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  Chapter 1
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“Can I wear my princess dress to dance class? And my tiara? And my cape? And my light-up princess shoes? Can I bring my magic wand? My fairy wings?” 
Adam Eastwood had to stifle a chuckle at the excitement of his four-year-old daughter, Mira. “I don’t think so, sweetheart. It says here that dancers are expected to wear tights, bodysuits and leather ballet or jazz shoes.”
“What about a tutu?”
“It says a small ballet skirt is optional.” He grabbed his phone and brought up the registration email that had shown up in his inbox last week. 
Mira abandoned her dress-up box and came to sit next to him on the couch, immediately running her small hand over his short-trimmed beard. It was one of her favorite things to do. A sense of comfort for her. After her mother moved out, Mira had fallen asleep every night stroking her father’s beard. Truth be told, it’d become a sense of comfort for him too.
“See, baby. It says here no princess dresses or costumes. Because they’re worried about you not being able to move enough in the dresses or they might get wrecked.”
Her big blue eyes, with long lashes, blinked a few times as she stared at the email from Benson School of Dance. She made an adorable pouty face but finally nodded. “Not even my tiara?”
She couldn’t read, so he pointed at the address. “Says right here, no tiaras. Same reason as the costumes. What if it fell off and someone stepped on it? Cracked it?”
“I would be sad.”
“That’s right. So let’s just stick with the new dance outfit we bought you yesterday, okay?”
Her sigh was big. His daughter was quite melodramatic when she wanted to be. “Okay.”
He kissed her on the side of her head, her dark hair like watermelon-scented silk beneath his lips. “That’s a good girl. Now go get changed. Dance class starts in half an hour.”
She slid off the couch and skipped down the hallway. “Can I at least wear my princess underwear?”
Adam nodded his head and laughed. “Sure, honey. Go for it.” He pushed himself up on the couch and wandered into the kitchen to prepare his daughter a snack for after dance. 
It was only a one-hour class, and he would probably stick around, at least for the first class. But if swimming lessons and her small bout in gymnastics had taught him anything, it was even the smallest amount of play or exercise made his picky eater of a child starving. 
“Pack my water bottle, Daddy,” Mira called from down the hall. “And a grolla bar. The one with the chocolate chips.”
Adam rolled his eyes. She knew what she wanted, he had to give her that. She just went about getting it in a very dictatorial way. 
“She’s going to be a leader,” his grandmother would say. “A titan of industry.”
“Or she’s going to take over a nation and enslave the locals,” his grandfather would add. 
His grandmother would just chuckle, then scoop Mira up in her arms and plunk her on her lap, nuzzling her hair. “Our tiny Napoleon.”
Mira’s heavy-footed run echoed down the hallway as she ran her long-legged body toward him. She was tall for her age but all limbs. A bit gangly, but hopefully she would grow out of that. “Can you help me with my straps, Daddy? They’re twisted.” She made a face to describe what she meant, twisting her lips and wrinkling her nose. 
He bent down and untwisted the straps of her bodysuit, then grabbed her skirt from her hands and helped her step into it. “Almost ready to go?”
She was all smiles. “Yep. I just need to get my ballet slippers.”
“Okay, well, be quick about it. We don’t want to be late on your first day.”
She was already halfway down the hall. “Okaaaaay!”

      [image: image-placeholder]Violet Benson took a deep breath and smoothed the black spandex of her ballet skirt down her legs. 
It was opening day. A beautiful day. The sun was shining. The birds were singing. It was the first day of May, and Benson School of Dance was officially open to the public for dance lessons. 
Her dream … their dream was finally becoming a reality. 
And she felt sick to her stomach. 
“It’ll be okay,” her receptionist Kathleen cooed, her fingers tapping away on the keyboard. “You’ve created a beautiful studio. Everyone is going to love it. They’re going to love you.”
Violet swallowed. “I hope so.”
She straightened the picture of Jean-Phillipe that didn’t need to be straightened. His smile made the strings of her heart tighten. This had been his dream. And then it became their dream. Now it was her dream, and she was finally, after far too long, making it a reality. 
“He’s already so proud of you,” Kathleen said, watching Violet run her finger over Jean-Phillipe’s cheek. “You’re going to do amazing things, put on amazing shows, and he’ll be there for everything. Watching you, cheering for you.”
Violet smiled at Kathleen, though it was a forced smile and one that she neither felt in her heart nor had the strength to keep on her face for more than a second or two. “It should be the both of us welcoming in our first students.”
Kathleen stood up and wandered around to stand next to Violet, wrapping a motherly arm around her shoulder. “And it will be. He’s here in spirit, and you’re here in person.”
The bell for the front door chimed, and the sound of parents and children filled the space. 
Show time. 

      [image: image-placeholder]“Welcome, boys and girls, parents, grandparents. I am Miss Violet, your dance instructor, and I am so excited that you’ve all decided to try Benson School of Dance.”
Ten children, all between the ages of four and six, sat on the floor at her feet. Their parents sat in chairs along the wall. Big eyes stared up at her. Hopeful eyes. 
“How many of you have ever taken dance before?”
A few hands shot up. 
“Parents? Do we have any dancing parents?”
One or two of the mothers waved their hands. 
And the only father. 
Hmm. 
“So we’ve got some experienced dancers in our mix, as well as some beginners. That’s wonderful. We welcome all levels.”
One little girl, with the lilac bodysuit and skirt to match, put her hand in the air.
“Yes? What’s your name, sweetheart?”
She stood up, confidence radiating from every part of her. “My name is Mira.”
“Pleased to meet you, Mira. And how old are you?”
Mira held up four fingers. “I’m four and a half.”
Violet grinned, chuckling to herself. “Four is a great age.”
Mira nodded. “And a half.”
“Right! That half is very important. Did you have a question, Mira?”
She nodded again. “Do you not let us wear tiaras because you’re worried it will fall off our heads and someone will step on it and break it?”
A muffled laugh came over from the parents along the wall. The man who’d raised his hand, a very attractive man with blue eyes, coppery brown hair and a short-trimmed beard, was trying not to laugh but doing a terrible job of it. His big, muscular frame shook in his navy polo and worn jeans. 
Violet turned back to Mira. “I’m afraid so, Mira. I would feel terrible if you wore a crown or tiara to dance class and it fell off and broke. It’s probably best to save that for playing dress-up at home.”
Mira turned around to face her dad. Her father simply shrugged and made a helpless face. 
Mira spun back around to face Violet, a big pout on her lips, but there was still determination in her eyes. “What about a paper crown?”
There was more laughter from the parents. 
Violet liked this child immediately. 
“I’ll tell you what, Mira. Later in the year we’ll have a special dress-up day where everyone can wear their favorite dress-up clothes, including tiaras and crowns. How does that sound?”
The little girl’s blue eyes sparkled, and she nodded. “Okay. I like that.”
Violet smiled. “Wonderful.”
Mira sat back down, spinning around to give her dad a big thumbs up. He returned the gesture in kind.
There was another chime at the front door, followed by commotion. She knew they were going to be late. Jayda didn’t get out of school until two thirty, and that was nearly across town. 
Her brother Mitch and niece Jayda ran into the studio, both red-faced and out of breath. “Sorry,” Mitch mouthed, taking a seat next to Mira’s dad. Jayda ran toward the group of children on the floor, one dance shoe on, one dance shoe off. She slid down on her butt next to Mira and proceeded to put on her other slipper. 
“Hi, Aunt Violet,” she whispered. “Sorry we’re late. There was a car accident, and we got stuck in traffic.”
“It’s okay, sweetheart.”
She turned to face the parents along the wall. “There is a waiting room outside for parents, with coffee and tea, but we do ask that you leave the studio during dance practice. We find the children listen better to the dance teacher when their parents are not in the room.”
All the parents nodded and slowly started to rise out of their seats, heading toward the doors. All but Mira’s dad. He hung back, apprehension in his eyes. Mira wasn’t even paying attention to her dad; she was busy talking to Jayda about their matching skirts. 
“There is a two-way mirror in the waiting room,” Violet said. “So you can see us, but we’re not distracted by you.”
Mira’s dad’s bright sapphire eyes, framed by ridiculously long lashes, perked up, and his smile nearly made Violet melt on the spot. “Thanks.” Then he left. 
She was grateful for Kathleen’s suggestion of the two-way mirror, because having Mira’s dad in the room was definitely going to be distracting. She hadn’t met a man quite so attractive since moving back to Seattle. She hadn’t seen a man quite so attractive since Jean-Phillipe. 
Guilt and grief stabbed her in the gut at the same time. 
Jean-Phillipe. 
How could she even think about another man when the love of her life was gone and all that was left of him was his picture hanging in the hallway and his dream of opening up a dance studio?
She couldn’t let the pain in her heart cripple her. Not today. Not on opening day. Turning back to the children, she clapped her hands three times and tossed on the biggest smile she could muster. Eventually she wouldn’t be faking. Eventually the smile would be real, right?
“All right, children, let’s get dancing. Everyone spread out and find some room.” She walked over to the big stereo system on the wall and hit the on button. Fun, happy, poppy music with a lively beat began to play, and all the children started to move. “Let’s get our wiggles out before we start some routines.” 
Then, pretending to not care, but actually caring a lot that Mira’s father was watching them behind the mirror, she did what she did best and let the music take over her body. Let it fill her soul and move her limbs. She didn’t have to see him to know he was there. Watching Mira. Watching Violet. And for some reason, she didn’t mind. She smiled at the mirror when she came out of her pirouette, made eye contact with the man behind the glass, and for the first time in a very long time, the smile felt real.






  
  Chapter 2
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Adam thrust out his hand toward the only other dad in the waiting room. “Adam.” 
The other man grasped his hand and shook it. “Mitch. Nice to meet you. Which one is yours?”
Adam pointed to Mira, who seemed to be enamored with Mitch’s daughter and was watching and mimicking her every move. “That one. The one who is copying everything your daughter does.”
Mitch chuckled. “Violet’s my sister, so Jayda has been dancing with her aunt for a bit now.”
“How old is she?”
“Six. Yours?”
“Four, but she’ll be quick to correct me and say she’s four and a half.”
Mitch chuckled. “Half ages are very important.”
“That they are.”
“What do you do?” Adam asked, seeing the individual coffee pods stacked on the table in the corner and immediately feeling his caffeine addiction rear its ugly head. He wandered over to the table and began to make a cup, gesturing to Mitch to see if he wanted one as well. He nodded. 
“I’m a photographer,” Mitch replied. “You?”
“Biology professor.”
“Oh cool, at UW?”
Adam nodded and handed Mitch his coffee. “Yeah. I run a lab there. We work on genome mapping of aquaculture.”
Mitch’s eyes went wide in confusion rather than interest. Adam could tell he needed to elaborate. 
“Basically like Ancestry.com, but for fish.”
Understanding crossed Mitch’s face, and his smile went wide. “Ah, gotcha. Very cool.”
“What kind of photography do you do?” They wandered over to a bench that gave them a perfect view of the children dancing and sat down, sipping their coffee. 
“All kinds. Weddings, corporate, landscape, wildlife, still life, family. I went to arts school and majored in photography, so I can really do it all. Vi has asked me to take pictures of her dancers for the website, as well as at the recitals.”
While getting his coffee, Adam had tried to keep his eyes on Mira. She’d been so excited to start dance class, and from what he could tell, she was doing great. Only he kept getting distracted by the dance teacher. As much as he was enjoying watching his daughter dance, he was also enjoying watching Miss Violet dance as well.  It helped that the woman was also gorgeous. He wasn’t really interested in dating at the moment, hadn’t been with anyone since Paige, and that had been a long time ago. Even when they were still married, she had checked out mentally, emotionally and physically and simply just existed. It had been an amicable split, but not one he wanted to happen at all. 
He hadn’t really even looked at another woman since Paige, but the moment he walked into the dance studio and Mira’s dance teacher, Mitch’s sister, smiled at him, something he thought he’d never feel again was resurrected inside him. He couldn’t get the woman out of his head. Couldn’t stop watching her. 
He’d been hesitant to leave the studio, and Violet had taken it that he was reluctant to leave Mira. No. He left Mira at preschool every day. He was reluctant to leave Violet. He wanted to watch her dance. 
Adam loved to dance. Something he could credit his grandmother for.
He was still focused on Violet and the way her body spun around the dance floor. It was if she had been born with music in her veins. Her movements were so fluid, so graceful, so … peaceful. As if she were tormented by something and the only way she could find peace was to dance. She danced as if her life, her soul, her sanity depended on it. And the children just watched in awe. Adam watched in awe.
“You from Seattle?” Mitch’s voice brought him back to the now. 
He shook his head to clear his thoughts. “What? Oh, uh, no. Not originally. I hail from South Carolina. You?”
Mitch nodded. “Born and raised, then moved away to Arizona. Met the love of my life while away on a photo shoot for a wildlife magazine. Moved there to be with her.”
“What brought you back to Seattle?”
Mitch’s face grew dark. “She passed away. So I moved Jayda back to Seattle to be closer to family. Vi moved back too, so we bought a house together. She’s helping me raise Jayda.”
“Oh shit. I’m really sorry.”
Mitch simply nodded. “Thanks. It’s been just over a year since Melissa passed away. We’ve been here nine months. Vi’s been back for just over a year. She lost her partner, Jean-Phillipe, shortly before I lost Melissa.”
“Her dance partner?”
He nodded. “Dance partner. Life partner. They found a tumor in his spine, and he died on the operating table.”
Oh fuck.
“Melissa was in a car accident.”
Jesus Christ. 
“And then our father passed away six months ago from complications with pneumonia.”
Motherfucking universe. Hit a family while they’re already down. What the hell?
Adam ran a hand through his hair. “I’m really sorry. For all of you. My parents were killed in a car accident too. Happened when I was seven and my brother was four.”
Mitch turned to face him. He was trying very hard to keep his shit together. A thick vein pulsed in his temple, and his jaw was iron-tight. “Sorry, man. That really sucks. Who raised you?”
“My mother’s parents.”
Mitch’s head bobbed, and he took a sip of his coffee. They sat there for a few minutes, not saying anything. Adam had shared a lot with this complete stranger, but for some weird reason, he didn’t feel like a stranger. Mitch had shared a lot too. Maybe that was why? He was a single father, just like Adam, raising a daughter. They weren’t strangers at all. They were brothers. He hardly knew the guy, but he seemed like a good dude. Like the kind of guy Adam could have a beer with, the kind of guy that enjoyed a Saturday night with the boys, cigars, liquor and gambling. Liam said he could invite whomever he wanted, and their host was always looking for a new and willing person to fleece out of his hard-earned money. 
Adam cleared his throat. “So uh, listen. I belong to a group of guys, a club really. We’re just a bunch of single dads that get together every Saturday night for poker. Sometimes we have other barbecues or parties, playdates with the kids when we can, but without fail, every Saturday night is poker night. You interested?”
Mitch eyed him curiously. “Where?”
“I can text you the address. Liam Dixon is one of the dads. He’s a divorce lawyer, and after seeing how unfairly dads can be treated by their ex-wives and the judicial system, and the fact that there really isn’t much support out there for single dads, he started this group. He’s represented a few of us, but we’re not allowed to join the club until he’s no longer our attorney. Others he just meets and invites in. We can invite whoever we want, so long as they’re a single dad.”
Mitch stroked his chin. “Vi teaches until five o’clock on Saturdays. Then she could watch Jayda. What time?”
Adam smiled. “Seven.”
“Okay, that sounds good. So poker? Like for real money?”
Adam watched as all the kids did jetés across the floor. “For real money.”
Violet glanced back at the mirror and smiled, her gold-green cat eyes intense and bright. He knew she couldn’t see him, but the way she looked directly into the mirror, the sweet, almost coy smile that crossed her face made him think she was smiling directly at him. 
He smiled back. 
“You know she can’t see you, right?” Mitch said, a weird tone to his voice. He seemed both entertained but also mildly irritated. And there was definitely a protective older brother edge there too.
Adam chuckled awkwardly. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”
Mitch gave him the side-eye. “Riiiight.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Thunder filled the dance studio as the feet of nearly a dozen children pounded on the floor toward the exit door, all them with stickers on their hands for a job well done. All of them except for Mira. 
“Miss Violet?” her little voice asked, not an ounce of hesitation or shyness in her tone. 
Violet turned around from where she’d been switching off the music. “Yes, sweetheart?”
“Thank you for dance class and the stickers.”
Violet’s heart melted. This little girl was so sweet, and she’d tried her hardest in class, watching Violet and Jayda with such focus and mimicking their movements as best she could. She was a born performer. 
“You’re welcome, honey. Did you have fun?”
Mira nodded. “I love dance.”
“I can tell. You did a wonderful job. Do you practice at home?”
“Yep. With my daddy. He used to dance too.”
Violet glanced up as heavier, bigger, manlier footsteps drew near. Sure enough, there was Mira’s father. She felt her pulse begin to race and her nipples harden to tight points. His eyes flicked down to her breasts, where her bodysuit was most likely leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. 
He averted his eyes when he caught her watching him. “Mira, baby. We need to get going.”
She took a few steps back and reached for him. “I told Miss Violet that you used to dance.”
His cheeks grew a sexy ruddy color beneath his scruff. He ran his hand over the back of Mira’s chestnut-colored hair. “That was a long time ago.” He thrust his hand forward. “By the way, I’m Adam, Mira’s dad.”
She shook his hand. It was big and warm and slightly calloused. 
She wasn’t ready to let go, but when he went to pull away, she let him.
So he danced?
Intriguing. 
Sure, there were lots of men in the dancing industry, not nearly as many as there were women, but she was always interested to hear the story of how a man fell in love with dance. Or whether he loved it at all or was forced into it by a mother who always wanted a daughter. She heard a lot of those stories too.
“What kind of dancing did you do?” she asked, wanting to know more, not wanting them, him to leave just yet. 
He scratched the back of his neck with his free hand. “Mostly ballroom. I was raised by my grandparents, and they were both avid ballroom dancers. But after my grandfather lost his leg from diabetes, he couldn’t dance with my grandmother anymore. So I took over.”
Could this man get any more adorable? A man who loved his grandmother. 
Swoon.
“Did a bit of dancing in college too.” He made a face that said it was no big deal, but his laughter was forced, as though he would prefer to change the subject. “But those were mainly electives. Classes I didn’t have any homework for, as my course load was huge and heavy.”
Violet chuckled. “What did you study?”
“Daddy’s a doctor,” Mira piped up.
“I’m a biology professor,” Adam corrected. “But yes, I am technically a doctor. Not a cut-you-open-and-sew-you-up kind of doctor though. More like a sit-in-front-of-a-computer-or-microscope-all-day-and-analyze-data kind of doctor.”
Violet smiled. The sounds of her next class—the older children—arriving flooded into the studio. Adam twisted around at the noise before swiveling his big frame back around and pinning his blue eyes on Violet. “Mira, baby, we need to get going. I have to swing by the grocery store on the way home.”
“Are you registered for the one-day-a-week or the two-days-a-week class?” Violet asked, hoping that she would get to see them again on Thursday and not have to wait until next Tuesday.
“One day,” he replied. 
Her heart fell. 
Mira tugged on his hand. “Can I do two days a week, Daddy?”
Adam glanced down at his daughter with a look of mild impatience. “Don’t you want to make sure you love it before you commit to an extra day a week?”
She shook her head. “But I do love it, Daddy. I looooove dance. I’m going to be a ballerina just like Miss Violet.”
“There’s still space in the Thursday class,” Violet said, hoping she wasn’t overstepping but hoping even more that Mira browbeat him into signing her up for another day. “And Jayda is in that class as well. You seemed to really get along with her.”
Mira bounced up and down on her toes. “I really like Jayda. She’s six and I’m four and half, but we’re still friends.”
Ah shit. Violet should have sent Mira to the waiting room and brought up the additional class with Adam alone. Out of the little girl’s earshot. Now if he had to say no, he was going to be the bad guy. And she was going to feel like crap. She should know better. She and Mitch did this with Jayda all the time. 
She held her breath.
Adam let out an exhale, his broad shoulders slumping just slightly, but his smile was full of love as he gazed down at his daughter. “All right. If you loooove dance so much, I suppose we can go and sign you up for Thursdays as well.”
Mira squealed and hugged her father’s leg. “Thank you.”
He lifted his head and smiled back at Violet. “I guess we’ll be seeing you on Thursdays as well.”
Her heart made a heavy thump thump in her chest. “I guess you will.”






  
  Chapter 3
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It was Thursday, and beginner ballet/jazz started in five minutes. Violet preened herself in the mirror in the office, tucking her long, sandy-blonde hair neatly into its high ballerina bun and smoothing down the flyaways. 
She normally didn’t wear much makeup, but today she’d put on a bit of mascara and some blush. Her tinted lip gloss was buried in with her pens and pencils, but she managed to find it and quickly slathered some on. 
“My, don’t you look pretty,” Kathleen said with a giggle, sitting back down behind her desk. “Special occasion?”
Violet grinned at herself in the mirror and then at Kathleen. She was about to say something akin to “I just want to look nice” when she caught a glimpse of Jean-Phillipe’s photo and his handsome smiling face. 
Her smile fell, and she wiped off the lip gloss with the back of her hand. 
“What was that about?” Kathleen asked, taking a sip of her coffee. 
Violet’s heart hurt. “Nothing.”
The front door chimed, and the sound of little dancers and their parents filled the studio once again.
“Miss Violet, Miss Violet!” Mira ran up to her, a small bouquet of tulips in her hand. “These are for you.” She thrust the bright orange flowers into Violet’s hand, her smile and eyes wide and hopeful. 
Violet bent down and took them from Mira. “Thank you, Mira. They’re beautiful. What are these for?”
Adam came up behind his daughter. “She saw them as we were standing at the grocery store checkout a moment ago and had to get them for you.” His smile was almost bashful, but there was also a twinkle of something roguish there too. Had it been all Mira’s idea to buy Violet the flowers? Or had Adam prompted her at all?
She stood back up and clutched them to her chest. “Well, thank you very much”—her eyes fell on Adam’s—“both of you. They’ll look lovely in my kitchen.”
Mira positively beamed. “I’m so excited to be doing dance two days a week.”
“I’m excited too. Now I get to see you more, and we get to see all your wonderful dance moves twice as often.”
The little girl giggled as she sat down on the floor and pulled off her shoes. 
“Hey, sis.” Mitch and Jayda came around the corner. Jayda’s eyes lit up the moment she spotted Mira. Mitch and Adam nodded at each other, and Jayda slid down onto the floor next to Mira, the two of them giggling and chatting away like long-time friends as they pulled on their ballet slippers. 
It was crazy how easily children made friends. Violet wasn’t nearly as lucky. She’d always been on the shier side. Shrinking Violet, her mother had called her. A wallflower. Until she found the love of dance, that is. Then she was a performer. As long as she couldn’t see the audience and was blinded by the light, entranced by the music and focused on her partner, Violet could perform for a theater of thousands and not feel nervous at all. 
She and Jean-Phillipe had done just that. They met their first year in the prestigious Marie-Claude Rousseau Dance Company in New York City. Jean-Phillipe, originally from Quebec, was fresh out of Julliard, and Violet had just graduated from the Pacific Northwest School of Dance and Art. They were made partners and, within a month, had fallen madly in love and were living together and making headlines in all the newspapers. Papers and websites all along the eastern seaboard raved over how riveting their performances were, how convincing their romance and chemistry were on stage, and how the world hadn’t seen a pair on stage so in tune and in sync with each other in decades. 
For six years, Violet and Jean-Phillipe danced for the Marie-Claude Rousseau Dance Company, headlining the shows and eventually becoming directors and scouts themselves. Then Jean-Phillipe began to experience pain in his back. They took him to the chiropractor, the physiotherapist and for acupuncture. You name it, he tried it all. It wasn’t until he was in so much pain he could no longer sleep, walk or sit without being on heavy painkillers that his doctor finally sent him for an MRI. That’s when they found it, a malignant tumor growing at the base of his spine. 
From there, life just became a series of doctors’ appointments and referrals, tests, tests and more tests. They had to stop performing, directing and scouting out new talent. Everything in their world, in their lives, was now focused on Jean-Phillipe and the tumor. It was as if there were suddenly three people in their relationship: Violet, Jean-Phillipe and the tumor. 
Violet hated the tumor. She’d never liked the idea of a threesome.
They tried radiation and chemotherapy, but neither of them proved to be very effective. Surgery was their best option, but then the risk of paralysis loomed over their heads. It was the most difficult decision they ever made, and it had taken tears and begging, with Violet down on her knees at Jean-Phillipe’s feet, to get him to finally agree to the surgery. 
“I’d rather have you in a wheelchair for the rest of our lives than not have you at all. You can still scout, teach and direct. You can still do a lot. But if you don’t get the surgery, we may lose you altogether.”
“But I am not me if I cannot dance,” he said, wincing from the pain as he hinged forward in his chair and cupped her cheek. “If I cannot dance with you. It would kill me to watch you dance with another man. To see his hands on you, see him looking in your eyes on stage the way I look at you. Without you in my arms, on the dance floor, I am dead already.”
Eventually, the pain became so unbearable that Jean-Phillipe agreed to the surgery. But when they got in there, they found that the cancer had started to spread and the tumor was stuck to so much of his spine, the chance of him ever regaining mobility in his legs was practically zero. 
Complications arose from the lengthy, difficult surgery, and in the end, they were unable to get him stable, unable to revive him.
He died on the table. 
Violet would remember that day, that moment, for the rest of her life. Her soul shattered. Her heart had been ripped from her chest, and her love of dance fell away like the petals of a flower in the fall. 
When they were preparing for Jean-Phillipe’s surgery, they’d begun to talk about what they would do once he recovered. They needed to talk about the future. Make plans, have goals. Otherwise he slipped into a dark place that Violet struggled to get him out of. They decided that once he recovered, they would leave New York, leave the company and move out west to where Violet grew up to open up a dance studio and their own school. She would teach and he would direct, hire and run the business side of things. 
They had enough money squirreled away to rent a decent-size space, and if they lived modestly in a studio apartment for the first few years, they could make their money stretch until the business took off and they started bringing in a profit. They might have to take out a small loan, but Jean-Phillipe figured he could take some bookkeeping courses and save them some money by doing all the grunt work himself. 
It was the only thing keeping them going. The dream of opening up their own studio and company. But all those dreams disappeared the moment the doctor came out of the OR, his eyes tired and his face somber. 
Violet lost her heart that day. And hearts don’t grow back. 
“You mind watching Jayda on Saturday night after work?” 
Snap snap.
“Earth to Vi.”
Snap snap.
A hand on her shoulder gently shaking her finally brought her out of the painful memories. Mitch was looking at her, his green eyes, the same shade as hers, full of concern. “You okay?”
She swallowed hard. “Yep. Fine.”
He knew her too well. He could tell she was lying. His hand on her elbow and a slight push had them moving away from the slowly filling waiting room. Adam eyed them curiously but was suddenly distracted by Mira. 
They rounded the corner to the storage alcove, where she kept all her cleaning supplies and spare ballet bars. 
“What’s up? You looked very lost in thought back there, and tears were welling up in your eyes. Everything okay?”
She wiped her eyes and sniffled. “I was just thinking about him.”
Her brother nodded. It was oddly comforting but at the same time something you never wished upon anyone, particularly your loved ones, but the fact that Mitch knew exactly how she felt made things a bit easier. He understood her grief. Understood her sudden mood shifts and when she could be fine one moment and then in a dark place the next. Because he was the same way. They leaned on each other. Got each other. Because they had no one else. 
“He would be so proud of you, Vi, of all that you’ve accomplished. You made his dream, your dream, a reality.” He slid his hand down her arm and reached for her hand. 
She wiped her eyes again with her free hand. “I just really miss him. He had the confidence that I still lack. He … ” She trailed off when a sob caught in her throat. 
Her brother pulled her into a hug. His hand trailed down the back of her head. “I know. I know,” he murmured.
She let the tears fall. “What am I going to do, Mitch? How am I going to do this all by myself?”
He continued to shush her. “You don’t have to. You have me. You have Jayda. And eventually you’ll be able to hire some other teachers. Give it six months, and this place will have a waitlist of students, I promise you.”
The noise from the waiting room grew louder. Her students were waiting for her. She had a sign on the door that said 15 minutes early=On time, On time=late, Late=dead. She couldn’t be late herself. Not on the third day of being open. Pushing out of her brother’s arms, she batted her lashes and smiled, her lips dripping with tears. 
Although it didn’t bother her at all, it bugged Mitch that they were practically the same height. He hated that his little sister was only four inches shorter than him. But she was born to be a dancer, all five-foot-ten of her. Long-limbed, slim and tall. 
“I should get back out there,” she said, reaching for a piece of paper towel from the shelf and blotting her eyes. “Can’t be late.”
He released her, his eyes sad and glassy. He and Jean-Phillipe had always gotten along, but she could tell he wasn’t thinking about Jean-Phillipe. He was thinking about Melissa. 
With her hand on the doorjamb, she paused. “What was it you asked me before?”
He stepped forward, and they made their way back out to the waiting room. “If you’d be willing to watch Jayda for me on Saturday night, once you get back from work.”
She stopped in her tracks, not caring that they were in a room full of students and their parents. “You have a date?” Was Mitch ready to move on? He didn’t seem ready. Melissa had only been gone just over a year. 
He shook his head. “No, no date.”
Adam wandered over, the same curiosity as before in his blue eyes
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