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    Dedicated to all those who've supported me, especially F & Z

      

    


43-year-old John Rogers liked to think he had reason to be a confident man. At a muscular 6’1”, with a handsome face that hadn’t worn too much from his years spent often working outdoors, he liked to think of himself as at least something close to a “manly-man,” capable of dealing with any situation no matter how great the challenge was. But as he stepped walked into the studio and the door clicked shut behind him, he felt a strange sense of dread from deep down inside the likes of which he’d never felt before. He had never been more out of place in his life, and now felt like he was in the lion’s den.

He shook his head, laughing to himself. No matter how much it felt like one, it wasn’t the lion’s den he was in, and he could handle this.

After all, it was only a ballet studio; what was the worst that could happen?

In the small front office, the smell of wood polish and a building that had seen many sweaty people come through its doors caught him as familiar, if not thoroughly unpleasant. A doorway in the back led to an open hallway that clearly led to a couple practice studios in the business’ confined space, while there were numerous pictures of classes of adult and youth students from years’ past lining the walls. The distinct lack of testosterone did have its way of setting him on edge once again, but he thought he could gut through it.

The young woman sitting at the front desk, however, seemed like she might be more of a challenge. A pale redhead with a slender frame and perhaps at most 5’3”, her hair up in a harsh bun and a loose sweater covering her upper body, she was clearly a dancer, and quite a lovely one at that. Expressive blue eyes looked up at him from a beautiful, angular face, her pursed lips curling in an amused little smile when she saw his discomfort.

“Can I help you?” she asked, her words quick and every bit as harsh as her hair, though her lips remained in that dark little smirk.

Her words echoing slightly in the high-ceilinged space, John felt strangely intimidated by this beautiful young woman, though quickly gathered himself together to remember why he’d come here in the first place.

Running a hand through his hair nervously, John explained, “My daughter, Katie... she’s seven... she wants to try some ballet classes, but I don’t exactly know what I’m doing here. Gina... I mean, my wife, she usually handles these sorts of things, but she had to run some errands today and saddled me with the responsibility... and I guess I could use some help.”

He left it at this, and only realized how pitiful and helpless he seemed as he said it. Looking at himself in a nearby mirror, seeing his uncertain face and the slight graying of the hair at his temples, he suddenly felt distinctly his age and not in a way he liked. The young woman at the desk continued eyeing him, her face looking halfway between amused and stern... and something else that he couldn’t quite place. It felt like she was appraising him, her eyes looking through him every bit as much as they were looking him over, which certainly didn’t make him feel more welcome here. Save for the ticking of a nearby clock and the distant, deep notes of piano keys bleeding through the door of one of their studios, it was quiet in this lobby, and he suddenly found himself wondering if Katie would feel as intimidated here as he did.

If she had to deal with the redhead by the desk as well, he was willing to wager she would.

The woman at the desk rose smoothly, her movements graceful and elegant, her eyes never once leaving John. Even through her loose sweater, he could see tight, narrow shoulders and a posture so straight he unconsciously improved his own slouch. There was something about her that he found utterly hypnotic, her casual grace, confidence and stunning beauty coalescing into a woman who was difficult to look away from. As a man who was used to working with his hands, John was used to being one of the biggest, strongest guys in any room, yet in the presence of this beautiful young woman, he felt like she could overpower him easily, however she wanted to.

One glance from her was enough to make him feel suddenly much, much warmer... and her holding out her hand felt like it might nearly end him.

“Isabella O’Ryan,” she said, taking his hand in hers and giving him a polite shake of introduction.

“John... John Rogers,” he replied, trying to keep his eyes from roaming over her and finding it impossible.

Her grip was firm and cool, but not soft... no doubt tough from a lifetime of practicing various dance disciplines to make her body into a well-honed machine for performance. Up close, her clever face looked particularly sharp, making him feel once again as if she was looking through him, and giving him a strange feeling that he wanted her to like what she saw in him.

“Well, John, I’m mostly an instructor for the classes geared toward adults, but I can certainly talk you through some of the programs we have for our younger clientele that might suit your daughter’s interests,” Isabella explained, a playful little smirk pulling at the corner of her mouth.

Taking in her youthful beauty, John was surprised. “You’re an instructor?”

With a readied confidence, she replied, “I may only be 22, but I assure you, I am quite experienced and capable of being an instructor of many disciplines... I’m sure I could probably teach you a thing or two.”

There was that heat again, and with it, an uncomfortable defensiveness.
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