
  
    [image: First Position]
  


  
    
      FIRST POSITION

      
        Be Right Back

        Book 1

      

    

    
      
        LORI WOLF-HEFFNER

      

      
        Illustrated by HYESOO KIM

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 Lori Wolf-Heffner

      Illustrations copyright © 2026 Hyesoo Kim

      All rights reserved.

      This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Some characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      Editing by Heather Wright, ali macgee, Marianne Ward, and Brenna Bailey-Davies

      Cover design and interior illustrations by Hyesoo Kim

      Print ISBN: 978-1-989465-41-7

      Ebook ISBN: 978-1-989465-42-4

      Head in the Ground Publishing

      Waterloo, Ontario, Canada

      headintheground.com

      I would like to acknowledge funding support from the Ontario Arts Council and the Government of Ontario.

    

  


  
    
      To all youth out there learning to live with disability.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

    

    
      
        Setting the Record Straight

      

      
        Stay in Touch!

      

      
        Acknowledgements

      

      
        About Lori

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Like a kid half my age, I walk with slouched shoulders to the neighbour’s backyard to apologize and retrieve the football I threw over the fence. I’m sure my cheeks are as red as the Nutcracker Prince’s jacket. It doesn’t help that I can hear Raine snickering at me from his yard.

      My pride now officially in the gutter, I thank the neighbour and return to Raine’s. I can almost grand jeté like Todd Parsons, but I can’t throw a football to save my life.

      I hand the ball back to Raine, who’s got this huge grin of victory on his face. “You were supposed to catch it, not watch it fly.”

      Playful frustration boiling inside me, I take a few running steps toward an old oak tree in Raine’s backyard and jump, yanking a leaf off. Raine can’t jump this high, and he knows it. A triumphant grin on my face this time, I walk over to him, stare directly into his blue eyes, and in pure ballet style, say nothing as I plant the leaf on his chest.

      Raine claps his hand on top of mine and presses down on it. His heart is pounding. So is mine. We kiss, and when I pull back, I say, “I’m sheer heart.”

      Raine rolls his eyes. “So you’re allowed to say that and I’m not?”

      “Like you’re allowed to joke about rainwater and I’m not.”

      Shortly after we met, I explained to Raine the pronunciation of my last name, Tschirhart. He started teasing me, so I teased him back. We called a truce, established this ground rule, and began hanging out as a couple that weekend.

      “But you still can’t throw or catch a football.”

      I can’t let this stand. I have to prove my worth as a beginner football player. Ballet boys the world over are counting on me.

      Once I’m back in my spot, Raine lobs the ball to me like a dad to his ~ Oof. I just barely catch it. This is what I mean. How can I not catch a football when I’m training to toss and catch girls in the air?

      Just go with it, Tschirhart, I tell myself. I throw it back, and Raine has to jump several feet to the side to catch it.

      “Hey, guys! Supper!” Calli, one of Raine’s sisters, calls to us from the porch.

      Raine and I leave the gorgeous spring evening for the jovial raucousness that always greets me at Raine’s. He’s the oldest of three: Calli is twelve and Natalie is nine. Raine turns seventeen in the summer. He may be the older and bigger one—he’s two years older, three inches taller, and maybe thirty pounds heavier than me—but I can jump higher. One of the many benefits of ballet.

      Mmm! The fresh scent of ~ “This smells amazing, Mary.” I love chicken pot pie.

      Their two-storey house has five bedrooms: Raine’s is in the basement, but we’re not allowed to spend time in there together. My parents have the same rule. Sometimes teen life really sucks.

      The Joneses’ main floor has a living room, dining room, family room, sunroom (Mary loves to take care of plants), and a large kitchen plus breakfast area. It’s spacious, but they’re not very daring with colour—almost everything is whites and greys. Calming, but a little boring.

      Holding my hand, Raine leads me to the table, where Mary lifts the foil off two homemade chicken pot pies. I take another ~~

      “Athletes need to eat. You both have to recuperate from all your practice this afternoon,” Mary said.

      Raine does track and field, plays baseball and volleyball, and curls. He had to give up football after grade nine because he would’ve otherwise been too busy. (And his parents don’t like the idea of a serious head injury.) This August, he has volleyball training camp; he’s trying out for the provincial team next year. I know he’ll make it.

      At ballet school, I study ballet, contemporary and modern dance forms, and a little jazz and hip hop; participate in conditioning classes, like Pilates, that sort of thing; and take requisite gym classes. So, I don’t do only ballet.

      I sit in my spot at the table, marked by a can of pop. I’ve been here so often that Mary and Michael know what I like to drink. It’s my one guilty pleasure.

      My friends at ballet school also have theirs: Lindsay’s is cookies, and Aimi, ice cream mochi. I’ve never tried those. A glutinous rice pocket with ice cream in the middle doesn’t exactly sound appetizing. But my best friend, Dylan, says they’re amazing. I’ll take his word for it. He digs into fries once in a while. Then there’s Naya, who’s in the same grade as Raine. She’s the one who introduced us. She loves samosas. Her mom’s are killer—I ate one once.

      Natalie pulls out the chair next to mine. “I’m sitting here,” she declares. “Austin’s my new boyfriend.” Yes, she’s that outgoing. She’s announced this a few times over the past week. It’s an honour, but...

      “Natalie…” Raine sits down on my other side, grabs my hand, and holds it up as proof. “I got him first.”

      Natalie crosses her arms and pouts. I do feel sorry for her. As Dylan reminds me almost every day, unrequited love stinks.

      Raine and his two sisters egg each other on all the time. Mary, his mom, has the best cooking. His dad, Michael, tells the worst dad jokes. Spending time with Raine’s family always makes me laugh. Reminds me of my family growing up, minus the siblings. I’m the only kid.

      Raine leans over to me and whispers, “Sometimes, I’m jealous you only have you.”

      My parents only ever wanted one child. Dad is the youngest of six, and Mom’s younger siblings are fraternal twins who played all sorts of jokes on her when they were growing up. In the world of my parents, siblings are a hassle.

      “Trust me,” I reply, “it’s not as magical as you think.”

      For starters, when you’re the only child, both parents always have their eyes on you. Even if I wanted to get away with something, it wouldn’t happen.

      And second? When my friends and cousins weren’t around, I had no one to play with. Although Natalie and Calli now play more with each other than with Raine, and all three fight a good deal, there’s still this camaraderie between them I don’t think they’re aware of.

      Raine and I take second helpings of the chicken pot pie. Mary has found a way to give it a creamy taste while loading it with chicken and vegetables. You’d never find this in the grocery store.

      Michael brings out dessert for everyone, including a bowl of fruit decorated with fresh mint leaves for me and Raine.

      After dessert, I help clear the table, even though everyone insists I don’t need to. But it’s so warm and welcoming here. I want to help.

      “Besides,” Mary says, “isn’t tonight Raine’s big night at your place?”

      Raine runs his hand through his thick brown hair. “You have to put that much pressure on me?”

      “It’s just a half-hour or so,” I say, trying to reassure him.

      “But they’re your grandparents.”

      Raine dated someone last year, so I get surprised when he’s nervous about things like this, because I figure he’s done it before. My grandparents have flown in to live with me and my parents for about six weeks to help out a bit. They got here last Sunday, and this is the first time Raine’s meeting them.

      My dad’s in charge of a major acquisition at his company, and the company my mom works for is closing its last quarter—something to do with finances. Having Grandma and Grandpa over worked really well last year, so we’re trying it again. Their presence here has given me some peace too, so practising at home for this year’s recital has been easier. My dancing has to be especially good—it’ll be the first time Raine sees me onstage in full costume.

      We head off. The sun is setting, the sky alight with reds, oranges, yellows, and purples. It couldn’t get more romantic than this.

      “I wish I could move in with you forever,” I say. “Everyone gets along so well.”

      “Is it that bad at your place?”

      “When my parents argue, they make professional wrestlers look like bunny rabbits.”

      Raine rubs my back to comfort me.

      I turn ~

      I startle—Raine’s in my face. “Seriously, Austin, you don’t know where you go when you stare like that?”

      “I wish people would believe me when I say no.” I keep walking.

      “I’m just worried it’s something else. That’s all.”

      “Like what?”

      He shrugs. “It just seems weird that you stare so often but have no memory of where your mind wandered off to.”

      “I don’t have a problem with it. I wish others didn’t either.”

      “It’s not a problem. I promise.” He holds my hand as we continue on our way. We chat as we walk, talking about dreams and frustrations, goals and setbacks. We both want to excel at the things we love. We both encourage each other to do his best. We both ~

      ~ “your grandparents?”

      I squeeze his hand. “They’re awesome. They may mess with you a little, but they’re really cool.”

      After about ten minutes, we round the corner to my street. Raine’s palm is sweating in mine. I laugh and pull away my hand to wipe it on my pants. “I swear, you’ll be fine.”

      We walk up the two steps of the porch, and Raine checks himself out in the reflection of the window just as my grandmother opens the door, surprising him.

      “You must be Raine.” Grandma holds out her hand and completely ignores me.

      “Um, uh, yes. Mrs….Mrs….” Raine knows my grandparents’ last name—Brubacher. I didn’t think he’d get so nervous that he’d forget.

      But Grandma always puts people at ease. “Just call me Jan.” Imagine a seventy-two-year-old hippie, add an up-do, subtract the weed, and you have Jan Brubacher. My grandfather’s a little more conservative, but he’s still cool.

      Grandma calls to him, and he joins us in the foyer a moment later. I’m still waiting for acknowledgement that I exist, but this is how my grandparents joke around.

      “Um, hi, Mr. um…”

      Raine is so confident on the volleyball court when he steps into the path of a ball diving in at over ninety kilometres an hour. Seeing him flustered like this in front of my grandparents makes him look so cute I want to pinch his cheeks.

      He’d kill me, though, so I won’t.

      My grandfather smiles and shakes Raine’s hand. “Sedrick. Nice to meet you, Raine.”

      “Hello?” I ask. “Remember me?”

      Now my grandparents fake surprised reactions, leaving Raine somewhat confused.

      Step one: We agreed to be boyfriends. Step two: I met Raine’s family. Step three: We kissed for the first time (four months and sixteen days ago). Step four: He met my family. I think we’re at step five, now: Meet the rest of the family.

      “Welcome to the Brubachers,” I say, “the crazy side of my family.”
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      Dad turns off the music, and I sit down beside him on the couch in the basement studio my parents created for me. It has a dance floor—three thick strips of black vinyl laid side by side and taped together—a portable barre, three tall mirrors along the wall, and a small section to the side that still has the original carpet and the couch.

      “And?” I ask him.

      “I’ll let you see.”

      I need to analyze this and figure out what’s wrong. Todd Parsons, my idol, can do eleven rotations when he pirouettes. My year-end recital is next month, and I want to nail five.

      Dad plays the video he just recorded of me pirouetting. I can do a quadruple pirouette most of the time, but a...I don’t even know what you’d call five rotations. A pentuple? Quintuple? I ask Dad. He’s a risk analyst, so he knows numbers.

      “Huh. Never thought about it. I’ll have to look it up.”

      I sigh inwardly. Last year, his answer would’ve been, I’ll ask your mom. She’s good with numbers too. But something shifted last fall, and I have no idea what it is.

      I replay the video in slo-mo and see the problem. “My shoulder’s still delayed, isn’t it?”

      “That’s what I thought too.”

      My dad has never taken a ballet lesson in his life. Mom used to joke that he could barely waltz at their wedding. But he loves classical music, ballet, and opera.

      Ever since I began ballet lessons about ten years ago, he’s always shown up to every parent viewing week, talked to my teachers about how I could improve, and watched every show I’ve danced in. I even had a short career in competitive dance.

      He’s not a “dance dad.” He just supports me. It’s cool. I mean, look at it this way: Today’s Victoria Day, so he has the day off work. Instead of taking a break and enjoying a beer or two at one of his friends’ homes, he’s down here with me, helping me practise.

      During his working hours, he analyzes millions and billions of dollars and decides if companies should spend more money in one transaction than Todd Parsons has probably earned his entire career. (Even the dancers who can blow your mind with their skill and artistry don’t earn that much. It’s sad ~ )

      I imagine dancing alongside Todd Parsons someday, though I don’t know how that would happen. He’s in his forties, surprisingly old for a professional ballet dancer. He’ll probably be retired by the time I get a spot in his company, if I ever do. But I can still dream.

      Dad says he loves all this classical stuff because it takes his mind off the big “gambles” he makes. Yet for me, ballet is gambling. If I lose track of my path around the stage during a major jump-and-turn sequence, I’ll plummet into the orchestra. Or if something flashes in my eye and I’ve got a girl high overhead, I could drop her, injuring both of us. Even something as simple as stepping on a stray pin on the stage in a contemporary dance—usually performed barefoot—could sideline me for a month while my foot heals.

      “Let me watch that again.”

      I do, and yeah, my shoulder’s behind. With pirouettes, ~ you have to find this perfect balance on the ball of your foot and keep your body still as you find just the right amount of momentum to do all those rotations.

      Dad closes the video. “You can do this.”

      I know I can. My parents have been behind me in this love for ballet since I was a kid. I somehow developed an obsession with The Nutcracker, and that was that. (Yeah, I know. It needs a better name. But it is what it is.)

      When I was eleven, Dad took me to see Todd Parsons when the touring company he belonged to showed up in Kitchener, my hometown. The theatre, which seats about two thousand people, wasn’t even half full. But after that performance, my heart didn’t have to tell me twice: Ballet would be my career.

      “Posture?” I ask Dad before I start.

      “Perfect.”

      I rond de jambe my right foot along the floor from the front to the back, park it, plié, make sure my posture’s still solid, and spin. One, two, three, four, five!

      ~

      “Amazing, Austin!”

      I try again. Only four. But out of the next five or six tries, I nail five rotations three times. Dad high-fives me, and we prepare to video several attempts this time.

      Mom calls from upstairs. “Austin! Eric! Lunch is ready!”

      Dad calls back. “We’ll just be a few more minutes!”

      Crap. If I don’t act now, Mom and Dad will trap me in another one of their arguments like a fish caught in a net. “I’ve done lots, Dad. Let’s go eat. A good meal will give me a little break.”

      Dad shakes his head. “You’re on a roll. Let your body memorize how that felt. Besides, a meal will make you feel heavy.”

      Mom calls from upstairs. “It’s going to get cold fast!”

      “We can eat the salad at the end, Trace!”

      If I insist we go upstairs, Dad’s going to get more on edge. If I stay down here, Mom.

      So, I take the middle ground.

      “I have to go to the washroom. I’ll be right back.”

      This trick works if I time it right. Bad timing creates more frustration, and the fighting boils over.

      When I come out of the washroom this time, Dad’s already gone, so I head upstairs.

      “The food looks great!” ~ Was that too much enthusiasm?

      “I’m glad to hear that. Have a seat.”

      Since Mom’s off work today too, she’s wearing a fashionable light-blue jogging suit. She never leaves the house without makeup, just like my dad never leaves without a shave.

      Grandma and Grandpa are helping with last-minute meal prep, like bringing over the cutlery. I offer to help them, but they insist everything’s fine.

      Dad enters the kitchen and gives Mom a kiss on the cheek. She doesn’t smile like she used to when he did that. “Work just called,” he says.

      “Seriously? On a holiday? But we just got the table set.”

      “Can’t it wait thirty minutes, Eric?” Grandpa asks.

      “I’m afraid not. This acquisition will give the company a good presence in Asia, but that’s exactly why it’s taking so long. I promise I’ll be home for supper tonight, though.”

      He doesn’t sound convincing. Over the past few months, I’ve started to suspect that when one parent gets called into work at the last minute, they actually haven’t been called. They promise to be home for supper, and then it’s more excuses as to why they don’t come home until afterwards. If Mom’s home, she cooks. If it’s Dad, we order takeout.

      This is their busy time—I don’t doubt that—but the tension in the air when they’re both in the room disappears the moment one of them leaves. They must know that too.

      This isn’t how marriage is supposed to work. Something feels just off to me. I take a bite but can’t taste my food.
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      We have just over one week left before recital. Everyone in class is giving it their all. One wall has three tall, wide windows—we’re in a renovated factory—which gives me this feeling of unending possibilities. The wall of mirrors intensifies the light from the windows, inspiring me to improve every day.

      Admittedly, the eleven other students in this class also push me. When you attend a school that requires an audition, competition with all the other students can overwhelm you. My parents and friends have helped me avoid that.

      I lead Aimi, my pas de deux partner for this term, to the centre of the studio floor as though I were leading her onto the stage. Girls can certainly enter onstage by themselves, but in pas de deux class, the boy leads her on as a way of presenting her to the audience.

      In class, we wear uniforms separated by gender: the boys in fitted, white T-shirts and black tights, socks, and shoes; the girls in burgundy bodysuits, with tights and shoes in either ballet pink or something that matches their skin colour.

      In pas de deux class, the girls also wear practice tutus: layers of tulle attached to briefs so they can be easily slipped on and off. (Tulle is this stiff, rough fabric that up close looks like super tiny honeycombs. It’s not comfortable to rub up against.)

      For costumes, tutus are sewn ~ into the bodice. In pas de deux, we have to learn how to dance with this stiff fabric between us. If I stand too close, I can crush a really expensive costume and make the two of us look like a tornado instead of a foundation (me) and an angel (Aimi).

      “Chin up, Mr. Tschirhart,” Mr. Bickersteth says. “More space…” He draws a hand across his collar bones, from shoulder to shoulder. “But chest down,” he says as I overcorrect. “The boy presents the girl. He doesn’t take away her spotlight.”

      Mr. Bickersteth, old enough to make you wonder if he was born when ballet became its own art form (in sixteenth-century France), is the strictest teacher here. Old school, if you will. He’s not abusive—the school wouldn’t let him teach if he were that old school. But he doesn’t take anyone’s crap, he rarely compliments you, and he drills hard.

      “You’ll do it again,” he says, so Aimi and I walk back “offstage” to practise our positioning. A few snickers catch my attention, and some of the other students glare at me. I’ll never understand taking joy in someone else’s failure. But it’s ballet, and every day at our school is sink or swim.

      Pas de deux—partnering work—comes with challenges similar to ensemble pieces. With a variation—a solo—you have most if not all of the stage to yourself. Kicking your leg at the wrong angle? No issue. Your jump sequence slightly off course? Meh, who cares? Forget what comes up next? Make it up. In a variation, you can’t injure or throw off another person. Dancing so close to someone, though, needs an extra level of focus, not only to entertain the audience, but also for safety.

      Dylan and his partner, Lindsay, attempt their entrance.

      “Mr. Elaraby, eyes forward.”

      Some girls giggle as Dylan takes his eyes off Lindsay and smiles to the audience. My poor friend is living a classical ballet of unrequited love—he’s head over heels for Lindsay. Unfortunately, her eyes are on a guy on Raine’s track-and-field team.

      How someone can turn down Dylan—a fun guy and incredible dancer with warm brown skin and almost-black hair—I’ll never know. (Raine and I, by comparison, look like we’ve just emerged from millennia under ice.) But Lindsay and Dylan have a magical chemistry onstage you can’t fake.

      “Miss Donaldson, ballerinas don’t roll their eyes onstage.”

      Everyone laughs, and I smirk at Dylan, my back turned to Mr. Bickersteth, as he and Lindsay pass us before Aimi and I attempt our entrance once more. He whacks me on the shoulder ~~

      “Mr. Elaraby. One more reminder about behaviour, and you can do one hundred entrechats quatre in front of your classmates.” Aimi and I start our entrance. “Mr. Tschirhart” ~ “your spacing.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Watch your spacing. Miss Matsuda almost tripped because you were too close. Again.”

      Isn’t it time for the others in class to take a shot at this? I love my art, and I understand the importance of perfection. But I mean, come on. Does he want the audience to say, “Ohhhh! They can walk!” Because, if we only practise our entrance, the rest will suck. Plus, the fish dive we’re doing is a lot harder than the one we should be doing.

      The pros do all the difficult lifts in pas de deux, the ones you see on TV and go, wow! But we’re in the early years of learning partnering, and none of those lifts work if you can’t dance close to another human being.

      In fact, most of our pas de deux training this year has focused on sharing a tight space. When I explained to Raine why this is so hard, he joked that in pretty much any sport he’s ever done, you just ram into the other person. Ha. Like that would fly in ballet.

      Aimi and I work really well together, and since I’m not into girls, and she’s made it clear she’s here only to study, we have no unrequited love issues. Naya has told Dylan—not privately—that he needs to find someone else to fall in love with.

      “I’ve seen it in the senior dancers,” she said one day. “They get attracted to each other, fall in love, have sex, get all disappointed, break up, and they’re stuck dancing with the ex.” She placed her hand on Dylan’s shoulder. “You do not want to be in that position.”

      But Dylan is Dylan—he only listens to his heart. That adds an emotional depth to his performances that is, in my humble opinion, unsurpassed by anyone else here. But in matters of real-life love? It only weakens him, poor guy.

      Mr. Bickersteth claps his hands. “Everyone up. Promenade next.”

      ~ Oh yay. We’ve graduated from walking onstage to walking in circles.

      In a promenade, the boy holds the girl’s hand and she walks around him, each step beginning with her toes, not her heels. I tuck one hand behind my back, try to keep my chin up and my chest down, and reach out my other hand for Aimi to place her hand gently on top. The boy is there for support and to show off the girl, less for actual help with balance. If the audience sees the dancers’ arms shaking at this point, then it’s clear someone’s off ~~

      “Mr. Tschirhart, you’re not that pretty.”

      “Pardon?”

      “You’re not that pretty. Stop staring at yourself and pay attention to your partner.”

      Staring. I’m getting so tired of that word. I drop my chin. “Sorry.”

      After a few more attempts without anyone receiving even one compliment, we move to our only lift.

      Mr. Bickersteth practically glares at the boys. “When the girl enters into the boy’s space for a fish dive, it’s your job to support her.”

      Then he gives the same scary gaze to the girls. “The boy is there to assist you, not hoist you. If you don’t cooperate, you’ll hurt him.”

      He asks Dylan and Lindsay to demonstrate.

      Lindsay piqués onto pointe and extends her left leg straight behind her in an arabesque. She places her left hand on Dylan’s right and right hand on his right shoulder. Lindsay then does a double inward pirouette—pirouette en dedans—while Dylan wraps one arm around her waist. She literally tips forward while Dylan lifts her and lunges toward his back leg, using that leg to support her. Lindsay keeps her left leg extended, her back arched, and folds her right leg underneath her in a retiré, resembling a graceful check mark. It requires one-hundred-percent trust.

      “Hold it.” Mr. Bickersteth walks over to Lindsay. Oh no. Dylan has his arm too high, so she’s fighting to breathe. “Look at Mr. Elaraby’s hold.” He waits one beat so all of us quickly note the problem. “You can set her down.” Lindsay takes a deep breath and adjusts her practice tutu, while Dylan scratches his arm.

      After Mr. Bickersteth explains what they did wrong and how to fix it, Dylan and Lindsay try again, and Dylan positions her much better. “How did that feel?” Mr. Bickersteth asked.

      “She was lighter.” No sooner does Dylan say those words than he scratches the back of his neck. You never say a girl “was lighter.” Lindsay whacks him on the shoulder.

      “Miss Donaldson…”

      “The lift was easier,” Dylan corrects himself. “I could control her position better.”

      “His hold felt more comfortable,” Lindsay adds.

      After Mr. Bickersteth points out a few more things to help us improve, the whole class stands up to try.

      Aimi piqués onto pointe, extends her leg closest to the audience, places one hand on mine, the other on my shoulder, and pushes gently for a little momentum to ~

      “Oh no!” Aimi almost knees me. “Sumi—sorry!” she says. Sometimes, her native Japanese slips out.

      I can’t imagine studying ballet in another language. Sure, the terminology is French, but the language of instruction around the world is usually English, as far as I know. She told me once that her parents wanted her to study here so she could work anywhere in the world.

      I laugh. “No worries. It was your turn for revenge, anyway.”

      I’ve knocked her off balance more times than I can count. She’s kneed me in the thigh with her pirouettes. Pas de deux is hard, and we both know it.

      We share a smile but then get back to it. “Maybe I’m too close again? What if…” We’ve been at this long enough that we no longer need to finish our sentences. She positions herself again en pointe ~

      “Austin?” Slight impatience flickers across Aimi’s face.

      Not again.

      Mr. Bickersteth walks over, eyes me, and says sternly, “You’ll hurt your partner if you aren’t focused.”

      I nod to acknowledge his warning. “Sorry, Aimi.” At least this time I remember what we were trying to do: She was trying to move from relevé in fifth to an arabesque while I stood a few inches farther back than last time to give her more clearance. She’s really tiny—many of the girls here are—but super powerful. I don’t need a full whack from that arm under my chin, that’s for sure. We try it again and nail it. I make a mental note of my new position.

      Next up, each pair performs their pas de deux. When Lindsay smacks Dylan in the chin, I feel oddly relieved—that means there’s nothing wrong with me. I’m just so much ~ that I get lost in my own daydreams, even if I don’t remember them.

      I take a few sips of my energy drink to get me through the rest of class. We’ve been dancing for over four hours.

      Mr. Bickersteth instructs us to all come into the middle so he can drill a specific part of the pas de deux: an assisted jump. This is where the girl stands in front of the boy, his hands on her hips, her hands over his.

      Mr. Bickersteth nods to the pianist, who plays a fast piece. After three bars of music, Mr. Bickersteth counts us in. “Prepare, six, seven, eight.”

      Aimi does one preparatory jump to give a little momentum and then does her full jump while I lift her up.

      “Again,” Bickersteth says.

      “Again.”

      “Again.”

      “Again. If you’re doing this at the end of Act One, no one wants to see tired dancers. Again.”

      By the time he gives us a break, we’ve ~ at least ten times. I’m panting like a ~ Aimi is light ~ She’s walking ~ trying to shake ~ My breathing finally calms ~
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      “Do you ever stop dancing?” Lindsay asks as I land a grand jeté en tournant on the sidewalk on the way to my house.

      “Rarely.”

      “I mean, my man, we danced three hours.” Dylan fakes a tired limp. We just finished our Saturday morning classes.

      Aimi does a chaîné turn into a tombé coupé and then shows off her exquisite développé, her foot extending to the side, far above her head. “I understand Austin.”

      Dylan grunts. “If my legs did that, I’d probably dance in public too.”

      Lindsay joins in the fun with a chassé followed by a straight grand jeté. “Come on now. You can jump higher than me.”

      Dylan doesn’t like letting on that he dances. Like me, he got bullied at his old school. But dancing in public for me is one way to fight bullying. All of us doing it is our way of proving to Dylan it’s okay to show everyone what you love. It’s easier for the girls, of course, but we’re all here to support each other.

      If Naya were with us, she’d have joined in. Because her parents repeatedly tell her she’s wasting her time with ballet, she shows off every moment she can. That is, when she’s not studying, practising, or working. How she pulls it all off, I’ll never know. But you love what you love, right?

      In truth, I wanted to let off steam before my friends all entered my house. Although only Mom’s home today—Dad’s pulling overtime again—I’m nervous. My friends know I’m having issues with my parents, but I think—hope—they don’t know how bad it’s gotten. The last thing I want is to be the subject of repeat pity parties.

      Having Dylan, Lindsay, and Aimi over changes our practice routines, and we all enjoy it. I’ve invited them over a lot. Which means that I don’t need to worry. Besides, Mom’s usually really good about making everyone feel welcome. She’s an award-winning executive assistant, so she knows how to convince anyone that things are just fine, even when they’re not. I guess we both perform for our careers.

      I let myself in the front door, and Grandma and Grandpa come to greet us, introducing themselves before my bag even hits the floor. Grandma shoots me a look. I smile sheepishly and pick up my bag while Dylan whacks me in the arm and Lindsay and Aimi laugh.

      “Dude,” Dylan says, “even I know not to do that.”

      Grandma crosses her arms, pretending ~ to evaluate the situation. “I already like your friends, Austin. I imagine you could learn a thing or two from them.”

      Aimi giggles. “If I did that, my aunt and uncle might tell me to clean the bathroom.”

      Grandma nods. “I like the idea.”

      “Can we meet them?” Grandpa asks.

      Aimi’s eyes are full of glee. “Austin, your
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