tell you what,” he says. “I think I have to get off soon anyway. Tell me what Taylor’s favorite food is and I’ll move.”

      “Fish,” I say right away, keeping my eyes on the glass. “He loves seafood.”

      Thank goodness! I’ll be able to move these books from my lap.

      “You’re wrong.”

      What!

      I turn to the man, making sure he can feel the heat of my fiery glare through his shades. “I’m not wrong. He eats healthy—salmon and cod, even mackerel up to seven days a week.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not his favorite food. Taylor has to eat healthy like that because that’s what’s expected of a dancer.”

      I gasp. “So, what’s his favorite food then? Like you would know.”

      He points to his cap. It says Bravo across the front.

      Bravo? I recall reposting a picture of Taylor, which was snapped by one of his fans while he was seen at the Latin diner. I posted the pic across all his social media platforms. It was rare to get images of Taylor in normal attire—faded dirty jeans, ripped at the knees, and wrinkly old tees doing normal things. Part of my job is to exploit Taylor’s image so the school will stay relevant in a world where technology impacts how people buy things. Taylor was already a celebrity in the dance community, but I’ve turned him into a social media icon. His social image brought in thousands of untapped revenues, all going toward his school and company.

      But he can’t always appear as living among the elite. His biggest supporters need to see him cozy and relaxed as if he’s also a regular Joe. It makes him look sexier.

      I look at the knees of the man sitting next to me and feel uneasy when I recall the look of his abs, his hips, and V-lines lines. It makes me think of Taylor.

      “Have you ever been there?” asks the man next to me.

      “Huh?” I snap out of my daze. I’m always in a daze when it comes to Taylor, so I’m dazey most of the time.

      “I’ve asked you three times now,” he says. “Have you ever been to Bravo’s?”

      “Oh, no,” I reply.

      I never go anywhere. On the bus, between work and home—those are the only places I go.

      Except when I’m with Ben. He’ s my best friend. He’ll pick me up and let me hang out with him every now and then when he’s working. He’s the only one, second to Taylor, I dream about dating because Ben is so understanding and accommodating. Ben, like Taylor, however, will never chance getting intimate with me.

      But then again, I’m doomed to never be intimate with anyone.

      “Well... here,” the man replies, taking off his cap and placing it over my head. He tugs down on the lip to force the cap more snugly over my forehead before I have a chance to react.

      Watching him rake his fingers through his chocolate brown hair, a pang hits dead center in my chest as he pulls off his sunglasses to reveal deep indigo eyes. “We should go to Bravo’s one day. Me and you.”

      I melt. The most beautiful man, Taylor Rose—my dream guy, my icon, the man I work for but I’ve never seen in real life has his thigh pressed flush next to mine and he’s looking at me. A spark ignites. I’ve never had an orgasm before, but I’m pretty sure I just came in my panties and I wiggle in my seat with the dampness.

      Taylor, observant, grants a little more show of his teeth. “Actually, I changed my mind. It’s Thursday, which means its salsa night tonight, so what time should I pick you up? You have a dress to salsa in, yeah?”

      “No,” pops out of my mouth. I hate to say it. It makes me sick to deny him, but there’s no way I can go.

      His chiseled stone cheeks soften as his long nose tips downward and his salivating tongue grazes across his lower canines as he studies my dress. “No? Well... that’s okay. You can wear that if you want. Your panties might show when I twirl you, but I’m okay with that.” He bites his bottom lip as the corners of his mouth quirk up.

      My mouth is open. I have no idea what to say. I just told this man I love him. Then, he asked me to meet him at Bravo (just a friendly gesture, not a date, I’m sure) and I’m flat out turning him down, which I’m sure is difficult for him to accept.

      The problem with managing Taylor’s social media is I also have to filter through all the images people send me, which includes him with other women. A lot of other women—the women waiting in the wings.

      If I could be any one of those women, I would totally go. But I’m not one of them.

      I’m me.

      Born differently.

      You’d think I’d have something else to say after all the time I spend looking, daydreaming, working on him.

      But no.

      I just want to die.

      I’d totally kill myself over Taylor. I already do, so I might as well get death over with, especially since he has no clue that he’s sort of my boss.

      Because when he finds out who I am tomorrow, he’ll probably want to kill me anyway.

      Not to mention the fact that...

      I. Can’t. Dance.

      And dancing is his passion.

      “Listen,” he says looking out the window and back to me. “Tell me where you live, I’ll pick you...” He pauses. “Ugh, fuck! My car is dead. That’s why I’m on the bus today.” He turns, fronting me completely. “Can you meet me instead? I’ll meet you at Bravo, but I’ll make sure I find a way to take you home after we salsa a bit. Is eight okay with you or is that too late?”

      Did he not hear what I just said? I said, “No.”

      “Cool,” he gets up, twirling his knapsack over his shoulder. “Eight it is. Looks like my stop is approaching.”

      Wait a second! I meant “No” as in I can’t go, not “No” as in eight isn’t too late.

      That uneasy feeling I had earlier has turned into a full blown anxiety attack. I can’t breathe. I can’t cope. My head has gone from dazey to dizzy but I need to collect myself because I need to make Taylor Rose understand that I won’t be there. “Taylor, I can’t meet you.”

      “Why not? You got a boyfriend or something?”

      I wish.

      My eyes scroll up into the back of my head, searching for an answer but all I see is the lid of Taylor’s cap, which he grips. I try to back away but he’s got my head in a cap trap, locked and pulling me towards him. He leans in further to take a whiff.

      A whiff! Taylor Rose is sniffing me?

      With his heat radiating from his body and his face so close to mine...

      I’m paralyzed. I can’t move. I can’t even breathe. In fact, the excited pulsating twitch between my legs is what seems to be in control and it forces a gasp, which brings me to inhale.

      Why does Taylor’s sweat suddenly smell sweet now that I know that scent belongs to him?

      He whispers in my ear. “Be a good girl and show up tonight, will you? Ten minutes of my time is worth upwards of two million dollars nowadays. And, you should know I don’t normally give private lessons but I’m willing to make an exception for my biggest fan.”

      He lets go and reaches for the bars above him to secure his stance. The lines of his waist peep out again and I wish he’d steal one of my books once more so we could wrestle again now that I know his true identity.

      I pull down the lid of the cap to hide the fact I can’t stop admiring him. Even with the tattered clothes...

      He’s so sexy.

      I’m so...

      Not.

      I need to make him understand this.

      “Taylor, really. I can’t go. I can’t dance.”

      And I won’t!

      Ever.

      I especially would never attempt to dance in front of him.

      “Of course, you can dance. I’ll teach you,” he says confident but nonchalantly and quickly changes his tone to something sultry. “If you’re a good student, I might even teach you a few other things as well.” He winks with a sly, dangerous smile, turning my anxiety attack into a crippling heart attack.

      A loud screech brings the bus to a halt as the driver steps on the brakes causing everyone to belly forward and back in unison.

      “See.” He chuckles, watching me. “You got a nice sway up top. Now we just gotta work on the lower half, but you’re almost there.”

      The bus doors swing open and Taylor jets towards the front of the bus.

      My jaw drops. I try to clarify one last time with a shout, “Taylor, no! You don’t understand, I can’t—”

      “You can and you will,” he says, shouting back and pointing at me. “You be there, Rosie.” He jumps from the bus to the sidewalk.

      Rosie? Should I yell to him that my name is Rerun?

      I’m sick. I’ve never felt so nauseous in my life. As Taylor joins the bustling crowd of pedestrians, I wonder what it will be like to live on the street. I already know what it’s like to be without a home, but never without a roof over my head.

      For a year, Taylor’s been avoiding meeting with me, his social marketing manager. I’ve always had to deal with his grandmother, which never felt right. He should be the one involved in all the decisions regarding his commercial presence and value.

      It won’t matter much now though. Per yesterday’s email, Taylor did finally agree to meet with his manager, me, at the studio tomorrow. After which, I’m sure I’ll be out of a job because there’s no way I’m meeting him tonight.
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      She stood me up. I still can’t believe it.

      I get off the nine o’clock morning bus and head to the back of the studio. I don’t want to hear about how late I am. I’m never late and the second I walk in through those heavy, enormous, Moorish-inspired double front doors, our office manager, Delores, is going to yell at me.

      My own head is already blaring in my ears. I stayed up way too late after I got home this morning.

      I waited. I actually waited for Rosie until midnight. And when I finally gave up, convinced by a curvy brunette who listened to me yap for most of the night about my bus encounter, I got up to go home. With the curvy.

      I had to turn her away though. She was cute. She definitely had some moves. Salsa moves I’m sure would’ve translated well in the sack. But when I realized how late it was and how early I needed to be in the studio this morning, I had to ditch the curvy, explaining that I had to get some sleep for 5 a.m. training.

      But I didn’t sleep. Instead, I stayed up all night searching through hundreds of images of me across social media, along with some of my millions of followers as well as the thousands of comments for any sign of my biggest fan.

      Rosie.

      But I saw nothing that would resemble the girl from the bus.

      I should’ve gotten her name.

      I should’ve gotten her number!

      I was so sure she would show. Chicks always show. Every one of them—my groupies, my femminions (femme plus minions equals femminions). They’ve never failed to come when I call.

      Maybe something happened to her. Maybe she fell coming out the bus and got injured and got rushed to the hospital and is in the ICU at this very moment with a brain injury.

      Jesus, I’m full of myself.

      Like a girl would have to have a brain injury before she’d stand me up. But the truth is no one has ever stood me up.

      Maybe I said something that wasn’t impressive enough. She said she knows everything about me. Surely, she knows how much money I have.

      I open the back door and pop into the back hall. When the door shuts behind me, I consider what else I might’ve done to repel her.

      I pause. I didn’t wear deodorant yesterday. I forgot!

      Spinning my head, I see I’m alone. Voices and music echo but the hall is empty. Everyone must be in class.

      I lift my shirt, tugging it way up to my ear and sniff my pit.

      Smells good—like a champ. But shit. It’s possible my stench might’ve been what put that Rosie off yesterday.

      I bite my shirt. Goddamn! She was so cute and fuck! She smelled so good.

      She smelled better than roses. Whatever she was wearing reminded me of what happens after a final season’s performance—the final curtain call to a long season.

      She reminded me of the release I feel when my toes step back for the last time and going backstage where bundles upon bundles of roses and other flowers in various colors flood the dressing rooms. It’s where congratulatory smiles of patrons and families beam amidst flashes of light as cameras fire off.

      Of course, I don’t have much of a family. Penny and I rarely talk unless it’s about business. She also never comes to congratulate me. She can’t. She’s always too busy with sponsors. Making them happy, instead of the boy she raised.

      But it’s fine because that last performance is the one I enjoy the most being backstage on my own. The night of the final performance is the night I experience what it’s like to celebrate with anything resembling a family. A big one.

      Parents, spouses, and siblings of fellow dancers all stop to offer me congratulations in passing. It’s the one time of year I receive a ridiculous number of hugs. And it’s not just because I’m the lead dancer. I suspect people feel connected to you when you put out a performance the way I do. As I said, I kill myself when I dance and I’m guessing the audience can feel my pain. They’re happy to see I didn’t actually die for them.

      “Taylor!” yells Delores, peeking her head out of the office door. “You’re late. What are you doing standing around? Where have you been and what are you doing?”

      I blush. I have the bottom hem of my shirt, which is soaking now, in my mouth.

      I spit it out. “You got those video screens in your office?”

      The plump, silver-haired woman with coke-bottle glasses bounces when she answers. “Yeah.”

      “I was showing you my abs.”

      She pokes out her tongue in disgust. “Put those away.”

      “Wanna see my guns instead?” I mutter softly.

      “You know I can hear you in here, Taylor. These cameras are equipped with sound.”

      I love Delores but she’s a bit ornery. She’s got eight children, thirty-something grandchildren, and a couple of great-grandchildren. She says every one of them is a rascal, but she insists the worse kid she’s ever had to take care of is me.

      My grandmother wanted to fire Delores a few times, but I can’t get rid of her. Delores is the only person who shares her memories of my mother with me.

      Yep, Delores has worked here a long time and she knows me too well, which means she also won’t put up with my shit.

      “Taylor, you need to hurry up.”

      “Hurry up for what?” I ask, walking towards her. “I’m between rehearsal times right now.”

      “Yes,” she ogles my dumbfounded face as I get close, “which is why you had your meeting set up at this time.”

      “What meeting?”

      “With your marketing manager,” she says, flicking me across the forehead.

      “Ow! Delores, stop doing that. You’ve been doing that since I was a kid.”

      “You’re still a kid.” She turns her back to me.

      “I’m twenty-four.”

      “Mmm,” she huffs, planting her butt in her office chair to drown among stacks of files and a sea of leotards hanging for sale on the walls around her. “Twenty-four and still a deviant. Please be a gentleman and go see the young lady waiting for you. She’s been waiting for over an hour.”

      Pulling the strap of my sack higher up my shoulder, I head down the hall towards what used to be a powder room in the early 1930s but had been turned into a meeting room. My grandmother used to entertain sponsors inside and although she doesn’t anymore, it’s still quite impressive. The wallpaper has to be updated now and then but the tiny tiles covering the floor in a mosaic of dancing peacocks remain from the original building’s infrastructure.

      The heavy cherry-stained wooden table decorated at the corners with cherubs is also near a century old, but the two folding chairs I added are made of plastic. I only use the room nowadays for storage and when I need some time to myself, but the marketer requested via email that we meet somewhere private and the powder room was the only option.

      My legs feel so heavy today. I can’t recall the last time I’d felt so weighed down. I pause at the door with my hand on the handle, pondering why I feel this way. Even after a twelve-hour day of gymnastics, I can’t recall feeling so sluggish.

      It’s probably because I’d stayed up so late. Even after I’d fallen asleep initially, I still didn’t sleep well.

      It’s all her fault. The girl from the bus. She’s the reason I feel so ill.

      She could’ve had the decency to be honest with me and tell me she wasn’t going to be there.

      I will admit the one good thing to come out of last night was that I did get a chance to look at all my social platforms. I must say the marketer is doing a good job. I definitely picked the right company and they did good on their word, selecting the best person for the task. He’s clearly talented with an eye for the arts. I think my accounts look a lot more intriguing, professional, and exciting than some other celebrity’s socials. It’s not just my image but my entire persona looks good. I’ll have to congratulate him when we meet and shake hands.

      I open the door.

      And reclose it.

      Keeping my hand on the door handle, I try to think about what I just saw.

      Was that...

      Her?

      No. It’s not. It can’t be.

      “Taylor?”

      Yes. It is!

      It’s her.

      Fuck. Me.

      “Taylor, I want to apologize for yesterday. Taylor, are you coming in?”

      She wants to apologize. That’s why she’s here.

      Cool. I’ll let her apologize and then I’ll let her make it up to me. Physically.

      Or I could just turn my back on her. That’s probably the better option but...

      The second I cracked the door open, her scent escaped and is now lingering. She still smells like roses but mixed with something else today. It’s sweet like... honeysuckle? It makes me think of what it might be like to get close to her again. Close enough to suckle her sweet lips between my teeth and take a bite.

      Just thinking about those thighs makes me want to do things to her. She left me high and dry last night and the thought she’s come all the way out here just to apologize makes me believe I might be able to get more out of her.

      I open the door.

      “Taylor,” she blows, exasperated. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t—”

      “It’s fine,” I interrupt. “It’s really sweet you stopped by to apologize, but you didn’t have to do that.” I drop my bag on the table and lift off my shirt.

      “I didn’t... That’s not... I... I...” Her mouth is already on replay watching me get undressed. Good.

      I reach for the button of my jeans and zip down my fly. “So, are you still interested in dance lessons?” I lean forward, pulling my jeans down my legs. “But you’re going to have to beg me a little this time,” I say in all seriousness.

      Glancing upward, our eyes lock but she quickly turns her gaze towards the ceiling.

      “Taylor,” she smiles coyly. “That’s not why I’m here I’m—ah!” Her breath hitches when I drop my briefs, letting everything hang loose.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      She covers her eyes. “Taylor, what are you doing?”

      “I have to change.”

      “Can’t you do that somewhere else?”

      “This is my private space.”

      “That doesn’t mean you should let your... umm... stuff hang out when you have someone in here. Where’s your professionalism?”

      “I don’t know. I’m a dancer. Not a professional.”

      “Taylor, you’re a professional dancer, which by the way is the exact reason why I’m here. We need to talk about the catastrophe that happened yesterday with your ex-girlfriend, Diamond, posting those very unprofessional pictures of the two of you all over her social media.”

      “Pffft,” I huff. “Diamond can do what she wants. She’s just upset because she wants more of what I refuse to give her.” I shove my clothes in my bag and pull out practice wear but pause. “Wait a sec. Why are you so worried about it?”

      Rosie peeps through her fingers and gasps again, quickly clamping her eyes under her pressing hands. “Because I’m your marketing manager,” she replies.

      “Huh?” I’m baffled.

      “Taylor, I’m sorry. I tried to tell you yesterday when I figured out who you were on the bus, but I—”

      “Whoa,” I rub my jaw. “Is that why you said you know everything about me? Are you the one who’s been posting all those images and building my following? Are you the marketer who works for me?”

      “Yes,” she peeps through her fingers again. “Oh jeez, Taylor! Can you put some clothes on please?”

      I study Rosie for a minute. I’m not entirely sure how I feel about this. Should I be upset this girl knows me so well yet I know nothing about her? Can it really be she’s the one responsible for the increase in revenue the school has seen in the last year? More so, is it true that we met purely by coincidence less than twenty-four hours ago?

      She’s wearing pink again, except the button-up top covers her shoulders, unlike yesterday. The top buttons are undone showing some lace and I suddenly feel like my prick is about to swell. I’d like to put my face in that open space between her tiny bite-sized tits.

      I see she has her usual stack of “research” materials pouring out of her bag. And there’s the umbrella again, leaning up against the chair next to her. It’s not even raining outside. I wonder why she carries that thing around. In case of an emergency? It’s rather big.

      I’d like to give her something big.

      Let her rain all over it.

      “I’m surprised you have a problem with nudity,” I say, slipping into my dance briefs and sweats. “You’re the one who looks at all my pictures, correct?”

      “Yes,” she nods.

      “Do you filter through all of them? The professional and the unprofessional ones.”

      “Mhm,” she nods again.

      “Look at me.”

      “What?” she keeps her eyes covered.

      “I said... Look. At. Me.”

      She peeps through her fingers, exhaling with relief, seeing my crotch is covered.

      “Why’d you stand me up last night?” I ask, pulling out a chair but not before I pick up her umbrella and toss it.

      “No, wait!” She reaches but misses. She grinds her teeth when it lands on the floor too far from her grasp. Taking a deep breath, she finally looks at me and I mean she really looks at me.

      She purses her lips in anger, glowering. I let her glower and we maintain a staring standoff until I stick out my tongue. A smile slowly plays on her lips. It’s like magic, the effect I have on her. Her face brightens and the corners of her mouth curl upward but just slightly, like she’s in love with me. Like all my other femminions who have too many stars in their eyes, she ogles me. So, I still don’t understand why she stood me up.

      “Where were you last night?” I repeat.

      Her lashes flutter as she comes out of her daze. “I rarely go out,” she says, opening random notebooks and a calendar.

      “You don’t go out. You don’t dance. What the hell do you do?”

      “I work.” Her pretty grin flattens into a straight line. “How did the meeting go yesterday?” she asks, changing the subject. “With the Peters?”

      My stomach twists. “You set that up?”

      “Uh-huh. I set up all of your meet-n-greets, modeling shoots, cameos. That’s not something a social manager usually does but I don’t mind doing the extras. I promise I have your best interests at heart. Everything runs through your grandmother, of course, and then she decides which is best suited for you.”

      “I’m not doing any more meet-n-greets,” I say sternly. “It pisses me off that you and Penny think you can just sell me out like that. I’m not going to dance for sponsors anymore.” Christ! I feel ill thinking this girl and my grandmother are in cahoots using me like I’m some kind of stripper.

      Her brows knit and her neck twists. “I wasn’t selling you out and this school needs that sponsorship. Ms. Peters just wanted to see you dance. That’s what you do, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but it didn’t feel right. Dancing privately like that in front of Ms. Peters and her daughter—I’m not doing it again.”

      “Dear Lord, Taylor.” She massages her forehead. “I don’t know what happened yesterday but the meeting wasn’t about you or Ms. Peters. It was about her daughter, Melissa. The girl had bilateral hip replacements last year due to a congenital condition. She has a huge crush on you and Dirk. Since Ms. Peters was an alumnus at this school, she thought she could pull some strings...” Rosie clears her throat. “My heartstrings, so her daughter could meet with both of you. I’m sorry if you felt like you were being used. That money isn’t for you. It’s as your grandmother says, it’s for future dancers. Ms. Peters made her donation because dancing is the one thing her daughter wishes she could do, but since she can’t...” Rosie swallows. She’s getting as choked up as am I. “She just wanted to give her daughter the next best thing, which was a special performance given by Melissa’s favorite dancers, and especially by the greatest dancer in the world. The one man who demonstrates more passion than anyone else on the planet.”

      I turn my head away, raking my fingers through my hair, trying to cool down. I feel like an ass. I had yesterday’s exhibition all wrong.

      “Taylor, are you okay?”

      “Mmm,” is all I can manage looking in my lap because now, it’s me who feels ashamed and wants to cover my face.

      Who is this girl?

      My eyes gravitate upward to see stunning pale blue eyes twinkling at me.

      I hate the way she’s looking at me like she can see right through me. Makes me wonder if she can see the true persona behind the fake façade. I wonder if she can also see the dirty thoughts I’m having about her right now.

      “Taylor,” she cocks her worried little head with a wrinkle between her brows and a poke out of her bottom lip before asking, “you do love dancing, don’t you?”
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      “Being the best is all I care about,” he says.

      He is the best, so why do I get the feeling he’s not happy about it?

      Taylor sends me a flat grin, before his eyes drift downward and his grin perks up. I follow his gaze and realize he’s looking at my chest!

      I bow my chin and let out a soft yelp.

      This blouse, which I just got yesterday in the mail, has come undone. The two upper buttons have popped open letting my breasts covered in a cream-colored lace bra show through!

      Luckily, my nipples aren’t showing and I don’t have any cleavage to show off. But I still flush pink, a deeper pink than my blouse, from the heat of the embarrassment.

      As I try to button up as fast as I can, Taylor laughs. “And you thought I was being unprofessional?”

      I give him a wicked grin.

      “Hey, you ever have dirty thoughts about me?” He asks, which surprisingly shoots a thrill up my spine and I stiffen to contain my inappropriate mind. “With all the pictures you inspect and post, do you ever think about...” He scoots his chair closer and points to himself—his firm, naked chest.

      “It’s my job to always think about you.” I wish I could scoot away. I’m getting hot. I need air.

      “I mean, do you ever fantasize about me? And I don’t’ mean dancing or about my image. Besides all that, do you ever think about me doing things to you?”

      “I don’t… I…” I shake my head, looping the last button and coming to my senses.

      Why is he asking? As if  I would ever admit to dreaming about Taylor and me together physically.

      “No.”

      “Woman, do you ever use the word yes? I can recall the numerous times you said ‘no’ on the bus. You really should use the word ‘yes’ more often.”

      “I use the word, yes.”

      “Oh, do you?”

      “Yes.” I give him a mean face. “See?”

      “Can you say that again?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, you’re going to meet tonight, right?” He cocks up his chin. “Say ‘yes’ one more time.”

      My heart is about to implode. He’s actually cute with how cocky and stubborn he is.

      He’s so irresistible, it’s ridiculous.

      Should I have expected anything less?

      I swing my legs at the knees. It’s truly unfortunate that I must say, “No, Taylor. I'm sorry, I can’t. Really. I just can’t.”

      He sits up straighter, eyes glinting. “Listen, you’re wearing me out. You know, I’m not going to keep asking.”

      “You shouldn’t. It’s not…” I’m searching for a good reason beyond the truth. “It’s not professional. Speaking of which we need to return to the topic of the images Diamond posted of you yesterday.”

      “None of that bothers me.” His butt slides down in the chair as he relaxes.

      “Good, I’m glad and I should tell you the pictures came down after I reported them as inappropriate, but I want to be clear that you should continue to do as you had done.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Exactly. No response is the best response when it comes to stuff like that. So, if anything bad should ever get posted again, I want you to do nothing. Just remember I’m your social marketing manager. If you’re ever unsure about anything— your image, comments made about you, any indecent content— you should always come to me first and I’ll take care of it. I’ll always take care of you.”

      Taylor turns his head, giving me a zombie-like stare. It’s baffling. The look on his face says he might be upset, until he spits out, “You’re fucking adorable, do you know that?”

      Oh shit!

      Taylor reaches between his legs, grabs his chair, and scoots closer so our chairs touch.

      He leans in, eyes beaming. “What is so wrong that you won’t go out with me?”

      I break our eye contact. “There’s nothing wrong.”

      “Clearly, you think there’s something wrong with me if you won’t go out with me.”

      “Taylor, believe me. You’re perfect. You’re... Taylor Rose. Even football players crush on Taylor Rose.”

      His breath blows heavy on my neck and then in my ear as he leans in even further and plants his chin atop my shoulder. “If I’m so perfect, then why are you having such a hard time saying yes.”

      Because I’m not perfect! Damn it, I wish I could just tell him.

      I swallow the urge to turn and look at him. With just a slight twist of my neck, our face—our lips—could be touching. I also don’t understand why he’s acting so interested.

      On second thought, I think I do.

      I’m probably the first girl that’s ever turned him down. Somehow, I need to set him straight, so he won’t keep pestering me.

      “It’s not appropriate for us to hang out, Taylor, because this is my job. I was lucky. In fact, it felt like fate when my boss assigned this account to me, especially since I was fresh out of college. I swear this is nothing against you. You’re amazing. I just need to keep things simple and professional. Please, I really just want to work for you. With you. The point of this meeting was to also discuss the opportunity for you and me to have our own photoshoot. I’m an excellent photographer and I’d love to take some pictures of you and test some new marketing concepts. I also want to understand your ambitions and goals.” I adjust my spine, sitting up straight, and look him in the eyes. “I’d like to get to know you personally, so we are in sync with the persona we choose to share with your fans.”

      He sounds pissed as he scoots back. “You want to keep working with me, huh?”

      I nod. “Very much, yes.”

      “That’s fine, but if you want to get personal with me, then you need to learn how to dance, Rosie.”

      My spine feels weak and I kick myself. How do I tell him I can’t dance?

      He gets up, kicking his chair back, which falls over. He pulls down his sweatpants, taking it off before he points in my face. “Tomorrow. At five in the morning. I expect you here in the studio and if you perform well, do as you’re expected, I’ll let you take some pictures of me.”

      My body slumps. I feel so heavy. “Taylor, I understand you’re upset—”

      “I’m not upset. I could never be upset with one of my biggest fans, one of my... Rosies.” His rolls his eyes.

      Ouch! Rosie is obviously the name he gives his groupies, but as it turns out that was also one of the points I wanted to touch on during this meeting.

      “Is there any way you could put me in touch with the other Rosies? Your groupies? Girls who are always ready and waiting in the wing for...” I clear my throat, sitting up straight.

      “For what?” he questions.

      “For sex with you.”

      “Are you serious?” His tone says he’s not amused.

      “Well, yes.” I cast a smile as best I can although I’m really aching inside knowing he considers me a Rosie, i.e. just another member of his fan club. “I need better access to insights from them since they are essentially your superfans. If you’ll let me contact them personally, I could send an invite to chat online and send them surveys and what not. It would really help me boost your—”

      “That’s not going to work,” he says, skimming his hands over his abs which flex as his thigh muscles twitch.

      I look to the floor, bowing my head. I’m desperate to fan myself, I’m so hot. This is why we’re called superfans!

      “It’ll work, Taylor. I need test subjects for marketing strategies.”

      “I can’t give you access to the other Rosies, so I’m sorry. You won’t be testing anyone.”

      “Taylor, if you’re worried that I’ll interfere with your activities—nightly activities—I swear—”

      “I’m not worried,” he says, opening the door and cocking his head back with a raised brow. “Why would I care to worry about my Rosies. Isn’t that your job?”

      “Yes,” I mutter.

      “Good,” he takes a step through the door frame, “because I don’t care to worry about any of that stuff. And besides,” he shuffles with the door as he exits, “there’s only one Rosie.”
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      “He said that!” Ben misses the shot glasses. He’s so excited, he’s spilled a little liquor onto the bar counter.

      “He did.” I nod, grabbing my virgin Shirley Temple and taking a swig.

      Ben hands the shots he’s been pouring for a guy, who hands over some dollar bills. The two men nod to one another before the shots are carried away through Club Max, the most popular club in town.

      “See that?” Ben fans the cash showing me the amount.

      We both pout. “No tip.”

      The burly bartender blurts, “Fucker! That guy will definitely need a designated driver tonight,” he says, grabbing a bar rag to wipe the spilled tequila.

      “Oh? Are you planning to spike up his drinks?” I ask him, my best friend.

      “Nope, that guy will be drinking my piss for the rest of the night. He’s going to be sick.”

      “Yikes.” I gag. “You’d really do that?”

      Ben scratches his trimmed, dark bristly beard, and chuckles. “No, Ree, but I might mix some glass cleaner or battery acid in whatever he orders if he comes back.”

      “Give it to him,” I encourage. “And give me another Shirley Temple.”

      Ben runs his large fingers through his fine curly ash-brown hair. He’s so handsome. And so thick. He is the opposite of Taylor, who is lean. Whereas Ben is a bear—brawny and looks like he’s been stuffed to the brim with muscle and just a little bit of roundness in his gut, Taylor looks to also have been stuffed but then chiseled. They are both well-crafted men and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to wondering what it would be like to get between them...

      Both...

      At the same time.

      Like that would ever happen.

      Truthfully, I’m not that kind of girl, but I’ve thought about it.

      They both have a broody mood about them as if they’re hiding something. It’s so mysterious and alluring. I don’t stand a chance with either of them considering I’m not Ben or Taylor’s type. The only reason Taylor’s been pursuing me is because I said “no” to him, which has made him curious. The man likes a challenge. But I don’t believe he’s gotten a full picture of me yet and when he does, I’m confident he’ll quit pestering.

      “I wish I could make you a lil’ special somethin’ somethin’.” Ben winks. He just started working at this place and I’m sure he wants to show off. “You sure you can’t have any alcohol?”

      “Not today, Ben.”

      “Meds?”

      “Meds.”

      “Awh, shit,” says Ben, throwing the rag down on the counter. “She’s here. She must’ve heard I work here. Damn it! Kiss me, Ree.”

      “What?”

      “I said kiss me,” Ben leans forward over the bar with a juicy pucker.

      “Ben, no!” I shout, covering his mouth.

      “Ree, c’mon. That chick won’t leave me the hell alone. She doesn’t know how to take ‘no’ for an answer and she certainly doesn’t know how to accept the truth of things. I’ve told her a million times, I’m not into her. You’re my last hope. Pleeease. Kiss me. Save me. I went as far as making the mistake of telling her I have a girlfriend, thinking maybe then she’ll...”

      “You did what!”

      Ben shrugs.

      Spinning my head back, I see at least a hundred club patrons. It’s still early. It’s only 9 p.m., so the large club is rather empty. The music has yet to reach its maximum decibel level, which will occur right before midnight—the time at which this Cinderella will already be at home, snuggling her soft pillows, and dreaming of Taylor Rose cuddled next to her in bed.

      I see her. Jasmaine—the woman who’s been stalking Ben.

      She’s so pretty. Big hazel-green eyes, long, wavy blonde hair. She’s a perfect hourglass with heavy tits and legs taller than the Eiffel Tower. Even her feet are cute. I don’t understand why she wants Ben so badly. He’s a big challenge for her I guess like I am to Taylor. The beautiful people have no idea how to take “no” for an answer.

      She sees me, glances at Ben, and then snickers at me.

      “Now,” demands Ben. “Kiss me now before the stalker gets closer.”

      “But Ben, I’ve never—”

      “Hurry up!”

      Ben leans in further and puckers big fat fleshy fish lips at me while closing his eyes.

      “Err,” I grumble, planting a quick peck on his cheek.

      Ben backs away, searching for Jasmaine. “She’s still coming! Ree, you’re going to have to do better than that.” He jumps up and down, waving his arms to lure me in. “C’mon, girl! Lay it on me. I’m not gonna bite you. Kiss me. On the lips, this time. We need to make it look magical. A magical moment.” Ben puckers up again and I can’t believe I’m honestly hating the fact that I’m compelled to lean in and close the space between us...

      Because I feel obligated?

      Because he’s my only true friend?

      Do you know that part in every fairytale when the princess gets to kiss the prince and all spells are broken and everything is revealed as things ought to be, which is two people magically saved of their curses by true love?

      This. Isn’t one. Of those moments.

      Instead, this is the moment I lean in and experience the worst kiss of my life, which also happens to be my first kiss. My first romantic encounter and...

      It’s pure horror.

      Ben is a prince. He’s royalty to me. There’s no doubt about that, but there’s no spark, no fireworks, no I’m-going-to-suck-the-life-out-you-because-I-can’t-live-without you-and-I’d-rather-die-than-escape-this-kiss type of feeling.

      There’s no magic. Only a trail of eewy gooey wet spit is left on our lips and we are both near gagging, trying to wipe the disgusting friend juice away.

      Not to mention, there’s also Taylor, standing to the side, watching with a scowl. My heart palpitates but its painful. I didn’t notice he’d arrived. He seems to look equally disgusted with beady eyes and lips pursed to the side.

      Taylor scratches his forehead before he puts his hands in his pockets, cocking his back and adjusting his stance to come taller, staring at me.

      I don’t know why, but now he looks pissed. He shouldn’t be. He’s got three women hanging over his shoulders. One is even massaging his neck from behind. She even lifts the collar to his black dress shirt, fixing it when she realizes she’s depressed the upper fold.

      “All right. It looks like Jasmaine might be taking the hint. She’s stopped heading this way but she’s still looking. Maybe we should kiss again,” suggests Ben, leaning closer over the bar.

      “I can’t,” I tell him. “We can’t kiss.”

      “Why? You think I got cooties. You already kissed me. It’s too late,” he jokes.

      “No, look. It’s him.” I cock my head in Taylor’s direction.

      Ben jerks in surprise. “Jesus Christ! He really is something, isn’t he?”

      “Yep.” I take another few swigs of my Shirley Temple as Ben studies Taylor.

      “Wow. Taylor Rose. He keeps looking at us. Well... he’s looking at you, Ree. I seem to be only worthy of a little flash fury now and then. If looks could kill... My. God.” Ben shakes his head. “Maybe I should go talk to him. Explain things. It’s obvious the guy is into you.”

      “He’s not into me, Ben. Look at all the women around him.”

      “Yeah, but he’s not looking at them or the half dozen gay men surrounding him. He’s looking at you. If he asks you out again, Ree, you need to say ‘yes.’ I’ll be back.”

      “No!... Ben!” I speak sharply through gritted teeth, wishing I could just hop over the counter to stop my friend.

      I try not to look, but my eyes are behaving disobediently. Two of my most favored men in all the world—the men I live for, the men I worship, the men I love—are talking to one another.

      Am I dreaming?

      They are both leaning over opposite ends of the bar to speak in each other’s ear. Taylor still won’t keep his eyes off of me and he’s starting to smile. His lashes flutter faster as more of his perfect square white teeth are put out on display.

      I look in my lap, swinging my foot. I should’ve been clearer with Ben that Taylor is way too far out of my league and that I’m probably just a silly conquest to him. Taylor still has yet to call me by my name and I wonder if he even bothers to recollect what it is though it’s at the bottom of all my emails.

      I peep back.

      Damn it! He’s coming.

      Taylor pulls and tosses the hand of one of the women who is clinging to his shoulder. He grabs another woman by the hips. Her face beams with delight, but quickly she frowns as he pushes her aside to clear his path.

      I drop my gaze, letting my head fall forward to hide my face between my short strawberry locks, and damn it! The straw to my Shirley Temple nearly goes all the way up my nostril.

      “Ugh.” I wipe my nose of cherry mixed with lime soda and push my drink away as I sense someone, a special someone, approach from behind.

      He smells sexy—a familiar sweet sweat mixed with an intoxicating cologne, which makes me think of leather and coriander.

      Oh. God. He gently smooths his fingers and then flattens his palm across my lower back. The slight press shoots an electrical pulse through my body and not only does the twitch I felt on the bus return excitedly between my legs but this time my whole body feels electrified. I’m about to combust when he sweeps my hair off my cheek to speak hot in my ear.

      “Hi, Rosie.”
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      “Hi,” she says, tensing up under my touch.

      I rub her back in a small circle, which only seems to make her stiffen up more. In fact, she looks ill since I came over.

      I reluctantly remove my hand.

      “How are you?” she asks with a soft glance.

      “Huh?” I lean in, pretending I can’t hear her through the music blaring.

      She raises her voice. “I asked, how are you?” She yells so loud pain shreds through my eardrum and I want to return the question with a hard nip on her little earlobe.

      “You sound so formal,” I respond. “You saw me naked today. We’re closer than friends. We can dispense with formalities.”

      “We’re not exactly friends, Taylor. In many ways, you’re like my boss. What am I supposed to say?” She finally locks eyes with me.

      “Oh, I don’t know. How about... Hmm... Taylor, it’s been a whole day since I last saw you. Naked. I’ve missed you and your nakedness and I’d love to see you naked again but not until after you take me out on the dance floor and show me a good time.”

      She chuckles, and I like the way her nose crinkles and her petite shoulders rise, showing off her frail frame dressed in another lighter pink ensemble—a spaghetti strap form-fitting dress.

      I lean more comfortably against the bar, closing the space between us when I notice the fucker sitting next to my Rosie seems to also find her cute. He won’t stop checking her out. From head to toe, he looks her over and over and over again. I hate to do it, but I return my hand to her back, sliding my fingers to wrap around the opposite side of her waist, so the asswipe knows she’s mine for the night.

      I’d love for us to be alone. “Let’s go out on the dance floor.”

      “Taylor,” she puffs some air letting her lips flap. “It’s not appropriate for us to hang out. We talked about this and I’m serious when I say I can’t dance.”

      “I’m sure,” I acknowledge, grabbing her drink and taking a whiff. “You haven’t let anyone buy you a real drink yet. Hey bartender!” I yell.

      “No, you can’t do that. I don’t drink.” She waves to halt the bartender, which causes her to nearly fall off the stool and claw at my bicep.

      I grab her fingers interlacing them with mine and get behind her, caging her in. I can’t have her falling over. It would be a shame if she did a flop since it appears she hasn’t even had any alcohol yet.

      “What can I get you?” The bartender is all smiles.

      “I’ll take a Jack and Coke and she’ll have a uh...” I put my lips to her ear. “What do you want, Rosie? I’m buying.”

      She shakes her head. “I told you. I don’t drink.”

      Jesus, this girl. “You don’t dance. You don’t drink. You don’t go out—sooner or later, your fake excuses are not going to work.”

      “I swear. They’re not excuses.” She slumps forward and now I feel bad because the bartender is looking at me like I’m a schmuck and I’m probably behaving like one, but fuck this girl is so frustrating.

      “Get her a martini,” I holler. “On second thought, make her a cosmopolitan. She likes pink. It’ll match her dress.”

      At least I get a half-grin from her this time. Always with the pink this one... and the umbrella, too. I notice the darn thing is hanging from her knee.

      Somebody’s afraid to get wet. Too bad for her, getting her wet—soaked—is my mission for the night.

      The bartender nods, giving my Rosie an obvious wink, which pisses me off a little. “So, what was up with that kiss between you and the bartender earlier?”

      “What did Ben say?” she asks innocently.

      “He said the two of you were practicing.”

      She perks up, bewildered.

      “Yeah,” I continue, “he said you guys are best friends or something? He mentioned you hadn’t been kissed in a long time and you were worried that you’d forgotten how to do it.”

      “Ben did not say that.”

      “I did,” says the bartender returning with our drinks (and I’m pretty sure that’s not a cosmo he’s brought her but she drinks it).

      I reach for my wallet.

      “No, no.” He waves his hand. “It’s on the house. Just take good care of her,” he says with another wink at the woman wedged between my arms.

      “I will,” I acknowledge, pressing my body against her back, “as soon as I sanitize her mouth to be free of your spit.”

      Ben and I both laugh but stop, seeing the object of our discussion is not amused with her face in her palms. Goddamn, I have no idea how to get this girl to loosen up.

      A hip-hop song with a Latin beat plays and I realize this is the song, the song that is going to get my Rosie all riled up as soon as I sweep her off her feet and show her how I really like to get it on with my partners.

      I down my Jack and Coke. “C’mon.” I tap her hips. “It’s time to dance.”

      “No!” She snaps, catching the attention of everyone around us. Ben curiously walks away.

      I don’t get why she’s so freaked out. Maybe she really can’t dance and she’s ashamed. “If you don’t know how I said I’ll teach you.”

      “I’m unteachable. I can’t dance and you can’t help me. How can I get you to understand that?”

      This is crazy. I’ve never met someone so afraid to shuffle her feet. It makes me angry, really, as I’ve also never met someone who said “no” to me or has looked at me so desperately since...

      I calm down. “Rosie—”

      “Stop calling me Rosie,” she groans. “That’s not my name. If you want to dance, dance with someone else. I’m not one of your groupies that you can just order around.”

      “I’ll dance with you,” says a sultry voice, one I recognize from one of the chicks that was hanging around earlier. She loops her arm around mine. “I’ll be happy to take your orders as well.” The chick tugs.

      Rosie, or whatever her name is, has a face that speaks disgust and I think I finally get it. She was never interested or “in love” with me as she mentioned on the bus, but with the image I portrayed and I’m ruining it for her. She had me on a pedestal and, like everyone else, she expects me to behave like I’m not allowed to come down from up there.

      Unfortunately for her, I don’t do what my fans expect, I only do what my family expects of me.

      “Let’s go.” I grab the other chick by the hand and lead her to the dance floor.

      Of course, by the time we get smack dab under the disco light, a slow song plays.

      The chick links her hands behind my back and plants her cheek on my chest. There really should be nothing to this tango, but it feels like a struggle. We’re swaying but we’re both fighting which direction we want to turn. I want to keep my eye on Rosie. It’s obvious this chick wants me to look the other way.

      But I can’t keep my eyes from the bar. It appears the second I left, the guy sitting next to my Rosie managed to capture her attention and they’re talking.

      I don’t get it. I know I look better than that guy, but somehow, he’s able to make her smile.

      And what the fuck is that?

      Is she giggling?

      Her nose is crinkling.

      She’s fucking giggling at that mother...

      I don’t know what this... this urgency inside me is, but I get the feeling I need to go get her, catch her before she falls for that guy.

      I push the chick off me and march straight to the bar.

      “C’mon,” I say, looping my hands around Rosie’s waist to pick her up. “You’re gonna shake your booty.”

      “Taylor, I can’t dance,” she says gripping me so tight around the neck it hurts. “Please, you don’t understand. Take me back to the bar. I don’t want to fall!”

      Has she forgotten who I am?

      “I swear I’m not going to let you fall.” I let her legs dangle as I pace back to the dance floor where I plant Pretty in Pink on her feet.

      The song comes to an end as electronic techno takes over, but she’s still clinging.

      “Hey, the slow song is over. We’re just going to shake our hips a little. Let go,” I say, pulling her arms from me.

      My little Rosie swivels her head from left to right, spying on the increasing number of people around us and she hugs herself.

      She bounces. “Taylor, I need to sit down. Please, I’ve never danced before.” Like a rabbit, she’s hopping.

      No wonder she can’t dance.

      “That’s not how you do it,” I chortle, trying to capture her attention. “Here look, just sway for now. Side to side. From the left foot to the right.”

      “I can’t do that, Taylor.” She’s still looking around at everyone else but me. It’s upsetting.

      “Woman, watch me. Look and listen to what I’m telling you. Stop bouncing on one leg, bend both your knees and sway.”

      “Taylor, I’m going to die out here. Please take me back.”

      I roll my eyes so far up into my head thinking, nobody has ever died from dancing, and I should know!

      I feel a bump...

      Someone has crashed into me and I think they’re about to crash into Rosie as well so I reach out to grip her but I miss! Everything moves in slow motion when I see my dance partner crumble to the floor.

      Oh shit!

      She’s fallen!

      She’s crying.

      She’s still bouncing, but not like before. Her shoulders go up and down because she’s crying so hard.

      And she’s gripping her lower leg.

      I see she’s wearing two different shoes. One is a plain pink flat and the other is a brown boot that is shaped… differently.

      I take a moment to get a good look. The sole of the boot seems a little too thick and there are multiple straps.

      “What are you doing? Are you just going to leave her there?” questions Ben, shoving me out of his way and handing me her umbrella.

      He goes to pick her up, draping her body across his forearms before he turns to me, snatching the umbrella from my grasp and placing it in her hand.

      “It’s okay, Ree,” he calls her as she buries her face smeared with tears into his chest. “Girl, I got you.”

      I’m stunned. Never in my life have I not been able to move a muscle.

      With one swift turn, Ben marches Ree towards the club’s exit. All I see are her legs swinging, dangling in a pair of unmatched shoes until both her arms hook over his back to show me what she’s been keeping with her all along.

      She was never carrying an umbrella, but a cane.
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      “You’ll essentially be on loan,” says Penny.

      “Loan,” I mutter, thinking of Ree, wondering what her full name is. Surely, Ree is short for something else.

      “For eighteen weeks,” my grandmother continues, “you’ll go on tour with the Patrizia Ballet.”

      “Four and a half months?” I raise a brow. “That’s a long time to be traveling.”

      “For two months, you’ll train here with one of their choreographers, and after that, you’ll tour with them for one show season. I get the feeling you’re not happy about this, Taylor.” The tiny red specks in my grandmother’s golden eyes that match her shiny yellow blonde hair flare as the wrinkles in her Botox-pursed lips beg to deepen.

      I inhale, rubbing the white velvet armrest of her custom Italian-made sofa.

      The charms of my grandmother’s bracelets and necklaces chime as she leans forward, grasping her morning martini. “If you don’t want to go, that’s fine by me. None of this was my idea.”

      “It wasn’t?”

      “No, it was your socialite’s idea.”

      “You mean my marketing manager?”

      “Mmm,” nods my grandmother, taking a sip and then a gulp, leaving ruby red lipstick stamped thick over the rim of her glass. “By putting you on loan, she thinks we’ll be able to extend your social reach, make more impressions. Ballerinas of all ages, from far and wide, will want to come to see you—dance with you. When the tour is over, summer will begin and we will charge a significant amount of money—thousands of dollars—for every camp and workshop we host.”

      I rub my forehead. “Have you thought about my other ideas—expanding our curriculum to include other forms of dance? We could have camps for those as well.”

      My grandmother nearly drops her drink, chortling. “Ballerinas don’t come to our school to dance, Taylor. They come to see you. You and your...” Her eyes narrow as she assesses me. “What is this you’re wearing?”

      I shrug. “Jeans and a T-shirt.” What’s the big deal?

      “You won’t be wearing that on tour. Slacks and a dress shirt will be your attire. I’ve instructed Diamond—”

      My nose flares. “Diamond?”

      “Ah, yes. She’ll be joining you on tour. This fiasco with the two of you at odds is not playing out well with some of the school’s sponsors. They’re used to seeing the two of you together. In love.”

      “We were never in love. We just dance together.”

      “But you slept with her.”

      I swallow the bile rising from my throat. “It was a moment of weakness.”

      “What’s wrong with Diamond that you don’t like her? You’re a perfect match.”

      “We’re not a match. She’s a bitch. She expects too much.”

      “Too high maintenance for you, is she, my boy?”

      “Yeah, and to be honest, I don’t want to dance with her anymore.”

      My grandmother swallows the last gulp of what’s left in her martini and drops her glass on the coffee table, also made in Italy, in front of her. “A photographer will accompany you to take pictures of you both while on tour. Diamond’s agreed to play dress up and dance as if her life depended on it. I need you to agree that you will do the same.”

      “Isn’t that what I always do?”

      “This time I need you to play nice with Diamond. To repair the image the two of you have crushed over online media.”

      There’s an ache in my chest. I don’t really want to play with anyone but Ree...

      I mean...

      Mess with her.

      “Taylor,” my grandmother interrupts my thought. “What do you think your mother would’ve said if she saw those pornographic images of you all over the Internet. Her one and only son doing—”

      “I’ll do it.” I get up.

      “Good. I always know I can rely on you, but don’t go away. Sit down. We’re not done.”

      “I have to get to the studio,” I say, although I really just want to stalk Ree. That whole thing with her not being able to dance...

      Ugh! I stayed up all night thinking about what happened. Thinking about seeing her on the ground. That is not my fault and I shouldn’t feel bad about it, especially since she thinks she’s my pimp now—putting me on loan.

      “Sit down, Taylor,” my grandmother bosses. “Although I still don’t think you’re equipped to manage the business, I must say you were right to go to a marketing agency to see what they could offer us. This social manager—she’s very good at what she does.”

      I nod, heavily. I have to agree, Ree appears to be very good at her work.

      “Did you pick her because she was a cripple?”

      What? “No.” I flinch. “Why would you think that?”

      “You’ve always had a soft spot for the weak. Remember that little blue bird you found with a broken wing?”

      How could I forget? You made me twist its neck to save it from “prolonged suffering.”

      “Your mother was weak,” my grandmother smooths her yellow hair back. “The school took huge losses after your mother’s death until, of course, you became as great a dancer as she was but at a much younger age.” My grandmother folds her hands of tough skin over her knees. “I always fear you’ll make the same mistakes as your mother did. It’s her fault you don’t know your father. Choices are what separates the wolves from the prey. Hiring this girl is not a sign of weakness, is it Taylor?”

      “No,” I chortle. I debate on whether I should clarify that I’d only met Ree yesterday.

      “That’s good. The girl is extremely bright. She’s also quite the beauty, despite the leg. Don’t you think?”

      My cheeks warm but I find myself trying to hide my smile. “She’s okay.”

      “Well, don’t go easy on her,” says my grandmother. “Just because she’s a cripple doesn’t mean you should accommodate her any more than you would a normal person. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I agree, despite this conversation making me feel confused and uncomfortable.

      “You haven’t accommodated her in any way already, have you, Taylor?”

      I know what my grandmother is getting at. “Pfft, no.” As if I would actually sleep with Ree knowing she’s... different.

      I’d only break her heart and a girl like that probably doesn’t need to be any more broken.

      “Good.” My grandmother rubs her hands together. “I’m well aware of the women you keep handy on occasion, but this girl is not the type to get involved with. She controls your image, which means she controls the image of the school. I’m not even sure she, herself, understands the power, I regret, you’ve given her. Can I trust you, Taylor, not to get involved with her?”

      “I... uh...”

      “You won’t have a problem there, ma’am,” says Ree, standing under the archway entrance between the living room and the foyer.

      She’s here!

      The flat-lined smile she has on her face makes me want to squeeze her, force her to smile wider, and I have no idea where the fuck this feeling of weightlessness in my stomach is coming from. I feel like I just did a back handspring ten feet in the air after seeing her.

      “Taylor and I, we are very different people,” Ree continues, nodding her head to assure Penny. “This is why I rely on you, ma’am, for input.”

      My grandmother looks pleased with the answer, although it breaks my heart a little. I realize, perhaps, I should’ve been participating more in my own social impressions—particularly my scheduling. I’m not really interested in going on tour and I realize Ree is responsible for that. I’d like to scold her for it and I consider I should since I’m sort-of her boss but...

      She hobbles.

      Her tote is obviously heavy with books and files, but it’s her leg—the one in the unusual boot that is slowing her down. Her cane doesn’t seem to help her speed either.

      “Here, let me help you with that.” I stumble over the backend of the sofa, nearly falling forward to grab her bag, but Ree, dressed in a ruffled white top and matching skirt, keeps it from me.

      “Taylor, it’s okay.” She lets out a tiny smile.

      The corners of my mouth reach my ears, mirroring her. I can’t keep my mouth from widening and I realize I’m digging my hands in my pockets, fidgeting with the lint inside.

      Damn, I feel like a kid. Ever since I met this woman, I’ve been behaving like a child—fumbling, falling, fidgeting. My knees are weak. I feel so off balance.

      Taylor, you need to get your shit together, I tell myself. Maybe this is why Ree stood you up the first time. Somehow, she knew you’d be the guy to let her fall on her ass. Surely, I can’t let her tumble again.

      Against Ree’s wishes, I reach for the bag.

      “Taylor! Stop fumbling over yourself,” Penny scolds. “Leave her be. You’re behaving like a buffoon. She can manage.”

      Considering my grandmother’s tone, I reluctantly clear out of the way. I’m struggling to watch Ree move. My insides are twisting, wishing I could help her to do something as simple as sit since it’s obvious she’s having difficulty just getting her butt down.

      She said she’d never danced before and now I’m wishing I could’ve really helped her with that last night. In truth, I wish I was the guy who had carried her out instead of just standing there—watching.
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      I study the agreement Taylor signed that will put him on tour with the Patrizia Ballet. My boss is going to give me a raise when he sees this. If not, I might consider expanding my skillset from social to talent management and go into business for myself.

      “Thank you so much, Taylor,” I say proudly as I slip the document into a file folder and into my bag. “Now, about the photo shoot tomorrow?”

      “Yes, I like the idea,” replies Penny. “It appears the more video and pictures we share of Taylor plus a few of the other more attractive dance students,” she frowns at my leg, “the higher our enrollment and sponsorship becomes.”

      “Taylor?” I give him my best smile, trying not to appear too salesy. “Do you have time to do a photo shoot with me in the evening? At the school. It’ll be quick. Just a few poses.”

      His grandmother interrupts with a rattle in her voice. “He has time when I say he has time. You’ll make time for this, won’t you, Taylor?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he says to her, although his eyes are fixed heavily on me.

      “Wonderful,” I say, deciding to leave before he changes his mind.

      I grab the handle to my cane and attempt to stand but I slip. An excruciating pain surges from the sole of my foot through my heel wrapping around my ankle and shoots up my calf forcing me to fall with my butt planted back on the sofa.

      “Child, are you okay?” asks Penny.

      “Yes, ma’am, I’m okay,” I lie before she never invites me back.

      “Let me help you,” says Taylor, gripping under my arm to pull me up while grabbing my bag. “I insist this time. I don’t want you to end up suing us if you should get hurt.” He turns his head towards his grandmother.

      “I wouldn’t sue.” Why would he think that?

      “Hmm,” hums Penny, flicking her nose with a faux manicured finger displaying a gaudy pearl ring. “Taylor’s right. We don’t want you to get hurt. Let Taylor escort you out. In fact, Taylor, why don’t you take the poor girl home, so she doesn’t trip on herself.”

      “You don’t drive?” Taylor asks me.

      I shake my head.

      “Oh, that’s right,” he says, gripping my arm more tightly as we walk towards the front door. “You ride the bus.”

      Exiting the Rose Mansion, which looks like it was handcrafted by Greek gods, Taylor escorts me between tall white columns that lead down white marble steps. He asks me to wait, handing me all my things, while he goes to pull a car around.

      As I wait, I notice the throb in my foot. Ever since I slipped last night, my foot has been pulsing painfully.

      Taylor’s engine revs when he pulls up in front of me but I’m reluctant to get in. He rolls the window down while fixing his sunglasses over his eyes and I swallow my pride. “Woman, c’mon. Get in,” he encourages.

      I glance down at the car door handle and then look up to the open gate leading out of the estate. This is one of the reasons why I learned to never accept a ride and decline to have too many friends. I hate to be an inconvenience. I should’ve made a better effort to refuse a ride. It’s embarrassing that I can’t even help myself get into Taylor’s car, at least, not with everything I’m holding in my hands. I consider making a run for it even though I know I won’t make it far.

      “Shit,” Taylor curses to himself, getting out and stomping around the back end of his fancy sports vehicle. He yanks away all I have in my arms and opens the car door for me. The way he does this seems extremely uncoordinated. He spins a few times, trying to work his way around me. I would’ve never guessed he was a dancer if this had been the first time we’d met.

      “You’ve never opened the door for a girl before, have you?”

      “Nope,” he admits, putting his hand at my back to nudge me in.

      I make one more attempt to make my own way home. “Taylor, you don’t have to—”

      “Ree, get in,” he says.

      He knows my name!

      I don’t even think his grandmother knows my name. “Girl,” “You there,” “Excuse me,” “Child,” are all the ways she’s addressed me.

      As I flop into the vehicle, Taylor takes my cane from my hand.

      “I need that,” I plead as he shuts the door on me.

      From the side mirror, I see Taylor pop the trunk and dump all my stuff in the back, including my cane, which makes me nervous, before he climbs into the driver’s seat to rev the engine.

      “Where do you want to eat?” he asks.

      “Oh,” I pout. It’s lunchtime and my stomach is grumbling, but I’d really just like to go home. “I don’t—”

      “Let me guess,” he interrupts, swiveling his head and lifting his glasses to flash me those deep, dark indigo blues. “You don’t dance. You don’t drink. You don’t go out. So, I guess you don’t eat either.”

      I shuffle with my hair to cover my face. “I just meant I don’t—”

      “Tell me what you like to eat, and give me a straight answer for a change, will you?”

      I’ve been giving him straight answers. He just won’t listen to or accept them. Surely, this is as straight as it gets. “Mac and cheese.”

      His tongue comes out of his mouth as he gags. “Macaroni and cheese?”

      “Microwave mac and cheese.” I clarify. “I pretty much eat that every day.”

      “Seriously? Do you have any idea how bad that stuff is for you?”

      “I’m alive.”

      “Not for long.”

      It’s a shame that I have to tell him, “I don’t cook. I’ve learned to stay away from hot kitchens. Slipped and fell too many times. Not to mention, I don’t want to create any kind of catastrophe. I’d never outrun a fire if one should ever ignite.” I cross my leg to hide my boot the best I can but my skirt flips up high on my thigh as I do this. Quickly, I pull the hemline down.

      “That’s good to know if I should ever decide to turn the heat up.” He’s devilishly looking at my leg but I don’t think it’s my foot. I think he’s looking between my thighs!

      Taylor revs the engine loudly and the next thing I know my back is pressed flat with my spine sunken into the black leather of his bucket seat as we take off.
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      Twenty minutes into the drive that has taken us deep into the city, I glance over at Taylor. He’s been glancing at me as well—finally looking at my foot. He’s curious about it. Most people are. He’s also refraining from saying or asking anything about it, as most people do.

      Recognizing familiar buildings and realizing I didn’t give him any directions, I ask, “Taylor, how’d you know to come this way?”

      “You live past Seventh Street.”

      “I didn’t tell you that.”

      “The Bus.”

      “Oh, right,” I mutter, feeling my heart flutter with the thought he remembers.

      Watching him turn into a gated underground parking structure, my heart rate picks up. “This isn’t where I live.”

      “Nope, this is my place.”

      My foot throbs with the memory of last night’s fall. “Your place? Taylor, you really should take me home.”

      “I will,” he says, pulling into a reserved stall where he throws the car in park and cuts the engine. “Right after you drink, eat, and then agree to go out and dance with me.” Removing his sunglasses, he swiftly gets out of his car.

      After grabbing my cane from the back, he comes over to open the door. I’m as reluctant to get out now as I was to get in earlier.

      “C’mon, Rosie. Don’t make me chase you. Like you said, you’ll never ever outrun a catastrophe, and right now, that’s me. So, get your pretty little ass out of the car.”

      “Ass?” My jaw drops! How can he say that? “That’s rude.”

      “Oh, I know. I’m a Rude Boy, just like Rihanna sings.”

      My eyes blink emphatically at him and he changes his tone, putting his hand out. “Okay, I won’t say ass if that seriously offends you. Will you bring your sweet derriere out here so I can make you lunch? You can tell me all about this thing.” He twirls my cane. “Would you believe I thought this was an umbrella when we first met?”

      That explains his continued interest. He’s not interested in me. He just feels sorry for me. “Don’t you have to go to the school and dance or train or something?”

      He picks up my hand. “Yes, but what would you expect me to do if a girl with special needs needed to learn how to dance.”

      “Please don’t call me special needs.”

      “Oh, you thought I was talking about your foot?” He points at my boot while sizing me up.

      Jesus, he’s so cocky. Nothing like I thought he was going to be. Rumors did say he was full of himself, but I always hoped he was sweet under all that sexiness.

      “What else besides my foot could you be talking about?” I ask.

      Taylor bends forward. “You need me, Ree.” Our eyes lock as he licks his lips. “You need me to make up for letting you fall last night or I’m never going to live with myself. I never let my dance partners fall.” He sighs. “And I genuinely want to help you dance, but not before I feed you some real food first. Now, come out.”

      I do as Taylor says. He’s gritting his teeth and I figure I could argue with him all day or appease him. I choose the latter since he’s my client. Not to mention, I get the feeling he’s the type to get turned on by arguing and I don’t want that.

      With my hand in his, Taylor helps me out. He hands me my cane and stares at my feet as we walk to the elevator side by side. “What happened to you?”

      “Nothing happened to me.”

      He huffs. “Something had to have happened to you.”

      “Nope.” I pick up my pace despite my nerves firing against the pulled tendons in my heel.

      “Oh, c’mon. You can tell me,” he begs and hits the elevator button.

      “I could,” I smirk. “But then I’d have to kill you.”

      Squinting an eye, he replies, “So, you’re a rogue spy then. Got injured in the line of duty. Is that it?”

      “Yep.” The elevator doors open and we step inside.

      “No, seriously,” he says. “What happened to you?”

      “No, seriously,” I reply back. “It’s none of your business.”

      The elevator doors close. “Are you ashamed or something?”

      “No,” I reply, although I’m absolutely embarrassed to be having this conversation. No one has ever been this forward with me about the issue. Never. Not in my whole life. “Why does it bother you so much?”

      “It doesn’t bother me.”

      “Sure, it does.” My embarrassment is turning into anger. “My foot is the elephant in every room I enter.”

      “I happen to like elephants,” he says. “I got to ride one when I was a kid when my grandmother took me to learn tumbling in Asia, although I believe it was really to teach me discipline. Have you ever ridden an elephant?”

      “No.”

      “Horses?”

      “Nope.”

      He tilts his head to examine my legs again.

      Jeez! Does he not have any shame?

      “What about a bicycle? Have you ever been on a bike before?”

      “I’m sorry to say, no.” I answer.

      “Well, that sucks. You don’t get around much, do you?”

      “Not really and I’ve never been on a motorcycle either, so you don’t have to ask about that.”

      “How about dick? You ever ride one of those before?”

      “Gah!” I gasp. What did he just ask me?

      “Holy fuck. You’re a virgin?” A smile bigger than the continent of Asia and as devious as hell formulates on his face. “How old are you?”

      Planting my face in my palm, I regret ever wanting to meet Taylor. “You know, you’re nothing like the person I thought you were going to be.”

      The elevator doors open. “If it makes you feel any better, for a year, I thought my marketing manager was a man.”

      “Why would you think that?” I smirk, knowing well why he would think that. My name is at the bottom of my emails.

      He tugs on my elbow, encouraging me out with him. “I don’t know. I guess I never really cared to read the full text of everything that lands in my inbox. What’s your real name anyway? It’s not Ree.”

      “It’s Rerun.”

      “Whatha?” He pauses and we are stalled in the elevator doorway. “Rerun?” He’s laughing to himself as we make our way down the hall. “What kind of name is that? It’s a little ironic, don’t you think? Considering you can’t...”

      I stop to turn around to head back to the elevator, but I’m slow to turn. Of course, I’m slow. I can’t turn or run easily. My flippin’ foot is so achy, but I’m tired of being teased.

      “Wait a second. What are you doing?” he asks.

      “I’ve had enough of being the butt of your jokes. Would you mind taking me back to your car to get my things, so I can take the bus home?”

      He cups his hand around the back of my neck and massages.

      Jeez, does he not know boundaries? Can he not see that I’m pissed?

      I slap his hand away.

      “Ow!” he cries. “I wasn’t laughing at you.”

      “Yes, you were.”

      “No, I wasn’t. I think you’re just overly sensitive.”

      “I think you’re just an asshole.”

      He rubs the area where I’ve smacked him. “So, I’m not allowed to use the word ass, but you are?”

      “I want to go home.”

      He exhales, raking his fingers through his hair. “Look, I know I’m coming off a bit like a jerk.”

      I grip my cane tighter. I want to whack him with it. “Really? You think?”

      “I just...” He scrubs his hand down his face. “I’ve never met anyone like you. I don’t know how I’m supposed to behave.”

      “Because I’m ‘special needs,’” I scoff.

      “No,” he groans. “Because...” He exhales. “Because you’re different.”

      “You mean I’m not normal.”

      I want to sob. I know I’m different and I don’t want it to get rubbed in my face any more than is already done.

      “If it makes you feel any better, you should know I’m not normal either,” he says, moving my hair behind my ear, which makes me melt, turning me into putty.

      “Well, yeah, because you’re better than normal. You’re amazing. And perfect. And famous,” I remind him.

      He shoves his hands adorably into his jean’s pockets, rocking back and forth on his toes. “So, you think I’m special, too, then, huh? Am I special enough to be worthy of a second chance?”

      “Errr.” I blush. He’s not just special or amazing, but sexy, cocky, and rude—worst of all, clever.

      “Taylor, if you’re just teasing, trying to get with me because you just found out I’m a virgin—”

      “Pfft. I’m not trying get with you because of that.” He shrugs. “That only added to my motivation. I was trying to get with you loooong before that. Since yesterday. On the bus.”

      I shake my head. “You’re terrible.”

      “No, I’m special.” He points a finger in my face. “And you need to remember that. Are you going to let me cook for you? I promise you’re going to think I’m even more special when I make you one of my favorite specialties.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Ginger salmon.”

      I grit my teeth. “I knew it! I knew you loved seafood.”

      “Mmm,” he groans. “It’s not fair that you know me so well, so it’s only fair I get to know you, too. Whaddya say?”

      He steps up to me, closing the space between us, where I can smell his cologne and I regret that I would pretty much eat anything he put in my mouth right now.

      I say, “Okay, but no more teasing.”

      “Pfft. No, of course not.” He loops his hand behind my waist to nudge me to turn back around. “Rosie, baby,” he chuckles darkly. “We are waaay past teasing. In fact, we should probably eat and then skip straight to foreplay.”
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      I’m surprised this woman has never had sex before. It’s possible she’s never gotten intimately close with anyone. Not even a little. Not. At. All.

      It makes me nervous, really.

      It’s obvious she’s extremely self-conscious of her foot, but I don’t think she has any idea how pretty she is. The guy sitting next to her was not the only one looking at her at the club. Plenty of guys were checking her out. Hell, even the little kid on the bus is infatuated with her.

      I recall seeing her kiss her best friend. The act replays in my mind over and over.

      Slipping my fingers over and then under my neck collar, I tug to let out some steam. I don’t understand why I’m so hot about it. That peck between friends was hardly worth getting jealous over.

      Jealous? Was I jealous?

      There’s no way I could be jealous, I just met this girl. Although, it is intriguing how she says she loves me but she’s having a hard time showing it.

      Escorting her to my apartment, I keep my arm around her waist. “This one,” I say with a point to my door, pulling her in closer.

      “You know you don’t have to help me,” she says. “I can walk on my own just fine.”

      “I wasn’t helping you.” I shrug, pulling out my keys, knowing well that I was trying to keep her supported, so she won’t fall. “I just want to make sure you don’t turn around and try to escape again.”

      I open the door for her and put out my palm, showing her in. But instead of going forward she stiffens, clutching her cane so tightly that I can see through the transparency of her skin over her knuckles.

      “Taylor, considering that joke you made earlier about foreplay, I need to be clear because I know you bring women here sometimes and I’m not the type of girl who…” She purses her lips, trying to figure out how to say she doesn’t want this to lead to sex.

      “Don’t worry, Rosie. I know exactly the type of girl you are.”

      I nudge her inside, but more gently than I’ve done with other women and much softer—subtler—than women who have been with me. I can’t count the number of times I’ve brought a chick back only to get tackled in my own place.

      She lets out the air she’s been holding in relief, and I’m thankful she’s clueless as to what I’m really thinking: You’re the type of girl that thinks sex is supposed to be soft and sweet right up until you learn sex is better when it's hard and not so subtle.

      Not that I’m planning on having sex with Ree. Considering how stiff she is, I doubt Ree knows how badly she needs to get sacked, and we do have a business relationship, but it doesn’t hurt to wonder.

      And I do wonder what it would be like with her, considering her foot. Not that it would stop me. I’m a dancer. It’s my job to maneuver my body in unusual ways while keeping my partner one hundred percent supported.

      Truth be told, she doesn’t just need an expert to teach her to dance, she likely needs an expert, like me, in many things to help her lose her V-card.

      “Your place is not what I thought it was going to be like,” she says, her head spinning.

      “Go in,” I encourage, jiggling the keys out of the doorknob.

      “Mmm,” she hesitates and I don’t see what the problem is until...

      The fuck? My apartment is a mess! Shit!

      There’re clothes everywhere. There’s even a pillow at her feet.

      I pick it up. Goddamn, if she were to trip over that...

      I pick up a pair of pants... a few shirts... and even a towel sprawled over the floor.

      “Are you always this messy?” She asks, giggling with one set of fingers over her mouth.

      For some reason, I get the idea that I’d like to pull her fingers and pop them into my own mouth.

      “Uh...” I pick up my leather jacket and toss everything onto a side chair. I’ve never cared what chicks think when they walk in here. Some of them even clean up after me, but I’m fumbling to find an excuse for not picking up after myself.

      “For the record, I’m glad,” she says, finally walking in. “It’s nice to know you’re a human being and not ‘perfect’ or an ‘overworked machine’ like some of your critics say.”

      “Critics? I didn’t know I had any.” I dust off my hands and walk over to the kitchen island where I pull out a stool for her. “Would you like to sit?”

      “Yes,” she says bashfully, shuffling to plop her little round butt down.

      After helping her to scoot in, I wash my hands and pull out a pan. “So, what else do my critics say?”

      She hangs her cane over the counter’s edge. “I’m surprised you don’t know.”

      “I don’t really care what others think, to be honest, but it seems like you do.”

      “It’s my job to care.” She gives me a side smile. It’s a businessy smile, with a firm nod. I don’t really like it. I’m finding a need to find a way to take business out of this equation.

      Pulling out the single portion of beautiful fleshy orange salmon I had delivered yesterday along with a bundle of asparagus from the refrigerator, I also grab some olive oil and spices I have mixed myself (learned that in Asia as well) from the cupboard. I sprinkle and rub the spices between my fingers, lean over the kitchen island that separates Ree from me, and put my fingertips to her nose. “Here, smell.”

      She studies my fingers with squinted eyes before she takes a whiff. “Mmm.” Her face brightens.

      “Good, right?”

      “Mhm.” Her rosy cheeks make me eager to let her have a taste.

      I douse some olive oil in the pan, heating it up. “I can’t wait to see what you think when you take a bite.”

      “I thought you said you don’t care what people think.”

      “I don’t.” I toss the salmon into the smoking pan. “Just my Rosie.”

      I sense her shuffle on her stool. “Are you referring to me?”

      “Who else could I be referring to?”

      “Why Rosie? Why do you call me that? Is that the name you give to whomever your current mistress is at any moment in time?”

      “To say I have a mistress would mean that I’m married, which I’m not.” I rinse the bundle of asparagus. “Were you hoping to become my mistress?” I ask, swiveling my head to show her my sly side smile, which she doesn’t see. She’s examining my studio, and she doesn’t look happy. I shut off the faucet and toss the asparagus spears into a boiling steamer pot. “Hey, don’t let the small size of my place fool you. I’m a wealthy man.”

      “Yes, I know. It’s your mansion your grandmother lives in, which you inherited. You live here because it’s close to the school. But I’m surprised you’ve hardly decorated.”

      “Because that would be my mistress’s job,” I chuckle and glance at her again to see her roll her eyes. “You’d better start looking at swatches to dress up the interior of this place if you’d like for me to take you on as my regular harlot.”

      “Lucky for you, I don’t do interior design, so you’re off the hook. I’m also not mistress material. I can’t cook or clean or any of those things.”

      “You wouldn’t have to do any of that,” I scoff. “Maids are the ones who cook and clean. My mistress would be the one to—”

      “Don’t say it,” she interrupts.

      “Fuck me. Regularly.” I articulate clearly. “And take all my money.”

      She puffs some air, flapping her lips and dumps her head onto the counter out of embarrassment.

      Laughing, my shoulders roll as I pull out two plates. I cut the cooked salmon in half and position the fish in the center then divvy up the asparagus. Sliding both plates over to her along with two glasses of water, I notice a smile playing on her lips as she comes up to investigate what I cooked for her.

      Walking around the island, I take the seat next to her. “Maybe I should be your mistress.” I hand her a fork. “Maybe I should hang out at your place and you could use me, fuck me all you want, and I’ll even cook and clean for you.”

      She clenches her teeth, seemingly trying to keep a straight face, but her nose is crinkling. My stomach does another somersault. That crinkle means she’s amused and giddy inside.

      “You can hardly clean up after yourself,” she says, taking a bite.

      I watch her for a moment...

      Waiting...

      “Oh my!” She licks her lips. “This is good.”

      I smile. “So, my critics are pleased for today.”

      She nods, taking another bite and another.

      “Better than macaroni?” I ask.

      “Yes, way better. I thought I knew everything about you.”

      “You didn’t know what the interior of my apartment looked like.”

      “No,” she smiles bashfully, taking another bite, and speaking with her mouth full. “And I had no idea you could cook. I haven’t had something this good since I was between foster homes and living with my social worker.”

      Foster? Social worker? Whatha?...

      I drop my fork as a pang hits my chest. “What did you just say?”

      She coughs. She grabs at her throat and coughs again.

      Oh damn, I think she’s choking!

      “Ree!” I pat her back and the food at the back of her throat seems to clear as she swallows, catching her breath.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says, her cheeks turning bright pink. “I’m so embarrassed,”

      “Don’t be,” I say, continuing to rub her back. “Must taste even better than I thought. Just wait till you try my loin. I heard it’s the best. So good you might choke on that, too.”

      She blinks wild-eyed at me. “Will you ever stop with the sexual innuendos?” She takes a sip of water.

      “Nope.” I love your reactions... “But uh, what were you saying about foster parents and a social worker?”

      Rerun places her fork down. “It’s nothing. Just my past.”

      “I want to hear about it.”

      Truth be told, I’ve never given a shit about other people’s pasts, but its clear Rerun has something interesting to tell. Perhaps as interesting as my own past. I wonder if the reason she has to hobble has anything to do with growing up in the foster system.

      “What happened to your foot?” I inquire trying to sound sincere, hoping I’m hiding how ridiculously bad I want to know.

      “You can stop rubbing my back, Taylor,” she says, bowing her chin.

      I pause, not realizing I’d been rubbing so hard, except I decide not to stop. Instead, I circle my palm until I see her body sway and melt into the motion of my hand.

      Ree has no clue how badly she needs to be rubbed. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to rub someone so much. Or touch. Or hold.

      But only because...

      You know...

      She fell and I need to make it up to her.

      But this elephant in the room—her foot. We absolutely need to get this conversation out of the way.

      “Tell me what happened,” I demand to know this time.

      Her shoulders rise as she takes in some air. “As I said, nothing happened. I was born this way.”

      “What way?”

      “I have a...” She bites her lip and rubs her arms, squirming.

      “What?”

      She rubs her temples. “I have a...”

      Jesus Christ, woman! Will you just fucking say it already? “Please tell me.”

      She clenches her eyes shut. “Tucker. He’s a... uh...”

      “Did you just say ‘Tucker?’”

      “Yes,” she nods. “I had difficulty talking about this growing up. My therapist thought it was a good idea to name my foot, which eventually took on an entire persona. I wanted to name it Mother Fucker, but my therapist got me to agree that Tucker was more appropriate for a child born with...” She clears her throat. “A few missing muscles and a foot bone shorter than it should be. I have a mild form of dysmelia, but basically, my foot is defective.”

      Mild? She can barely walk.

      “Hmm,” is all I can muster. I’m struggling with her answer. She turns her head to squint one eye open at me. It’s actually kinda cute how she’s eager to see my response, which...

      I’m not really sure how to respond. I haven’t even seen her foot.

      I look down to her brown boot with double straps. “Can’t you have surgery for that?”

      “Doctors thought it was best to attempt treatment during infancy but my mother was a drug addict.”

      Why does everything seem to keep going downhill for this girl?

      “Say what?”

      “Yeeeah,” she slurs, now trying to hide her face. “Surgeons did not want to operate on me because I was born addicted to drugs. I was removed from my mother’s care and placed in the foster system. I haven’t seen her since.”

      “What about your father?”

      Her cheeks blossom above a huge smile. There’s even a twinkle in her eye. “I’m like you, Taylor. I have no known father. It’s one of the reasons I’m your biggest fan. It’s why many of your fans love you. Look at what you’ve made of yourself after not having any parents. I looked up to you growing up and I remember—”

      “Can you go back to your story,” I say before she gets carried away. Everybody gets carried away with my story and I’m tired of it since no one really knows the truth. “You said you were in the foster system?”

      “Mhm. I went through several foster homes for miscellaneous reasons while I was an adolescent and when I was finally able to have surgery, I had three. During the third round, however, my incision site and then my whole foot got infected, so treatment was put on hold.”

      Damn. “So, what happened then?”

      “I needed more surgeries after that but moving between foster homes plus the need for casts and recasting made it difficult for any one set of fosters to keep up with my medical care. There were also times I had to live with my social worker because she found it difficult to find me a home.”

      I swallow. This is the saddest shit I’ve ever heard.

      “Why wasn’t anyone held accountable?” After what I did to my mother, I know damn well I should be paying the price. All of those foster parents should likewise be in prison.

      “It’s no one’s fault, Taylor. I was born this way. People did the best they could with what they had to work with.”

      She smiles, but I don’t get how she can be so cute and cheery. How can anyone be content to live this way? “Can’t you try surgery again? Now?”

      “Oh no.” She shakes her head wildly. A few tendrils of her hair fall over her eyes. “I’ve put my foot through enough surgery. Doctors always hoped they could manipulate my existing muscles, which worked to an extent, but it kept getting more and more painful each time I went under the knife.”

      I move her hair from her face to behind her ear. “So, it hurts?”

      “Mhm.”

      I’m afraid to ask but, “Does it hurt right now?”

      “Mhm.” She nods, forcing a grin.

      “Does it hurt all the time?”

      “No, just if I walk on it too much or twist it or something, like after a fall.”

      “As in...” My hand shakes, as I tuck her hair behind her ear. “After last night’s fall?”

      She spins, fronting me, grabbing my forearm. “Oh, no! Taylor, please. That’s not your fault. I should’ve told you from the start.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “You did try to tell me, but I wasn’t listening. I have a real problem with listening and not doing what I’m told.”

      I remove her hands, giving them back to her, and rub my chest. Something aches. Deeply. Within. She places her hand over mine to calm the rubbing and a spark ignites somewhere in the pit of the darkness within. My eyes lock with hers and that spark becomes a fire, fueled by embarrassment. “I’m the reason you’re in pain today.”

      “Oh, God. Please, don’t blame yourself,” she begs. “I trip on myself all the time. I’m forever falling over. You’ve seen the way I walk.” She laughs halfheartedly, trying to make me feel better, trying to blow off the fact that I pretty much pushed her to get on the dance floor only to let her land hard on her ass.

      I recall how she stumbled. I recollect trying to get a grip of her but she slipped right through my fingers. I wish I could go back to last night. I wish I could save her from tumbling over and paining her foot.

      Her eyes say so much about what she’s thinking right now.

      She’s desperate.

      And for what?

      To convince me that it wasn’t my fault?

      But it was. I’m the reason she’s in pain. I want to make it up to her. I want to reach out and grab her like I should’ve last night.

      A dancer never lets his partner fall.

      I stop my hand from rubbing my chest and grip her arm. She seems so far away. The space between us feels bigger than the building around us.

      I stand up. Reaching. Moving my hand up her arm to grip her face.

      “Taylor, what are you doing?” Her pale blue eyes are so huge. Her lashes are fluttering profusely.

      I step in close. I want to close the space and tuck her neatly in my grasp where I want to keep her from falling ever again. I pull her cheeks between my palms towards me and she wiggles, unsure of my intentions.

      I’m unsure of my intentions.

      She’s so fragile, so petite. I could easily break her like any other girl, but...

      This girl. She’s the first I’ve ever wanted to put back together.

      I tilt her head back, bringing our faces to nearly touch.

      “Taylor.” She breathes my name through quivering slick, hot lips. Lips I’m so close to tasting right now.

      I lick my own lips, getting them ready. Getting them wet. I want to be able to maneuver easily over this woman’s mouth. This is my intention. I want our tongues to dance. As it turns out, I’m not just a good dancer. I’ve been told I’m an excellent kisser and I know I’m good in bed as well. They all say it. Every girl I’ve ever been with says it. It’s why they all get psychotic once they’ve been with me. Hell, look at how Diamond is behaving and we didn’t even...

      No, no. Fuck that. I don’t want to think about Diamond or anyone else. I only want to think about this girl. Right here. Right now.

      I rub my thumb across Ree’s cheek. Like a flower, she’s so soft and smells so sweet. And she’s so damn delicate. Like a withering rose, broken at the stem, she’s weak.

      She needs me.

      Whether she knows it or not she fucking needs me.

      To make her stronger.

      To help her stand on her own two feet.

      To know what it’s like to dance.

      Except right now, I want to make her float. I want to make her forget all about her foot, the fall, the pain from last night. The second I kiss her I’m sure she’ll forget at least a little bit...

      And perhaps, the second I get inside her—take care of her, make her feel good—she’ll live on cloud nine for a time and again whenever she thinks of me.

      Of course, that means I might ruin her. Once I make love to her, she’ll never be happy in bed with anyone else again. But I’m willing to take that chance. I’ve broken plenty of hearts. This one is already broken. A small stitch is all it needs. I think I’m capable of giving her that.

      I inhale, breathing her in once more and lean in, opening my mouth just slightly.
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      “Mmph,” he grunts through my hand planted flat over the lower half of his face.

      I jerk my head back. “What are you doing?”

      He sighs, blowing hot steam into my palm. “I-wath-thwying-to-kiths-you.” He pulls my wet hand from his face and tries to kiss me again!

      “No, you can’t.” I block his puckering lips once more and turn my head away.

      “Ree.” He peels my fingers from his lips and plants his mouth close to my ear. “You told me you love me. On the bus. Remember?”

      “That was a figure of speech.”

      “So, you don’t love me then.”

      “Taylor, of course, I...”

      “Say it.” He looks me in the eyes. How is it that he can look so needy and arrogant at the same time?

      “Taylor, I’m not going to say that I love you.”

      He grabs my shoulders, pressing his cheek against mine and his mouth more firmly on my ear before he lets out a gravelly growl. “Errr, I don’t want to hear you say you love me. I want to hear you say you’ll let me take care of you. Just for today. Just for right now.”

      I have no idea what he means, but whatever it is, there’s no way he’s going to end up happy taking care of a girl with a foot named Tucker.

      “Maybe you should take me home now.”

      He leans back onto the stool, letting go, and we make eye contact. “It’s the foot, isn’t it? You’re embarrassed about it.”

      I get up, grabbing my cane. “It’s not the foot.”

      He grips under my arm and takes the cane from me! “I want to see it.”

      Is he fucking crazy? “No! I’m not showing you my foot.” I reach for the cane but he tucks it behind him. My jaw tenses as I speak. “Give that back.”

      “Show me the foot.”

      “It’s not happening.”

      “Ree, have you ever shown your foot to anyone before?”

      My eyes are getting hot. “Taylor, please. I’d like to go home now.”

      He maneuvers my cane so it's hanging from the island’s counter far behind him before he turns to badger me more. “Have you ever made out with anyone before?”

      I shift my weight in an attempt to walk and feel the sharp stab of pain pierce through my tendons. “Taylor, I don’t want to talk about this.”

      I’m so embarrassed.

      Especially with him!

      “Please.” A tear escapes my eye and rolls down my cheek. I quickly wipe it away. “Can you just take me home?”

      “Baby, you need to talk about this.”

      Baby? Where the hell did that come from?

      “Tell me, have you ever been kissed before?” he asks. “And I don’t mean a peck on the mouth like the one you gave your buddy last night. I mean a real kiss. I need to know so I can figure out how fast or slow I need to take this.”

      “Take what?” What the hell is he talking about?

      “This kiss I’m about to give you.”

      Kiss? He’s about to kiss me?

      I think I’m about to faint.

      He grabs my face again between his hands, spearheading that stubborn stare straight through my line of sight once again. “I’m going to kiss you now. Are you ready?”

      I gulp. I have no idea how the hell we got to this point, but I can’t look away. His deep blue eyes are sparkling like twilight right before nightfall when stars first twinkle—awakening—to come out and play.

      I’m fairly confident Taylor’s not going to let me leave unless I play with him—kiss him. Just like Jasmaine can’t accept Ben doesn’t like her, I don’t think Taylor is going to take “no” for an answer. The beautiful people sure do have difficulty in not getting what they want.

      Just look at him! Moving in. I didn’t even give him an answer telling him whether I was ready yet, but he’s got my head locked in his grasp and he’s got the look of determination, coming closer as I try to lean back.

      I consider perhaps I should just let Taylor have it—a kiss. My first one was botched by my BFF last night anyway and it would be nice to have a memory where I’m fully mouthing one of my dream men—and not as a favor.

      Taylor bends my head back once more and swipes my hair completely away from my hairline. “You don’t have to admit it, Ree. I know this is going to be your first real kiss, so I’ll go soft on you. Okay?”

      I hesitate. I don’t answer.

      Instead, I look at his lips—full, pouty, perfect, plump. They look so sweet and tasty but poisonous. I’m getting this feeling that the second our lips meet, I’m going to fall into a dreamy deep sleep and I’ll never want to wake up again.

      I close my eyes, breathing heavily with anticipation when...

      I jut my eyes open, remembering. “I just ate. Maybe I should brush my teeth first. I taste like—”

      “Relax, baby,” he chuckles. “Close your eyes.”

      And there he goes again calling me “baby.” You know damn well, Rerun, you are going to do whatever he asks even if he’d called you “sir.”

      Looking into his deep, dark indigos as if I’ve fallen into the sea, I find myself drifting...

      ...sinking...

      “And besides,” he grunts darkly, blowing hot air into my mouth, “ginger salmon is my favorite. I’m going to love tasting it on you.”

      Instantly, I open my mouth to protest with an I-told-you-so (I knew salmon was his favorite!) but Taylor’s lips silence me. He plants the tender warmth of lush pressure on my mouth and dips his tongue in to lightly brush against the tip my own tongue. The slippery light rub is so sweet, it catches me off guard. I whimper.

      He moans in response and his tongue drives deeper. My head, my shoulders, and then my body tip back. I’m about to crash land onto the floor behind me as I feel myself sloping—falling—backward but I’m caught by Taylor’s arm, hooking around my waist, pulling me flush against him.

      I’m completely pressed against his heat. My back arches. My chest floats up as he presses his mouth down harder.

      Our heads bob wildly as he devours me and a sudden fear that I’m about to get bit—eaten—is calmed when I’m filled with the scent of him. I smell him everywhere. I feel him everywhere. He’s invading every one of my senses. It’s not just the scent of the products he uses but the scent of his skin I smell. I can’t describe it but it makes me hungry. Hungry enough to devour him back.

      Except, I let him lead (at least, I think I am) because I have no idea what I’m doing. He makes me feel at ease, granting sweet little morsels of licks and nibbles until one of his rough claws digs into the upper cushion of my bottom.

      My chest rises even higher—my breasts perking up. I don’t understand how my front can react to what’s going on at my behind. He grabs my ass harder and I moan into his mouth. His other hand reaches the nape of my neck where he presses firmer, forcing our mouths to fully merge and melt together.

      Oh, his taste. With every stroke of his tongue making my pulse quicken and my body temperature rise, the slick trails he leaves across my lips become a sugary sweet wet mess I find myself desperate to drink and swallow.

      He kisses me more heavily—sinfully—as his hands begin to wander over my body and up my front. I gasp when he pulls my head away, breaking our suction.

      He locks eyes with me. His chest rises and falls in great waves as he blows hot steam across my face. “Are you sure you haven’t done this before?”

      I shake my head as my cheeks flush warm. My heart is pounding and I wonder if he can feel my pulse through my ears caught between his palms.

      The tip of his nose finds mine. He’s just standing there. Looking at me. Seemingly trying to focus and I worry. “Am I doing this wrong?”

      “Uh...” He licks his lips again. “You’re doing good. Really, really good. So good, in fact, we should probably lie down.”

      Logic beats me over the head with a big fat no, but, “Okay” plops right out of my mouth.

      He picks me up. Whoa! One-handedly, he carries me by the waist towards his bed as he uses his other hand to easily rake his hair back, smoothing the flyaways.

      Clearly, this man is well-rehearsed in maneuvering a woman. It’s like I’m nothing—a doll in his arms. My legs swing, and when we are near the bed. He does a swift twist at his waist and with a bend of his arm, he picks me up from under my knees and lays me on the bed—flat.

      Quickly, he also becomes flat.

      Hovering over me.

      Then, lowering himself on to me.

      To kiss me.

      Crush me.

      Grip me.

      Grab me.

      Grope me.

      Wedging his knees between mine, he grinds his hips roughly against me.

      He plants his mouth in my neck—licking—and...

      His hardness knocks against the entrance to my core.

      Oh, Jesus!

      His whole body begins to roll. Every inch of him is actively engaged. I can even feel the shapeliness of his ripped muscles through the fabric of our clothes. And his hands are everywhere!

      Suddenly, he feels extremely heavy and loose, like he’s completely letting go except where his hands grip and his mouth sucks. He’s getting wild. And hot! His mouth is at my neck and the heat pouring out of him is becoming unbearable. My skin is dampening amidst the fire. I can’t understand this. And I can’t understand how his hand, suddenly sliding so soft and smoothly up my inner thigh and nearly at my junction can also create so much friction—so much heat! His fingertips trace up to the space between my legs where he finds the elastic of my underwear and attempts to slip his finger under, which sets me on fire. I think I’m about to get burned alive!

      “Taylor,” I give out a warning.

      “Yeah,” he stiffens, coming up for air. His hair is a mess, his face has turned crimson, and his lips look as swollen as mine feel.

      “We shouldn’t,” I say softly.

      “Awh, but baby, we should,” he exhales, rolling his hips, attempting to excite me, which it does although my body falls relaxed. He lowers his head once again to kiss the top of my breast, which makes me purr and he grinds himself against me until I realize...

      I claw my fingers into his scalp and pull his head back by his hair. “This has gone too far.”

      Really, it has. I have no idea why I let Taylor kiss me.

      Because deep down, you know that a fake kiss with Ben and a pity kiss from Taylor would be the only chances you’d ever have at kissing anyone.

      “This was fun, but would you mind if we stop now?” I try to sound polite.

      This is my fault. I’m supposed to be a professional and I don’t want Taylor getting upset before this turns sour and he decides to fire me. I also don’t want him to think this is his fault when he comes to his senses. It’s clear he has issues throwing blame around, including at himself when things are beyond anyone’s control.

      “I don’t want to stop. I think we should keep going.” He peeps down at the place he just kissed and tugs on my dress to expose more breast to him, but I pull at the fabric before I become fully exposed.

      “Taylor—”

      “Rerun.” He sits back and I regret that I already miss the weight of him. “I’m not going to hurt you, okay?” He runs his hands down my front and grips my hips, digging his thumbs into my soft abdomen. “I know you’re new at this. I’ll be gentle. And there’ll be no strings attached. There are no expectations here. Not for you. Not for me. Let’s just enjoy ourselves. Let me help you. I think...” His lashes flutter, beggingly. “I just want to take your pain away for a little while.”

      My pain? He just made it worse! He’s even sweeter than I’d hoped and there’s no way I should let him feel accountable for any of my physical pain.

      “Taylor, I didn’t come here to—”

      There’s a knock on the door.

      “Taay-lor,” a woman sings.

      “Fuck,” he leans his head back and curses again silently before he swivels his neck to bark. “What do you want?”

      “You weren’t at rehearsal and you’re not answering anyone’s calls.”

      “Shit.” He looks at me pitifully and points a finger. “Don’t move.”

      Of course, I move. The second Taylor gets up to go answer the door, I maneuver the best I can off the bed to hobble with one foot and straighten his comforter flat. I know exactly who’s outside, and if she sees me in here with her ex, there’s sure to be trouble.

      Diamond isn’t just a beautiful dancer, but a legend all her own. She’s a rare bird made a millionaire through dance, but she’s also young. And spoiled. And wickedly obsessed with Taylor. She thinks she owns him.

      She had everyone fooled that they were a couple, especially over social media, and the public loved it. I couldn’t understand how Taylor never reacted to any of the lies, but now that I know him better, I think I understand. He truly doesn’t care about anything other than dance. Well, and getting laid with no strings attached.

      “I’m not feeling good,” he says, opening the door just slightly.

      “Can I come in?” Diamond asks, making me feel uneasy.

      Looking towards the kitchen island, I see my cane is there. I look down at my clothes and fix them before I try to take a step onward.

      Ow, Tucker! My foot throbs with just one step.

      Taylor and Diamond are arguing now and I realize I need to make it over to the kitchen island before she storms in here. The last thing I need is for Diamond to catch me in her ex’s place and go public with anything. She posts dozens of pictures a day, including of all the drama that goes on at the school. If she posts anything of me and Taylor together, I could lose my job!

      And I can’t have that. I love my apartment. I’ve had it for one whole year and it’s the longest I’ve ever lived in one place. Not to mention, I’ve decorated it exactly how I like.

      Desperate, I take another painful step towards the island and another, but I don’t want to move too fast. If I should tumble, it’s going to be difficult to get up.

      The argument outside is getting heated and a few bumps vibrate through the wall as if she’s physically trying to beat her way in, at him, to get through the door. I decide to hop on one foot back to the island, which I suddenly regret because the floor shakes.

      “Who’s that?” questions Diamond.

      “It’s nobody.”

      “But somebody is in there? You asshole,” she snaps. “You ditched rehearsal with me and our new choreographer to screw someone.”

      “No.”

      Oh jeez, Taylor is a terrible liar. Could his tone have sounded any more suspicious?

      “Let me in.” I hear Diamond fighting to barge through.

      “No,” Taylor snaps. “You’re not welcome in my apartment anymore.”

      I hear more shuffling as I swiftly make my way to the island and sit in the stool. My foot is throbbing painfully beyond belief but I wipe the sweat at my brow and then smile as Diamond, beautiful Diamond, throws herself passed Taylor and into his apartment.

      “Hello,” I smile.

      “Who the fuck are you?” she snaps.

      Taylor is rubbing his face.

      I reach out for a handshake. “I’m Rerun. I’m Taylor’s social media-slash-marketing manager.” I widen my smile. “Diamond, I’m so excited to meet you. Taylor and I were just discussing doing a photoshoot tomorrow evening and if you’re free—”

      “Photoshoot?”

      I bob my head. “Yes.”

      “No,” Taylor interjects, giving me the stern stare down.

      “Is this why you didn’t want me in here? Because you don’t want me to be a part of the photoshoot?” Diamond taps her foot with her arms crossed then flails her arms at Taylor when he doesn’t respond. “What is it with you? Why have you been so distant lately? It's like you’re some other person nowadays. Even your grandmother thinks so.”

      “You’ve been talking to Penny?” Taylor’s brows are pinched.

      Diamond unfolds her arms. “We worry about you. Why weren’t you at rehearsal? You were expected to be there almost an hour ago.”

      He walks over to the stove. “Well, I’m sorry I made you wait. I’ll clean up and meet you at the studio in a few.”

      “I took an Uber here,” she says. “You have to bring me back with you.”

      Taylor shakes his head and gives me the most pitiful frown I’ve ever seen.

      Diamond eyes me suspiciously and looks at the plate in front of me plus Taylor’s plate still topped with uneaten salmon. “Did he cook for you?”

      “Mmm... yes.” I try to reply nonchalantly.

      She spies the cane and my foot. “Is there something wrong with you?”

      “I guess you could say that.” I bow my head.

      “What is it? Are your legs broken? It looks permanent. Is it permanent?”

      “It is, but just the one.”

      “So, you’re not a dancer.”

      “No.”

      “Hey!” Taylor turns around and points the dirty pan at Diamond. “Why don’t you wait outside?”

      “You know, he’s never cooked for anyone but me,” she says, ignoring him.

      I’m a little thrilled but I maintain a straight face hoping to diffuse the rising tension. “He was just taking pity on me,” I assure her. “It’s a lot of work for me to get around.”

      “Right,” she says, flipping her beautiful long black hair off her shoulders. “Does his grandmother know about you?”

      “She knows,” Taylor grumbles, scrubbing the pan in the sink rather harshly. I dispute telling him to lighten up before he scrubs the Teflon right off.

      “Penny and I work closely together,” I add. “Believe it or not, this is only the second time I’ve ever met with Taylor and I’ve been his manager for a year now.”

      “Does his grandmother know you’ve overextended your appointment with him and made him late for rehearsal today?”

      Taylor whips the soapy pan around, flying suds across me and half the kitchen, then points the pan repeatedly at Diamond as he raises his voice. “That’s not her fault. Diamond, you have a real problem with creating drama and I swear to God if you keep up with this shit because you’re jealous—”

      “Jealous?” she sasses. “Please. But seriously, is there something going on here? Something Penny should know about?”

      “I said stop or I swear to God!” Taylor flies the pan back into the sink, which makes a crashing sound and I flinch, then cower. I see it doesn’t affect Diamond in the least.

      “Swear to God what? You might have everyone fooled in thinking you’re this reincarnated beautiful rendition of your mother come back to life, but I know the real you, Taylor. You’re a dick.”

      I can’t believe she’s egging him on!

      “You know what, you cunt? Next time I have you in the air...” He picks up the pan and lets go, making a clamor. “I’ll fucking drop you. I can’t wait to drop you.”

      “You did not just say that.” Diamond is as stunned as I am.

      “I did,” he turns towards her. “I’ll toss you so high up into the air and watch and laugh when I see your ass come down to splat on the floor.”

      “Taylor!” I shout but it doesn’t faze him. He walks closer to Diamond and pushes on her shoulder.

      “And I also swear that if you post nasty shit about me all over the Internet again, I won’t just drop you, I’ll sue your ass then take your car, your clothes, and your money for defamation of character. You’re a lowlife bitch who doesn’t deserve to be prima. Like. My. Mother. And I’m not going to let you say shit about me or bring me down anymore, especially not in front of her.” He points at me. “She doesn’t deserve... she deserves...” He pauses.

      The room is silent, except for the faucet running. It runs for a full minute before Diamond interrupts.

      “You like her.” Diamond eyes me up then eyes my cane. “How can you like her? She’s a fucking cripple. How can you like someone whose legs don’t work. She probably can’t even dance.”

      “He doesn’t like me,” I try to assure her. “He just feels sorry for me.”

      “That’s not true!” He blares and I pull my lips between my teeth.

      “Diamond.” He claws at his own hair. Steam seems to be evaporating off his skin. “Get out.”

      “No, I’m not getting out.” She walks over to me, picks up my cane and shoves it in my chest, nearly pushing me over before she looks at him. “Taylor, we have been partners for over a year now and we still need each other. Actually, you need me more. And not just because we dance great together but because the school and your ballet company depend on my presence financially. I know my worth. You tell her to get out.”

      I slip the cane gently from Diamond’s fingers. “It’s okay,” I try to say with the mousiest, most non-confrontational tone I can manage. “I’ll go. Diamond’s right. I’m sure you two can work this out.” And I hope they do! I can’t afford for them to break up. At least, not as dance partners.

      “You stay right there,” he growls, pointing his finger again at me. “Don’t you fucking move.”

      “Are you just going to let him talk to you like that?” Diamond plants her hand on her hip. “You see? This is his problem. His temper. He likes to push people. No one knows how to handle him but me. And if you keep getting personal with him, he’ll eventually dump you. Because that’s what he does. He lures you in, loves on you, and then dumps you. It’s part of his ego. I’m telling you, he’ll hurt you. You heard him just threaten to drop me.”

      “Jesus Christ, Diamond!” he snaps, rubbing his face.

      I get up, coming off the stool and plant my cane down. “You can stay,” I tell her. “I believe I’m in over my head here.”

      “Oh honey, you’re waaaaay in over your head.” She kicks my cane and down I go. The butterflies in my belly flapping cannot keep me from crashing onto the floor.

      “Ree!” Taylor skips to us. His tone has changed. He seems worried but now I’m desperate to get the hell out of here.

      He bends beside me and lifts at my elbow, but I snatch it back.

      “Let me help you up,” he says.

      It’s embarrassing enough I can’t stand on my own two feet in front of the beautiful people. “Please, don’t help.”

      He cusses under his breath, which is followed with, “Fine.”

      Swiftly, he picks up Diamond instead, who begins cursing at the top of her lungs. He plants her on her feet at the door and then he grabs her by the arm. Pushing her out, she fights him but only so she can swivel her head to be sure I see the evil eyes that look like they are about to shoot flames in my direction.

      Her fingers claw the door frame and I’m surprised to see the two dancers like swans, suddenly agitated, getting so aggressive in protecting their territory.

      In truth, I suspect they might be behaving like a married couple and think perhaps they are made for one another.

      Taylor manages to push Diamond through the door frame but she succeeds in smacking him across the face. “I’m not going to rehearsal today and I hope you tell your grandma that it’s because of you. Because you threatened to hurt me. Kill me.”

      “Get out,” he shoves her by the forehead out the door and shuts it.

      Leaning the crown of his head against the frame, he takes a moment to collect himself.

      I feel so bad. I should’ve never come here. Taylor and I had the most wonderful working relationship before we met. I wouldn’t exactly call it a relationship but it was working.

      I find my knees and try to get up when a hand attempts to snake its way around my waist.

      “Please don’t touch me,” I say sternly and Taylor’s hand retracts.

      I manage to climb up from the floor. I fix my dress and dust my knees, then shoulders.

      Getting myself straight, I look Taylor in the eyes. “I need to go to your car to get my things in the trunk.”

      “Yeah, sure.” He doesn’t argue.
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      I’ve succeeded in convincing her to let me take her home. I promised I wouldn’t say anything. No jokes. No discussion. It makes me sick because I want to talk to her. She won’t even look at me now.

      She keeps rubbing her hip and it’s killing me. I think she got hurt when she fell.

      Yet. Again.

      “Are you all right?” I ask, taking a wrong turn.

      She points out the window. “Taylor, you missed my street.”

      “I’m sorry, did I?”

      “Yes, I live that way.”

      “I’ll turn around,” I say waiting for my chance to make a U-y, but then I see an open stall along the street so I park and shut the engine off.

      “Why are we stopped?” She spins her head around.

      “You’re hurt.”

      She rubs her hip, keeping her gaze focused out the window. “I’m used to it.”

      “I know now why you stood me up.”

      “Oh yeah?” She raises a brow, still not looking at me. “That’s great, but we don’t have to talk about it. I live right around the block. If you need me to, I can walk home from here.” She reaches for the door handle, popping it open.

      I reach over and shut the door. “Why do you keep running from me?”

      “Why do you keep trying so hard?”

      “I think it’s obvious, Rerun.”

      “Because you feel sorry for me.”

      I grab her by the chin and capture her gaze. “No. It’s not that and you know it.”

      “I’m a challenge, Taylor. That’s all it is. But you really should just let it go now.”

      She blinks her beautiful pale-blue eyes. Sweet, innocent doe eyes that I just don’t want to let go of right now. Her eyes, my eyes—they are like day and night. I feel like if I let her escape, I’ll end up living in the darkness for eternity.

      Sliding my hand down her arm, I lean back into my seat. Entangling my fingers with hers and pulling her hand into my lap. “I want to try again. I want to take you out. Let’s try again. Tonight.”

      “We never really went out in the first place.”

      “Exactly.” I smile. “What time should I pick you up?”

      “Nnn...” she growls.

      Shit. She’s about to say “no” and this time I feel like if she does, I’m done for good and I panic.

      “If you don’t let me take you out tonight, I’m going to fire you.”

      She tries to pull her hand back, but I keep it tucked at my inner thigh.

      “You wouldn’t,” she gasps.

      I lean over, rubbing her jawline with my thumb. “Awh, baby, but I would,” I threaten.

      “That’s not nice, Taylor.” Her eyes water.

      This sucks. So much. There’s nothing in my arsenal to get this woman to go out with me. It doesn’t matter how I act or talk to her, whether I’m smooth, cool, or a jerk, I can’t win with her.

      “Look, I just want to take you out.”

      “I don’t go out,” she bows her chin.

      “You were out with Ben the other night.”

      “I trust him. He wouldn’t let what happened with Diamond just now happen to me.”

      “C’mon, you can’t hold me accountable for her, Ree,” I pick up her chin. “But I promise, I won’t let her get to you again. There’s got to be something. Something I can do that will clear up any distrust we have here. After everything that happened at the club and then with Diamond... I want you to know that I’m not a machine like my critics say. I care.”

      Wait. What did I just say?

      “There is... something.” She sings sweetly and my heart floats.

      “Whatever it is just ask.”

      “You can be at the photo shoot tomorrow.”

      The photo shoot! I’d forgotten. It’ll just be me and her!

      “And be nice to Diamond,” she says. “In fact, you need to call her and makeup with her so she shows up to take pictures tomorrow as well.”
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      No fucking way did I call that skank. Tonight needs to be about me and Ree and that’s it.

      Delores is slow to exit. The rest of the school has been emptied of skipping boys and ballerinas, but Delores takes her sweet time and it’s already after nine in the evening.

      “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” I ask the old lady.

      “You trying to get rid of me, Taylor?”

      “I have that photo shoot tonight with my manager, remember? She wanted it to be private.”

      “Ah, that’s right,” says Delores finally waddling her way towards the front entrance. “That redhead is a cute one, don’t you think?”

      Fucking adorable is more like it, but I shrug. “She’s all right, I guess.”

      “Hmm, it’s too bad about her foot, although it makes me like her a lot more. It’s nice to see a young lady shine with so much courage.”

      “Mhm,” I nod, opening the front door and propping it wide for Delores to go through. I grit my teeth when she pauses halfway out.

      She turns to me. “You plan on screwing with this girl this evening?”

      “Who me?” I ask innocently, trying to hide my horns and front a fake halo.

      “Yeah, you,” Delores rattles. “If you do, don’t forget to shut off the video cameras.”

      Oh crap! The video cameras!

      “And wear a condom. The world’s not ready for more thorny little Rosebuds, unless you want me to prune them for you. Hmm?” Delores smacks my cheek as a warning, which stings but also makes me laugh. “Deep down, you were always a good boy, Taylor. Be good to this girl, tonight? Okay?”

      “Okay,” I say genuinely.

      Delores turns with an appeased grin and leaves—finally.

      I shut the door behind her and rush back to her office to shut off the cameras when I hear the front door open again.

      I pause. My hands are shaking and I’m semi-nauseous. I think I’m nervous. I’ve never been nervous about anything in my life. Not even when I had to perform in front of the President of the United States or after I broke my arm and was still expected to attempt a round off followed by a backward somersault single-handedly when I was a kid in front of a hundred other kids in Asia who were hoping I’d stumble and break my neck.

      These feelings are ridiculous. My nerves are out of control. This, I believe, is how other dancers feel when they express nervousness before a performance.

      And this isn’t even a performance! I’m about to pose in front of the camera for one person. Just one woman.

      “Taylor?” Ree calls from down the hall.

      I remain poised for just a sec to catch my breath before I pop my head out.

      “Hi.” I smile, keeping my shoulders straight, although I really just want to fall at her feet.

      Jesus, she’s so pretty. A short floral flowy dress with a low scooped neckline follows the contour of her body until it reaches her hips where it fans down to her mid-thigh. She reminds me of spring and my cock is about to spring out of my pants. I’m salivating.

      Cool. Just be cool.

      “You need help with that?” I ask, taking the duffel bag from her shoulder.

      Holy shit! This thing is heavy.

      “How’d you manage this all by yourself?” I ask.

      She sighs, trying to pull the bag back.

      “I didn’t mean...” She thinks I’m referring to her foot as if I think she’s incapable, which I don’t. I attempt to snatch the bag from her. “You should’ve let me pick you up.”

      “You should learn to let go.” She tugs back.

      Ugh, this bantering. I like it with other girls (usually because it puts me in control), but not with her. “So, we’re already at this game, are we?”

      She smirks. “I guess we are.”

      I drop the bag at her feet. “Fine. You can set up in the ballroom down the hall on the left. I’m going to warm up.”

      As I step away, I realize how quickly my feelings have changed. I was so excited to see her, show her my moves, and pose for a few pictures. In truth, I would’ve done whatever she asked, but now I just want to crawl into a corner not to be seen. She won’t even accept my help.

      “Taylor,” she sounds off and my heart stops.

      I turn around to see her teetering, allowing her flowy dress to sway as she rubs her forehead.

      “I’m sorry.” She swallows. “I don’t’ mean to... I know you were probably just trying to be a gentleman. You see, I have a hard time accepting help from people. I don’t like to be an inconvenience. Can we start this over? I think I may have gotten off on the wrong...” She tilts her head back and forth and grins. “Foot.”

      I walk to her, picking up the bag although I really just want to pick her up, squeeze her, kiss her again, throw her against the wall and get freaky with her.

      “Sure.” I grin. “We can start again, but only if you let me help you because, as you said, I’m a gentleman.”

      “Of course.” She grins as I pick up and swing her duffel bag over my shoulder.

      Together, we walk towards the ballroom and I ask her what she plans to do with all this equipment, which weighs a ton.

      She starts talking about her ideas, speaking of the designs she’s clearly mapped out in fine detail, which all revolve around me. The design terms she speaks of I don’t understand, but the intensity in her voice and the excitement she projects on her face makes me realize how committed she is to see her creativity come to life.

      She asks how I would feel about doing some general poses—simple stuff children first learn when they take up ballet. Again, she repeats she doesn’t want to waste my time or be an inconvenience with simple requests. Naturally, I agree to do whatever she asks and not because she expects me to but because I want to.

      Once in the ballroom, I drop her bag and she suggests I warm up while she sets up her camera equipment. How in the hell Ree dragged all that heavy shit across town by herself, I have no idea, but I recall the one time I took Diamond on a date and I had to carry her Coach bag because it didn’t match her outfit. I’d do laps around town with Ree’s duffel bag if it would get her to go on just one date with me.

      And I’m not exactly sure why I want to take Rerun out so badly, although it’s possible she might be right about the fact it’s because she’s a challenge. She keeps denying me.

      Grabbing her cane, she looks like she’s struggling to keep her balance as she tries to screw a light bulb into a foldable light stand.

      “Can I help you with that?” I ask.

      “No, I’m fine,” she replies, maintaining her focus.

      Goddamnit! It’s true. I hate that she keeps denying me.

      It makes me want her more.

      It makes me want to pull her close and spank her ass until she says, “Yes,” and only to me. I’ve never met anyone or anything more challenging than Ree.

      I decide to stretch before I get too riled up. I need to let go of some of this heat rising. Every time she bends over to reach in her bag, a little of her cotton panties peep at the back and it’s taking everything I have not to swoop her up, take her down, and fall right on top of her.

      I pull out some mats. I never use mats, not since I was a kid, but I feel the need to have them ready in case Rerun asks me to do something less simple and hopefully more complex or maybe even dangerous. Although, I don’t want to get hurt should I land on my back.

      And, I most certainly would like Ree to be comfortable if she should somehow land on her back...

      With me right on top of her.

      I lift up my shirt.

      “Taylor, no,” she stops me. “Leave that on. I know you’re used to wearing less but I’d like to get some images of you fully dressed first. Would you mind smiling?”

      I smile and she snaps a picture then looks at the image on the back of her camera.

      The rosiness in her cheeks deepens and I swear there’s a twinkle in her eye. “Can we take a few more?”

      “Yeah.” I smile again and she snaps a few more.

      Up close and from afar, she moves with her cane and her camera. Her dress swings as I do nothing but be still and smile until she grunts, nervously. “Okay, let’s get some with you in a pose or two.”

      I reach to lift up my shirt again.

      “No, Taylor,” she laughs. “Let’s see some modern poses, keeping your clothes on. We’re going for an urban look here. Can you jump or something?”

      Can I jump? The woman just asked me if I can jump. Surely, she has forgotten who the hell she’s working with.

      “Get your camera ready,” I tell her as I head to the corner of the room and take a breath.

      Racing, I do a front aerial, springing into a front handspring, and close with a round-off back handspring leading to kickout of a split leap.

      “Did you get any of that?” I ask, fanning my shirt. “The split wasn’t as wide or as high as I’d like, but you know the jeans are a bit restrictive.”

      Her jaw has dropped. “I-I didn’t know you could d-do all that,” she stutters. “But I was thinking something more along the lines of dance. Ballet? Maybe?”

      “Oh, sure,” I acknowledge. This time I have to remove my shirt and pants, keeping only my dance briefs on.

      I get my feet in first position, bending at the waist to stretch out my back and my legs. I let my arms hang, loosening them up. Spreading my feet to second position, I bend with an arch rolling my full front torso around in wide circles to remove any tension from my rib cage while rolling my ankles to warm them. I hear the camera fire off a few times and when I come up, I see Rerun has an awkward grin on her face. I’ve never seen this look on her before. She looks dumbfounded.

      Is she laughing at me? I check myself but I don’t see anything wrong.

      “What are you grinning about?” I ask.

      She bats her eyes. “I’ve never seen you dance before. Not in real life. I can understand why people pay so much to see you. You’re even more amazing than I thought. That was beautiful.”

      “Ree, I haven’t even started yet,” I chortle. “I’m just warming up.”

      “Oh,” she gasps with reddening cheeks.
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      “Would you like to try? C’mere. Do a little warm up with me.” He puts out his hand.

      Immediately, I grip my cane tighter and squat down to plant my butt on the floor. “I’d prefer to sit and watch and snap pictures if you don’t mind.”

      “All right,” he nods, seemingly disappointed. “I’ll start with a few turns.”

      “Great.” I get my camera ready, putting my eye to the little square viewfinder.

      Beyond the camera, Taylor begins to spin. The air around me also begins to move and I pull the camera away from my face to get a better look. He’s so focused, unaware I’m ogling. One of his legs goes in and out as he also bobs straight up and down on the ball of one foot, building momentum. Faster and faster he goes, every muscle in his body tightening to center the storm he is creating. Like a whirlwind, he spins and, just when I think he is about to break from the centrifugal force he’s created, he twirls even faster until he’s in the air!

      Up he goes! Swinging his leg to help propel him high up towards the ceiling, defying gravity.

      My heart soars with him but my mind is stuck on earth, wondering briefly what it must be like up there—the place where only the beautiful reside.

      I snap a pic.

      Coming down, he unexpectedly lands softly. Like an angel with wings unseen, he floats back to earth with a gentle roll of his toes until his heels finally plant flat.

      “Did you get anything good from that angle?” he questions, coming towards me.

      I glance at the one picture I shot and it’s a closeup of his crotch! Quickly, I turn off the camera.

      “I think my battery is dead.” I put the camera behind my back.

      “Really? Let me see,” he demands, reaching, bending over me, allowing his bulge to bump me in the face.

      Of course, I’m caught off guard and he manages to take the camera, turning it on.

      He laughs, sitting next to me. “I must say that’s the best pic I’ve yet to see of myself. I’m sure that one is going to get a lot of likes.”

      He snaps a picture.

      Of me!

      “Don’t.” My jaw tenses.

      “Smile for me, Ree.” He snaps another and another, standing up.

      “Taylor, stop. I don’t like having my picture taken.” I reach up. I’m on my knees, clawing at him, begging.

      He snaps another pic from directly above and looks at it. “Jesus, girl. You’re beautiful.” He pulls me up. “Look at how beautiful you are.” He shows me the image. “See?”

      I don’t see anything. Just the camera and I try to snatch it back.

      “Nooooope,” he slurs, helping me up but keeping the camera from me.

      “Give it back, Taylor.”

      “I will,” he says, walking away, leaving me to balance on one foot. He props the camera on top of a stereo system in the corner. “I’ll give it back as soon as you...”

      He messes with a few stereo buttons and music plays.

      “Dance with me,” he says, turning in my direction and coming over.

      “Taylor.” I play coy as he approaches.

      He reaches and scrolls his hands gently from my shoulders down my arms.

      “You know I can’t dan—holy shit!” I yelp as he picks me up by the hips and lifts, tossing me straight up a few feet where I land with my thighs against his chest.

      He wraps his arms tight around the back of my legs and squeezes then sways.

      “Let go, Ree,” he says. “That hurts.”

      I realize my fingers are entangled in his hair. I’m gripping his short chocolate locks so tensely, I’m sure I’m about to scalp him.

      I loosen my grip, but I don’t let go. “Will you put me down?”

      “How does it feel up there?” His eyes are huge glowering up at me.

      I look around at the height at which I’m at and look back into his eyes. “Scary.”

      “Let go,” he says, lifting me so I’m even further up against his front. “I’m going to push you higher.”

      “No,” I wiggle to get loose.

      “Ree, you can’t do that,” he says. “You have to trust me. We’ll both get hurt if you don’t trust me. Just let go. I got you.”

      “Taylor—WAH!” I’m elevated.

      By my hips, I’m pushed as high as he can balance me and I’m clinging for dear life to his wrists. He spins and my legs fly out a little. It makes my heart race as I worry that he’s going to drop me at any minute but the feeling is...

      Fun?

      “Rerun, put your arms out,” he says. “Lift your legs and let go.”

      “Taylor, I’m scared.”

      “Baby, you have nothing to be afraid of. I’m a professional, remember?”

      I swallow, putting my legs up and my arms out and I can’t believe it! I wouldn’t exactly call this dancing because I feel like I’m flying. I’m actually soaring!

      He walks me around the room and I understand why dancers hurt themselves to get in this position. I feel so alive up here.

      “Are you ready to come down?” he asks and I’m afraid that I’ve been greedy, allowing him to keep me elevated for so long.

      “Yeah,” I say and I scream!

      Without warning, I’m falling.

      Right. Into. His. Arms.

      He dips me—low—and I smack his chest.

      “Ow,” he laughs. “Was that too much for a first time?”

      “You could’ve dropped me!”

      “I would never drop you,” he says. “Not unless it was on purpose. Like this.” He let’s go.

      Butterflies flap in my belly but stop almost instantly as my back hits the mat under me.

      “Taylorrrrr,” I growl.

      I want to smack him again except that I can’t. He’s too close. He’s poised himself in a plank, hovering horizontally not more than one inch above my body.

      I hate that he can move so quickly. I hate that he—

      He kisses me.

      Fire ignites in the small space between us, but it is quickly extinguished by his body closing the space, removing the oxygen that was once there as well as in my lungs.

      I can’t breathe, he’s kissing me so hard. Not to mention, the excitement of once being propped free but now caged by Taylor Rose is making it difficult to maintain any control of my senses.

      I turn my head away, gasping to regain some composure. He bites my chin and then my jaw, my neck and then my collarbone. He grabs my breast and I’m fairly confident he’s about to bite that, too.

      “Taylor,” I pull at his hair.

      He fights against my grasp to kiss me again and I let him. Our teeth clash together this time, which doesn’t stop him. Plunging his tongue into my mouth, he swirls the tip with mine before he deepens our kiss and withdraws.

      “I like you, Rerun.” His breath is hot and heavy. Heavier than it was after he spun in circles and marched me around the room.

      He lifts the hem of my dress, pulling it up to my waist and he squeezes his hand under my back to run his fingers under my panties and grab my ass. “Baby, I want you.”

      I realize I’m spread open. My legs are on opposite sides of his torso and he’s rocking his hips. Skillfully, he glides the length of his thick erection up and down along the crevice of my slit. My panty is the only thing that separates his cock from my clit and the friction is becoming smoother as the fabric begins to soak while his rocking becomes rougher.

      Taylor pokes the heated head of his cock at the entrance of my cave and he groans, blocked by the thin wall of wet cotton.

      His face comes into view, hovering over mine. “You’re not going to let me in tonight, are you?”

      I shake my head—no. No matter how good he feels or how bad my body wants him—needs him—he doesn’t need me. He doesn’t need this. He’s beautiful. One of the beautiful people and I’m...

      Not.

      “No-no-no-no-no-no, Rerun. Don’t get tense.” Taylor locks eyes with me. “We can just kiss if that’s all you want to do.” He kisses me. Sweetly. And smears the sweat off my brow. “Are you okay with that?”

      I nod and he smiles with relief, swooping in to kiss my neck. His tongue trails up and down between sweet little puckers and soft sucks.

      “So, this is okay, right?” he asks gently.

      I nod again and his lips move to the upper cushion of my breast.

      “I like kissing you,” he says with a lick and, although it’s more than a kiss, I let him lick me again. He licks right down to the trim of my dress where his tongue digs under the rayon cloth and my bra to find my nipple.

      “Just a kiss,” I say as my breasts perk upward into his mouth.

      “That’s what we’re doing,” he says. “We’re just kissing.” But he’s sucking. Somehow, he’s maneuvered his tongue to fold my dress down, allowing his mouth to cover my areola and suck.

      My hips buck up against him with each little tease of seduction.

      “You like that?” he whispers huskily, wedging his shaft along the length of my folds, he grinds against the fabric over my clit.

      I reluctantly nod with a hiss. I’m embarrassed to tell him that I do like the feeling of his lips enclosed over the tips of my breasts while his tongue laps me raw.

      One little loveable shock after another shoots straight from my nipple down to my crease where I fear my little nub has not only become swollen but is throbbing with need. I feel a shameful urge to want to rub myself down there, but instead, I bite my fingers between my teeth.

      Taylor does a bit of a push-up to position himself—his cock—more firmly against the apex of my sex and he begins to roll. Up and down, I feel him rock and I glance to where our groins touch to see his abs twitch and flex.

      Jeez, he’s working so hard just to make me...

      “Oh, fuck,” escapes my mouth from the tickle of ecstasy rising between my legs.

      “You gonna come, baby?” Taylor yanks at the opposite side of my dress exposing my other tit to him and he pinches my nipple with a tight roll between his fingers.

      The pinching.

      The sucking.

      The rolling.

      The rubbing.

      I stiffen. He groans.

      I come and moan.

      “Mmm,” he hums, keeping his mouth on my nipple between his teeth as I climax.

      My body convulses and I’m desperate to keep our friction going. I feel so high. Higher than I was moments ago, floating in the air supported by nothing but Taylor’s strength, and I’m so not ready to come down yet.

      Thankfully, Taylor’s fingers find my blood-swollen nub under my underwear, and he circles with a firm press of his fingers to support my orgasm, keeping it afloat until I flutter back down to earth.

      He makes eye contact with me, sucking his fingers into his mouth, and he gets his fingers wetter. He smears the wetness on the insides of each of my breasts.

      Maneuvering himself to straddle me, over my ribcage, Taylor pushes his briefs down to let his long, thick, hard cock spring out. He bounces his tip on my sternum before he guides my hands to cup my breast mounds and push them together, trapping his shaft.

      He moves.

      Back and forth he works his abs, thighs, and ass to fuck between my breasts.

      “Is this okay?” he asks, reaching to stroke my hair.

      “Yeah,” I say without trying to sound too eager, because it’s totally okay! I have the most perfect view of him. He’s unbelievably gorgeous.

      “Squeeze your tits tighter together.”

      I do as he says.

      “Lace your fingers over my cock.”

      I do that, too.

      He speeds up the pace at which he is pumping his shaft along my chest. From this distance, I can smell his sex and the scent is getting stronger.

      “Stick out your tongue, Rerun.”

      I gulp. He wants me to do what?

      “Baby, open your mouth and stick out your tongue. I’m going to come.”

      I clench my mouth shut. I’m reluctant to let him blow his load in my mouth. I’ve never done anything like it before but I know what it entails and I’m not sure that I’m ready to let him do that. Hell, I never in my wildest dreams thought I’d ever get this far.

      With anyone!

      And it’s likely we’ll never get to this point again, since I’m sure he’ll be upset that I won’t open for him.

      But he doesn’t seem angry. He chuckles to himself instead as he pulls my hands away and fists himself to finish, blowing all over my chest, up to my neck, and getting a little on my cheek.

      Sweeping the last drop off his tip on my tit, he settles back and rakes his hands through his hair. He studies me with a prideful grin and I suddenly feel extremely naked.

      I peep down at the web of his milky mess. My mounds, still perky, have never been so red or covered in such... stuff. I try to get up.

      “Whoa, relax.” He tucks himself back into his briefs. “I’ll get you cleaned up.”

      Laying my head back, I look about the room, wondering what the hell just happened. Taylor comes back with his shirt, I assume to wipe me off, so I reach for it.

      He lightly taps my hand away. “Let me do it,” he winks, sitting next to me and begins wiping.

      He wipes rather gently. Maybe too softly, starting with my face. I’d really like for him to hurry up so I can cover up, but that’s when I realize he’s taking forever on purpose.

      “Maybe you should let me do that,” I suggest.

      “Maybe you should show me your foot finally?”

      Every spark I’d felt for the last hour or so instantly goes out. I snatch the shirt to wipe his essence away.

      “I want to see it, Ree,” he says sternly.

      I fix the top of my dress over my chest and change the subject. “It looks like we’re going to have to call it a night. I’m sure I’ll be able to use those first set of headshots for something. Maybe we’ll try again another time when Diamond is available.”

      “Ree,” he groans in a gravelly tone and grabs under my knee with both hands, propping my leg in the air. “I want to see the foot.”

      “No, don’t!” I try to pull my leg back and I howl in pain. “Stop it hurts. If we’re both pulling...”

      “Then don’t pull! And stop fighting me.” He manages to loosen one of the two buckles strapped around the ankle.

      I’m squirming and heat is rising. It’s not the good kind or the bad kind of heat. It’s shame. I’m sickening hot with embarrassment and I’m beginning to sweat.

      “Taylor, please,” I try to pull my leg back again and I’m even tempted to kick him in the face. The man is insatiable. He’s got me in another one of his traps. He’s turned his back to me with my leg caught in his grip.

      Why does he want to see my foot so badly? It’s freaky. I’m a freak.

      “Taylor, don’t. You won’t like it. You’ll hate it. You’ll hate me. Please. It’s ugly.”

      My boot comes free along with my white and pink polka dot sock.

      Silence.

      Mostly.

      My teeth are chattering with anticipation of whatever is about to come out of his mouth.

      “Well,” he grunts. “You’re right.” He turns to face me, showing me my own foot. “This is one ugly Tucker.”

      Bile rises into my throat as a wave of disgrace washes over me.

      “No, seriously,” he continues. “This foot is at least ten shades lighter than your other foot. When was the last time Tucker saw the light of day? Poor little guy. He needs a tan.” He strokes my foot like he’s petting it. “And look at these toes.” He shakes his head. “You’ve painted the other set but these aren’t painted at all. No wonder you hide this foot. You don’t take care of it like the other.”

      What the hell is he talking about? And why is he playing around? Can he not see that it’s...

      Different?

      “Taylor, it’s very nice of you to try to be kind—”

      “Kind?” He flinches. “There’s nothing wrong with your foot, Rerun. I mean it looks different than the other one and it’s obvious you’ve had some surgery with all the scars I see, but I don’t see why you’re so embarrassed about it.”

      “Taylor, please don’t patronize me.” I sniffle, trying to take my leg back, but he pulls.

      “I’m not patronizing you.” He puts my leg down gently and comes to lie on top of me. “Baby, listen. I’ve seen all kinds of scary feet. Broken feet. Blistered feet. Feet with calluses bigger than the toe they’re on. You have cute feet. In fact, the one you’re worried about I see has a bit more of an arch and an inner curve than the other, but I wouldn’t have known it was different if you didn’t limp when you walk. In truth, the only thing that worries me about your foot is that it hurts you.”

      I recognize my ears are wet. They’re getting cold. Tears have been dripping from my eyes to pool in my inner ear canal. “I don’t understand.” I wipe my face. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      No one has ever been so nice. Not since my social worker. And Taylor is not the kind of guy who needs to be nice to anyone. He can be whoever he wants. He can be a total dick and people will still love him for it.

      “Why?” He smears the wetness of my tears across my cheeks with his thumbs. “For the same reason you like to take my picture.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Sure, you do,” he says with a wink. “You think I’m sexy.” He examines my foot. “Tell me, would it hurt if I sucked on your toe?”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

        

    

    







            Taylor

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I got her now. She’s mine. Mine to play with. Mine to suck face and make out with. And tonight as I head to her apartment, I’m beaming, knowing I’m finally going to be able to fuck with Ree because we agreed.

      I might get her to suck on me first before I chow down on her pussy because, of course, it took some time for us to get to this point.

      Two. Whole. Fucking. Weeks!

      My balls are damn blue and I cannot wait to get some relief!

      Naturally, she’s still not ready to have sex yet, but she has agreed to try oral.

      Every day, I’ve been picking her up and taking her home so she wouldn’t have to ride the bus. Every day, I’ve gotten her to open up a little bit more. I’ve figured out the way into Ree’s heart is not with trash talk or flirty advances (which works for most chicks). Ree genuinely loves to watch me dance. I do one stupid pirouette and she gets dizzy. I don’t even have to take my shirt off. Hell, I can just pose, like a tree, and she’s on me.

      But all we mostly ever do is kiss, which is fine. I’ve told her repeatedly that I’m not in any rush to get increasingly physical, because I don’t really care anyway.

      Last night, however, we discussed the tour, which I signed that stupid contract for. I’m leaving in six weeks for four months. Diamond and I have been rehearsing. It was awkward at first—dancing with Diamond after the blowout in my apartment. Our Russian choreographer (apparently one of the best in the world whom I’d never met before) nearly gave up on us until I faked an apology to my dance partner.

      The apology was Ree’s idea. In truth, I want to ditch the whole contract thing. I’m not interested in going on tour or rehearsing. In fact, I’m not even interested in dancing at all, but if I don’t follow through, not only will I, the school, owe a few hundred thousand to the other ballet company, but Ree will also likely lose her job.

      And she loves her job.

      Her entire apartment is designed around her job. Around me.

      It’s crazy how technically savvy Rerun is. She doesn’t have just one or two computers but four. She has them all sitting next to each other in a row in the corner of her studio apartment, which she’s painted pink.

      Pink, pink, pink. From the pink refrigerator to the pink pots and pink toaster, it’s a little ridiculous how obsessed she is with the color she also wears nearly every day.

      Sometimes, I think I’m in over my head. Ree does have issues and I’m not just talking about the fact she named her foot Tucker, although she never refers to her foot by that name. Whenever she trips, bumps into something, or feels pain, it’s always “Mother Fucker.”

      Pink apparently was her social worker’s favorite color. It’s interesting. I guess I should mention, that her social worker passed away not long ago of breast cancer. I figure Ree is obsessed with honoring the one person who ever showed her any form of love.

      But those aren’t the things that worry me about Ree. Not the foot. Not her losses. Not the fact she was named by her social worker after the doctor who delivered her, forgetting to add an “a” at the end of Robert on her birth certificate.

      That’s right. Rerun’s real name is Robert, which I can’t stand because it was supposed to be Roberta. Who gives a little girl a man’s name? Although, she should be named after something more feminine. Like a flower.

      And I love how Ree smells like flowers. She makes her own soap using natural oils. I figure its the closest she gets to cooking, sitting at table to mix. And it’s why she always smells so good. There isn’t a minute that goes by that I don’t think about lathering her up in all that bubbly perfumed slickness. I’ll be in heaven if I can get her to that point.

      But what worries me is how good Ree is at her designs. As a child, she never went out to play. She says she stayed indoors most of her life without any friends, provided with what she considered her great essentials: television and crayons. It’s how she got her nickname—Rerun. Because that’s all she did all day. In every foster home she’d ever lived in, she’d watch reruns of old TV shows and draw.

      We are so different, Ree and I. I don’t do social media or even the Internet but Rerun thrives and even excels at virtual marketing. Her life, both in cyberspace and in reality, is filled with so much color and brightness, whereas I prefer to live plainly and in the dark, which is a requirement when you want to be the best at anything.

      Which bring me to our most obvious difference. My feet are my livelihood while Ree’s feet can barely keep her upright.

      But she is a good kisser. I’ll give her that. She might even be a better kisser than me.

      She’s so hot, the way she whimpers into my mouth when I tease her with my tongue. And I love the way her eyelids get heavy as her lips part, opening for me, if I so much as just breathe on her. I’m like a drug to her and she’s been resisting the urge to go further with me because we both know she’ll be completely hooked afterward—addicted—should we ever go all the way.

      Which will happen.

      I knock on her door. I’m taking her out tonight. She hates going out, but after her sob story with always being in front of the television, I figure she needs to get out there.

      I’m taking her to Club Max where her best friend works. It was the only place she agreed to go, which is fine. She needs to have fun, get tipsy, and let go of her inhibitions so we can both enjoy ourselves and each other later tonight, except...

      Why is she taking so long to answer? I knock again.

      “You’re early,” she says, peeping one eye through the small crack she’s opened.

      “Am I?” I look at my watch. I’ve never been early for anything and I’m rarely late. When it’s showtime, I’m always on point. “Only by twenty minutes. Are you going to let me in?”

      “I’m not dressed yet.”

      “Well, then you better let me in.”

      I can practically hear her smile stifling at the corners of her mouth. “Just give me a minute,” she says, shutting the door on my face.

      Lowering my chin, I check myself. I tuck my shirt in tighter to my black slacks and lift the collar to my pink dress shirt which I wore because I know its her favorite color.

      “I’m ready!” Ree sings, popping out of the door.

      In sparkling red?

      Goddamn! She’s stunning. Her skin is glowing—showing everywhere. In truth, there’s hardly any fabric to her ensemble at all. I can see every peak and curve of her body. She’s also wearing two knee-high black boots. They’re not completely identical at the sole but they show off both her long legs and taut thighs. I figure she must’ve had them made but no one’s going to notice the difference between those boots...

      ...paired with a super slinky, overly tight sparkling red dress...

      ...which barely covers her ass...

      ...and which I don’t believe she’s wearing a bra or any other lingerie under...

      Fuck.

      I take it back.

      She doesn’t look stunning.

      She looks like a slut.

      A super sexy slut that everyone is going to be drooling over and I’m not having it.

      “You need to change.” I grab her cane and lift under her armpit to help her back inside.

      “What? Why?” She struggles to walk, so I pick her up at the waist and toss her on her bed before she falls.

      “Do I look bad? It’s the foot, isn’t it? Can you tell my shoes don’t match exactly at the heel?”

      “It’s not the foot,” I say, heading over to her closet to flip through her clothes hanging.

      “I told you this was a bad idea.” She sighs. “Taylor, you look great. Really handsome. If you still want to go on without me, I understand.”

      “I don’t want to go anywhere without you,” I mutter, finding a nice long pair of jeans—the only pair of pants I see. And... yes! A sweater. “You need to wear this.” I shove the clothes in her face.

      She pushes my hand aside. “I don’t wear pants, Taylor. I don’t even know why I have those. It’s very difficult to get dressed with pants. It’s painful.”

      “Errr.” I turn around to head back into her closet and sift.

      “What’s the matter with what I have on? I’m getting the feeling you don’t like my dress.”

      “I don’t.”

      I hear her lips flap as she puffs some air. “Why? I see a lot of women wearing this type of thing to the club.”

      “You’re not a lot of women.”

      “Right,” she resigns. “Will that dress on the far right side work for you? The dark brown one?’

      I see the dark brown dress and this one looks like it’ll cover her up a lot better. “Yeah. That’ll work,” I say excitedly, pulling the dress from the hanger and turn around to see her standing, noticing...

      Jesus. Fucking. Christ. Rerun did have underwear on.

      A tiny black G-string is tapered over her hips and little black cups without straps cup only under her breasts, barely covering her nipple. It’s not a bra exactly. I have no fucking clue what is stuck to her tits but paired with those knee-high black boots...

      Fuuuuuuugh.

      I drop the dress I have in my hand.

      “Taylor, what’s wrong?” she asks like she doesn’t know. Like she hasn’t noticed the big stiffy that has sprung forward, ready to tear out of my pants and rip into her.

      “We’re not going out tonight,” I tell her, moving in.

      She’s so fucking gorgeous. Long. Soft. Delicate. With that intoxicating scent of roses and wearing nothing but a few minor strings attached that will be easy to snip off.

      And those boots! I’m imagining them in the air... or maybe out to the sides when she’s spread before me as I go in and out of her.

      “Taylor, you’ve been saying for two weeks you wanted to go out. We can still go, unless you’re embarrassed, of course. I understand.”

      She hops a little, hugging her own arms. The tone in her voice says exactly what she’s feeling. My poor little weak Rosie is about to get crushed—maybe deflowered—and she knows it. She can’t run away. This wolf is done playing with its prey. I’m ready to guzzle her down.

      I grip her hips pulling her groin against mine. “Look at what you do to me. Do you think I can go out like this?”

      Her eyes meet mine and she shakes her head, speaking innocently. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

      I turn her around, pulling her ass against my crotch, making her gasp as I rub my stiff cock up and down between her ass crack. “The fuck you didn’t.”

      I push her forward, lifting her weak leg to fold it over the bed and fuck me! Her ass is fucking beautiful.

      I lick and kiss. I rub my nose across and between both globes and I even take a bite, which makes her screech.

      I take another bite and she yelps.

      “Taylor!” she screams.

      I love hearing her cry my name. I wonder how loud she’ll be screaming when she comes on my face… Or better yet, on my cock.

      “You want me to stop? Because I don’t think you do, Ree.”

      I lick up her already wet slit, striking the elastic of her G-string a few times like I’m strumming an instrument and she hums.

      “Hmm, Taylor,” she moans with her face in the mattress. “What are we doing?”

      “What we should’ve been doing every day, all day for the last two weeks.”

      I reach for the buckle of my belt and I see Ree turn her head to spy on me.

      I smile to myself. She loves to look at me. “You want to see, baby? You want to watch me get undressed?”

      She nods, shamefully, but so cute. I help her roll over to her back so she can see.

      I remove my belt and unbutton my shirt. “Are you going to watch me when I first go inside you?”

      Her breath hitches and she puts her finger in her mouth to clamp down with a bashful grin, nodding.

      “Yeah?” I remove my shirt and reach for my zipper. “Would you like me to go in slow?”

      She nods again so I pull her G-string to the side with my pinky and slip my middle finger in her pussy—slow—as I zip down my fly and let my pants fall to my feet.

      “Like that?” I ask, threading my finger, then two fingers in and out of her hole.

      “Hnnn,” she hums again, her eyelids coming heavy.

      “Baby, open your eyes. You said you wanted to watch. Look up. Look at me,” I say as I drop my briefs.

      She leans up on her elbows, picking her head up to look down at the head of my hard cock, which I plant my tip at her center, aiming to go in.

      I feel her get tense. “Taylor, don’t hurt me,” she says. She’s breathing so heavy. “This is going to hurt, isn’t it?”

      I pause.

      I’m not exactly sure to what she’s referring. She’s afraid to get hurt? By what? I don’t think it’s my cock. I think she wants me as bad as I want her, even if I do pain her physically her first time. Seriously, look at her! She’s so wet she’s dripping.

      I rub the tip of my prick up and down her slick slit.

      The ache I feel right now to get inside her is overwhelming. I’m throbbing with greedy need.

      Spreading her shaved lips open with my fingers, I rub my firm tip across her clit. Her head falls back and she moans, which is driving me crazy! What I thought was a dampened flower ready to be plucked has ripened into oozing swollen fruit and, “Fuck,” I groan. I want to eat her.

      I lick my lips. I have no idea why the fuck I don’t just plow my way through and get off in her, but for whatever reason, I think I’d like to give Rerun something different, a different kind of show. The kind that doesn’t involve pain or anyone having to get hurt or die for.

      I want to give her pleasure, so much so she’ll be begging for an encore.
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      I’ve never felt anything like this in all my life. I had no idea the slipping of a tongue—from soft to firm, slippery and rolling—could feel so good.

      I’m in utter ecstasy. Lightly, Taylor dances his tongue up and down, up towards to the apex of my sex, and when he finds my…

      Oh God!

      My ass trembles against the sensation of alternating circles and an occasional plunge into my cavern. Whenever he pokes his tongue in me, I feel I want to get more out of him. I want the part of him that makes him a man.

      “Taylor, I want you.” I pull at his hair, but it only makes him jerk his head more wildly.

      He breaks for just a second. “No, just come. Come for me, Ree,” he says and goes back to licking and lapping away.

      “I can—”

      Can’t is the word I want to say, but really, it’s because I don’t want to climax just yet.

      I don’t want this to end. I’m so turned on, but I’m not ready. I want Taylor on top of me. I want him inside me. I want him to make love to me. I want him to...

      Fuck me, I’m coming.

      “Mmm,” he groans into my pussy. Eating. Licking. Lapping away at everything that is pouring out from my convulsing body—my orgasm, my juice.

      I cave. I’m twitching. I’ve never come so hard, not even when I’ve tried to do this for myself.

      “Taylor!” I cry out, squirming, unable to contain the elation.

      He stands up, scrolling his palm down his lower face as he rubs his fingers at the apex of my junction to wiggle the last bit of physical bliss I have left in me.

      “Did you like that?” he asks.

      “Yes, that was amazing.” I cup my heated cheeks, trying to hide how much I thoroughly enjoyed it.

      “Yeah, I can tell. Just look at you.” He smiles darkly. “Aren’t you just rosy?”
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      My cheeks are still flushed red. I can feel it. The last time I went to check in the club’s restroom, my face was more crimson than my hair.

      “You okay?” asks Ben. He slips me a virgin margarita across the bar.

      Oh boy, I’m living on the wild side tonight.

      “I’m fine.”

      He raises a brow. “You don’t look fine. Are you sure he didn’t hurt you?” Ben’s eyes get beady, scrutinizing Taylor, who is talking with a group of men, mostly other dancers and his friends in a corner of the club.

      “I kinda wish he did hurt me. A little.” I sigh and slurp the limey juice. “Taylor took care of me earlier, but I get the feeling he’s not interested in having intercourse with me.”

      Ben raises a brow. “Is that what you want? To have sex?”

      I spin my head to size up Taylor. “I’ve never wanted something so bad in my life.”

      The gentleman sitting next to me clears his throat and I smooth my hair to cover that side of my face.

      “Maybe he’s just taking it slow.” Ben tries to reassure me.

      “No,” I disagree. “I think I’m just another one of his toys.”

      Ben leans over the counter to whisper in my ear. “Well, if that’s the case, Ree, then I really should be kicking Mr. Rose out of this place right now because you’re nobody’s toy.”

      Taylor takes notice of me and Ben exchanging whispers, and the smile Taylor is wearing disappears as he swiftly struts towards us, smoothing his hair and rolling up his sleeves. “Hey, man. What’s going on?” he asks Ben.

      “Not much. Just workin’.” Ben widens his stance, crossing his arms. “How about you?”

      “Just taking my girl out. I see you’ve been keeping an eye on her for me, but you don’t need to do that anymore.” Taylor wraps his hand around my neck.

      Ben chuckles to himself and I am in disbelief.

      Did Taylor just call me his girl?

      “Bro, you don’t have to get possessive,” says Ben.

      Taylor loosens his grip. “I’m not being possessive.”

      “Uh, yes, you are. Ree told me you wouldn’t let her wear the red dress tonight. You forced her to wear...” Ben grimaces, “that.”

      Taylor swivels his head in my direction. He’s not happy. “Is that what you told Ben? That I forced you to wear that.”

      I push my hair behind my ear. I’m not sure what to say. Taylor didn’t exactly force me to wear this dress made for a grandmother, which I was given by my neighbor. But Taylor most certainly flaunted it in my face and made it clear he did not want me wearing what I originally had on.

      I shrug my shoulders.

      He puts out his hand. “C’mon, I’m taking you home.”

      “But I don’t want to go home.”

      “I think you look great,” says the man sitting next to me and we all spin our heads.

      It’s the guy who I was talking with the last time I was here. He’s kinda cute in a classic nerd sort of way, although his cigarette is a clue there might be less-nerd underneath.

      “She most certainly does look great,” says another and another. Taylor’s friends have all come to gather around and they’re all guys—gay guys—except for the one.

      Diamond.

      “I think she looks wicked hot,” Diamond laughs. “Especially in those... what is that? A boot and flip flop?”

      “Oooh, honey,” sings a man of mixed descent. “Why you wearin’ two different pairs of shoes? Ain’t your mama taught you how to match your clothes?” He laughs.

      “Leave her alone,” says Diamond. “The poor bird is broke. See?” She lifts my skirt to show everyone the fact that I’m disabled.

      They quickly take a glance and look away, except for one shorter fella who studies intently.

      I hate that Diamond is so beautiful. Beautiful people can pretty much get away with anything. She’s coming across as angelic when she’s really poking fun at me. And I hate that she’s even more beautiful than I’ve ever seen her before, making me jealous. But I’m not feeling this way because of the tiny black dress her breasts are popping out of or the black boots like the ones I had on earlier that go over her knees to show off her toned thighs. It’s because Taylor can’t seem to resist looking at her boots either.

      “Broke? What’s wrong?” asks the short guy and I’m beginning to feel isolated despite all the people standing around.

      I lean over to Taylor. “I’d like to go home now.”

      “But you just said you wanted to stay.” He looks flustered.

      “I change my mind. I want to go.”

      “No. You guys can’t leave! Taylor has to stay,” cheers someone else. “The dance contest is about to start. A thousand bucks goes to the winning couple.”

      “And that’s going to be us.” Diamond steps up to Taylor, tugging on his collar.

      “Nope,” he pulls her hands away.

      “Awh, c’mon,” steps in Dirkland. I’ve never met him before but he’s as beautiful as Taylor and I know he’s Taylor’s best friend. “A few dancers from the Patrizia Ballet are here tonight,” he says. “We need to show them who’s boss. I say you surprise ‘em with a little flamenco.”

      “I don’t give a shit about them.” Taylor rolls his head back with a glance in my direction. “And I’m not going to leave my date.”

      “I’m sure she’s not going to mind. You don’t mind, do you?” Dirk eyes me up suspiciously.

      “I mind,” says Ben. “He shouldn’t leave her here.”

      “Listen, bartender,” Dirk chortles, “this is the life of a dancer. Why don’t we let Taylor’s date decide what she thinks he should do.”

      All eyes land on me.

      An announcer talks through the speakers overhead announcing the contest is about to start and Diamond reaches for Taylor’s hand excitedly.

      “C’mon!” she blares. “We’re going to win this. It’ll be all over Instagram and YouTube by morning. You’ll see to that won’t you, Broken Bird?” Diamond’s smile is gleaming as if she’s already won the trophy.

      Which she has.

      Everyone is pushing Taylor, encouraging him to head out to the dance floor with the better dance partner and he’s smiling, biting his lower lip. This is what he wants. This is his passion. This is what he trains so hard to do and I feel a little guilty for wanting to hold him back. I think he can sense my feelings, so I’m sure to speak clearly, blurting, “I hope you win.”

      “Hope?” smirks Dirk. “Have you seen this guy in action?” Dirk pushes Taylor onward. As Taylor walks hand in hand with Diamond, which makes me nauseous, Dirk slips up against my shoulder, which is odd. “Do you want me to help you out there to watch?” Dirk puts out his hand, which is surprising, but sweet.

      “No, thank you.” I shake my head.

      “Suit yourself.” Dirk takes off with the rest to watch.

      I turn to Ben. “I’m going to take a breather outside.”

      “Now?”

      “Mhm,” I slip off the stool.

      Ben shakes his head. “I don’t want you going out there by yourself.”

      “I’ll go with her,” says the guy next to me, which is worrisome and I think it shows on my face.

      “That’ll be great, Mark,” replies Ben, who then turns to me. “It’s cool, Ree. I’ve known Mark a long time.”

      Mark grabs my cane, hands it to me, and then stands to put his elbow out with a sweet smile.

      I feel a little weird. I came here with Taylor and I don’t want to be rude to Mark but when I see Diamond through the crowd caressing Taylor’s ass and wrapping her leg around his waist so he can lift then dip her, I figure a little friendly assistance isn’t so bad.

      Mark is very nice. He lets me lead and doesn’t push or nudge me the way I feel Taylor does roughly sometimes, like Taylor’s always in a rush, so eager to let people know he’s a force not to be reckoned with.

      Once outside, we make it into an alleyway and Mark lights up a cigarette also handing one to me, but I refuse. “You don’t smoke?” he asks.

      “No,” I lean my back against the club’s exterior brick wall.

      Mark leans back next to me. “You don’t smoke. You don’t drink. You don’t dance,” he says. “I’ve noticed these things about you the few times I’ve seen you here.” He sheds a sly side smile.

      “Oh, have you?”

      “Mmm. Makes a guy wonder what a girl like you does do.” He squints. “Tell me, what kind of work do you do?”

      “I’m an artist. A graphic designer mostly and I work with online media, but I love to draw and take photos as well.”

      “Ah, the creative type. Those are the ones you have to be careful of.”

      Curious, I ask, “What makes you say that?”

      “You never really know what’s going on in an artist’s mind. I bet you have all kinds of crazy ideas up there.” Mark points to his noggin, takes a drag of his cigarette, and blows. “That fella inside. He your boyfriend?”

      “No.”

      “He called you ‘his girl.’”

      “Taylor has a lot of girls.”

      “Yeah, I saw that. Really hot ones. And boys too, apparently, are at his disposal.”

      “Everyone loves Taylor Rose.”

      “Not me.”

      “Oh, c’mon.” I roll my eyes. “Even for a guy, you have to admit Taylor is intriguing. Maybe even attractive.”

      “He’s talented and pretty. He’s very pretty for a man. If I had eyes and lips like that...” Mark chuckles to himself.

      “He’s beautiful and the best. It’s okay to be jealous. He’s a great man.”

      “Mmm, more like a well-made machine. I’ve seen him dance. He’s good. He’s quite exact in his movements. Perhaps too perfect, but I can hardly find someone who leaves his date to dance with someone else intriguing or attractive.”

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “It isn’t?”

      “No.”

      “Then how come he’s in there and you’re out here?”

      I inhale deeply, hoping the stretch of my lungs expanding will ease the constriction in my chest.

      “Hey, you know what, Robert?” Mark asks.

      I gasp! “How’d you know my name?”

      “The bartender,” he smiles, taking another drag. “I asked him weeks ago. I just regret I didn’t ask him for your number as well.”

      “Damn, Ben!” Seriously. I’m genuinely upset. My name, unlike my foot, is the one unusual thing about me I can hide. “How’d you get him to spill my real name?”

      “I’m a big tipper,” Mark chortles.

      “Of course.” I facepalm myself.

      “Listen, do you want to get outta here?”

      “Hmm.” I pull down, straightening my dress.

      “Or we can just hang out. I like this. Are you sure you don’t want to try taking a drag?” He puts the cigarette close to my lips.

      “Why are you trying so hard to get me to take a puff?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugs, shuffling his feet. “You look like a girl that needs to live on the edge a little.”

      “Hmph, and you think you can help me with that?”

      “Yep,” he nods. “I’m holding a gateway drug not more than an inch from your mouth and I’m fairly certain you’re going to try it.”

      My eyes cross, straining to look down my nose, trying to get a good look at the ciggy Mark has planted directly in front of my face.

      “C’mon,” Mark groans. “It’s not going to kill you.”

      “Have you not read what the Surgeon General of the United States says about tobacco use?”

      “It’s one little drag. You’re not going to die from one puff. Seriously, live a little. Take a walk on the wild side.” His eyes twinkle as they widen.

      Wild. I can only imagine what wild moves Taylor is performing with Diamond right now.

      I take the cigarette from Mark’s hand, acknowledging the fact there’s a spark as our fingers touch.

      I wrap my lips around the butt and speak through my teeth. “Now what?”

      “Inhale. Keep your lips pressed and breathe in through your mouth,” he says, which I do.

      “Ree!” shouts Taylor and my entire body chokes as I cough.

      “Shit,” says Mark. “Your pretty boy looks upset. This is going to be more fun than I thought.”

      “What are you doing?” Taylor flails his arm, stomping towards me. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      “I just needed to get some...” I cough again. “Air.”

      “Fuck that. That’s bullshit. You had me worried.” He takes the cigarette from my hand to stomp on it.

      My throat feels constricted. I still can’t stop coughing.

      “Hey, buddy,” steps in Mark. “Don’t talk to her like that. I think you need to go back inside and leave her be.”

      “Dude, don’t call me your buddy and fuck you,” Taylor curses. “Move along. Rerun came here with me.”

      “Sorry, bud.” Mark puts his arm up between Taylor and me. “She’s not leaving with you.”

      I. Still. Can’t. Stop. Coughing.

      “Gu-uh-guys,” I croak.

      “Move your hand away.” Taylor’s voice sounds threatening. “She’s with me.”

      “You already have a partner.” Mark steps up. “Why don’t you go join up with her instead? You seemed more eager to hold her hand than this one’s.”

      “Guyssss,” I hiss, bent over at the waist. I feel green. I think I’m going to be sick.

      I loop my fingers through the closest hand I can see to keep my balance, which is Mark’s. Taylor tries to pull my hand away and the two men end up arm wrestling. I scream when Taylor punches Mark in the face.

      Not once.

      But twice.

      Mark goes down and I can’t believe what I’m seeing. There’s blood everywhere! I’m so afraid another fist is about to hit Mark in the face again so I spring upright, swinging my cane.

      Taylor shrieks with a grunt, grabbing his cheek, and I think I’m truly about to die now.

      I’ve hit him—my idol, my client, the guy I’ve been making out with for the last two weeks, in the face!

      He touches his cheek to where I’ve made a gash, right under his eye, and he looks into the palm of his hand at smeared blood.

      I panic, reaching for him. “Taylor, I’m so sorry.”

      He snatches my cane from me and raises it above a bent knee. I think he’s going to break it!

      But he doesn’t. He looks at me sternly and throws my cane aside before he stomps away back into the club.

      “Ah, fuck,” mutters Mark.

      I reach down, landing hard on my knees to try to help him but, of course, my balance is off and I fall to my ass.

      “Mark, I’m so sorry. Jeez, your nose is bleeding really bad.” His nose is leaking like a faucet.

      Pinching the end, he gurgles, “I gotta get inside. Sorry, I don’t mean to leave you, but I gotta stop this bleeding.”

      “I understand,” I say, watching him struggle to get up and march away.

      As he makes his way in, someone else pops out.

      A pair of six-inch stiletto knee-high boots finds their way through onlookers still staring at me as I try to get up from the ground.

      Those killer boots strut straight to my side. “You need this?” asks Diamond, picking up and twirling my cane.

      Reluctantly, I reach for it, but she keeps it from me.

      “You’d be happy to know we won,” she says. “A thousand bucks. Aren’t you proud?” Diamond swings my cane in a bigger circle. She twirls the thing as if she knows how to handle it better than I do. “You know, neither Taylor nor I need any of that money. I was thinking of donating it. You must be affiliated with a charity of some sort. Am I right?” She pokes the bottom end of my cane in my face. “Let me know, which it is. Tomorrow, I’ll be happy to donate my winnings to the less fortunate.”
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      Pick. Yourself. Up.

      My foot pulses, but interestingly, I’m not feeling any pain. Stupidity is the only thing I can feel right now.

      I reach in the pocket of my dress and feel for my keys and phone. Slowly but surely, I stand and flip to the Uber app to call for a ride.

      Of course, I can’t get any service in this spot between buildings.

      As music blares, booming through brick from inside the club, I find I’m leaning a little more heavily on my cane each time I take a step as I make my way to the corner of the street.

      I think I am in pain, but I don’t think it’s registering.

      Pulling out my phone again, I check my cell to see if I have any service, but again, I can’t seem to get the app to work.

      I’m so frustrated. I don’t understand why I can’t get any service! And worst yet, I can’t understand why I didn’t bring any money.

      Because Taylor told you not to. He said he was going to take care of you.

      I decide to keep moving. I’m sure Ben is going to be pissed and I don’t want to hear an I-told-you-so from him right now. The bus stop isn’t far from here and I can always hop on. In fact, there’s a stop right in front of the Vander Rose Conservatory, which isn’t more than...

      I sigh. A few long blocks.

      Keep. Yourself. Moving.

      It was just a few weeks ago that I was so excited—actually, I couldn’t wait—to meet Taylor. I wonder why I never pushed harder to meet him, my client, sooner.

      A whole year, I think to myself.

      Perhaps he was right. Perhaps I was afraid to meet him because once I knew the real him, he’d no longer be up on that pedestal where I love to admire him.

      And now that I know who he really is, I figure I can stop worshipping the man because... he’s a jerk.

      He’s Diamond’s equivalent. They’re both jerks—spoiled, egotistical, narcissistic overgrown brats who deserve each other.

      I get near the end of the block and pause. I cannot deny that I’m really in pain now.

      Move. Your. Feet.

      I really want to go home. As soon as I do, I’m going to burn that stupid red dress and my sheets and anything and everything Taylor came in contact with. I figure I’m also going to need to schedule a meeting with my boss first thing in the morning. Hopefully, before Taylor can get to him so I can explain myself, perhaps exchange clients with a coworker, and still keep my job.

      Oh, the job. Handling Taylor’s social media is going to be the hardest thing to leave. In truth, I miss the old Taylor—the one I didn’t really know. The one I used to fantasize about—massaging my toes and covering me in kisses. And the one that wouldn’t just dance for me but the one I could actually dance with. Because in my dreams, both my feet worked just as good as his.

      I make my way to the curb and let my toes hang over as I reach to place my cane down when I hear a roar. An engine revs before brakes screech as a familiar vehicle stops in front of me. Through the tinted windows, I make out the driver’s shadow. He reaches towards me, over the passenger seat, to push open the door, which swings wide open.

      Taylor says nothing. He just retracts, revs his engine again, and looks ahead, gripping the steering wheel with one hand and the clutch in the other.

      What does he expect me to do? Get in?

      I spin my head. The streets are mostly empty. It’s got to be after midnight now. Ahead, I see the path I need to take to get to the bus stop and I’m sure the last one runs at 1 a.m. I’ll be slow, but I’m confident I can make it to the bus stop in time, except...

      Taylor’s car is in my way.

      He revs his engine once more. The rumble vibrates through my bones. Why won’t he say anything? I understand this is an invitation, but...

      He gets out. He doesn’t even look at me, stomping around the back of the car like a bull seeking to mull over its next victim. He grabs the passenger door, opening it even further, and tugs on his collar, fanning himself before he circles his hand exaggeratedly to show me into the car.

      I recall the spark I felt between me and Mark when our fingers touched. But what I feel with Taylor now, despite his clenched jaw, his eyes ablaze (not even on me), and his pissy demeanor, I don’t have to touch him to feel the scorch of his flames.

      I know I’m so going to burn but I nudge my foot forward anyway and nearly trip! My boot has slid off the curb.

      “Whoa, Ree” Taylor has me by under the arm.

      We make eye contact and I catch sight of the cut on his cheek that I created, which hurts. It hurts more than my foot.

      “I got you,” he repeats with a half grin and softening shoulders. His demeanor becoming less fiery as he tells me to, “Get in,” which I do.

      The second we’re both settled and take off, I lean my forehead against the window and watch the city’s lights stroll by. I’m fairly certain Taylor is taking me back to my place, but I don’t want to ask to know for sure. He did punch Mark, which was completely unexpected, and I don’t want to infuriate him further. I can only hope he’s taking me home.

      Taylor shifts gears. “What were you doing with that guy outside of the club?”

      “Who? Mark?” I know exactly who he’s talking about, but I really have no idea how to communicate right now.

      “Pffft, Mark.” Taylor shakes his head. “Were you planning on leaving the club with him?”

      “No, we were just hanging out. I needed to take a breather.”

      “For what?”

      “I don’t know, I just...” Didn’t want to see you having a blast and dancing with my mortal enemy.

      “You smell like cigarettes.” He presses harder on the gas. “You know that stuff will kill you.”

      “I took one puff.”

      “Are you trying to get cancer or something?”

      “I’m not going to get cancer from one stupid cigarette, Taylor.”

      “Yeah, well, I can smell it on you from all the way over here.”

      “Okay,” I swallow. “I’m sorry I’m stinking up your car. You can let me out at the next stop.”

      He shifts gears once more, picking up speed. “I don’t want to see you smoking again.”

      How dare he! “You can’t tell me what to do.” I glower at him.

      “I’m not going to repeat myself, Rerun. I don’t ever want to see you smoking. Ever. That shit will kill you.”

      Jesus Christ, this man. Who does he think he is?

      “Look, I can do what I want and when I want. I do as I please, and I don’t understand why you’re making a big deal out of this. Me. Cigarettes. Smoke. And I certainly don’t understand why you got into a fight with Mark. You looked like you were having a good time without me, with someone else! So, I don’t understand why you would give a shit about whether I took a drag of a friend’s cigarette.”

      “Because I do give a shit!” he snaps. “For the first time in my life, I care! I’ve never given a shit about anything before.” He spins the steering wheel, taking a sharp turn into an alleyway to park and shuts off the car to front me. “Do you have any idea how fucking worried I was? I couldn’t find you anywhere. And your stupid bartender friend refused to help me.”

      I look out the window, trying to get my bearings. It looks like we’re at the back of the conservatory. “Well, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you cared so much.”

      “Damn, woman, I do. And I swear I won’t leave you alone like that again.”

      I keep my focus planted in a dark corner of the alleyway as we both sit silently for a minute.

      “Ree, look at me.”

      I don’t want to look. The second I do he’ll have me feeling lost in the same way he does whenever I’m working on his photos, applying a different contrast—making his features look brighter or darker. If I look at him, I won’t be able to think clearly. I’ll be blinded by his beauty and he’ll be able to do whatever he wants. Scold me. Tease me. Poke fun at me. Use me if he wanted to because my mind will be a goner. Like a cuckoo, I’ll behave like any other one of his crazed fans. And why he says he cares, I don’t understand. He could pick from any one of those women. Loyal. Sexy. Beautiful.

      “Ree,” he leans over the console, tugging on my chin. The aroma of his sweet sweat and cologne forces me to breathe and now I want to look at him. I open my eyes. Capturing my gaze, his lips move, “Ree, I’m in love with you.”

      What! Did he just say he—

      Clasping my face between his palms, he kisses me deeply. His tongue enters my mouth as my head falls back into the seat. His head rolls as his lips press to pin me deep into the bucket of leather.

      One of Taylor’s hands starts to wander. Dear Lord, if he wants to scold, tease, poke, or use me, I afraid that I must let him.

      His fingers trail down my neck until they find my breast where they squeeze and let go to wander down further. He hikes up my skirt to stroke his fingers up and in between my thighs where he slips his fingers under my tight panties and invades me.

      “Uh,” I gasp, throwing my head back as his finger slips in and out.

      He bites my bottom lip and tugs, leading my mouth back to his so he can kiss me more passionately.

      “Mmm,” I moan as he swirls his digit within me, exciting my core.

      “Oh fuck, Rerun.” He laps at my lip as he speaks. “Baby, I need you. I need you right now.”

      Taylor swiftly withdraws and I’m suddenly in shock. I’m breathing so heavy, trying to regain focus, recollecting my senses. The euphoria I’m feeling, I’m itching to have more as I watch Taylor get out of the car, walk around the front, and throw open my door.

      Eager, hungry, needy, he leans in, grabbing under my knee to spread my leg and turn me towards him. He unbuttons his shirt and my eyes ogle his abs.

      I remember the first time I saw a portion of that six pack in real life on the bus. As Taylor unclasps his belt, I reach up to smooth my hands over his ripped front. He grips my palms, kisses both, and places my hands over his crotch.

      “You want that?” he asks, helping me to rub my fingers over the fabric that covers his hardness. “Tell me you want it. Take it out and I’ll give it to you right now.”

      I turn my head towards the street, but Taylor jerks my head back and up by the chin to meet eyes with me. “Don’t worry, Ree. Nobody can see us back here.”

      Nobody can see. The thought excites me. It’s just the two of us right now and, although I’m in the front seat of his car spread open like a hooker in an alley, I don’t really care. I smell like cigarettes anyway. Taylor has always seemed to live among the elite. His lifestyle seemingly pristine. But being back here? In an alley? And rubbing his dick?

      I feel so dirty.

      And I like it as much as I see he does.

      Taylor slips his thumb into my mouth as I fondle his erection through his pants, making his chest twitch. His muscles are practically dancing the way his pecks flex and his hips move with each stroke of my hands. I move one hand up and down along his shaft as the other caresses the curvature of his head.

      “Suck on my thumb,” he says and I suck.

      “Pull me out,” he says, and I undo his pants and reach in his briefs to release him.

      “Suck on my cock,” he commands.

      I open my mouth with a pucker. I’m not exactly sure what I’m supposed to do and I pause to stare at the one-eyed mass staring back.

      Taylor chuckles before he grabs hold of his erection at the base. “Wider, Ree,” he says, touching his shiny heated tip to my lips.

      Taylor plants his hand behind my head as I open wider and he glides his erection into my mouth.

      At first, he tastes sweet and the smooth velvety rub of his skin encased by my mouth is surprisingly appealing and delicious. Even the little bit of saltiness I taste, escaping him—his precum—makes me eager to swallow the full length of him whole.

      “Ah, fuck,” he moans as I suck, bobbing my head up and down along his length also getting it slippery to make it easier, which I think I’m doing right since he’s stopped guiding me.

      But I can’t take him in fully. He’s too big and I fear I’ll gag when he’s too far back although I’m trying.

      “Shit, you little... You make me wanna...” He yanks at my hair and a pop sound resounds when he pulls himself free of my suctioning mouth.

      “I want you,” he says, leaning in to kiss me. “You want me, too?”

      “Yeah,” I say, smearing his sweet and salty wet residual across my lips with my fingertips.

      “God, you’re so beautiful,” he says, leaning heavy on me.

      Lifting my legs, he reaches under my dress to pull my underwear from my ass and leads my leg open, in the air, so I’m fully spread to him. He yanks me forward until our groins touch and he’s able to run the tip of his prick along my throbbing wet slit.

      Taylor enters me. Slowly. I attempt to keep my focus on his lean torso, bellying to allow his member to engage with me. My body tremors against the penetration, the stretch, and then the deepening. I clench my eyes shut, unsure of what is to come.

      He leans over. Pressing his chest against me and snakes one hand behind my waist as he whispers in my ear, “You okay?”

      “Mhm.” I breathe.

      Groaning, he pulls out and glides in again.

      I whimper. There’s an ache between my legs. An ache that says some parts of me have already had enough while others yearn to feel more.

      He kisses my cheek sweetly and then my neck. “Are you sure you’re okay? Because I can stop if this is too much.”

      “Mmm, no. It’s not too much.” In fact, I think I want to feel him work harder. All these toned muscles in my grasp? I trace my hands along his taut ass. “Please,” I beg. “I want more.”

      “More?” Taylor lifts himself slightly to hover and ask, “If that’s what you want, Ree, I got more for you. Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      With one swift thrust, I howl, until another thrust and another bring me to silence.

      I can’t think. I can’t speak. Mercilessly, Taylor invades my body, taking my heart, my soul, my virginity. He pounds his cock into me like he means to fuck me into oblivion. And I hope he does as I’m sure there’s no turning back now.

      I’m his forever. That deep sleepy dream from which there is no awakening, which I was afraid to fall into? I’m there.

      With each palming of my breast and clawing at my hip, I am his.

      With every lap of his tongue on my lips and every fondle of his finger on my clit, I am his.

      Even with those painfully ravenous bites clamping down on my neck and every repeated slam of his hard cock into my raw, torn pussy, there is no denying Taylor Rose can do and have whatever he wants. Like everyone else who falls for him, he owns me.

      “I can’t do this here.” He stops!

      “What?” I clamp my legs together as he pulls out.

      “I want to do right by you.” He pulls up his pants and zips up his fly.

      “But you were doing right by me. It was good, Taylor.”

      Really it was more than good. I hate to sound like one of his groupies, waiting in the wings, but I’d totally spread myself open flat on the hood of his car and even try to take it up the ass if that’s what he wants. I’ll do anything.

      As long as he doesn’t stop. Especially not right now. All that power, eloquence, beauty, and testosterone running through his veins—I want it. I need it.

      I reach for him and he grabs my hand, pulling me from the vehicle. He grips his fingers under my armpit to keep me from shuffling as he finds his keys in his pocket, shuts the door, and clicks on the alarm system.

      Swiftly, he leads me to the school’s back door where he fumbles with the keys to open it.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Inside,” he smiles. “I want to lay down with you.”

      “Oh.” I blush.

      Once the door is open, I’m swooped up. I laugh as I’m carried to the ballroom where Taylor plants me to sit on the floor. He pulls out a mat, dragging it next to me, and encourages me to climb on top as he walks towards the stereo to play a tune.

      Billie Holiday sings through the speakers and Taylor comes free of his clothes. I bite my lip, admiring him coming forward with a spin, skip, and a leap. Crouching in front of me, he helps me out of my clothes and nudges me to lay back with a heavy kiss.

      “That’s better,” he says, getting on top and settling between my legs.

      He takes one whiff before he kisses my neck. I’m not exactly sure what his obsession is with sniffing me constantly, but I remember that I must smell like tobacco.

      “I’m sorry. Do I still smell like smoke?”

      “Mmm,” he hums and thrusts his tongue in my mouth to slide against my own tongue before he speaks. “Surprisingly, I like it. It reminds me of the old photos of this place we keep in the library.” He plunges his tongue into my mouth again, swirling, tasting. “You taste like danger. I had no idea my Rosie was such a dangerous girl.”

      “I’m not a danger to anyone,” I chortle and he enters me.

      Gasping, I claw into his back.

      “You’re right,” he says, thrusting. “You’re a danger to no one.” Taylor lifts my leg to dig himself deeper and go harder. “No one but me.” With a nip on my ear, he groans. “You already make me want to come, Ree. I want to come with you. I want you to tell me when you’re almost there. Not too soon, I hope.” He gnaws on my chin. “But when you come on my cock, I’m going to come in you.”

      Raking my nails across his back as he penetrates me, I worry. “Taylor, you’re not wearing any protection.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Shouldn’t we—I could get pregnant.”

      “I know and I don’t care.”

      “But Taylor—”

      “Shh. Please, Ree. Can we not give a damn? For one night, just be with me. And let’s not fear or care or worry about anything.”
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      Six weeks later...

      Stupid. I am so. Fucking. Stupid.

      I should never have signed that contract eight weeks ago when Ree threw it in my face in front of Penny.

      I roll over and wrap my arm around my Sleeping Beauty, pulling her flush against me.

      She snorts. It’s cute. She even does it sometimes when we have sex, which is pretty much all the time. Morning and night, we fuck like rabbits and it's not just because I want it. The woman can’t keep her hands off me!

      Although right now, I can’t seem to keep my hands off her. I palm her breast, kneading.

      “Taylor,” she chuckles, keeping her eyes closed and reaching behind her back to grab my stiff woody.

      I love this woman!

      Wrapping my palm around her lazy fingers, I cocoon my cock between our joined hands and thrust.

      “You want breakfast?” I whisper in her ear, fucking her hand.

      “Mmm. Yeah,” she smiles, her eyes still closed.

      “After breakfast, I’ll make you something to eat. Would you like that?” I ask.

      She nudges her plump little ass back against me. “Yes, please.”

      Removing her hand, I glide the tip of my cock along her heated back crack and maneuver my body until I’m skimming along the inner folds of her silken slit.

      It’s early. The sun has barely risen and she’s already wet for me. I love this girl.

      Dipping my tip at her entrance, she claws me. “Taylor, wait.” Reaching to fumble through the box of condoms on her nightstand, I sigh and she leans back to pass me one.

      Reluctantly, I take it. I hate this thing. It’s not that I hate wearing condoms in general. Truthfully, in the past, I’ve been afraid not wear protection, but with Ree—

      “Do you need me to open it for you?” she asks, her head twisted awkwardly backward to stare wide-eyed at me.

      “I got it,” I say, tearing through the outer plastic.

      Rolling the damn thing over my hungry cock, I consider Tucker. Yes, I’m talking about Ree’s foot. He’s become a personality to me, too. Ree is still self-conscious about Tucker no matter how many times I try to assure her he’s... it’s fine. I like her foot. Her foot and I are similar in some ways so I feel sorry for us both. I’ve seen Ree get around without the boot when we’re indoors, but she insists wearing that clunky shoe when we’re out because she’s not just afraid to trip but to also let her foot be seen. But strapping on a sock and boot looks rather agitating so I can empathize with Tucker. Rolling this damn condom over my cock is equally agitating. I hate feeling so restricted.

      Confession: I get it. I could get Ree pregnant and I’ve known her for barely two months now, but—

      Ree’s phone rings and Goddamnit! She escapes, leaning over to answer. If I didn’t have both hands fighting with this flimsy piece of latex, my dick would already be drenched in Ree’s juices and that call would be non-existent right now.

      “Hello?” Ree answers. “Yes, Penny,” she says, and I shake my head wildly, flailing my arms, accidentally tossing the rubber aside.

      Ree puts the phone out to me. “She wants to talk to you.”

      Ugh. I love Ree, but she’s so fucking honest, it kills me.

      I cover the mouthpiece, speaking lowly. “Why do you keep telling her I’m here?”

      “I don’t like lying to Penny. She could get me fired.”

      “She’s not your client,” I whisper. “I’m am.”

      Ree gives me the puppy face. “Will you just talk to her?”

      Taking a breath, I put the phone to my ear. “Good morning.”

      “Son.” There’s a growl in Penny’s tone. “I thought we had an agreement. We agreed you wouldn’t get involved with the market girl.”

      “She’s my manager.”

      “She’s not your manager. I am. How can you behave so stupidly? That crippled little thing is only after your money and your fame. She’s using you to boost her career.”

      “She’s doing no such thing,” I say, brushing Ree’s hair from her face so I can look at her.

      “Taylor, you’re making a big mistake spending so much time with her. Are you planning to stay with her again tonight? Are you at least going to the exhibition this morning?”

      The exhibition. I don’t want to do that either, but I know Ree needs me to be there.

      I nuzzle Ree’s neck before I answer. “Yes, ma’am, I am.”

      Penny sighs. “You’re a fool, Taylor. Even if you’re dumb enough to believe this gold digger might love you, trust me when I say this isn’t going to end well. She’s not the type to understand the level of commitment it takes to be a dancer. Consider her disability. I understand you might feel sorry for her, which I’m sure is part of your attraction to her, but you need to get rid of this girl before you tire of her and ruin her, like all the others. Look at what you did to Diamond. That once sweet girl has been behaving irrationally with your break up. Now, considering the condition the market girl is in, she’s going to take it a lot harder than most when you let her go. I doubt there’s a man who’s yet to have shown her as much attention as you have. It’s my understanding you’ve been there every night for the last several weeks. Is this true?”

      Entangling my fingers between Ree’s, I sniff her hair, which brings me confidence. “Mhm.”

      “She’s using you, Taylor.”

      Reluctantly, I get up from the bed and walk into Ree’s kitchen, pretending to start breakfast although, in actuality, I don’t want Ree to overhear any of this. “You don’t know her.”

      “Oh, but I do.”

      “She is more than just her feet.”

      “Of course, she is. Don’t you think I know this?” asks Penny. “I know exactly what it means to be this girl, to be in love with a danzatore, a ballerino, a chief male dancer at Vander Rose Conservatory. I loved your grandfather with every beat of my heart. But listen to me, boy. The danzatores and primas at our school have one purpose and it’s when they lose focus of that purpose that they get hurt. I lost prima status the moment I fell in love with your grandfather, and let us not forget about your mother. She was too often easily distracted, which is why she paid the ultimate price. If she had not purportedly fallen in love and gotten pregnant—"

      I hang up.

      My mother’s death was my fault. I get it. I was a distraction.

      “Taylor, are you okay?”

      I look up to see Ree making her way towards me and I freak! She doesn’t have her cane. She could slip!

      Quickly, I scour around her living space and see the cane’s handle leaning against the back of her sofa. I hate to take even the slightest second to wipe my face, but I do it anyway, wiping the back of my hand across my heated eyes to smear the wetness away.

      “What’s wrong?” Ree says as I come around to put the cane in her hand.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I choke.

      Ree clasps my cheek. “Something’s wrong. What is it?”

      Locking eyes with Ree, I confess. Again. “I don’t want to go on tour tomorrow.”

      Rerun sighs, removing her hand from my cheek and rubbing her forehead. “We discussed this Taylor. You have to go. This is for your career and for the future of the school. Your company.”

      She scuttles to sit down on the sofa and I plant myself next to her. “Then come with me.”

      “We’ve been through this as well. I’m not suited for travel and I know this because—”

      “I know! You moved many times between foster homes growing up. You’ve told me. But you wouldn’t have to leave the hotel room once we get settled in for a night or two. Rerun, I don’t want to leave you.”

      “Taylor, it’s fine. It’s four and a half months.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “A lot can happen in that time.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen.” She laughs condescendingly, which is humiliating. “Eighteen weeks is nothing.”

      “I’m pretty sure I fell in love with you in less than eighteen milliseconds.”

      “Taylor.” She rubs the back of her neck. “I have my job.”

      “Rerun.” I pull her by the back of the neck until our noses nearly touch. “I am your job.”

      I kiss her. I crush her mouth so hard, I’m sure her lips will be bruised after this onslaught. Instantly, I find myself swollen. I nudge her legs open, getting between them, and she doesn’t resist. When I hear her cane fall to the floor, I put my full weight on her, pushing her back onto the sofa. With one quick check of my two fingers threading through her hole, I find she’s as slippery as she was just moments ago. Her back arches and she moans into my mouth as I drive into her.

      Her little cunt is so tight yet so eager and wet. I drive harder and go deeper, as I plaster kisses all over her. With each gasp, her lips try to escape mine, desperate to gain air or let go of a foul word because I’m fucking her—hard. I need this. I need her to understand.

      All that talk with Penny brings out the animal in me—an insatiable need to claim, own, this woman. And I believe Ree can sense it. I want her to feel it. With each slam of my body against hers, she tries to inch away, to catch her breath, seeking relief. But I need her to understand my intentions—she’s mine. So, even as I start to flick her clit while I slam into her sweet little pussy, I won’t let her mouth leave because I need her to know I don’t just own her body and soul but the very air she breathes.

      Rubbing her nub with amped agitation, she whimpers like a little animal caught by its prey. The high-pitched vibration of her call for mercy sends a tantalizing spell of ecstasy down my spine that lands in my balls and they tighten. She tightens as well, clamping down on my shaft.

      I finally let her slick and swollen mouth free but only to tease her more with my mouth at her ear. “You’re coming with me, Rerun.”

      “Yes,” she breathes hot into my neck while deepening the dig of her nails into my ass. “Yes, I’m going to come soon.”

      “I meant you’re coming with me on tour. I want you with me, baby. I want to make love to you, just like this every day.”

      “Taylor, I ca—” Her hips buck. She’s going to come and damn!

      I’m about to as well.

      “You have to pull out!” she cries. “Taylor you have to...”

      She stiffens. I lift my head to look at her clenching eyes as her jaw drops wide to let out a guttural groan. Ah, fuck me. The beautiful convulsions of her climax propel me to pound into her with a few hard thrusts until I’m near the crest and I reluctantly pull out.

      Grabbing the tip of my length, I jerk my cock until I release, feeling every intoxicating spasm as I watch myself blow, spraying all over Ree’s soft, delicate skin.

      Getting up, I walk over to her kitchen and grab a towel. When I bring it back to wipe her up, she’s not wearing her usual face—the shamefully pleased with rosy pink cheeks face that I usually see. She looks perplexed and for some strange reason, I regret that I did not release inside of her.

      “Come with me, Ree.”

      “I can’t.”

      Slowly, I drag the towel across her soft belly. “I want you with me.”

      “Taylor, let’s not discuss it anymore. You’re leaving on tour tomorrow. Let’s just enjoy this last day together.”

      Last day? That’s what I’m afraid of!

      I stand up, throwing the towel across the room and grip my own hair. I want to pull it out!

      “Ree, you have to come. I-I-I have to take care of you.” Fuck, I can’t even talk. “You can’t stay here by yourself. I don’t want you riding the bus again either. What if you fall? What if you get injured and end up in the ICU with a brain injury? You could die without me being around.”

      “Taylor, that’s nonsense. I’m not going to fall and even if I did, I highly doubt I’d end up in critical care. And I’m certainly not going to die from tripping over my own feet. I’ve done that a thousand times.”

      “Exactly! You could trip. You could die. Somebody could easily tip you over and you’d land on your ass just like what happened to you at the club. You have to come with me, Ree. I have to take care of you.”

      She crosses her arms. “Taylor, I’m very capable of taking care of myself.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re weak. You’re broken and you’re weak just like my mother was. She died because I didn’t do what she asked, and I killed her. I’m not leaving you knowing that my absence could kill you, too.”

      Rerun’s brows pinch and she cocks her head to the side, examining me. “Taylor, what do you mean? You didn’t kill your mother.”

      “Yes, I did. It’s my fault she died.”

      “Taylor, you were three when your mother passed.”

      “Yeah, but I remember. I remember her like it was yesterday. I kicked her. I could tell she wasn’t feeling well but I kept on with the tantrum I was having so I kicked my foot in her chest and she keeled over. I was even proud of myself before I realized she was dead.”

      “That’s...” She pauses, looking me over. “That’s not what happened.”

      “It is what happened. I was there.”

      “Taylor, you were a baby. You could barely dance on your tippy toes. How can you expect to rely on a memory from when you were such a small boy?” Ree comes forward planting her hands on my shoulders and it annoys me.

      Does she think I’m not capable of remembering when I force myself to remember my mother. Every. Single. Day? Because it’s not just the tragedy I caused that I remember but the feelings my mother invoked—love, joy. Every minute that I can, I dance for her in hopes that maybe she’s watching. From heaven? I don’t know. But I want her to be proud, happy. I want to return all that love and joy I carry.

      I knock Ree’s hands away. “Big or small, it doesn’t matter. I killed her. I kicked her in the heart and she crumbled.”

      Ree tries to cup my cheeks but I block her hands and grip her wrists.

      “Your mother was bulimic, Taylor.” Ree’s eyes are watering. “She had a weak heart and I know this because I know everything about you, including your mother. I’ve read the articles. She had an electrolyte imbalance due to her eating disorder, which caused her heart to beat irregularly. She’d been dealing with it for nearly a year. Please tell me you haven’t been blaming yourself for what happened to her this whole time.”

      “I am to blame, Ree. If I had just listened to her. Stopped fooling around, taken some fucking pictures and danced, she wouldn’t have gotten so weak.”

      Ree speaks softly. “Listen to me. You didn’t kill her. It was just bad timing.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m trying to tell you!” I shout in her face. “This tour! It’s bad timing. I’m a dancer. I understand timing and what it means to be on cue and every bone in my body is telling me this is not the right time for me to leave you.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would you think that?”

      Ugh! Everything inside me is about to burst. “Because, woman! I fucking love you! How many times do I have to say it?”

      Her mouth falls into a flat line. “You don’t really mean it, Taylor. You just feel sorry for me. I’m a challenge and the second you realize you’ve won this will be over.”

      What the fuck!

      I grab her by the arm, putting my finger in her face. “That’s not true and you know it. The only reason you won’t admit to loving me back is because you’re ashamed of your Goddamned foot and I’m a dancer.”

      “You’re not just a dancer, Taylor. You’re the best. On the planet. So, you shouldn’t be thinking about anything else. Certainly not me. Dance is the only thing you should be worrying yourself with.”

      Funny, how that’s my usual philosophy and I want to smash it.

      Grabbing Ree by the jaw, I pull her mouth to near mine. “Then I’m not dancing anymore.”

      I hear Ree’s throat contract as she swallows. “Don’t say that.”

      I say it again. “No more dance. I refuse. I’m not dancing anymore.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Don’t say that to me. Don’t ever say that to me. You’re a dancer and a beautiful one at that. That’s all you should be doing. You’re gifted and blessed. Dance is the only thing you should be concerned about. Not me.”

      We stare at one another. Nothing moves but the flutter of her eyelashes.

      “I’m quitting,” I say. “For you.”

      “I want you out.” She huffs. “Get out of my apartment. I don’t want you here anymore.”

      Oddly, my legs feel weak. I find that I’m checking in with every one of my muscles to maintain my stance.

      Ree finally tries to wiggle her chin free from my fingers but I tighten my grip.

      She smacks me on the arm. “I said get out!”

      Everything in my body says to fight, to argue, to use every appendage at my disposal to get Rerun to see the truth, which is that I love her and it’s her damn perception of her foot that is literally standing between us.

      She grips my wrist at her chin with both hands. “Taylor, I said. Leave.”

      An ache—the one I’ve been carrying around since Ree and I first met digs deeper. I feel like I just can’t win with her and a light bulb goes off. Is it possible she’s right? Is the fact that she’s a challenge the only reason I’m still here?

      Regardless, I hate the way she’s looking at me. It’s like she doesn’t see me anymore. Just the person she expects me to be—her idol. A danzatore. A ballerino.

      I let her go to bend over and pick up her cane. Placing it in her hand and stepping away, I give Ree the best smile I can give—picture perfect. It’s an image that I’m sure will look great plastered in the back of her mind like a poster on the wall or saved as a tiled backdrop on her cellphone.

      Gathering my things, I hear her shuffle, so I pick up speed to leave. I need to go before I convince myself to stay and end up fighting with her and that would hurt us both. Not to mention, it would go against the one vow I made to myself a long time ago, which is the only thing that truly matters.

      If Ree wants me to dance, then that’s what I’ll do.

      I always do what my family expects of me.
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      A calm surrounds me. The space in my apartment suddenly feels relaxed and...

      Empty.

      The thunder, the lightning, the storm that is Taylor Rose—it’s all gone. It’s been seconds—four or five maybe—and I already miss the turmoil he creates, his ownership of the atmosphere when he’s near. The thought of Taylor’s delicate kisses between the unpredictable rough ones and his soft touch typically preceded by needy grips of his strong claws makes me realize how alone I suddenly feel.

      I’m naked without him.

      Waddling to the sofa, I sit down. My lips feel bruised and I trail my fingertips across my pouting lips. Taylor’s spit still lingers in my mouth and I swirl my tongue to taste him, sighing before I swallow him down painfully. My body feels fatigued, but my soul aches for him. Inside, I’ve never felt so unfilled. He’s hollowed me out and I plant my palm over my chest to check my heart.

      I feel it...

      Beating...

      Pulsing in an even rhythm like nothing’s wrong.

      So, why does it hurt so badly?

      I would think with all this achiness, my heart would just give out, cease to function. I would cease to be.

      I recall the other night when Taylor licked up my chest. From my navel to my neck, he ran his tongue flat against my skin, making me shiver with delight.

      My throat constricts and I palm my face to contain the heat and wetness welling up. I’m going to cry.

      Tucker throbs. Of course, my mother fucker of a foot is going to steal this moment from me. Tucker rules me—every aspect of my life. He has to have a say like he intends to keep me in ruin.

      I lift my knee to my face to look at my defective foot, remembering how I hated myself so bad as a kid wishing my fairy godmother would wield her wand to magically transform me into something normal one day.

      You have cute feet. In fact, the one you’re worried about I see has a bit more of an arch and an inner curve than the other, but I wouldn’t have known it was different if you didn’t limp when you walk.

      I remember that’s what Taylor said when he first got a glance.

      Lifting my foot, I pair my feet together. I don’t know what he thought he saw, but they are different although...

      I guess my feet look more alike than I’ve noticed before, especially since Taylor painted all ten toes for me. In red. It’s very strange how he’s obsessed with giving me pedicures. He even talks to my feet. It’s so weird how he’ll have conversations with my foot. He’s even considered giving each toe, or my little piggies, a name as well and I laugh to myself, recalling the quirky puppet voices he made.

      He also seemed to enjoy massaging my legs when we hung out on the couch together, pretending to watch TV when really we were both just waiting for the other to make the first move so we could make out and have sex afterward.

      Taylor has even gone as far as to nip at my toes, trying to lick and bite on them. And not just on the one good side but he’s attempted several sucks on all my toes. Of course, I wouldn’t let him, which I believe is why he kept trying.

      Again, he loves a challenge, so he could never leave me alone.

      He’ll pretty much do whatever I want. He even asks me what I want and not just in bed but what he should cook, what TV show to watch, what music I want to listen to. He says it’s because he wants to know everything about me—what I love, what I hate, what makes me happy, what makes me sad. He’s gone on incessantly with his questions. It is never just about what positions I like best when we’re both in bed but he genuinely wants to know what makes me tick. It drives me crazy sometimes how often he checks in. “You want this?” “You like that?” “Does this turn you on?” It’s like he can never seem to get enough input.

      Like he’s obsessed.

      He even took pictures of me when I least suspected and created a private Instagram account dedicated to me and manages the profile. Not surprisingly, I only have one follower—Taylor—despite the hundreds of pics he’s put up of me. It’s like he’s some lovesick, crazed...

      Oh shit!

      I clasp my hands to my heated cheeks. Taylor’s a fan. My fan. My biggest fan!

      There are tons of personalities online with disabilities who have fans. Some have even met through social media, gone on dates, and gotten married. It’s amazing the connections people can make with just a little introduction. No one knows this better than me. No one understands the potential for online relationships better than I do.

      I’ve been misjudging Taylor. He’s not above the clouds. He’s a person, too. He’s just never found other interests beyond dancing—and that’s my job. To connect him with other interests. With people who interest him. With me.

      Planting my feet on the floor, I reach for my cane. Quickly, I make my way to the bathroom to clean up, making myself presentable, get dressed, and schedule an Uber ride.

      I need to hurry. I need to talk to him. Taylor will start his exhibition soon and I don’t want to interrupt as he will be performing in the ballroom in front of the entire school and some alumni, most of whom had paid a nominal fee to watch him dance with Diamond before the couple leave for the tour tomorrow.

      Hastily making my way out of the building and to the curb, I see a black car approaching. The glimmering pristine black vehicle gives me the heebie-jeebies and a nasty feeling takes hold.

      The car creeps along the asphalt before it stops to pull up in front of me. The back door opens and a rickety voice rattles from within.

      “Hello dear,” says Taylor’s grandmother. “Please, you look like you’re headed somewhere. Let me give me you a ride.”

      “Uh...” I shuffle with my cane. “That’s okay,” I decline politely. “I already called for an Uber.”

      The woman folds her tongue over her bottom lip before she slides further over the slick black leather backseat, creating space. “Child, let me clarify.” She shows me her porcelain teeth. “Get in.”

      Hesitant, I move my cane forward, take a step, and fumble to get into the vehicle. I manage to shut the door as we roll forward. Inside, the air is stiff and a bit warm, intensifying the smell of her perfume of aged spiced plum traced with hard liquor.

      “So, you’ve been sleeping with my grandson.”

      This conversation has certainly started off on the wrong foot.

      “Ma’am, I think that’s something you should discuss with Taylor.”

      “Do you know why he calls me Penny instead of Grandma?”

      My lips go flat and I shake my head, observing her twiddling with one of her rings, which hosts an array of multi-colored gemstones encased in thick yellow gold.

      “I’m not a Rose,” she answers. “I’m not truly Taylor’s grandmother. We’re not related.” Penny tilts her head to look at my foot before she looks me over. “But I did raise that boy and for that he takes care of me.”

      I clutch my cane in my lap and peep out the window when I realize I have no idea where we’re going.

      “Do you know what’s it’s like to live at the mercy of your enemy’s offspring? It’s sad to be so dependent on such a spoiled young man.”

      My head snaps in Penny’s direction. Taylor’s not spoiled. He’s worked hard and I’m confident he dances to make her proud.

      Penny chuckles to herself, seeing the ire in my eyes. “I heard you’re one of Taylor’s biggest fans. You purportedly know everything about him. You don’t know squat, though, do you girl?”

      My eyes gravitate back towards my lap. Whatever Penny’s hiding about Taylor’s family history, it’s possible Taylor doesn’t even know.

      “Would you like to know who Taylor’s father really is? I bet you do. I really shouldn’t tell you because then you’d tell Taylor and it would likely break his heart if he should ever find out that Vander Rose, himself, was Taylor’s father.” She smiles to herself. “Yes, Vander truly loved his primas.”

      “I was one of them,” she continues, “I’m sure you know. I ran away from home at thirteen—abusive mother—and I was living on the street until Vander Rose plucked me from the gutters and turned me into a dancer. I worked night and day to become a prima. I was seventeen when I had my first solo. That was also the age at which I became one of Vander’s mistresses.”

      I clamp my hand over my eyes. Of course, there were rumors about the school’s dark history in the newspapers from decades ago, but Taylor’s rise to fame seems to have skewed the public’s opinion away from all that.

      Penny leans in, speaking lowly. “I know what you’re thinking, dear, but don’t feel sorry for me. I loved Vander Rose with every beat of my heart and every step of my toe. I can certainly understand how easy it is for you to love Taylor. He is as magnificent, if not more than his father was.”

      She flicks her nose. “The problem with the Rose family history, however, you must understand, is the babies. Vander fathered many children but none except for one had seen the light of day. I had my first abortion a week before my eighteenth birthday. But it wasn’t just to avoid the tabloids of the time, abortions were necessary if a prima wanted to remain center stage.”

      I wipe my eye, trying not to seem so obvious in crying.

      “Oh, come now, dear. I admit there was only one thing I ever loved more than Vander Rose and that was dancing. I was, without question, a beautiful dancer, and Vander was a wonderful choreographer and teacher. What I gave up I gave willingly because I loved him, which brings me to...” Penny tips her head to make eye contact with me. “You,” she says, her brows raised.

      The hollowness I’d felt when Taylor left is back, except this time, I feel like I’m going to crumble and cave in on myself to become dust.

      “You see,” she sighs. “After everything I’ve been through with that boy, I still believe I deserve what’s coming to me. For nearly two decades before Taylor came along, I waited in the wings, waiting for Vander’s wife, suffering of a long-term crippling disease, to die. I did everything I had to do to stay in the spotlight. I even took care of the bitch near her final days and indeed, on her death bed, I thought I’d finally get my man.”

      “But Vander Rose chose not to marry and instead took on another young mistress. Within weeks, his new prima was with child. Because she was only seventeen, the father’s identity became a lie and the world was made to believe the girl was Vander’s long-lost daughter from a previous affair. By chance, Taylor’s mother was so naturally gifted, the lie was easy to sell. How else could a young woman be so talented unless she was extracted from Vander’s loins?”

      “I could’ve killed them both, the father and the son,” she continues. “But to my dismay, Vander fell ill and within weeks of learning of the pregnancy, he died. Thankfully, Vander had left all of his assets to his unborn child and made me his trustee. I guess it was some consolation that Vander trusted me that much. Taylor’s mother was weak, just another lost girl off the streets but with tremendous talent and unequivocal dedication—truthfully, I think she was just hungry for food. She could never seem to keep her mouth full. It was easy to influence her. She could hardly take care of herself, much less her boy when he was born. I hated taking care of Taylor as well, but it was required since Taylor’s mother was the only reason people paid to see the shows and she needed to rehearse. There were so many days I wanted to shove that boy in a garbage can.”

      My eyes narrow and I feel my brows pinch.

      “Oh, don’t look at me like that,” she says. “I had a business to run. And besides, like his father, Taylor couldn’t keep himself from doing the one thing that runs in his blood. Even as a baby, Taylor had a way of seducing people’s hearts.”

      Penny reaches over, planting her hand atop mine and rubs. I fear she could easily break my bones to pieces.

      “You don’t belong with him, dear,” she says. “I know you love Taylor and so, like me, you’re going to do what’s best for him. Taylor will marry Diamond and the couple and their children will be my gift to Vander Rose. You see, I’m still in love with him. Vander is long dead but I see him every day in Taylor. That boy has more heart than he knows what to do with. It’s the reason he’s so talented. Now, I don’t know what’s happened to you...” Penny clears her throat, hacking. “And I don’t really care to know what’s wrong with your foot, but I can only guess there’s a possibility that it’s hereditary. Do you really think I’m going to let you continue to sleep with Taylor so you can give him a child with feet not fit for dancing?”

      Sourness bubbles up in my belly and I swallow, trying to keep the bile down.

      “I still remember,” Penny nods her head, “when I was taken to the physician to end my pregnancy. It was quite uncomfortable. It had to be done in secret. And for that I don’t like secrets, but I’ll do whatever is necessary to protect my family—Vander’s son—and our legacy.

      “You can let me out here,” I say having no clue as to where I am.

      Penny leans forward. “Edward, pull over,” she instructs the driver and then leans back. “I do want to say you’ve done a wonderful job for the school. I’ve reported wonderful things to your boss about you and he says he’s giving you a promotion, considering the level of commitment and satisfaction you’ve given your client. Of course, I left out the part where you sleep with your clients, but tattle-tailing won’t be necessary since it’s likely we’ll be given a new marketing manager once you’re promoted.”

      The car comes to a halt and I open the door, readying to step out when I’m grabbed by the forearm.

      “Oh, and darling,” she says, with glimmering white teeth. “Will you tell Taylor farewell for me. I’m leaving for a cruise for a week but let him know I’ll meet up with him in Europe. Tell Taylor farewell from us both, won’t you?”

      Planting my cane down hard on the sidewalk, I hear Penny’s car roll away behind me and look up to see a sign:
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      Making my way up the stone steps, I squeeze through folks dressed in ritzy attire accompanied by their little dancers wearing new pink slippers and their best tutus. This exhibition was made open to the public and every dancer living within a fifty-mile radius with wealthy parents has begged her adult sponsors to pay the fifty dollars to not only see Taylor dance but to also get a chance to win personal training with him for an hour post exhibition.

      That last part was my idea. The purpose, of course, was to raise awareness for the tour and, thus, the school. Once the contest went live on social media, the exhibition sold out in less than one hour.

      It’s wonderful to see how excited everyone is. Little girls are bouncing as they squeal Taylor’s name, hoping to be the one to win a dance with the “World’s Greatest Dancer,” who I suspect will also make Elle Magazine’s “Most Eligible Bachelors” because of the modeling campaigns I procured for him over the last year.

      I was coming to squeal, too, giddy with the thought that maybe Taylor really might like me—or love me—as he’s mentioned a few times. I couldn’t take him seriously previously. I figured he was just a bad boy gifted with not just a beautiful body but sweet talk, which he uses to get whatever he wants.

      Pausing, I cling onto my cane and the wall. I was so wrong. Taylor has no reason to speak sweetly except when he means it.

      A little girl runs past me. She strikes my cane with her toe on accident and I realize Penny is right. I love Taylor, but I must let him go. The reason Taylor hired me was not to make him famous or turn him into a celebrity—it was to save his school.

      For weeks, I’ve suspected Taylor might not love dancing as much as people perceive. But it’s clear he loves the Conservatory, his company. He wants to save it. He wants it to thrive and, considering the ideas he’s mentioned when we were in bed, he wants it to grow through diversification. The Rose family name, I know is the one thing that can help him do that. Vander Rose may have left a sludge of dark affairs in his wake, but he did leave Taylor his name, one the world associates with nothing less than perfection.

      He deserves a perfect life.

      A perfect wife.

      Perfection in everything.

      I catch sight of Taylor down the hall and my heart flutters, but I calm myself. It’s very awkward the way he’s standing—legs apart, wearing nothing but extremely small, tight-fitting black briefs. The crown of his head is pressed into the wall to help him keep his balance as he types incessantly with his thumbs. He looks up to the ceiling and mumbles to himself as if he’s speaking or perhaps praying to the Almighty God above.

      “Buddy, come on,” says Dirkland, who smacks Taylor on the ass, making Taylor flinch.

      “Fuck, cut that out!” Taylor snaps.

      “Sheesh, I’m sorry,” apologizes Dirkland, who then speaks softly. “We need to go. The exhibition is about to start.”

      “Just give me a minute,” Taylor replies, returning his focus to his phone to type again.

      My phone buzzes and I reach in my pocket to see a message on the screen.
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        Taylor: Hi
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      Looking up, I see Taylor put his knuckle in his mouth, biting.

      “Come on,” he groans to himself as he taps his bare toes repeatedly against the hard floor. He starts typing again and my phone buzzes repeatedly.
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        Taylor: Rerun, I want to talk about this morning. Can you call me?

      

      

      
        
        Taylor: Right now

      

      

      
        
        Taylor: I’m waiting for your call

      

      

      
        
        Taylor: However long it takes. I’m waiting

      

      

      
        
        Taylor: Ree, I know you’re reading this. I can see it on my screen. Text me back
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      I’m not sure what to do. My head and heart are in a duel to the death.
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        Taylor: Baby, please
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      A raspy voice cuts through the emptying halls as bodies hustle to collect in the ballroom. “Taylor, what are you doing? The exhibition is about to begin. They’re all waiting for you,” says Delores, whom I met on the first day I met Taylor.

      He scowls at her and snaps! “You know what? For once, they can wait!”

      Delores’s eyes fill with contempt. “What in the world has gotten into you today? Are you ill or have you lost your mind? How dare you raise your voice to me?”

      Taylor drops his head back, inhaling, bringing his phone planted in his palms in prayer to his face before he turns his head to her. “I’m sorry, Delores, I don’t mean to—”

      Taylor sees me. His eyes squint before his face relaxes allowing his lashes to flutter.

      “Ree!” He calls smiling widely, skipping towards me. “You came,” he exasperates, halting with a rub of his hands over my shoulder and squeezing.

      “Taylor,” Delores cuts in with a shout, “I’m just going to let everybody know you’re going to be a few minutes,” she says, entering the ballroom and shutting the doors behind her.

      “Ree, listen. About this morning,” he seems to choke, pinching his nose and squeezing his eyes shut. I see the roots of his lashes getting dewy before he opens his eyes.

      I bow my head, avoiding eye contact. “Yes, that’s why I’m here.”

      “Before you say anything,” he grabs both my shoulders again. “I understand why you don’t want to travel. I was selfish to think you should just drop everything for someone you’d really just met two months ago, even though I’ve been living at your place for six weeks.”

      “Taylor, I—”

      “No, shh,” he presses his finger to my lips before he cradles my head in his palms. “Let’s just talk while I’m gone. We can really get to know each other. We can send pictures back and forth. Truthfully, I hate having my picture taken but...” He makes eye contact with me although his irises wander from side to side searching my eyes for an answer to a question I anticipate he’s about to ask. “I’ll send you pictures if you send me some and we can agree that the arrangement will be exclusive?”

      What is he asking exactly? “I don’t understand.”

      “I won’t see or talk to anyone else while I’m gone if you promise not to see or talk to anyone else either.”

      Words I hate to spill but I know must flow slip from my mouth. “That’s not possible, Taylor.”

      His grip loosens from my face. “Wah-why not?” His voice cracks.

      “You’ll be too busy and we will be on opposite sides of the planet. Not to mention, you will be surrounded by lots of admirers—your fans.”

      “You think I’d cheat on you? I swear I’d never—”

      “No, I know you’d never cheat on me, which is exactly my point.”

      He flails his arm, raising his voice. “What point? You’re not making any sense, Rerun.”

      I close my eyes to contain the heat rising.

      He wraps both palms around the back of my head to pull our faces close enough to nearly touch. “What’s going on?” he asks. “There’s something else going on here, isn’t there?”

      I shake my head but quickly stop as a tear leaks. My head has to fight to swivel against the resistance of his hands trapping my head.

      “Rerun, you tell me what the fuck is going on.” Taylor’s voice sounds scratchy. I think he’s going to get upset and dear Lord, I cannot let that happen. I can’t deal with the devastation that comes when Taylor Rose is angry. “Baby, I need to know right now,” he groans.

      I suddenly feel nauseous. I can’t tell him—not about his father, not about the dark history of this place, and certainly not about the one woman he considers his family, Penny. He either wouldn’t believe the threat or blame himself in the same way when he erroneously takes blame for his mother’s death. I have to find another way to set this beautiful man free so he can live without all that pain.

      As Penny says, I have to end this.

      Since using me seemed to help Ben get rid of Jasmaine, I figure I can use the same method to split from Taylor.

      Pain grips me from within, tightening its grasp inside my chest, but I manage to let go. “I’m sorry, Taylor.” My lip quivers. “I’m in love with someone else.”

      His hands tighten at the back of my neck. “You’re lying. After what you and I just did in your apartment this morning? After the last few weeks? That’s bullshit and I know it.”

      “It’s no bull. I’m not sure how else to tell you I’m—”

      “Who is it?” A vein swells in his forehead.

      I shake my head. “I’m not saying who it is. And that’s not the point. I came here to tell you goodb—”

      “You fuck this guy?”

      “What? No!”

      “You fuck him recently? While you were fucking me? Was I not good enough for you?”

      “Of course, not.” Shit, he’s going to blame himself.

      “Is it the guy you were hanging with outside the club a few weeks back? Why are you trying to protect who it is?”

      “I’m not. Taylor, you’re not listening. I need you to listen to me. Who it is is not important.”

      “Nah, it’s Ben, isn’t it?” Taylor lets go. His face is reddening. He takes a few breaths with pursed lips as his nose flares. “Everything in my body says it’s him. I’ve seen the way you look at him, Ree. There was something very strange about that kiss between the two of you. It was very hard to read, but I get that it’s my fault with what happened between us. I should never have gotten involved with someone right after I saw her kissing another guy. How stupid am I?”

      “You’re not stup—”

      “Shut up!” he rages and I bite my lip with a shudder.

      Taylor starts to pace back and forth. He’s clawing at his hair and the red in his face is deepening. Part of me wants to hold him, settle him down before blame overtakes his mind. He’ll want to blame himself entirely for this and I can’t let him do that despite the part of me that wishes more than ever my feet worked so I could turn around and run right outta here.

      Smearing the tears across my cheek, I manage to open my mouth. “I’m so sorry, Taylor. If it’s any consolation, I want you to know that, although you were not able to teach me to dance, you did teach me other things. Things about myself. Feelings and desires that were hidden within. I feel more alive now than ever, and I believe I’m much braver and stronger having met you. So, thank you.”

      Please, please accept this. At least, this part is true.

      “Fuck your damn thanks,” he says, eyes blazing with his finger pointed in my face. “I’m still in love with you.” He points to his cheek, sporting the small scar from my cane. “Every time I see myself, I’m going to think of you and tomorrow I’ll be a thousand miles away wondering what the hell I did or didn’t do to make you want to fuck somebody else.”

      “Taylor, it’s not your fault. You have to understand sometimes things just happen. There’s no rhyme or reason, we just have to accept things as they are.”

      Taylor glowers at my foot with eyes so wet and red, I fear his devout fans in the audience waiting might get more upset seeing him in distress than they probably are now with his tardiness.

      “You should make your entrance now,” I encourage. “Your fans—they’re waiting on you.”

      “I bet they are,” he nods cockily, his face still frowning. “Just tell me if you’ve slept with someone else. Maybe while I was at rehearsal? That’s all I want to know. If you did, I won’t question you anymore since I feel like I can finally understand the reason you want me to go on tour so badly. So, did you? Have you really been with someone else?”

      I clench my eyes shut. Deep down, I always knew this moment would come—the moment we both found out he’s too good for me—and it’s okay if I have to take the blame here. “Yes.”

      His eyes search mine. The vein about to pop on his forehead says he’s still in disbelief. I feel so weak, I want to collapse. I want to kick myself so that I just might. But I keep my stance. I can’t allow myself to crumble and fall. This man needs me right now to stand tall for him, so I keep my stance.

      Taylor’s head finally falls forward. He pinches his nose, allowing tears to drip and pool near his toes. Rage is dissipating. Sadness is taking its place.

      After a minute, he rakes his hands through his hair, sucking up a sniffle. “Wow. Why can’t I believe you?”

      “Because you’re special, a very special human being, unlike me. I tried to tell you that.”

      “Right,” his indigos go dark as his eyes dry up.

      We stare at one another. We are alone and I wish so badly that I could press my lips to his pouting mouth.

      “You should go in,” I encourage before I’m tempted to confess the truth.

      “I’m going,” he nods, with narrowing eyes. I hate that he looks so disappointed.

      “Break a leg,” I joke with a halfhearted shrug of my shoulders.

      “I’ve always hated that saying,” he growls.

      I grip my cane to avoid falling over. The crippling pain in my chest and gut is worse than any pain I’ve ever felt in my life.“Oh, I’m sorry. I think I used that as a meme on one of your profile pictures. It was quite popular considering the picture it contained of you.”

      “I recall the image. I didn’t like it, so...” his flat-lined mouth  turns into a chummy grin, “you’re fired.”

      My world, my whole life feels like its crumbling—crashing—as I watch Taylor show me his back and walk away. The moment he opens the door, applause erupts and I turn my own back on all of it.

      I wish could run!

      With heavy feet, which seem to get no help with my cane in hand, I make my way out the heavy doors and to the curb. I rest my cane against my thigh as I pull out my phone to call for a ride. I’m struggling to breathe seeing the last several texts from Taylor. Is it possible that I will never see or speak to him again? I know what just happened was very harsh on both of us, but I feel numb.

      “This is all for the best you know?” says Diamond creeping up from behind.

      Thank God, I’m numb.

      I turn my head to see her approach wearing a very thin, strappy, shimmery black and cheeky leotard that accentuates every curve of her body and her black pointe ballet shoes strapped around her ankle.

      “I know,” I reply.

      “I don’t just mean for him. I mean for you,” she says coming to stand next to me crossing her arms across her chest. “Did Taylor ever tell you he loved you?”

      “Yes,” I admit. My honesty in this is not likely to get between them.

      “He told me he loved me, too,” she says, rolling the tip of her pointed ballet shoe into the sidewalk. “We never used protection. He said he didn’t care if I got pregnant. I almost believed it was his way of saying he loved me. As if he wouldn’t mind creating a family with me. ‘I don’t care. I don’t care.’ Did he say the same to you whenever he made love to you?”

      I feel nauseous. He did say that to me. All the time! I can’t answer.

      “For the record,” she continues, “You should know Taylor does care, to a certain extent. He was there in the clinic holding my hand. I wanted to keep our child, but he didn’t want a kid. That’s why he left me. I whined about it too much afterward.”

      “I’m sorry.” I really am, for both Diamond and Taylor, but especially Taylor. It’s unthinkable he’s turned out to be just like his father.

      “Don’t apologize,” she says. “But in all fairness, I want you to know that I was trying to protect you so perhaps you’ll be more open to posting pictures of Taylor and I together across his media platforms while we’re on tour. Since I see the two of you are going your separate ways, I’ve decided I’m not going to give up on him.”

      I look Diamond in the eyes. “Please, don’t give up. The two of you are perfect together. And it doesn’t matter anyway.” I shrug. “Taylor just fired me.”

      “He fired you?” Her icy tone cuts through the noise of the busy city as she uncrosses her arms. “Well, then...” she chortles without finishing and spins on her toes to scurry swiftly back inside.
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      Four and Half Months Later...

      Eat. Dance. Sleep. That’s pretty much all I do nowadays. That’s all there is to do on this damn tour. Eat. Dance. Sleep.

      Somedays, I switch it up and I just dance and eat.

      Somedays, there’s no eating or sleeping—just dance.

      I think I can finally understand how my mother got so ill. I feel like an empty shell.

      On the outside, my pearlescent exoskeleton shines and it’s tough to crack, but on the inside I’m hollow. I have no soul.

      This is why some of my critics, I believe, call me a machine. My limbs move, my fingers point, my body leaps, and my head spins, but my movements have no true direction. They just go where they’re told.

      So, I’m hungry. All of the time. But not for food. I don’t care for sustenance. In fact, I still don’t care about anything and I don’t want to because the only two things I’ve ever truly cared about are gone.

      “Taylor!” shouts Viktor, our choreographer, interrupting my thoughts. “You’re not paying attention,” he says. “Again.”

      I put my hand up. “Tonight is the last performance.” I look at Diamond, who has both hands on her hips to support her slouch. She looks as exhausted as I feel. We’ve just flown across the Atlantic back to America. It felt like less than five minutes after finishing the previous show that we were on a plane and now we’re in rehearsal at the theater. I haven’t even been back to my apartment. I look back to Viktor. “Why are we making changes to the choreography?”

      “Because it’s the Finale!” Viktor claps his hands as if he thinks that makes his words more meaningful.

      “Exactly. We should leave it as it is.”

      “No, no, no, Mr. Rose. Tonight’s finale is going to be recorded and posted all over the Internet. Everyone is going to see you and your lovely lady dancing in my company. This is a great opportunity for us both. We must make the most of it. Yes? Come now,” he says, pointing at Diamond. “Pick her up.”

      I sigh, walking over to Diamond as she spreads her arms and lifts her leg back to point and pose in an arabesque. Planting my one hand under her thigh and the other under her abdomen, strangely, I find I can’t lift her.

      “Taylor?” Diamond’s voice sounds as shaky as I feel.

      My vision gets hazy and I blink, shaking my head against an encroaching blackness.

      “Hold on a minute,” I say, trying to regain focus and, for whatever reason, not only does Diamond scream my name but Viktor starts yelling at me as well. I’d really like to shout back but I can’t. I’ve lost control of my speech.

      Suddenly, my butt hurts. I think I’ve landed on the ground. I’m losing control. I’m losing control of everything...
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      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      Jesus! These people keep telling me I need fluids and I need rest but being in the hospital seems to be the last place you’ll ever get any of those things.

      “Nurse!” I shout into the hall. “The bag is empty again.” I go ahead and push the off button to the machine pumping fluids in me. I’m sure I’ll get yelled at again, but I don’t care.

      “Taylor,” growls Nurse Nia.

      She’s an older black woman. She’s been taking care of me since I woke up yesterday afternoon. Apparently, I was unconscious for a couple of days due to “overexertion.” Nia tries hard to be a mean one but I already have her wrapped around my finger like the rest of the staff.

      “Young man,” she grumbles, playing with the machine. “What did I tell you about touching things you’re not supposed to.”

      I smile wickedly. “It’s not my fault, Nurse Nia, that my fingers like to touch things.”

      “Mmm,” she shakes her head, replacing the empty bag of fluids with a new one. “You’d better stop with that sweet talk before I tell your girlfriend you’ve been flirtin’.”

      “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

      Nia puts her hand on her hip as she fronts me. “What about that pretty girl that came yesterday? Black hair. Ain’t she your girlfriend?”

      “No.” I roll my eyes. “Diamond is my dance partner. Most certainly not my girl.”

      “Well, you could’ve fooled me.” Nurse Nia gives me a look over. “So, you’re single?”

      “Yep.”

      “What you into? Boys or girls?”

      I let my head fall back in defeat. “What do you think?”

      “Taylor,” she groans. “I’m asking because you never know nowadays. It don’t matter to me. People should be happy no matter what their preference. I’m only asking because of that handsome fella—the blond—has been coming by and calling regularly. He’s so worried, I thought maybe he was your boyfriend.”

      “Not boyfriend. My best friend,” I reply. “We’ve been through a lot and grew up together.”

      “I see. There’s also an older gentleman—silver-haired—come by yesterday before you aroused. He seems very interested in you. Holds his heart whenever he stops at the desk to see if you’re awake. No one seems to know who he is and he refuses to say. He says he’ll come by again today, as he’s eager to see you.”

      There’s a knock on the door.

      “And speak of the devil,” says Nia. “How are you, sir?” she says to the guy, who looks to be in his fifties, paused in the doorway.

      “Fine, thank you,” he says, adjusting his thick glasses to glower at me.

      “Taylor, do you know this man?” asks Nia.

      I examine him a bit further. He’s very tan—overly orangey tan—and I see he has an oversized flat yellow manila envelope in his hands.

      “Hi, Taylor,” he smiles. I can’t tell if it’s a genuine smile or not. “I’m Chris,” he says. “Do you by chance remember me?”

      Chris does look familiar, but I can’t place him. “No.”

      He clears his throat. “I didn’t suspect you would. The last time I saw you, you were just a boy. A very rambunctious and quite temperamental little boy.” He laughs to himself chuckling. “Your mother certainly had her hands full with you.”

      Blood drains from my cheeks realizing who this man is. “You were the photographer at the studio taking pictures of my mother and me the day she died.”

      Chris scrapes his nails along the scruff of his jaw. “About that...” He steps through the doorframe, pointing at the open seat near my bed. “Do you mind if I sit?”

      “Taylor, is that okay?” asks Nia. “I need to check on another patient, but if you’re not comfortable allowing this man in here...”

      I’m nervous to be alone with Chris, but I remind myself that I’m a grown man and if this guy tries anything, I’m confident I’ll be able to kick his ass even though I did pass out days ago. Nia has pumped so much stuff into my body, I feel great. Maybe too good. I’m so frickin’ eager to get outta here, I want to bust out. I feel invincible.

      Squinting one eye at Chris I answer, “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      As Nia leaves, Chris sits in the empty chair next to my bed. He has the oddest grin on his face as he examines me. “Your mother would be very proud of you.”

      “And how would you know? Were you friends or something?”

      “You could say that.” He bobs his head. “Your mother and I had many photo sessions together.”

      “Chris, if you’re here to tell me that you and my mother were involved in some way—”

      “Not at all, Taylor. I was one of few photographers paid by Vander Rose himself to take pictures of his dancers and the school. He was very possessive of his primas, especially his favorite. Do you know the truth about the relationship between Vander and your mother?”

      “Of course, I know.” I scowl. Most people think I don’t. “I know everything about the school, its history, the students, and the administrators.” When I was younger, I spent hours upon hours in the library and studied all of it. Eventually, I believe I became numb. I didn’t want to think about all that dark shit—a grown man with a harem of young women, teenagers, trained to be at his disposal. I chose not to care, but I’m not immune to the understanding that Vander Rose was my father, although everyone was told to believe he was my grandfather.”

      “She loved you, you know—your mother. And, if it’s any consolation, Vander loved her most, above the others.”

      I hate that he’s trying to console me. As if that’s supposed to help make my guilt go away. To think of all those mothers who were coerced into losing their kids while I happened to be the one kid who survived but still lost his mother. So, it’s not just my mother I dance for. I dance for those who were never given a choice.

      I shake my head in disapproval. “Whatever. I told you I don’t care.”

      Chris leans forward planting the envelope he’s been carrying at my side. “I brought these for you.”

      I take the envelope and meddle with the clasp for a few seconds without opening it. I have a strong feeling as to what rests inside.

      “I would’ve brought these to you sooner, but you’ll have to forgive me,” Chris says, clearing his throat. “Since the day your mother died, I can’t escape the feeling that I was somehow responsible.”

      “Excuse me?” My head spins in his direction.

      “I’m so sorry, Taylor.” The man’s eyes get dewy and he reaches his thumb and forefinger under his glasses to smear the wetness away. “I knew your mother wasn’t feeling well the day she died. I could see it in her face. But still, I pushed her to take the photographs. Photographers don’t make a lot of money and I was in desperate need of a paycheck. There isn’t a day that goes by that I wished I’d just taken you from her and at least let her lie down. I almost feel like I killed her.”

      Now, this really upsets me. How dare Chris think he’s responsible for my mother’s death?

      “Hey,” I chortle. “No way are you responsible. Seriously, it was me. I know because I kicked her. Right in the heart and she went down. I knew she was sick, too. I could feel it and still, I misbehaved.”

      Chris shows me a most crooked face. “Is that what you were told?”

      “No,” I groan. “That’s what I remember.”

      “Wow. Jeez, Taylor.” He runs his hand through his gray hair before he makes eye contact. “Son, you are in no way responsible for the death of your mother. She loved you and I don’t remember you kicking her at all. I remember her tickling you and you were enjoying it. Of course, you were pushing back—a normal reflex, but in no way did you hurt her.”

      “Chris,” I speak lowly. “Trust me, it was my—”

      “Look at the pictures,” he says. “They’ll show you.”

      I’m reluctant to look, but I flip open the seal anyway because I know I’m right. After twenty years of running the scenario over and over again in my head, how could I not be? I pull out the stack of 8 x 10 black and white photographs and immediately, my eyes gush wet and warm.

      The first image I see is of my mother and me. We are both smiling up at the ceiling as if there’s some joke shared only between the two of us and we are laughing about it.

      The next image is a bit more serious. My eyes are squinted, staring straight into the camera as my mother presses a firm smooch into my chubby cheek.

      The third picture is of my mother’s finger digging into my belly button. My head is thrown back with a smile as wide as the sky. Clearly, I’m tickled.

      My breath blows with a quivering lip as I try to keep myself—now a grown man—from overflowing with tears.

      Chris cocks his head and nearly chokes as he speaks. “I kno... know I should’ve brought these to you when your marketing manager first contacted me but—”

      “Who did you say?” My eyes dart automatically to interrogate Chris. “Who contacted you?”

      “Uh... Robert is her name,” he chuckles to himself. “Very unusual, I thought initially, but I grew to enjoy seeing her name pop up now and then. She phoned me a year ago asking if I had any old pictures of you. She sent repeated requests via email since I never returned her calls. She even tracked me down on social media, but I never responded. Truthfully, Taylor, I was reluctant to face you until four days ago when I heard the news of your condition. See, I’ve been in Africa—”

      “Africa?”

      “Yes. After the last session with you and your mother, I switched to photographing wildlife.”

      “Oh,” I respond. That explains his tan.

      “Taylor, I must say I was a big fan of your mother. Of course, I follow your profiles online to check up on you. When I’d heard through your Instagram you were ill—perhaps even starving yourself, I was afraid you might be setting yourself up to meet the same fate as your mother. I knew I had to come and give you these pictures.” He stands up, tucking his hands in his jeans’ pockets. “You know, we all strive to be better, but you don’t have to kill yourself to be the best.”

      “I wasn’t trying to kill myself.”

      Chris’s eyes narrow. “Then how did you end up in here?”

      Sinking further back into the hospital bed, I search my soul but find there is nothing there. Looking at the photos of my mother and me, however, I do find some truth. “I’m in love with someone who is in love with someone else.”

      “Ah,” Chris sighs. “That must be very difficult for a man like you to accept.”

      “A man like me?” Is that an insult? “What do you mean?”

      “I just meant it must be difficult for a trooper such as yourself. Despite your father’s past, the loss of your mother, and being raised by a woman who I suspect has been using you to feed her lavish lifestyle, you’ve done nothing but persevere and bring honor to your family’s name. You’re a fighter.”

      “I’m a wha-?”

      “A fighter. And like I said, your mother would be very proud.” Chris sighs. “Taylor, as much as I’d like to continue this conversation, I have to go. I’ve been here since yesterday and I have somewhere I need to be. The matriarch in a family of elephants is going to give birth soon. I don’t want to miss it. Her fans on Instagram don’t want to miss it either.”

      “No... yeah... I understand. Elephants? Wow. I love elephants. A baby elephant, no less. That’s wonderful.”

      “It really is something wonderful, isn’t it?” he agrees and holds out his hand. “Take care of yourself.”

      “You, too,” I say as we shake.

      “Oh, and by the way, Taylor?” His brow raises. “Would you also mind letting your manager know that I’ve delivered the photos to you. In truth, I never got the feeling she intended on exploiting them. In fact, if I can remember correctly, I think she was hoping to give them to you herself—a peace offering to get you to meet with her.”

      “Ye-yeah, of course,” I fumble to say and watch Chris walk out.

      My gaze drops to see a picture of me. It’s just me. Alone. At three years old. With a little round belly, I’m pointing my toe. But I also have a raised fist in the air.

      Deep in the pit of my body, I feel a stir. It’s very strange—this feeling. The emptiness I’ve been feeling my whole life is subsiding as I’m finally becoming full.

      “I’m not a dancer,” I say to myself. “I’m a fighter.”

      Scrolling my palm down my hot face, flush from the heat of my emerging soul, I peek between my fingers at the little boy in the picture. He’s so determined. So eager. It’s as if nothing could stand in his way. Behind his skinny shoulder, however, sits a vase on a window sill filled with lively roses.

      Tossing the hospital sheets to the side, I see the needle threaded through my arm.

      I yank it out.

      “Fuuuugh…” I exhale, grinding my teeth with a growl at my stinging, throbbing skin.

      Goddamn! That tape hurts worse than the needle coming out.

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      That stupid machine sounds an alert as blood and fluids leak to the floor. I push the Off button before it summons Nia. I can’t face that nurse right now. I need to sneak out and leave!

      Ree, Rerun, Rosie, Robert, Roberta… how that woman came to have so many names is a damn mystery to me, but I don’t care.

      Seriously, I don’t give a shit what the hell her name is, where she’s from, what she thinks about herself, or who the hell she’s with right now because she’s mine.

      I kiss a picture of my mother smiling, staring straight into the camera with one wide eye as her other eye winks.

      “Don’t worry,” I tell my mother, as I tuck the pictures back in the envelope. “I’m a fighter. Ree brought you back. I’ll fight to get her back, too. Whatever it takes, nothing’s going to stand between me and the woman who took my heart but delivered my soul.”
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      “No-no-no-no-no-no. No, you don’t, Mr. Rose,” says Nurse Nia, chasing.

      I continue to march swiftly through the hall.

      She catches up at my side. “Mr. Rose, you cannot leave. Please! Go back to your bed.

      “Sorry, Nia, but I can’t stay.”

      Her arms hike up bending at the elbow to swing at her sides looking like she’s trying to run a marathon, trying to keep up. “But Mr. Rose, you’re not ready for discharge. You’re ill! Leaving the hospital prematurely could cause you to regress and...” She grabs my arm. “I could get in trouble.”

      I halt. The old me, the one without a soul, wouldn’t have cared about his effect on other people. But the new me...

      I look Nia in the eye. “I need to get outta here, Nia. Now. The woman I’m in love with—”

      Nia interrupts, “Love? So, that’s why you’ve been starving yourself?”

      Jesus, I’m struggling to respond. It’s possible I wasn’t hungry because I was consumed by what I’d lost. It’s possible I still might lose, especially since I have no idea how I’m supposed to fight this.

      Dancing, I guess, was always my weapon of choice. It’s easy for me to win hearts with a simple spin and a fake smile. But I might have to go up against Ben and I consider if that’s really what I want to do.

      I can’t truly remember Ree mentioning she had hooked up with Ben, but I do recall some of the words Ree last spoke to me: There’s no rhyme or reason, we just have to accept things as they are.

      It’s ironic how Rerun could preach such words when she can hardly accept herself. But I’m not going to accept her circumstances either. I refuse to accept that Ree loves someone else.

      “Yes. Love,” I say, grabbing Nia by the shoulders, careful not to crush the pictures in my palm. “Love is the reason I’m ill and this place can’t cure me of it.” I let Nurse Nia go and stomp onward.

      “Wait!” she shouts, with a twinkle in her eye. I’ve just won her heart, too. “You’re showing your ass to everyone, Mr. Rose. At least let me get you your clothes.”

      Another younger nurse scurries towards us with a plastic bag, a piece of paper, and a pen. “Here,” she hands the bag to me and I pull out the one very small piece of clothing.

      Pulling the shimmery black dance briefs up my legs, I notice everyone in the hall is on pause. I remove the hospital gown, then snap at the waistline of my briefs and bend my knees to adjust my crotch.

      Of course, everyone is staring, which is not surprising. I figure these medical professionals see crazy shit all the time but regardless, this is the only armor I got. Gotta make sure the jewels are protected.

      “What’s that for?” I ask the younger nurse with a point to the paper she’s holding.

      “You haven’t been released. You need to sign yourself out,” says Nia, grabbing the pen and paper from the ogling nurse to place the object in my hands. “So, I don’t get fired.”

      I sign.

      “Taylor,” says Nia. “Those briefs still seem to show off a lot. If you wait I can probably find you some—”

      “I can’t wait,” I say.

      “Are you sure you don’t have an extra minute?” asks the younger nurse with a poke out of her bottom lip.

      This new guy I am (the one who just got his soul back) knows she’s upset. “What do you need?”

      Her shoulders hike up to her ears as she pulls out her phone. “I was hoping we could take a picture? I’m a big fan.”

      I laugh, taking her phone from her hand. “Yeah, c’mon,” I say, pulling both her and Nia at my sides and I aim the lens high to fit us all into a selfie. “Cheese!”

      The young nurse bounces and then claps when she takes her phone and sees the image. It’s a little ridiculous. She went straight from proper professional to lucid fan within a few clicks of button. “Oh my, gawd! Thank you, Taylor,” she screams and squeals.

      “No problem,” I say, turning around and heading towards the Exit sign.
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      Ten city blocks. That’s how far I’ve been running through the city virtually naked, earning a few whistles and honks, to get back to the conservatory. Surprisingly, I don’t feel fatigued at all after running so many miles. In fact, I feel supercharged, which must’ve been from all the stuff Nia pumped in me.

      Skipping up the steps to the school, I realize I have no idea what day it is and I question exactly how long I’d been at the hospital.

      Pushing through the doors, the school appears to be empty. It’s late morning, so I’m sure there must be a few principal dancers around. If it were afternoon or evening or the weekend, this place would be swarming with children. I head towards Delores’s office but it’s locked.

      I rub my scruffy jaw (I haven’t shaved in days). It’s strange to see the school is open and Delores is not here.

      I head towards the powder room where I know I have plenty of extra clothes and an extra set of keys. As soon as I make myself presentable, I’ll grab my car and hightail it to Rerun’s. I can’t call her. Not that she’d answer anyway, but I have no idea where my phone or my suitcase or any of my crap is.

      Placing my hand on the handle of the door to the powder room, I recall this is the first place where I met Rerun. She was so adorable. Smart. Determined. She knew exactly who she was. She knew exactly what fueled her soul. This is why I love her so much. The thought that I’m going to see her again...

      God! I hate to wish so negatively for her, but I hope whoever she’s with (if she really is with anyone) broke up with her. Or better yet, I hope she broke up with him. It’s been months. Four and a half to be exact. A lot could happen in that time. It’s completely possible.

      I open the door.

      Pause.

      Whatha?

      I step back, shutting the door.

      My fingers twiddle with the handle as I recollect what I just saw.

      Two.

      Yes, there were two men.

      Fucking.

      Over the edge of my table.

      I’m confident one of ‘em was Dirk. Again, he’s been my best friend since I was eight and we’ve endured at least a billion plies, squats, leaps, and kicks together. I’d know his ass anywhere. But the other guy? The guy with a beard, who Dirk was drilling into from behind?...

      My soul ignites! I’m on fire!

      “Ben!” I bust through the door. “Ben, you son of a bitch!”

      “Whoa! Whoa,” shouts Dirk, grappling my shoulders and pushing me, holding me back.

      Ben manages to pull up his pants, but Dirk’s got his junk covered in Ben funk flying everywhere.

      So, I push him. “Dirk, get off of me.”

      Dirk presses a hand to his forehead. “Taylor, what are you doing here?”

      “What am I doing here?” I can’t believe this shit. “This is my school. I have a right to be here.”

      “Why aren’t you at the hospital?” asks Ben. As if he cares.

      “I left. And why the fuck are you not with Ree?”

      “Ree?” Ben’s face turns crooked but relaxes. “Ah, shit.” He looks at Dirk. “He supposed to think me and Ree...”

      I hit Dirk across the shoulder. “Think what? What am I supposed to think?”

      “Now, Taylor,” Dirk says, putting up his hands. He steps back as I step forward rolling my fingers into fists. “Buddy, I understand you’re upset.”

      Upset? That’s an understatement. I’m fuming. I’m fucking livid. My best friend was lying to me the entire time I was on tour.

      “Why didn’t you tell me Ben was your new boyfriend? This whole time I thought he was with Ree. Do you have any idea what I’ve been through? Emotionally? Physically?”

      “I know, Taylor. Believe me,” he chortles. “I know.” Dirk plants his hand on my shoulder. “But you’re making yourself sick over this. Rerun doesn’t want to be with you. She made it very clear to both Ben and me.” Ben nods and, although I’m relieved he’s not fucking my woman, I still want to crack his face in.

      “Taylor, look at me.” My eyes meet Dirks. “You need to get over her,” he says.

      “Fuck that.” I flick Dirk’s hand off me. “I’m not over her. I’m never getting over her. Move out of my way. I need my keys and my clothes. I need to see her.” I drop the manila folder on the shelf.

      “No fucking way, buddy.” Ben crosses his arms across his chest, stepping up to me. “You’re not going near her.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Taylor,” Dirk cuts in lowly. “Rerun told us—well, she told Ben—everything about your father, the history of the school, and your true relationship to Penny.”

      “And after what you did to Diamond,” Ben shakes his head in disgust, “forcing her to have an abortion? We’re not letting you near Rerun.”

      Fire spews from my mouth as I explode! “What the fuck are you talking about? How could I have forced Diamond to have an abortion? She was never pregnant.”

      “Both girls say the same story,” replies Dirk. “Both girls say you preferred to go without a condom, that you ‘don’t care’ when they mention the possibility of getting them pregnant, but the second you learned Diamond was going to have a baby, she says you took her to a clinic.”

      “Like your sleazy father did for many of the girls who used to dance here,” adds Ben.

      I claw at my own hair, pulling, and I want to snap!

      But I take a breath instead. Because I’m not that guy anymore. I’m not the guy that doesn’t care. I’m the guy who’s found his soul, his true purpose, and I need to set this straight before I find I’m at war with the two people who should be my allies and not my enemies.

      Cocking my head back, I plant my hands on my hips and exhale.

      “Okay, I admit I was careless with Rerun. She does things to me. I feel things inside of me when I’m with her that I’m afraid I’m going to lose because she’s so Goddamn insecure sometimes. You know?” I look to Ben, hoping he finds some understanding, but his face is blank.

      “And about Diamond.” I laugh. “The reason she’s so desperate to get back with me is because I didn’t actually fuck her. I fucked her mouth and I fingered her clit, but that was it. It’s the reason I never retaliated against any of her backstabbing media posts. Because it was all true. After we fooled around, I didn’t want to have sex with her. She was right in everything she said about me being a bad lay. I failed to perform because I didn’t want to. Not with her. Everyone consistently talks about the future they see between Diamond and me, but when we were in bed together, I saw nothing. But with Ree...” I smile, feeling that little tingle mingle with a slow burn, warming my chest. “With Ree, I can’t contain myself—not my feelings or my actions.”

      “So, you admit you have no problem being reckless with Rerun?” asks Ben. The tone in his voice indicates he doesn’t trust me and it’s possible I’m still going to have to go one-on-one with him.

      “Look, Ben,” I say, pushing Dirk out of the way to reach up to the top of the shelf, grabbing jeans and a tee. “I get it. You’re her friend. And now that I’ve had a moment to understand your relationship with her, I can finally understand that odd kiss the two of shared. But like I told you at the club, you don’t need to look out for her anymore.”

      “Oh, I don’t?” he questions.

      “Nope.” I pay him no mind as I put on my clothes.

      “So, you think she’s just going to run back to you after all the crazy ass shit you put her through?”

      “What shit?” I know I cussed at her during our last fight but I feel really bad about it. In fact, I cringe every time I hear myself dropping the F-bomb on her. That whole argument won’t cease to replay in my mind. I know she deserves better than that and I won’t do it again. Looking around, I see I have no shoes. I do observe Dirk’s Nikes and I go ahead and reach for them, also squatting to slip and tie them on.

      “You are so fucking full of yourself, you know that Taylor?” Ben steps up with a heavy growl. “The first time I saw you, I knew you were something. But I had no idea how huge of an asshole one person could be.”

      “What? It’s just his shoes,” I groan. Is he jealous that I took Dirk’s shoes? I always use Dirk’s stuff. We swap shit all the time. I figure Mr. Brawny is just jealous.

      “You piece of shit. You have no fucking clue what you did to her, do you?” Ben points his finger in my face and I swear if it had touched me, we be throwing blows but luckily Dirk has stepped between us.

      My soul stirs. I have no idea what else I did but by the look on Ben’s face, I fear I’ve done something very bad, although I have no clue what that is. “What? What did I do?”

      “You knocked her up, dumb fuck, and then you fired her.”

      I look at Ben, unsure if I registered his words incorrectly, but by his scrunched up face ready to pound on me, I know he is being truthful.

      Shit!

      “I didn’t know,” I shake my head. Everything inside me is fighting the against the embarrassment, the humiliation, the shame I may have brought upon myself, upon Ree.

      I look to Dirk, whose face is upside down. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “She asked us not to. With everything that Diamond had mentioned—”

      “That was a lie!” I interject.

      “I know... now!” Dirk snaps back. “But Rerun begged us not to tell you. She didn’t want to give up the baby. She was afraid you’d convince her, force her to let it go.”

      “Jesus, Dirk. I thought you were my best friend.”

      His eyes water. “I am... sorta. You know I’ve always loved you, Taylor, which is why I chose not to tell you. I couldn’t let her give up pieces of you either.”

      Fuck.

      I push Dirk out of the way and find my extra keys, noticing all my other stuff has been placed here as well. At least, I could count on Dirk for that. I grab my phone.

      “What are you going to do?” Dirk asks.

      “I’m going to her place. What do you think?”

      “You can’t do that,” Dirk replies.

      “Yes, he can.” Ben nods. “Let him go. Let him see what he’s done.”

      I pause, observing them both. They’re each standing with their hands on their hips staring at me. I get the feeling there’s something more they’re hiding.

      I can’t believe Dirk betrayed me for months, but I can’t blame him. Perhaps Ben is his match. As much as I’d like to punch Ben for underestimating me, I guess I should be thankful Ree has a best friend who did everything he thought possible to protect her.

      Juggling my keys in my hand, I turn around to leave.
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      I make my way to the parking lot across the street. Once more, I feel supercharged. I just pray my car will start up this time since she’s been sitting undisturbed since I left her here four and a half months ago.

      Once I pop the key into the ignition, I crank her up and thank goodness! She roars.

      I speed through the city. It’s only a few blocks before I make it to Ree’s building. Cussing, I circle the area to find street parking.

      When I’m finally able to squeeze myself into a spot, I find that I’m hustling...

      Okay, I’m running...

      No, more like sprinting as fast as I can, bypassing the elevator, and up the stairwell to Ree’s apartment. My heart sinks when I hear Latin music and several people speaking in Spanish from beyond the door.

      I knock.

      “Hola,” sings a young woman, who’s huge smile turns into an “O” as big as her eyes, which have widened so much I’m afraid her eyeballs are about to pop out of their sockets. “Oh, my Lord! Taylor Rose!” she screams.

      Several people, children, one... two... three, come to the door to look at the spectacle—me—in the doorway. Their mother, I presume since they all look like her, won’t stop screaming in Spanish, which I can’t understand.

      She disappears, leaving her rugrats to ogle me in the doorway.

      “Hi,” I tell them. “Do any of you speak English?”

      They each just grin and I feel a pain in my chest. It’s not just from the fact that we can’t communicate, but the realization that this is Rerun’s apartment, although it’s clear she doesn’t live here anymore. I feel ill seeing she’s left her pink refrigerator behind.

      When the mother returns, she’s got her phone and naturally, I find I’m caught in a series of selfies. As we pose and she snaps, I try to inquire about Rerun. But unfortunately, “No Ingles” is all I get followed by “Eres una persona muy especial, y estoy enamorada de ti.” I get a few hugs and, eventually, the door comes to a close, separating me from the only place I ever felt was home.

      Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my phone and dial Dirk.

      He doesn’t answer.

      I call again.

      Again, he doesn’t answer.

      So, I call again and again.

      That fucker! I’m sure it’s Ben trying to teach me a lesson. Noticing the time, I make my way out of the building, back to my car, and head towards the dance studio where I leave my car in the parking garage.

      Shooting across the street, I land on the curb where I wait. It’s a long shot, but I figure it’s worth a chance.

      It feels like an eternity I have been standing idly on the street, and my heart skips a beat when I finally see the bus I need to take. “Seventh Street” flashes as the bus brakes to a halt.

      I feel dizzy with excitement. I let the other passengers board first as I spy through the windows to see if maybe, just maybe, Ree is in her regular seat, but I can’t make her out. Once onboard, my eyes skim through the passengers.

      She’s not here.

      I debate turning around and getting off but the bus starts rolling. Damn, I have no idea where else I’m supposed to look! Seeing her seat is empty, I sit.

      As the Vander Rose Conservatory of Dance slips out of view, I begin to wonder what Rerun must’ve thought about whenever she passed the school. For a year, she worked for me. She even went as far to reunite me with photos of my mother. So, I can’t understand, why didn’t she ever come inside and say hello?

      Likely because I was on a pedestal, where I put myself beyond anyone’s reach.

      Looking ahead, I can’t see anything. The butt of the bus in front is blocking our view. I begin to wonder where the bus I’m on will go once it hits Seventh Street. Does it stop and turn around? Does it take a different path? Or does it simply keep going?

      I’ll sit for as long as I need to, searching.

      Settling back, allowing my ass to sink low, I ponder. I have no idea what the hell I’m supposed to do to find her other than look out the window. As I lean my skull against the back of the headrest, I see a pair of eyes staring at me.

      “What’s up, buddy?” I ask the kid, who I recall from the first time I took this route and met Ree.

      “Hi,” he says and ducks his head down, so all I see of his face is his deep brown eyes.

      “Hey, bud,” I lean forward. “Do you remember the girl with red hair who used to ride this bus?”

      He pops his head up. “Yeah,” he says and ducks his head back down so all I see are his eyes again.

      His mother swivels her head to peep over her shoulder and scowl at me.

      “Have you by chance seen that girl around?” I ask him.

      Quickly, he pops his head back up. “Nope,” he says and ducks again.

      With that one little word, I lean back. I feel defeated, but the fighter in me still doesn’t want to give up. My mind starts racing, thinking of all the possibilities in which I could track Rerun down.

      I’ll have to stalk Ben. That’s really my best option. I’ll either have to follow him around or hire a private detective to do it. Although that could take long. So, maybe...

      Nah. I’ll just seduce my best friend into telling me. He did lie to me. It’s only fair that I get him back, except it’s likely even if I did lead him on (which I have no idea how to do that... kiss him? Would I have to kiss him?), he’ll probably like it too much, so I wouldn’t really be getting back at him. Not to mention, I have to consider he was able to resist me—lying and keeping the truth from me for four months. Who knows how long it’ll take for him to spill the beans on Ree.

      I count with my fingers and the most amazing feeling floats within. By my calculations, Ree is going to give birth in just four months. Or less! It’s possible she conceived the first night we made love together. A tear escapes my eye. I have four months to find her. I want to be there for both her and the baby.

      Bowing my heavy head, I plant my eyes into the heels of my hands to keep the dams from overflowing.

      “Why are you crying?” asks the kid in front of me.

      Wiping the wetness away, I muster a grin. “Ah, don’t worry about it, buddy,” I swallow the salt collecting at the back of my throat.

      “You’re too big to cry.”

      My belly rolls as I laugh. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I am way too big to be crying.”

      “You must hurt really bad.”

      My laugh turns into a choking sensation. My face clenches as I try to contain the pain. It does hurt. This hurts really bad.

      “Rerun never cries. Rerun hurts all the time. But she never cries,” he says.

      “Ay, son!” interjects his mother. “Don’t talk about other people’s problems. That’s very rude.”

      “No, no,” I say. “He’s right. See...” I’m choking trying to finish. “I lost her. Rerun and I—we became very good friends but I wasn’t a good friend back. My ego got in the way and I didn’t listen to her when I should’ve. I certainly didn’t respect the things she said, so I lost her and now I’m paying the price. And like you said, kid,” I look him in the eyes, “it hurts. Take it from me, you need to listen to your mother. Always listen to the people you love.”

      The mother makes eyes contact with me before she looks me over.

      She knows something!

      “Ma’am, do you by chance—”

      “Rerun doesn’t ride this bus anymore,” she says. “I think she moved or got a new job. She rides that bus now. I see her exiting off occasionally.” She points to the bus in front of us.

      Yes!

      Immediately, I get out of my seat and dart towards the head of the bus. “Excuse me—”

      “Move back, sir,” says the driver. “Please move behind the yellow line.”

      I look down at my feet. The tips of Dirk’s Nikes are barely an inch past the edge of the faded line. I shuffle my feet back anyway. “Ma’am—”

      A loud screech wails as the driver presses on the brakes and I stumble to keep my footing. I notice the brake lights of the bus ahead of us have lit up and beyond that, I see red hair!

      It’s her!

      “Rerun!” I yell.

      “Hey!” snaps the driver. “Quiet down.”

      Holy shit, I was loud. There’s so much adrenaline pumping through me right now, I feel like I’m about to explode. I need to get the hell out of here!

      “Can you open the doors?” I ask.

      “Sorry, not yet. You need to wait until I pull up to the curb.”

      I see Rerun already getting lost in the crowd. Even with her cane, she moves quickly.

      “You can just let me out here,” I beg.

      “Not yet,” says the driver. “Mister, you need to sit down. You’re getting on my nerves.”

      “Listen, I need to get out right now. I have to catch up with someone. Please, she’s getting away.”

      “Sir, if you don’t sit down, I’m going to call the police and you will get arrested. There are laws that protect the people of this city, including laws that particularly apply to what occurs inside this vehicle. Now, if you don’t—”

      “I’m sitting. I’m sitting,” I say, as I plant my butt in the empty seat, which happens to be right behind the driver.

      I’ve already caused the driver to stall. The bus in front has already pulled away.

      I don’t know why but seconds feel like hours, and the moment the bus pulls along the curb and the doors open, I dart through the doors and onto the sidewalk, knocking shoulders with a few pedestrians.

      Spinning my head, I search, moving my feet towards the same direction I thought I saw Ree go.

      There are people everywhere. This side of the city feels even more compact than my side even though the buildings are shorter.

      I think I see Ree—her hair color at least. She’s nearly at the end of the block but I’m not exactly sure it’s her. Seeing a newspaper stand and a light post, I scale one and then the other. When I’m high enough, I recognize it is her and damn it! She’s crossing the street.

      I spin my head around to see the traffic beneath me. A police officer on a bicycle cycling closer makes eye contact with me and we immediately come to an understanding. I’m about to cross where I’m not allowed and he’s about to chase me. I’ve figured the swiftest way from here to Ree is to leap across the tops of these cars.

      Biker cop senses my intentions and I hear an onlooker snap a pic, but…

      I take the leap anyway.

      Immediately, he blows his whistle.

      And the chase is on!

      I’m sure if I get caught I’m going to get arrested, so I bend and spring upward with more height and speed than I’ve ever performed before. From one hood to the next, from the tops of vehicles and into truck beds, I leap!

      Whoops! A dent…

      Yikes! And another…

      “Ah, shit!” I curse, realizing I just ripped my jeans at my ass.

      No, time to worry about that now!

      Catapulting myself repeatedly, I continue to move until I’m across the street at the corner where I last saw Ree.

      I notice a fiery glow of red tendrils lit by the sun and I see Ree make her way past a human-sized carving of a Chinese Dragon.

      She’s headed into Chinatown.

      From behind me, I hear the police officer shouting with another blow on his whistle. My pulse quickens and I wipe my brow. Unsure of where to turn, I notice an open door to an Asian store.

      Incense, the scent of sandalwood mixed with a calming sweet aroma of dried flowers—roses and lilies, I’m sure—fills my nose, which calms me allowing me to focus. Sneaking behind a beaded curtain among piles of Chinese collectibles stacked taller than me, I watch the officer roll past the shop. Quickly, I follow behind him and I get a glimpse of Rerun up ahead. She turns down an alley and I find I am cursing under my breath waiting for the officer to pedal faster.

      When the coast is clear, I hustle to the alleyway. Rounding the corner, my heart, already pounding with what feels like fists inside my chest, beats harder when I see Ree stopped in front of a graffitied wooden door.

      She’s fumbling with her hands in her pockets, searching for her keys. Cautiously, I make my approach. I notice this place is not exactly somewhere I’d expect to find her. I can only assume this is where she lives.

      I’m sick with myself. The alley smells like piss. A huge dumpster sits not more than several feet from her door. I’m confident the only reason Ree lives here is because I fired her and this is all she could afford.

      The jingling sound of keys comes alive but it quickly stops.

      She senses someone approaching.

      Swiveling her head slowly, her eyes move from the door to me and our eyes lock.

      “No,” she says sternly.

      My shoulders slouch. “Rerun, I just want to talk.”

      She looks down at her stomach. I feel a flutter within. Her belly is only slightly bulging, but it’s round, nonetheless.

      Hastily, she puts the key into the keyhole. “Go away, Taylor. If you don’t leave, I’m calling the police.”

      I pick up my feet, caging in on her. “You’re carrying my baby and I haven’t done anything to you. You can’t call the police.”

      She manages to open the door and slip through the entryway. “This is not your baby. This is someone else’s baby,” she lies, which infuriates me.

      I skip faster. “Who’s baby? Ben’s?” I yell as she shuts the door on my face. Fuck! She locks it before I can get to the handle. “Goddamnit, Ree!” I pound on the door. “We both know that’s not Ben’s baby. He only fucks men and you’ve only fucked me. You had no right to keep this a secret from me. Now open this fucking door.”

      “I can’t,” she cries as a whistle blows from around the corner.

      Ah fuck, that cop! Is he ever going to give up?

      “Let me in, Ree. You have to let me in right now and let me talk to you about our kid or I swear to God I’m going straight to a lawyer because I have rights and I will do everything in my power to exercise my right to see my kid. The fact that you won’t open this door says that baby is the only real family I have. You should know, Ree, I don’t give up on my family. I won’t stop to take what’s rightfully mine. Is that what you want Ree? Don’t think I won’t fight you. I’ll fight to the ends of this earth to take custody my baby.”

      I hear her tinker with the handle and the door comes slightly ajar. “No, Taylor,” she mutters. Tears are streaming down her red-hot face. Her pale blue eyes beg, as her lip quivers. “Please don’t take my baby from me. Please, Taylor. Don’t take her.”

      Every muscle in my body wants to wrap itself around Rerun, pick her up, and squeeze her. But I digress. Reaching with a gentle hand, I maintain my posture, keeping my composure as I hear the whistle blowing, getting closer from beyond the building’s edge.

      Moving a few loose tendrils of her hair free from her face, Rerun allows my hands to fall on her shoulders. Closing the space between us, I nudge her back, guiding her to reverse into her home. I speak softly but assuredly. “I swear, I would never do that, Ree. I would never take our baby from you.”

      She is beside herself. She’s crying so hard, her arms flail. “But you just said that—”

      “I would’ve said anything,” I interrupt, “to get you to open your door.”

      As the officer’s whistle blows past down the street, I manage to maintain eye contact with Rerun, closing the door behind us.

      “So, you’re not going to go to a lawyer about the baby?” she asks with enormous watering eyes.

      “No.”

      “And you’re not going to try to make me get rid of her?” Her body is trembling as I manage to pull her cane free from her hand and wrap my arm around her back to support her.

      I dip my head to speak directly in her ear. “No.”

      “Swear it,” she demands with a measly punch against my shoulder. “Swear you are not here to hurt me or the baby or to take our baby from me.”

      “Ah, Ree,” I exhale, wrapping my hand around the back of her head and pulling her into my chest. “I swear, I’m only here for one thing.”

      I feel her gulp down her tears as I wrap both my arms around her. “What thing?” she asks.

      “My family.” I kiss the crown of her head. “I love you. I’m here for you and the baby and to love and protect you both.”

      “That’s two things,” she says, finally melting into me and I squeeze. Gently.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            20

          

          

        

    

    







            Rerun

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Five days, four nights, two deliveries from the grocery store, plus one kimono from the shop around the corner and a drag of a cigarette outside in the alley because he was bored out of his mind while I was at work—that’s how long he’s been here.

      And he hasn’t touched me.

      At all.

      Of course, we’ve made small talk, but we’ve yet to discuss anything serious other than my new job at a computer repair shop and our child.

      It’s a little annoying how we’ve continued to tiptoe around the issue of his presence here. Not to mention, I have no idea what he’s been up to. All day, I’m sure he hangs out in his kimono but strips when he crawls into bed with me at night.

      Naked. That’s how he chooses to sleep next to me. Butt. Naked. And it’s frustrating. He’s so damn…

      Tempting.

      I’ve offered to get him some clothes but he’s refused. His jeans are torn, which in truth makes me smile along with all his fans. Taylor managed to double the number of his followers after images were posted of him running and then leaping through the city.

      But it’s very strange how he’s been shacking up in my studio apartment, never leaving except to visit the shop around the corner, when I’m confident he doesn’t like it here. I couldn’t move anything myself, so the place is virtually empty. Plus, I’m saving up for furniture for our baby. I still live out of a suitcase. I have a mattress on the floor, but I did manage to bring some knickknacks, my computers, and cookware—even though I don’t cook.

      Taylor has cooked—naturally. There’s a meal for me every day when I get home. And the place is spotless. He cleans like crazy. There’s never a thing left on the floor.

      But I’m curious how today is going to go since I’m off and it’s the weekend. The fact he’s been lounging around (beyond the cooking and cleaning) for days worries me. The man has not been by the conservatory to rehearse in nearly a week.

      At least his muscles are still ripped and lean.

      I sit up, scooting back on the mattress to plant my shoulder blades against the cool brick wall and take in a better view of Taylor’s back. His head is turned away. He looks adorable squeezing the pillow under his head. Consequently, my eyes gravitate towards his derriere, which is fully exposed. The sheets fold down just below his butt cheeks, which are so solid and round I could bounce a quarter off his ass.

      He stirs. I hold my breath trying not to make a sound. The sun has risen but I’m not exactly ready for him to wake up yet. The second he does, he’ll dart into the kitchen and start cooking, which of course, I don’t mind. But then I’ll have to listen to his favorite lecture on how all I did was feed our baby microwave meals for the first few months of her life in utero.

      I still like mac-n-cheese and I already can’t wait for our daughter to be born because all kids like that stuff and I’m not going to feel so alone in loving something so ordinary. I’ve seen ready-to-eat mashed mac in baby jars.

      Interestingly, Taylor and I have talked about that this past week. He insists we’re not going to buy any jarred food and he’s going to prep and prepare everything from scratch. It’s a bit overzealous, but I’m not going to stand in the way of someone like Taylor, who has difficulty letting go of something he’s passionate about.

      With him, I know I have to pick my battles.

      Again, he stirs—this time rolling onto his back and allowing his package to be revealed. It’s funny how he grabs himself sometimes when he’s sleeping. He’s used to keeping his groin shaved because of dance, but since he’s been staying here, he’s gotten bristly, which I think bothers him, but I don’t mind. I especially love the trail of hair that is beginning to pave its way from his navel to groin. When it's fully grown in, I plan to rub my face in it.

      If he’ll let me.

      Watching his hand smooth down his front, I smile to myself when he grabs himself, fondling his rod for a few seconds before he rubs his abs. His hand makes its way to my ankle where he squeezes, and he finally allows his arm to fall to his side as he falls back into a deeper sleep.

      I wonder if all men do that—constantly check themselves down there. As well as for their partners. Except, I’m not exactly sure if Taylor and I are partners. But I do wonder why he checks. I also wonder if other women get as excited as I do, watching a man handle himself.

      He’s stopped handling, but I’m still staring at his manhood and I wonder what I’d have to do to get that thing to stand at attention.

      Jesus, I’m so horny. I figure it’s due to hormones and my feelings are exaggerated because Taylor has yet to touch me in the same way he did when he was practically living in my old apartment during the six weeks before he went on tour.

      Maybe he doesn’t want to touch me. Maybe he’s here to support the baby like he says but as soon as she’s born, he’s going to take her away like he originally mentioned. He’s got tons of money. He’s taken full control of his trust. He could easily hire the best lawyers and snatch our baby away.

      “What are you huffing and puffing about over there?” asks Taylor, squinting an eye open as he yawns.

      He stretches and dear Lord, I wish he’d stretch those tantalizing muscles all over me.

      I grin. “Nothing.”

      He rolls to his side to face me and grips then rubs my thigh. “Something’s bothering you. What’s up?”

      Our eyes meet and the impact of everything that stands between us feels thick. He says he wants to be a family, but we can hardly communicate. And there are forces beyond us that seem desperate to keep us apart, like Penny and his career, which I fear means nothing to him now and could be my fault.

      And there’s a baby that he says he wants to raise. But how can I trust him after what Diamond mentioned happened between them?

      “Baby,” he says, squeezing my leg. “What’s bothering you?”

      “Did you force Diamond to have an abortion?” I ask.

      “Ree,” he chortles, retracting his hand and gripping the pillow. “You can’t believe anything Diamond says. She’s evil and she was never pregnant.”

      “But everything you told her—you said the exact same things to me in bed. How you ‘didn’t care’ that we went without a condom. How you ‘didn’t care’ if I got pregnant.”

      “Babe,” he groans. “Penny fired Delores after Delores caught Diamond viewing the school’s videos. Diamond must’ve watched us having sex, heard everything we said, and concocted a ploy with Penny to separate us. But I don’t want you to worry about that. Everything’s fixed. Delores is back, Diamond no longer dances with our company, and although the video cameras were your idea, I’m sorry, but I’ve had them removed.”

      Why didn’t he tell me this earlier? “You did?”

      “Yeah.”

      “When?”

      “This week.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know. It sounds like you’ve been busy.”

      He laughs to himself. “Whaddya think I’ve been doing all week while you’re at work?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I thought you were just hanging out. In your kimono.”

      His face falls flat. “It’s not a kimono, babe. I’ve been to Asia, remember? It’s just a robe. And I haven’t been hanging out. I’ve been working. Somebody has to do all of the school’s administrative work since I fired Penny.”

      “Oh,” I say again, blinking coyly.

      Taylor grabs my jaw, pointing my face square in his direction. “I want you to know, I regret firing you and if you want your job back working for the school or to be my manager, it’s yours. I also want you to know that I never told Diamond I loved her. I’ve never told anyone, not one soul, I loved them. But I’m telling you right now—I love you.”

      The sentiment fills my heart, but it doesn’t replace my fear that I still need to shield my child from danger.

      “What about Penny? She practically threatened me—to end my pregnancy without my consent.”

      Taylor takes in a long breath and cocks his head, exhaling. “I’m giving Penny the mansion to live in and an annual stipend.”

      I don’t mean to grimace, but I do.

      “I know it seems I’m being overly generous,” he continues. “But she did raise me and I figure this is a wise choice. I don’t want us to live in that creepy place anyway. It was my father’s home. As long as she’s allowed to live there, Penny’s promised to leave us alone.”

      I’m delighted with the thought Taylor’s considered moving in together. In fact, it makes me hot for him. But I gasp when I consider the conversation he must’ve had with his pseudo-grandmother. “So, you talked to Penny about everything I told you?”

      “I didn’t talk to her, I threatened her,” he says. “I told her if she ever came near you or anyone of my kids again, I’d cut her off completely.”

      “Any one of your kids?” I question. This is a startling revelation. “Are you planning to have several children?”

      “Mmm, yeah,” he leans in, planting his sly smile against my belly mound. “I want for us to have at least ten.”

      I grip his hair, yanking his head back. His mouth comes open and his tongue pokes out—hanging—as I glare at him. “Taylor, ten is a very big number.”

      His eyes get lustfully hungry. “It’s not too big for you though, baby, is it? You seem to handle ten pretty well.” He’s referring to his cock and my eyes jump to what dangles between his legs.

      Immediately, my body blooms with need. I lick my lips, ogling Taylor’s magnificent mass as it gets thicker, longer, and harder while he snakes his hand across the mattress and over my leg to cup my mound, but...

      He doesn’t rub or fondle.

      He just covers my junction with his palm, as if he only intends to protect rather than invade it.

      Ugh! This is driving me insane! Why won’t he just touch me? I’m seething against the tantalizing heat of his hand. It’s like the old Taylor, the overly confident, fight-for-what-he-wants cocky bastard is gone and this new Taylor won’t put any pressure on me like the old one did.

      And I want him to put the pressure on me. I want him to push his body on mine and use me.

      I want to be used.

      I want to feel desired.

      And I’m surprised Taylor hasn’t tried anything. He should’ve learned by now that when he makes me feel hot, he can easily use me like he would’ve with any one of his fans waiting in the wings.

      Because that’s the best part of being one of Taylor’s chosen.

      To be a Rosie not only meant I had exclusivity but sex with a man trained to move in extraordinary ways.

      I run the tip of my finger along his collarbone to give him the hint, but he doesn’t get it. He’s stuck on something else.

      “Do you love me, Ree?” he asks.

      Love? Surprising. I told him I loved him the first time we met in person on the bus. But it’s clear that’s not the type of love he’s questioning me about.

      I glance at my foot—Tucker, that mother fucker. It doesn’t matter whether I love Taylor or not. Taylor deserves more than what I could give him, which is nothing but shame. A shameful fairy tale. He is the beauty and I am the beast. I only pray our baby will be everything like him and nothing like me.

      “Hey,” he growls, massaging my jaw. “Beautiful girl, look at me,” he says sweetly before his indigos go dark and his tone gets gravelly. “I don’t want none of that now,” he scolds. “Whatever is going on in your head, just stop. I see the way you’re looking at yourself and I can tell what you’re thinking. Your foot is one of the reasons I love you so much. And I’m not going to let anyone, not even you, let my child think there’s anything wrong with her mother.”

      “But there is something wrong with me, Taylor.”

      “There’s nothing wrong.” He shakes his head. “Your foot is just different, but I happen to like different. Of all the funky feet I’ve seen, yours are my favorite. I love your crazy foot, Rerun. I love you.”

      “Then, why haven’t you touched me or made a move since you’ve been here?”

      Taylor comes up on his hands and knees to front me. “I don’t want to pressure you or make you feel stressed. And I don’t want to hurt you, considering...”

      He plants his palm on my belly.

      Lacing my fingers behind his neck, I pull at his head to bring his nose to touch mine. “You won’t hurt me.”

      He breathes heavy into my mouth, lifting my top above my stomach and smoothing his palm in circles. “Are you sure? You look swollen. To be honest, it turns me on, but I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. Not in the slightest.”

      “Taylor, I am swollen, and it makes me ache.” Taking his hand, I lead his fingers towards my center. “I need something—you—to ease the aching, both inside and out. Please, Taylor.” I’m begging. I reach for his already thickened shaft and run my thumb over his tip. “I need you to touch me. I need you inside me. I can accommodate you both.”

      “Reeeee,” he breathes, exasperated, running his fingertips along my dripping slit. “Oh, baby, you’re soaked.”

      Taylor’s mouth closes on mine and finally! With a tickle of his tongue behind my teeth followed by the press of his hungry lips, my body ignites! I’m so ecstatic with the notion we’re about to get intimate, I’m sure I’ve turned rosy.

      Taylor slips back to peel off my clothes. I’m trying so hard to be calm and not kick them away too excitedly, so he doesn’t know how desperate I am.

      With his hands on my knees, spreading, and one soft kiss at my entrance, Taylor comes up to hover and enters me slow and steady—testing to see how far he can go. With each inch creeping in, the velvety feel of his hardness against my plump swollen skin makes me want to burst. I can’t wait to erupt all over him.

      “Deeper,” I tell him, but he’s taking his time. “Taylor, harder. Please.”

      He pauses, smoothing his thumb down my cheek. “Baby, I don’t want—”

      I’m not exactly sure where this inner nastiness comes from, but I can’t keep myself from firing at him. “Taylor! Goddamnit!” I shout. “Will you just fuck me? You’re a  dancer. Will you work your damn ass, please?”

      “Jesus.” His eyes widen, and he finally moves.

      “Mmm,” I moan as he penetrates me repeatedly. Wherever all that pent-up craziness came from, it felt good to let it out and let him in.

      With every thrust, I find I’m falling—sinking—into an abyss of pure bliss.

      “You okay, babe?” he asks. “Are you sure you can handle this?”

      “Yeah.” I gaze at his abs to watch. The twitch and flex of those muscles turn me on. “Mmm, Taylor,” I moan, enjoying his rhythm. “Please. Don’t. Stop.”

      He stops!

      His body ceases to move as his long, stiff, thick cock stills within me.

      “Look at me, Ree,” he says, grabbing my chin to face him. Our eyes lock and his tone is serious. “You don’t ever lie to me again. That hurt and as far as I’m concerned there’s no reason for us to live with that kind of pain. So, no more lies. Do you understand me?”

      I gulp, hesitating. I do feel ashamed that I lied to him in the first place but I was only trying to protect him.

      He glides himself in deeper and my body responds with a delightful tremor. “Do. You. Understand?”

      “Mhm,” I nod. “No more lies.”

      “Mmm,” he moans as he kisses me and I realize how thankful I am that somehow we’ve made it back to this point. To taste his sweet lips is my dream come true.

      Grabbing my foot, he wraps my leg around his back and leans in further. Softly, he suckles my nipple while avoiding my belly and thrusts. It’s obvious he’s trying not to crush my body, but he’s still able maneuver and caress me.

      He’s so damn talented.

      “Awh, baby, you feel so good,” he says, and I feel his hips flex in a way that allows me to feel his full length burrowing within.

      I grip his hair at his crown.

      I’m going to come.

      “Tell me you love me,” he says. “Tell me I make you feel good.” He nips at my breast and my body becomes alive.

      “Taylor, you make me feel...”

      The sweet warmth of his mouth at my teat and the fiery friction of his penetrating shaft is bringing me to ecstasy.

      “Oh God, it’s goo—” My hips jerk as I explode. I want to respond—tell him exactly what he wants to hear but I can’t. Instead, I howl. I’m coming so hard.

      My clenching prompts him to slam into me even harder.

      “Ugh,” he groans, gripping as he comes in me.

      “God, that was good,” he says, falling to his side, his head landing back on the pillow. Surprisingly, he looks exhausted. I’ve never seen Taylor Rose looking so fatigued before.

      I squint an eye. “Are you okay?”

      “Am I okay?” he laughs, throwing his arm over my neck and hooking my head into his inner elbow. “Are you okay?” He presses his lips to my forehead.

      “I’m fine.” I smile and he smiles back.

      But not at me.

      He’s smiling at someone else.

      “How about you?” he talks to my belly.

      “Are you okay?” He leans over to kiss and smear his wet lips over my hump.

      “She’s okay,” I reply.

      Taylor makes eye contact with me. “Ree, would it be okay if we moved?”

      “To where?”

      “I don’t know,” he shrugs. “Maybe into a house. Or a townhouse. We can start with a little pink one if you want.”

      “Little is not likely to hold ten kids.”

      “You’re right,” he says. “They’ll be falling all over themselves. Hmm...” He pokes his finger at my navel—half-popped out—and swirls as he thinks.

      I consider that maybe he’s serious about having ten kids, which, if I’m honest with myself, freaks me out a little. “Maybe we should just start with one kid,” I say, “and see how it goes.”

      “Err,” he growls to himself. “Okay, I’ll entertain the idea of one. For now. And after Lily is born, then we can talk about having two... or three... or four more.”

      I gulp. “Lily? Don’t you think we should discuss naming our child together?”

      “Nah,” he says, blinking those indigo blues and shedding a sly grin. “You can name our first child whatever you want. But her nickname will be Lily, because she’s my Lil’ girly. Aren’t you, Lil’?” he asks her.

      Of course, I know the truth about the name he’s picked. “Taylor, you don’t have to hide the true reason you want to name her Lily. I know you’re a man who loves flowers.”

      Taylor buries his blushing face in my lap. “I do,” he laughs at himself.

      “And what about dance?” I run my fingers through his hair. “Do you still love dancing?”

      He exhales and his eyes water. I can’t tell if those eyes are dewy because he misses the studio or because he wants to let it go.

      “I miss dancing,” he chokes. “I’ve come to realize how much I love it, in fact, I can’t believe how bad I want to go back.”

      I cup his warming cheek. “Then, why don’t you?”

      “Because I love you more,” he says, locking eyes with me. “I don’t want anything to come between us. Never again.”

      “Taylor, you can have both.”

      “Are you sure?” he asks. “Me, you, the baby, and dance—that’s a lot. Plus, the school. I don’t feel I deserve it all. I’ve been so selfish.”

      “That’s the little boy talking. You sound like me, influenced by things beyond our control. But you’ve worked your ass off. You deserve everything you’ve fought for along with everything your heart desires.”

      “You’re right. I do deserve more,” he speaks haughtily, popping up to sit beside me. “Kiss me,” he says through puckering fish lips, which makes me laugh. “I want kisses from morning till night whenever we are at home together, but only if you think I deserve them.”

      I pinch his lips, squishing them between my fingers. “I think you deserve more than a kiss. I think you deserve a spank as well.”

      “Whoa,” he chortles, leaning in. “Whatever I’ve done to deserve that, please tell me. I’ll do it again. I love being spanked, especially if it means I get to spank you back.”

      He nuzzles my neck and I sink into the mattress, giggling. He uses the opportunity to kick out his legs and maneuver to hover above me. “Will you marry me, Ree?”

      My body stiffens. My eyes widen. I can’t breathe. He’s mentioned the “M” word in passing, but I wasn’t sure if he was serious or joking.

      “Here,” he says, reaching over the opposite side of the bed to grab his phone. He unlocks the screen and shows me a picture.

      My heart leaps at what I see! A ring. I’ve never seen a piece of jewelry so pretty and so…

      Different.

      “This, I have on order from the shop around the corner, but it hasn’t come in yet,” he says embarrassingly.  “The stone is a pink jade set in rose gold. I love the detail of the embellished flowers encircling the stone. I couldn’t bring myself to buy you a diamond for our engagement but if you want a diamond, I’ll get you one and you can have both.”

      I examine the image. In truth, I can’t wait to have it. “I love it,” I reply. “It’s very special. And that’s enough.”

      “Good, because there’s an insatiable urge to ask you to marry me now, Ree. I want to get married. I want us to be a family. I should’ve never called you Rosie, but I would love to share my name with you. Will you be my Mrs. Rose?”

      Taylor’s face blooms crimson. I’ve never seen a man so desperate for anything in his life and it’s adorable. If his fans could see him now...

      “Wait!” I say, reaching over to the side and grabbing my phone. I open the camera app and position my cell so I’m completely capturing Taylor’s head and shoulders. “Ask me again,” I tell him and hit record.

      Taylor clears his throat, smiling boldly, and fixes his smile so his straight white teeth beam straight into the lens as he articulates clearly. “Will. You. Marry. Me?”

      I stop the camera. I’m so giddy. He’s going to get a million likes for that. I’m about to hit replay and watch him ask me again, but he snatches my phone out of my hand.

      “Rerun,” he growls, waving my phone back and forth, holding it hostage.

      I reach for my cell, but he keeps it from me. This man sure loves to play keep-away and I’m excited that we are in a bit of a wrestling match.

      Taylor drops my phone behind him. “Answer the question,” he groans, gripping my elbows and pinning my arms above my head to render them useless. I wiggle, struggling against him simply because it’s fun.

      But he’s not playing. “Answer,” my captor demands once again. His eyes blaze into mine and there’s no avoiding the question now.

      “Yes.”

      His head cocks to the side as he studies me. A devilish smile widens as his chin goes up and he lets go of my arms before handing me my phone. He looks so proud of himself, like he just fought a battle and won, despite the fact I’m holding the trophy.

      My phone flops out of my hand as Taylor plants a hard, sloppy sucking kiss on my mouth. It’s not the kind of kiss found in fairy tales (it’s rather wet and possessive and with a lot of tongue), but it is a kiss. A real one. From a genuine man who loves me.

      “I’m going to make you some breakfast,” he says with a raise of one brow.

      “That would be lovely,” I say, watching his bare-naked tight ass rise from the mattress and wander over to the kitchen.

      Quickly, I snatch up my phone and snap a pic.

      “I heard that,” he groans. “That’d better not go public.”

      “But it’s such a sexy shot.”

      “If you want sexy, baby, take a selfie,” he says, puckering his lips and blowing a kiss my way with a sweet wink.

      Stretching out his arms, he makes a few circles, limbering up.

      Taylor isn’t just a dancer but a born fighter. Soon, he will also prove to be a savvy businessman and months from now, a wonderful father.

      Lucky for me, he’s also a great cook and I see him finish his stretch with a bend at the waist to pull out a pan from the lower shelf.

      Sitting up, I pause to capture this moment with my own eyes, committing this scene to memory. I want to be able to recall this moment—rerun this every day in my mind for the rest of my life.

      As the pan hits the stove, a mixing bowl is twirled, and I become completely enthralled by eggs cracking, hands whisking, and milk being poured into flour.

      I’m so excited, I can hardly contain myself. This man is a  legend and this is exactly my kind of show. I’m witnessing the performance of a lifetime.

      “Taylor Rose,” I whisper to myself.

      It’s so nice to have a fan.
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      Three years later...

      “Ow! Lily, please sit down.”

      My baby girl is bouncing, jumping on my thighs. “I wan danth.”

      “I know, baby, but it’s not your turn right now. It’s Daddy’s turn. We’re here to watch, remember?”

      “Huh-nnnno,” she whines, throwing her head back. Her chocolate curls bounce as her knees bend, digging her bare feet into my legs so she can propel herself up and down, up and down.

      “Lily,” I growl nastily.

      “Do you want me to take her?” asks Dirk, sitting next to me. “I can take her outside.”

      “We can both take her,” says Ben, leaning over from two seats away.

      They just got married. The couple returned from Hawaii yesterday from their two-week honeymoon and of course, Dirk couldn’t wait to return to the theater even if he wasn’t in the show.

      “No, I wan danth.” Lily squirms, fighting against my grip. I feel hot from the embarrassment. People are swiveling their heads to spy at us.

      The orchestra has calmed. A soft lullaby plays as ballerinas onstage float like butterflies to form a half moon in preparation for the dance solo about to occur.

      As Lily grumbles, struggling harder against me, I see a young lady in the pit below the stage—in the orchestra—stand up to take the spotlight. My heart takes flight as Melissa Peters fixes her fiddle to lay across her arm with a tuck under her chin, readying to strike her strings with her bow.

      Melissa and Taylor. They are a match made in heaven, a perfect partnership. For hours upon hours, they practice together. With her fingers and his feet, they create a performance that is unlike anything one has ever seen or heard. And no matter how many times I see them together, I never get tired of listening and watching.

      My kid on the other hand...

      Lily manages to wiggle free of me and darn! This child manages to escape into the aisle.

      I hear Melissa’s bow strike against her violin and as much as I want to peep up at the stage to see my husband make his appearance, I can’t. Because Lily refuses to stop spinning and bouncing and rolling on the floor, making a scene and causing a distraction.

      My tongue pokes out as I take a breather. I’m going to have to pick her up and yank her out of here. I ready my cane to stand, but chuckle when I see Lily fall flat on her chunky butt, which doesn’t stop her. She does a roll and interestingly, when she comes up, she pauses when she sees who’s onstage. As with everyone else, Lily is completely captivated by her father. Her cheeks glow. Her eyes widen. Her smile brightens, but then she puckers her lips with her chubby fingers pressed to her mouth and blows a kiss.

      I hear a few odd thumps and a boom!

      “Oh no!” A woman cries from up in balcony seating as gasps—dreadful, fearful gasps—escape the audience.

      The screech of Melissa’s fumbling fiddle pierces through the crowd and the music completely ceases. I see everyone come to standing and I’m fearing the worst.

      Dirk scoops his palm under my arm, nudging me to stand up as well, so I do. Peeping between shadowed heads, I make out the body of my husband. Oh no! He’s sitting on the ground slumped over.

      “Taylor!” I scream.

      He’s fallen!

      “It’s all right,” he shakes his head, raking his fingers through his hair.

      “Taylor, are you okay?” I believe that’s Melissa’s voice I hear.

      “I’m okay,” he comes to standing as more people begin to voice their worry. “I’m sorry everyone,” he apologizes, looking to the crowd. “Please, you’ll all have to forgive me.” Thank goodness he doesn’t look hurt, but he does look embarrassed. He’s blushing, but at least he’s smiling. “I’m sorry I got distracted. My daughter is in the aisle and she was blowing kisses at me.”

      All heads swivel in Lily’s direction and boy, do I feel like a bad mama.

      “Hi, Daddy.” She puckers her lips, making more smooches.

      “Hi, baby.” He waves, making the crowd gasp again but this time with relief and joy.

      “Taylor, would you mind taking a picture with her?” shouts Ms. Peters who’s sitting front and center, but not because her daughter is the soloist. When you’re the school’s highest paying sponsor, you sit where you want.

      Taylor cocks his head unsure of the request.

      “It’ll only take a minute, Taylor.” Ms. Peters voice is gravelly and I find it very odd that others in the audience are also encouraging a photo session between father and daughter. In the middle of a show, no less.

      “Um... yeah, sure,” Taylor responds with a nod to Ms. Peters.

      When you’re the school’s highest paying sponsor, you get whatever you want.

      As if on cue, Dirk nudges me back. “I’ll get her,” Dirk says, maneuvering past to pick up Lily and bring my baby towards the stage.

      Oohs and ahs echo through the theater as a sea of phones and cameras appear. A milieu of stargazers snap their pictures and the scene becomes surreal. Lily revels in the attention of the flashing lights and it becomes hard for her, kicking her legs, when it’s time to pull her away, though not from her father. From the stage.

      When the show resumes, I decide to take Lily in the back to Taylor’s dressing room where we wait for the show to end. She sulks, unhappy, but her excited, rambunctious mind becomes occupied when I sit in Taylor’s heavily padded recliner, placing Lily on the ground to stroke her hair, allowing her to play with my boot.

      Fasten, unfasten. Fasten, unfasten.

      “I love you, mommy.” She glances up with big eyes.

      “I love you, too, baby.”

      “Daddy!” she squeals as Taylor barges through the door.

      “Hey Lil’,” he leaps at the chance to pick her up, squeezing.

      “As always, Taylor, that was a fantastic performance.” Dirk is elated, following right behind as he pushes his way in through onlookers.

      “Fantastic?” Ben is the least bit impressed also filing in. “But he fell.”

      “How are you, Taylor?” I ask worriedly. Taylor said he was okay, but my man has been known to dance through his injuries.

      “I’m fine.” Taylor has yet to look at me. He’s still nuzzling, giggling with his Lil’.

      She throws her head back once more but Dirk is right there to catch her by the shoulders.

      “Are you sure?” asks Dirk still concerned as I am about Taylor.

      Lily slips into Dirk’s hands and now the child is being tickle tortured by her uncle.

      “You did fall pretty hard, Taylor,” chuckles Ben, who tucks his hands under Lily’s armpits to snatch her away. She laughs even louder, tugging on Ben’s beard as he nuzzles her neck as well.

      Jeez, this child is a lucky girl.

      “I’m fine. Besides, it’s nothing my wife can’t fix.” Taylor finally makes eye contact with me. “You think you can give me a massage later?” He winks.

      “Sure,” I smile, winking back.

      “Oh! And that’s our cue,” says Dirk, snatching Lily back from Ben. “You wanna go with Uncle Dirk and Uncle Ben?” he asks of Lily. “We need to wish everyone congratulations on their performance tonight.”

      “Yeah,” she squeals with a delightful bounce in his arms.

      “Say goodbye.” Dirk waves her little hand for her.

      “Bye Mommy. Bye Daddy.” She waves. “Congashuns.”

      “Thank you, honey.” Taylor also gives his daughter a wink.

      As the three of them shuffle out the door, I hear Dirk remark on Taylor’s performance. “Daddy did such a good job, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah!” Lily agrees.

      “You’re going to be a dancer, too, aren’t you? Just like Uncle Dirk and your awesome Dad.”

      “Yeah!” she agrees again.

      “But he fell,” Ben groans, rolling his eyes as he shuts the door behind him.

      The room quickly feels quiet despite the echoes of chattering  dancers and their families out in the hall.

      Taylor takes one wide step back to lock the door. “So…” He raises a brow. “About that massage.”

      “Seriously, honey, are you hurt?” I wonder.

      “No, I’m fine,” he walks over to me, getting down on his knees, wedging himself between my legs to wrap his hands around my back, lowering his chest to…

      Rest.

      I run my fingers through his hair and massage over his dewy body. “I wish I could tell you what a wonderful job you did, but I didn’t get to see much.”

      “I know,” he says. “But rest assured, I did well.”

      “Oh, did you now?”

      “Mmm,” his eyes wander up my body to meet mine.

      My nose scrunches. “Are you not upset that you fell?”

      “That’s part of the job.” He shrugs. “That’s just the first time I’d fallen in front of an audience.” His brows furrow. “Speaking of which, I was thinking I want to rename the school. In fact, I want to do an entire rebranding. Do you think you could help me with that, Ree?”

      “What would you like to name it?”

      “I don’t know.” He scratches his chin. “I like ‘Rose’ but I want to change the first part.”

      “Are you sure about that, Taylor? Changing the name of your school is fine but you’ll have to do some self-promotion to let people know about the change.”

      “I’m sure,” he says, “I don’t have a problem with publicity and I’m sure Lily will help me,” he chuckles.

      “Yes, she sure will,” I agree.

      “I just don’t know what to rename the school. I was thinking we could name it...” He pauses with squinted eyes and cocks his head to the right.

      “What?” I ask.

      “I was thinking... Hmm,” He cocks his head to the left.

      “What?” I’m dying to know!

      “The Robert and Rose—”

      “No, baby,” I croak, shaking my head. “That’s very sweet but no way. It sounds terrible. No.”

      “Gah,” he grunts. “I’ve been thinking about this for a long time. The conservatory needs a new name and I don’t know what to call it?”

      “Why not name it after your mother?”

      “Belle?”

      “Mhm.” I nod my head emphatically.

      “The Belle Rose Conservatory of Dance,” he mutters. “Are you sure I should give my mother my father’s last name?”

      “You’re not giving your mother a new name. You’re renaming the school after her and after you. Her son.”

      “You’re right.” His eyes get dewy. “It’s perfect, Ree.” He kisses me.

      As his lips press heavy against my mouth—kissing, devouring—I realize we are swaying. The sweet sound of a fiddle has found its way into the halls signaling for an after party and propelling Taylor and I to move in time with the music.

      “Taylor,” I speak through his wet, hot lips. “Did you notice we’re swaying?”

      “Not swaying, baby. We’re dancing.” He kisses me firmly, snaking his hands up my sides.

      “This isn’t dancing,” I chortle. “I’m sitting in a chair.”

      “Shh. Be quiet.”

      “Quiet?”

      “Yeah,” he breathes steamy into my ear. “Just listen.” He plants a kiss. “Listen to the music and let your body do what it wants. That’s dancing, Ree. This is dancing.”

      I pause my teetering shoulders to squeeze my knees tight against him. “My body wants you.”

      “Mmm,” he groans with a devious smile. “From the moment we met, I knew you were the one.”

      I laugh, sinking back. “The moment we met, you thought I was a dancer.”

      “True,” he grabs behind my knees to yank me down further so we are flush against one another. “But I also thought something else.”

      “And what was that?” I ask.

      He grips my hips while looking squarely into my eyes. “From the way you were looking at me in those photographs, I knew who I was.”

      “Really?” Interesting. “And who was that?”

      “A man who could make you happy. I was made for you, Ree.”

      I squint an eye. “Oh, were you?”

      “Yeah.” He picks up my foot to slip off my boot already unfastened and massages. “Do you know what you were made for?”

      Perhaps, he wants me to say I was made for him but I shake my head. I’m embarrassed. I don’t know why anyone would make me the way I am.

      “You were made to fall,” he says.

      “Fall?” I shy away but he pulls me closer.

      “Yes, fall. Head over boot in love with me.”

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
        Love Taylor and Ree?

        Get more from the Meet Your Man collection including bonus MYM material (access to freebies and more) by signing up here:

        Kingstown Reader Newsletter.

      

      

      
        
        Lily’s short story (in the future) is located in the

        Kingstown Reader Group
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      Also by Liv:

      The Cuddler
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      Hi! Liv Kingstown is the pen name for the author/creator of Babe Fuel Books. Everything you’d like to know about me can be found at BabeFuelBooks.com/about. But if you want a quick run-down—I like to sip on coffee, chai, southern sweet tea, and pretty much anything that promotes sugar and caffeine in a rich candied combo while I’m reading. I love to read.

      
        
        Come find me! And click follow at...

        Amazon – http://author.to/kingstown

        BookBub – http://bit.ly/2GKToUH
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        Before you go...

        Please consider leaving your honest review.
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