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Chapter One

 


June 2013

Charlie Ashton woke up to a soft paw on
their arm that brought a smile to their face. “Baby.” The rescue
pet had come into their life too big to be a kitten anymore, too
small to be a full-grown cat yet, and at exactly the right
time.

Willow stepped harder on their arm, walked
across their pillow, and nuzzled their face. Charlie welcomed the
affection and petted her, but knew attention wasn’t what she was
after. “It’s too early for breakfast just yet. Come on.”

They dislodged Willow as they turned over.
The cat jumped off the bed and onto the nightstand, where she
proceeded to knock Charlie’s phone to the floor with the loudest
crash she could. Then she sent a tube of lip balm clattering into
the wall.

They threw back the covers as she went after
a box of tissues. “All right already!” There was no going back to
sleep now, and they knew from experience that it was only a matter
of time before she moved on to the bedside lamp. A dent in the
shade reminded them of that.

As Willow happily crunched away in the
kitchen, Charlie took their pill before dealing with her litter box
and the glasses, forks, and takeout containers that had piled up in
the sink over the past few days. Then, after a quick shower and
shampoo, they loped down three flights of stairs to pick up
breakfast at the new bakery that had recently opened in the
long-abandoned bodega around the corner. This place could give Lena
a run for her money when it came to introducing delicious new items
on the spur of the moment, which kept them coming back.

“What can I get you?” a
girl at the counter with a nametag reading “Angela” asked. Her Goth
makeup and facial piercings were a sharp counterpoint to her pastel
apron and perky tone.

“Small coffee and a…” They
paused as they looked in the case at that day’s offerings. “Ooh,
lemon square doughnut. That looks good.”

The barista nodded in agreement. “Will that
be for here or to go?”

“To go, I guess.” As cute
as the place was, it was also about the size of Charlie’s bathroom,
and the four small tables were already taken. It’d be better to eat
at home.

Back upstairs, Charlie ate breakfast at
their small dining table and rifled through the mail they’d been
too tired to go through last night. Some new takeout menus to add
to an ever-growing collection … a thick, blue envelope that
couldn’t be anything but an invitation … two belated birthday
cards, and one that seemed to have gotten lost in the mail … and an
official-looking envelope with the management company’s address
stamped in the corner. They opened it with a curiosity that gave
way to dread. Only a few lines of the long form letter sank in.

“We are writing to inform
you that a deal has been signed for a condominium conversion …
expected to take 24-36 months… Current residents will have the
option to buy at market rate prices… Those choosing not to buy must
vacate by… If you have any questions, please contact…”

Charlie’s stomach dropped further with every
word. So the rumors they’d been hearing for the past few months
were true, and they had no idea what the confirmation would mean
for them. One of the reasons they’d moved and stayed in this
neighborhood was the relatively low rent, but the appearance of the
new bakery was a pretty strong indication that it wasn’t going to
stay that way much longer. Was there even the slightest chance they
could afford to live here “at market rate”? If not, where would
they go instead?

Charlie didn’t have time
to worry about this now, not when they had to be at work in less
than an hour. They absently patted their freshly washed and styled
hair into place, then headed for the subway. As they waited for the
train to pull in, they sent Kelsey a text. What’s up?

Her reply came
quickly. Hey stranger.

Yeah, I know it’s been a while. It’s also
been one of those days…

Say no more. My shift’s over in 2 and a half
hours but will you be okay until tonight?

I should be.
Just getting in touch with her was smoothing the
ragged edges of Charlie’s psyche. They could practically hear her
voice, both buoyant and no-nonsense, through the words on the
screen.

Good. Same time and place.

Her next message came
through immediately. Until then, take care
of yourself. Give your body the best and know you deserve it. Try
that app I sent you. Be all the way in the moment.

Thanks.

The next text came in
almost as soon as Charlie sent their reply. Call acme it. Gtg. Sry. Love ya.

It was a mark of how long
Charlie had known Kelsey that they could decipher the message that
autocorrect had so badly garbled. Be safe.
Love ya too.

The subway pulled in, and Charlie got on,
trying to take Kelsey’s advice to be all the way in the moment. The
moment was really scary, but there was more to take note of than
the news from management. The weather, for one thing—it was so warm
and beautiful that they’d been able to go out without a jacket and
without waiting for their hair to be totally dry this morning. Then
they’d gotten a delicious breakfast and come home to their beloved
pet.

And now they were heading uptown to a job
they loved and one that paid well enough for them to find someplace
decent, if not allowed them to stay… They forced their attention
from the looming conversion, but it wasn’t easy.

****

Fifty-five blocks uptown, a tall man with
barely tamed dark curls was also arriving at work. The day was
already getting a little warm for the suit he was wearing, but it
was important to make a good impression. Besides, he got a burst of
arctic air conditioning when he stepped through the revolving
door.

“Who are you going to
see?” a guard asked as he checked in at security.

“Bernardo
Herrera.”

She reached for the phone. “I’ll tell him
you’re here.”

“I mean I’m here for the
company. I’m doing an internship.”

“Ah. You’re going to
twenty-three.” She handed him a pass that would take him through
the turnstiles to the banks of elevators.

On the short elevator ride up, he psyched
himself up as he had before every ballet. He was ready for this.
He’d been through the interview process, and it had gone well
enough for him to be here today. The only difference was that he
hadn’t spent hours rehearsing in preparation for this moment, but
that was why he was here—so he could learn from the man who’d
designed one of the most prestigious new performance spaces in the
country.

A receptionist in casual black clothes
looked at him with wide eyes. “Can I help you, sir?”

It was weird to be
called sir by
someone around his own age. “My name’s Justin Robbins. I’m part of
the internship program.”

“Of course. Let me get
Carol.”

Justin waited in a chair and took a closer
look around. No wonder he’d been mistaken for an executive. Most of
the people bustling around the office were dressed more like the
receptionist than like him. He felt like an idiot, but the
importance of making a good first impression had been drilled too
deeply into him.

“Justin?” A
pleasant-looking woman approached the reception area. She looked
around his mother’s age, but he’d never seen his mother wear
anything with this many artful slashes. “It’s good to see you
again.”

He recognized the HR person from his
interview and shook her outstretched hand. “You, too.”

“Did you fill out the
paperwork?”

“Online, and it said it
went through.”

She checked a tablet to confirm this. “Good.
Very well-prepared.” She looked askance at the couch where two guys
in business outfits like his own sat with thick clipboards. “Then
you can go get your picture taken for a building ID. That way you
won’t have to spend the summer signing in with security.”

“Good.”

After getting his picture taken and a few
more housekeeping chores, Carol led him to the administrative team.
Bernardo Herrera was the ultimate leader of the company and his
department, but he’d been warned in the interview that it wasn’t
likely he’d see much of him. His days would mostly be spent with
Conor, the project manager, and Denise, a fairly new hire who’d
been in his position a few years ago.

“So where do we start?” he
asked after the round of handshakes and introductions.

Denise assigned him some of the tasks she’d
done in her own days as an intern. But before he could do any of
them, she had to teach him the company software.

“Can I try it now?” he
asked after she’d given him a demonstration on her
computer.

She looked skeptical. “Of course.”

Justin brought his own laptop to life, took
a card from her pile, and pulled up the program. He had to ask a
few questions, but managed to end with the same results she’d
gotten.

She looked surprised. “Wow, you learn
fast.”

“Always have.” It was
somewhat gratifying to see that outside the studio, there was a
place for his time spent watching demonstrations and then being
expected to execute the same thing. At the same time, it was kind
of depressing to see it play out in the office environment he’d
thought he’d grow up without seeing.

At the end of the day, Justin took off his
suit jacket and tie as he walked uptown with relief at moving again
after being cramped up at that desk all day. It was too hot for his
suit, but he should still look good enough for the restaurant. His
sister had invited him to meet her there after his first day at the
internship.

“Welcome to Helga’s,” a
pretty hostess said. “Do you have a reservation?”

He didn’t, but he’d heard how to get around
it. “I’ll wait at the bar, thanks.”

“Of course, sir. Sit
anywhere you want.”

Justin took a seat a few
stools away from a pair of women who couldn’t be that far out of
college and thought he’d had about enough of this
sir business that was
making him feel older than he really was. The bartender handed them
a round of drinks before turning toward him.

“What can I get
you?”

Justin peered closely at the server who’d
addressed him. The bartender’s short hair and lean stature had
given the appearance of a man from the back, but the carefully made
up face and high voice were starting to make him think otherwise.
Either way, this person was kind of cute.

“Sir?”

The voice brought him back to attention. He
didn’t drink that often, but a cocktail seemed in order on the
first day of his internship. “A vodka and tonic, please.”

“I’ll need to see some ID
first.”

Justin was surprised, but well able to
comply. “Okay,” he said as he pulled out a card and handed it
over.

The bartender handed it back to him
immediately. “This won’t work.”

Justin glanced down. He’d inadvertently
handed over his student ID. “Oh, wrong one.”

He put it back and handed over his driver’s
license. But instead of getting to work on his drink, the bartender
fixed him with a stare. “So, if you were born in 1985, that would
make you?”

“Twenty-eight. Or it will
after my birthday later this summer.” Why was he getting a math
test instead of a cocktail? He knew which one he needed most at the
end of the workday, and one shouldn’t have been keeping him from
the other.

 



Chapter Two

 


In Charlie’s experience, most people were
flattered when they asked to see some ID and would hand over a
license with a smile. This guy hadn’t been smiling at all, still
had a boyish look about him, and had handed over a student ID from
some college in the middle of New Jersey they’d never even heard
of—for all they knew, it didn’t exist. Add all that to the fact
that one couldn't be too careful when it came to serving possibly
underage patrons in the state of New York, and they were suspicious
and ready to go the extra length.

Charlie scanned the Massachusetts driver’s
license under a black light they kept under the bar. All the
relevant watermarks popped up under it, and there was no doubt that
the picture was a reasonably close match to the man at the bar.

“Now do you believe me?”
he asked.

“Yeah. Here.” They handed
him his license back. “Can’t be too careful. We’ve had some
problems with people bringing in fake IDs.”

“But I’m not one of them.”
He sighed. “Look, can I talk to the manager?”

Charlie stood their ground. “I’m a managing
partner. Whatever complaints you have, you can take to me.”

“No complaints yet, but
there will be if you don’t get the manager. I wanted to see her
anyway.”

They wondered what this
could possibly be about, but only shrugged and reached for their
phone. There’s a guy at the bar who wants
to talk to you.

Janelle came downstairs a few minutes later.
“How can I help—Justin? Hey!”

“Hey.” His face softened
into a grudging smile.

“How’d it go today?” she
asked, in a tone indicating great familiarity.

“Everything was fine until
I tried to order a drink.” He glanced towards them.

Charlie watched the whole thing with
amazement. “You two know each other?”

He looked at Charlie with the same hostile
expression as before. “She’s my sister.”

They reeled but tried not to show it. “So,
Janelle, how old is he?”

“Twenty-seven, but he’ll
be twenty-eight in August.”

As she spoke, Charlie silently scanned the
siblings’ faces. Janelle was one of the few people shorter than
they, and her hair was as straight as her posture and as dark as
her eyes. Meanwhile, their wavy-haired bar patron had fixed them
with piercing gold and green flecks in his brown eyes, and his
height was evident from the moment he’d sat down. Nevertheless, a
resemblance came through as they looked more closely. The eyes were
the same shape and the faces were very similar, just set in
completely different coloring and body types.

“So now can I have that vodka and
tonic?” His voice interrupted Charlie’s musings.

“Of course. Coming right
up.” They reached for a bottle of top-shelf vodka, the better to
make up for this, and prepared the drink. “Enjoy.”

He nodded grudgingly and sipped the
cocktail. “You can bring that with you,” Janelle said. “Our table’s
in the back.”

The two of them stepped away, but not before
he’d tossed what looked like his pocket change on the bar as a tip
without so much as looking at Charlie. A small crowd had gathered
while all this was going on, and they welcomed the chance to step
away and serve everyone else. This crowd was significantly more
appreciative, but their earlier patron still rankled throughout the
evening.

Hours later, when it was time to close up,
they went upstairs to find that Janelle had returned to the office.
“Okay, seriously, that guy’s your brother?”

She sighed. “We have the same parents, but I
take after Mom, and Justin’s all Dad—aren’t genetics fun? We’re
fifteen years apart, but he wasn’t an accident. My parents always
wanted another baby, and it just took that long before it happened
again. And of course we don’t have the same last name, not after he
still has our parents’ and I took a whole new one after my divorce.
Any other questions?”

“That’s all interesting,
but I wasn’t even going there.” Heaven knew Charlie was used to
delivering practiced speeches like this. “All I meant was you’re so
sweet and nice, and he was so … not.”

Janelle sighed again. “He usually can be,
but he’s been having a rough time of it lately. He was a soloist
with the Boston Ballet until he got hurt too badly to dance
anymore. He’s trying college, but has been pretty rudderless ever
since.”

Charlie exhaled. “Damn. When was this?”

“It happened about four
years ago.”

The first stirrings of sympathy started to
melt away. They didn’t doubt that it had been a traumatic
experience, but four years was more than enough time to get better,
go to counseling, and figure out what else to do with one’s life.
All they could do was wish Janelle a good night and head
downtown.

Several subway stops later, Charlie found
Kelsey waiting in front of the nondescript building on Houston
Street. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a bun that still looked
slick from a shower. Her top was loose-fitting in front, but clung
to arms that had gotten too muscular to fit into regular
clothes.

She opened those arms, and they sank
gratefully into them. “Thanks for coming tonight.”

She squeezed gently. “No problem. It’s good
to see you again.”

“You, too.”

“So let’s go.” Charlie
held the door for Kelsey, and it closed as they headed
upstairs.

****

After a few hours of hovering between
sleeping and wakefulness, Justin gave up and turned off his alarm
before it could go off. Just because he was too excited about
tonight to sleep didn’t mean his roommates would be happy about
being woken up while it was still dark out.

As he made his way to the living area, he
saw that he needn’t have worried. Sergei was stretching in the
living room, and Alex looked up from pouring protein powder into
the blender. “Ready for tonight?” he asked.

“As I’ll ever be.” He
played it cool, but was looking forward to playing Mercutio
tonight. His promotion had been two years ago, but getting to dance
the parts he’d been training for all his life hadn’t gotten old
yet. He’d been the first in the apartment to make the transition
from corps to soloist, but had been met with hearty congratulations
instead of badly concealed jealousy.

Hours later, Justin waited
in the wings of the Romeo and
Juliet production. He was in full makeup,
dressed in his costume, and as warmed up as he could be. Weeks of
rehearsal were drilled into his muscles, and he was all set to put
them into play for the crowd that had gathered on Valentine’s
Day.

“Merde,” a tall, burly stagehand whispered to him.

“Thanks.” He smiled at the
good wishes and the man who’d given them to him. He and Rick had
been on and off for a few years before calling it off altogether,
but were still on good terms.

Between his roommates’ good attitude and the
ability to make the transition so smoothly, he knew he’d done the
right thing in coming to Boston after graduation. Leaving New York
after years of ballet school there had been a little scary, but the
company and everyone in it had been nothing but welcoming of the
new apprentices. And now that these guys and girls had made it into
the company, the near-toxic competition that had permeated his
training years had faded away.

The guests at the ball parted, and he made
his way onstage. This Mercutio was irresistible to all ages and
genders, and he achieved that by flirting with various members of
the corps as he entered the scene. He even threw a kiss to Juliet’s
nurse, who affected an expression of shocked pleasure, before he
moved to the center for his solo. He jumped into a cabriole, then
moved into a series of fouettes before his next leap.

But instead of landing on his feet to go
into the next round, he was collapsed on the stage with his right
leg bent at an unnatural angle under him. The corps didn’t so much
break character as shatter it to gape at him. The curtain flew
down, but it didn’t fully block out the gasps and screams coming
from the audience. Not that he heard much of it over the roar of
pain in his leg.

Justin woke up from a sound sleep, his heart
racing just as much as on the night that threw everything into
chaos. It took a few minutes to remember that he wasn’t onstage, he
was on the sofa bed in the second bedroom his sister used as a home
office. And it wasn’t fair that at a dinner where the wine had kept
coming after that first cocktail, he hadn’t had enough to drink to
completely block out the memories, but had had enough that he
wasn’t sure whether his head or bladder was about to explode
first.

As one humiliating experience after a frat
party had been one too many, he forced himself out of bed and into
the bathroom down the hall. Once all the alcohol was out of his
body, he dug out the Advil from Janelle’s medicine cabinet. It
would work on his headache, but there wasn’t a pill on the market
that could help with what else was in his head. The therapists
who’d come to see him after the accident had taught him to control
the flashbacks, but the memory still cropped up in particularly
stressful situations.

“Justin?” He heard
Janelle’s soft voice outside the door and opened it to see her
standing there. Her hair was rumpled from sleep, and her eyes
looked concerned despite being half-open. Between her expression
and the age difference, it was like waking up in in his childhood
bedroom. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Go back to
sleep.”

One of them ought to, at least. He couldn’t
even contemplate it, but he also knew he couldn’t get through a day
at his internship on so little sleep and feeling so wrecked. He
looked in vain for a middle ground among his clothes. In the end,
he put on another suit and bought a large coffee at the cart
outside the office in the hopes that it would make him look more
composed and awake than he felt.

In spite of this, it was clear he wasn’t
fooling anyone. “You look tired,” Denise said, glancing at him from
her computer. “What’d you do after you left?”

“Nothing much. Those
drinks must’ve been stronger than I thought.”

Conor looked stern, and Denise assumed an
expression of skepticism. “For future reference, don’t bring that
up at the office again. Where’d you go, anyway?”

“My sister’s the manager
of a restaurant, so I went to see her.”

“Really? Which
one?”

“Helga’s.”

The atmosphere in the department changed at
the sound of the name. “Omigod, you’re so lucky!” Denise
exclaimed.

“You’ve been?” he
asked.

“Not yet, but I’m dying
to.” She smiled mischievously. “Think you can give her my name to
help my reservation along?”

“I took my wife for
Valentine’s Day this year,” Conor interjected before he could
answer. His face softened with a smile at the memory. “What a nice
place, and that dinner was amazing.”

“I know,” Denise said.
“I’ve seen pictures, and the menu has something else I’m dying to
try every time I look at it online.”

“That place could turn a
grilled cheese sandwich into a gourmet meal, but that maple miso
salmon…” Conor’s voice trailed off. “It’s going on four months ago,
and I’m still thinking about it.”

Justin remembered sending Janelle a
congratulatory text after she’d gotten her new job earlier that
spring. At the time, though, he’d been too busy trying to feign
interest in his latest college program and stay off academic
probation to think much else about it. Now he found himself seeing
her accomplishment in a new light. Maybe he’d give the place a
second chance, but no one had better question his age again.

 



Chapter Three

 


Charlie woke up feeling a
little better about things the next morning. An hour or two with
Kelsey usually had that effect on them, and her words of advice
still rang in their ears. “If you play as
active a role in this as you can, it won’t be as scary or
unexpected.” Fear would appear to be a
foreign emotion to a woman who ran into burning buildings for a
living, but she’d managed to talk them down without making them
feel condescended to. It was her gift.

That motivated them to pull the letter out
and take a closer look. The last paragraph invited residents to a
meeting that would cover the conversion next week, and they wrote a
short RSVP email. If their home was going to be demolished, it
wasn’t going to happen while their back was turned. Nevertheless,
the very thought bothered Charlie like a rock in their shoe.

But there was nothing to be done about it
now. They fed Willow, got ready for work, put on a button-down
shirt and dark jeans, and headed uptown. They were greeted by the
sound of their boss singing an early contender for song of the
summer. “Oh! Hi, Charlie,” Lena said, stopping in mid-lyric at the
sight of them.

“You’re awfully happy this
morning,” they said by way of greeting. “What’s going
on?”

“Why does there have to be
a reason?” Lena asked, gesturing around her. “It’s a beautiful day,
the sun is shining, strawberries are back in season—”

“And you’re getting some.
Guess I don’t have to ask what you and Ryan did on your day off.”
Last Christmas, Lena had spent two days in bed with a
six-foot-five, unbelievably jacked delivery guy from one of the
restaurant’s suppliers. Ever since he’d decided to move to New
York, she’d been on about cloud nine thousand.

Lena shook her head dismissively, but her
huge grin only proved their point. She handed them a quart of
berries about the same color her face had turned. “Here. Get
creative today.”

Charlie popped a strawberry in their mouth
as they headed to the bar. While not enough to impart Lena’s glow,
these were definitely delicious and would make a perfect
centerpiece for summer cocktails. However, as the lunch crowd came
in, they found their team pouring wine and beer more often than
mixing drinks.

When they went back to the bar later that
evening, their pulse spiked at the sight of a familiar face. That
asshole—it was too weird to think of him as Janelle’s brother—was
sitting at the end of the bar. He looked better than they wanted to
admit in a gray suit, a light green shirt, and a suspicious
expression. “We meet again,” they said coolly.

He met their eyes. “I can concede I was a
bit of an ass last night, but if you hadn’t wound me up like
that—”

They sighed. There was nothing to be gained
by the urge to spit in his drink from rehashing yesterday’s
incident. “I freely admit that we got off on the wrong foot, but we
can get on the right one if you’ll help me out.”

He gave Charlie a searching look. “What do
you mean?”

“My boss needs a new
cocktail menu by the end of the day, but my allergies are acting up
and I can’t taste a thing.” They affected a huge sniff. “If I make
you a drink, can you do me a solid and tell me how it
is?”

“What is it?”

“New recipe I came up with
that sounds good on paper, but now I can’t say for sure how it’s
going to taste.” They paused. “You don’t have any food allergies,
do you?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“So how about this—you try
this complimentary drink, give me your thoughts, and I’ll give you
anything you want, on me, after. Deal?”

He shrugged. “Deal.”

Charlie muddled some strawberries with a few
herbs in a shaker before adding a shot of vodka, a scoop of ice,
and shaking up the whole concoction. They’d never had problems with
allergies in their life, and of course there was no deadline—Lena
had been known to add new specials to the day’s menu based on what
looked good at the greenmarket in the morning—but it was the best
idea they had for dealing with him. Bullies didn’t know what to do
when met with kindnesses like this, and it made them laugh to drive
jerks like that up the wall.

“Voila,” they said,
topping the drink with club soda, adding a halved strawberry to the
rim, and handing it to him. “Now remember, you’re not doing shots.
Take your time, taste it, and tell me what you think.”

He took a small sip. “This is good.”

“Glad to hear it, but can
you be more specific? What do you like about it?”

He held his next sip in
his mouth a little longer. “This looks like it’d be sickly sweet,
but it is definitely not, and I’m glad.”

“Did the berry make you
think that?” When he nodded, they asked, “Would you worry about
that if I’d used herbs as garnish instead?”

“Probably not.”

“Good. Good.” They nodded
as they took his thoughts into consideration and wondered if they
might be able to add this to the menu for real. “Goes without
saying that we could serve this at brunch, but would you order this
at happy hour?”

“It would depend on what I
was in the mood for, but this would definitely be in
consideration.” He took a longer sip, then gave Charlie a searching
look as he set the glass down. “Why did you do this?”

“Because I can’t taste for
shit today, and because you looked like you could use a break.
Janelle told me you were having a rough time of it.”

Speckled brown eyes met
hazel head-on. “Did she also tell you that I lost
everything when I got
hurt—my job, my home, my life? That all my ballet friends and
colleagues treated me like my bad luck was contagious, and we’ve
barely spoken since I left? That ever since I started college, I
haven’t been able to find anything that gets me as excited as
dancing used to?”

He looked surprised by his own outburst, and
Charlie was taken aback, too. They had dealt with any number of
assholes in their time as a bartender, but the majority of those
people had been drunk, on a power trip, or temporarily
inconvenienced. This guy was truly unhappy. They kept their
thoughts in check as they said, “She might have neglected to
mention that.”

“Well, it’s all
true.”

They felt their expression of insouciance
melt into a more sympathetic one. “Seriously, I didn’t know it was
as bad as all that, and I’m really sorry for you. What happened,
you couldn’t pay your rent after you got hurt?”

“No, I’d spent the whole
time living with two other guys in an apartment that the company
owned and paid for. They let me stay through my whole recovery and
rehab, but once I was out of commission, I had to be out of there.
I can understand that, but that didn’t make it any easier.” He
sighed. “Everyone says I need to move on and stop feeling sorry for
myself, but no one gets that it’s not that easy after spending your
whole life training to do something and then being told you can’t
do it anymore.”

“Your whole life? How long
were you doing ballet?”

“Since I was six. My mom
works for the arts center in town, and I hung out there after
school instead of going to daycare. I saw some girls jumping around
in a ballet class, started trying it on my side of the glass, and
the rest is history.”

“Wow. I got forced into
some ballet classes when I was about five, but it didn’t take. I
can’t believe you stuck with it so well.” Before he could respond
or fall into despair again, Charlie extended a hand. “And I can’t
believe we haven’t been officially introduced. Officially
Charlie.”

“Officially Justin.” He
smiled for the first time all evening and extended his hand. Their
hand all but disappeared in his, but they held fast.

He looked more relaxed as he pulled away.
“So, what’s that a nickname for—Charles or Charlotte?”

Are you a girl or a
guy? Charlie heard the question he was
really angling to ask, and appreciated him at least posing it in a
tactful way. “My parents named me Elspeth Charlotte Ashton after
both my grandmothers.”

Justin’s eyes widened
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