
  
    [image: The Winner]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Erin Bomboy

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          The Winner: A Ballroom Dance Novel

          
        
          
	          The Pas de Deux: A Classical Ballet Romance

          
        
          
	          The Piece: A Contemporary Ballet Novel

          
        
      

      
    
    


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 by Erin Bomboy

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

      

      Published by Curtain Call Press

      

      Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

      

      The Winner/ Erin Bomboy. -- 1st ed.

      Print ISBN 978-0-9984830-3-0

      Ebook ISBN 978-0-9984830-4-7

    

  


  
    
      For my husband, who hasn’t read this nor has he read most of the other words I’ve written, yet he remains my most ardent supporter. Thank you for the rosé wine, the daddy daycare, and for believing me when I told you it was important that I write this and that I write it now.

    

  


  
    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

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

        
          Chapter 41

        

        
          Chapter 42

        

        
          Chapter 43

        

        
          Chapter 44

        

        
          Chapter 45

        

        
          Chapter 46

        

        
          Chapter 47

        

        
          Chapter 48

        

        
          Chapter 49

        

        
          Chapter 50

        

        
          Chapter 51

        

        
          Chapter 52

        

        
          Chapter 53

        

        
          Chapter 54

        

        
          Chapter 55

        

      

      
        
          Author’s Notes

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Also by Erin Bomboy

        

      

    

    


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Nina: The Russian Invasion

        

      

    

    
      Last year, we won.

      It wasn't even a big deal, a small ballroom competition located in a Baltimore hotel and attended by a few local couples. We sailed in on a sweet May breeze, husband-and-wife Oleg and Nina from New York, former Rising Star champions and current US bronze medalists. We collected everything that came with being a winner: money, medals, and accolades.

      This year, we weren’t recalled to the final.

      We stood by the dance floor, a pond of golden parquet, as six couples strode past us with determined smiles. The men, dapper in tail suits, and the women, in rhinestone-encrusted dresses, stationed themselves around the floor. Judges, dressed up (but not to kill, their quick-swiping pencils were for that), lifted their clipboards.

      "Competitors," said the emcee. "Your first dance is Waltz."

      An airy melody anchored by a slow 3/4 rhythm filled the ballroom. The six couples took dance position, an embrace of authority for the man, one of surrender for the woman. Because it was Standard, the oldest and most conservative of the ballroom styles, couples’ arms would stay clasped as their feet braided themselves in intricate patterns.

      On the floor, the duos swept into languorous pivots, right thighs pressed together as their left legs traced semi-circles. It was beautiful in the way geometry was: resolved, rational, flesh evenly distributed between points and lines. Equation on the bottom, solution on top.

      "There's been a mistake," I hissed to Oleg.

      "No mistake,” he said.

      "I'm going to ask Papa."

      Constantine “Papa”  Papadopoulos was the Chairman of the Judges. He was sitting in front of a calculator, shredding the score sheets from the semifinal. Once he saw me, he’d realize he'd miscalculated the judges’ recall marks.

      Oleg roped his arm around my waist. "No.”

      "Yes.”

      The Waltz music drifted to a close. Applause greeted the six couples as they bowed.

      "Your next dance is Tango," intoned the emcee.

      A strident march boomed through the ballroom. A couple—eyes narrowed, lips snarling—executed a chain of stamps and points a dozen feet away from us. They were good, and that was the problem.

      Maxine, our coach, found us. "Let's get out of here," she said.

      Oleg placed his hand on the small of my back and guided me out of the ballroom. I kept my chin high, but I couldn't ignore the sympathetic smiles being thrown our way by those who remembered our win last year.

      Maxine led us to a quiet sofa in the lobby. Guests in dark suits and harried expressions eyeballed us as they walked by, their brows arched in wonder. They’d checked into this hotel expecting sober industry and profitable enterprise. Instead, they’d stumbled upon a ballroom dance competition, and they didn’t know what to make of all the sparkles and liveliness.

      "The jig is up," Maxine said. "You need to retire. Immediately."

      It'd been happening for years, couples emigrating from Eastern Europe, seeking the American dream in the form of Foxtrots and Cha Chas. In the last year, the floodgates had opened. Millennial carpetbaggers, carrying dresses made by their babushkas and flaunting talents honed since before they could walk, invaded Standard and Latin, the two divisions practiced around the world. The American style—Smooth—stayed safe, too theatrical and homegrown to be of interest.

      The Russian invasion wasn't a big deal at first. A few marks here, a dance there. But now we were in a death spiral. Backwater competitions that used to have barely enough competitors to fill a six-couple final had swelled to semifinals and quarterfinals of Russian names.

      Oleg and I, the original Russkis, had started in our teens. We were gifted and hardworking enough to rise high in the United States where Standard failed to excite with its picky technique and old-fashioned formality.

      But confronted with these Eastern European youths who'd started as tots, chipping away at bad habits to arrive in young adulthood ready to soar, Oleg and I stumbled.

      “It's our year to win Nationals.” I stomped my right foot, which caused my knee to groan. My arthritis had been acting up for a while although it hadn’t gotten bad enough for me to worry about.

      The previous Nationals, we’d placed third in the Open Standard division and could call ourselves second as the current second-place couple had quit due to the female partner’s anorexia.

      Judges didn't like that sort of thing. Ballroom wasn't ballet, and a stick in a glittery dress was considered gross rather than gorgeous. Rumor held the current champions were retiring, which left first place wide open. I could practically feel the gold medal swing around my neck, a decade’s worth of sweat and sacrifices rewarded.

      Oleg ran an exasperated hand through his dark hair "Nina will not listen to reason.”

      “There’s no reason to listen to. Winners retire. Everyone else quits.”

      We’d been arguing for months over retiring. Our marriage, a tranquil decade spent dancing and living with our hearts turned toward each other, had smashed upon the rocks of thwarted ambition.

      "You’re not winning Nationals,” Maxine said.

      "What if we took a year off to practice?" I asked.

      I was finding it hard to face the truth. I'd devoted the last ten years of my life to winning Nationals. Third place wasn’t good enough. Who remembered third?

      Maxine pursed her lips. "You're not winning Nationals. Not this year, not any other year. Retire. Do a pretty Waltz at Nationals to celebrate your career and move on with your lives.”

      "We will retire," Oleg said.

      "We will not retire." I narrowed my eyes at Oleg.

      Maxine sighed. "It's your decision."

      She gave us a hug and then left to help Papa, her husband, pack up.

      Oleg stood and offered his hand. “Come.”

      "I'm not quitting."

      "I am," Oleg said. “I am thirty-two, and I am not getting any younger. Let us quit while we are ahead.”

      I glared at him. "How can you give up? We're so close."

      "Last year, we were close. This year, we are far away, and we will not get closer."

      "I want to win."

      Oleg turned to leave. "I am heading up. Knock when you have faced facts.”

      "I’m going to win," I said as he walked away. "I will win."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Carly: Stepping In

        

      

    

    
      Doing the wrong thing was not supposed to make me this happy.

      There was what I should be doing: helping my parents out with Archer, my fourteen-year-old autistic brother and taking a class to chip away at the requirements for my degree in special education.

      Here’s what I was doing—teaching ballroom dancing in New York City.

      I blamed it on the ad. One April morning, spitting rain and downright cold, I’d cut through the dance department on my way to a psychology class. I did this often although it didn’t save any time. I did it because I loved glimpsing the classes. Lines of ballerinas, hair scraped into buns, arranging their legs and arms into acute and obtuse angles. Modern dancers with shaggy ponytails and baggy t-shirts rolling on and sliding across the floor. The odd African class with its infectious drumming and stomping.

      I itched to join them. I’d danced at the local studio until I was fourteen but stopped when my parents needed my help with Archer, whose low-functioning autism required almost constant support. I’d tried to be a good sport about it, but I still danced in my dreams.

      That day, I stopped near a bulletin board thumbtacked with audition notices and performance fliers.  An ad featuring a man in a tuxedo and a woman in a fancy dress caught my eye.

      

      
        
        Sleep in and dance all night in New York, New York.

        The Vernon and Irene Castle School of Ballroom Dancing seeks summer instructors to teach wedding couples their first dance.

      

      

      

      At the bottom, a name and number to call plus the studio’s motto: Step in to step out.

      I stepped in with both feet, right then and there, expecting nothing.

      What I got was everything.

      I spoke to Ralph, the studio owner. He explained the gig was three months of teaching couples how to do the basics for their weddings.

      “We put you up for a week in a hotel and train you. You’ve gotta dance background, Carly, so you’ll pick up quick. At the end, if it’s not working out, we part ways, no hard feelings. If you’re good and I’m good, you can hit the floor and start teaching. We’ve gotta deal with one of the universities, and you can live in a dorm room on the cheap,” he told me.

      Without thinking, I said yes.

      And now, it was another ordinary day in my new extraordinary life.

      I slept in, an enormous treat. For as long as I could remember, I’d woken up early. My dad, who stayed up when Archer couldn’t sleep, which was most nights, catnapped while my mom changed Archer’s diaper and got him dressed. I made a breakfast of gooey oatmeal, the only way Archer would eat it, and a banana smoothie, the only way Archer would touch fruit.

      In New York, I had a leisurely breakfast of bagels and coffee. Then, I took the subway, loving its opportunities for people watching, to the studio in Midtown where I taught box steps and rock steps and fancy walking steps for their weddings.

      The work was engaging but not difficult, and the students, except for a few snippy bridezillas, were pleasant. Time flew, and before I knew it, I’d be on the subway back to my tiny but nice dorm room in the East Village.

      I loved working at the Castle, the nickname the studio was known by. Its namesakes, Vernon and Irene Castle, were a famous duo in the early 20th century who’d refined the Foxtrot and classed up the Tango.

      The Castle was different from any dance studio I'd ever been in. Without fail, most dance studios were depressing places with stained walls, splintery barres, and fluorescent lighting that made everyone look like zombies.

      The Castle, though, was beautiful. A sheet of caramel-colored wood fanned across the floor, and from the ceiling, chandeliers, beaded like a flapper’s dress, made everything gleam. The walls were papered in a soothing cream shadow stripe, and benches, upholstered in the same shade, lined the perimeter. It resembled a hotel lobby: elegant, rich, inoffensive.

      It was hard to imagine people getting into the sweaty, grueling, and often embarrassing work of dancing, but that’s what we did here. 

      Although I was busy with my wedding couples, I found plenty of time to park myself on a bench and watch the advanced dancers. If he was free, Sam, the other teacher Ralph had hired, would hang out with me.

      Sam was from Texas, and he spoke with a twang I found adorable. He was tall and gangly, but he moved with natural, silken grace.

      “How do you get that good?” I asked as a couple swept by us to a breezy Frank Sinatra song. Their feet skated across the floor in a straight line while their torsos swayed toward the wall and then leveled out. It was the Feather Step, a signature pattern of Standard Foxtrot.

      “Practice,” Sam said. He ran his hand through his hair, dark red and bushy, like a pile of fall leaves. “Lots of it.”

      I longed for an opportunity to get that good. Teaching wedding couples was fun, but it didn’t require me to know much more than the basics. And since all I taught were wedding couples, I had no need to learn more than I already did.

      I sighed, but it was a small one. I was happy in New York.

      My parents were livid when I told them of my summer plans. “Ballroom dancing in New York City?” they’d asked. “What about your studies? What about Archer? We need you here.”

      I didn’t have a good rebuttal, so I’d stayed mute and accepted the darts of guilt they hurled at me.

      They were right. I was needed there. It took all three of us to manage Archer, whose needs dictated our days, plus keep up with the demands of dinner, laundry, and tidying up. Neither of my parents made much money, and my hometown in Ohio offered little support for autistic kids. I was the support they relied on.

      “It’s just for the summer,” I said lamely. “Like camp, but I’ll be getting paid.” I’d never been to a sleep-away camp, but it was the best analogy I could find.

      It’d been weeks, and they were still upset with me. I’d taken to emailing rather than calling them, so I didn’t have to hear the disappointment sharpening their voices.

      Day by day, week by week, my old life in Ohio felt further and further away, less and less appealing. I admitted to myself what I’d known since my first day in New York. I wanted to stay.

      But how?

      When summer ended, so did the job.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Nina: The Ultimatum

        

      

    

    
      Maxine had tried. Oleg had tried. But I refused to see reason. Then I did something stupid. I challenged Oleg.

      “If you won’t dance with me, then I’ll find someone who will.”

      Oleg sighed and shook his head.

      “What would you have us do?” I asked.

      "Open franchise of the Castle."

      "Where?" The Castle was a chain of dance studios in the northeast, and the big cities were taken.

      He thrust his chest out proudly. “Charlotte, North Carolina.”

      I gaped at him. “Your big plan is for us to move to Charlotte, North Carolina and open a franchise of the Castle?”

      "I have done research. It is fastest growing city in United States. We make out big time."

      "Can you see us, two Big-Apple Russkis, in the South?"

      He smiled, a big, shiny one. “You were born in US. And I have been here twenty years,” he said. “I am citizen.”

      A citizen who still drops his articles, I thought.

      “It will be nice. Big home with yard. Lots of space.” Oleg rubbed my belly. “For baby.” His eyes were glistening. “American dream come true.”

      “Winning Nationals is my American dream,” I said. “My mother scrimped and pinched and saved, so I could become a champion.”

      “It is your life, not your mother’s.”

      “Do you know how many times I’ve heard her say, ‘One day, my daughter will be winner. From cleaning lady to champion in one generation.’” I said in a passable imitation of my mother’s thick Russian accent. “That’s why she came to America. Her life is my life.” I glared at Oleg.

      I’d worked hard for years to make it come true, and Oleg was acting like a starting a family in a split-level ranch house in a city I couldn’t find on a map was some fabulous consolation prize. I shuddered at telling my mother we’d retired before winning Nationals.

      “She might forget when she has grandchild.”

      “My mother doesn’t forget. Besides, we can start a family down the road.” I paused. “After we’ve won Nationals.” I swept into the bedroom “See you at practice tomorrow,” I said over my shoulder.

      “I am not coming to practice tomorrow.” Oleg flipped open his laptop. “Or day after. Or day after that day.”

      I pivoted on my heel to face Oleg. “Then don’t bother coming home.”

      He looked at me over the top of his computer. “Do not be silly.”

      I placed my hands on my hips. “I’m not being silly. If you’re not dancing with me, then you’re not sleeping with me,” I said. “So don’t bother coming home if you don’t go to practice.” I paused and then added for effect. “Ever.”

      Oleg’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you serious?”

      I tossed my hair. “I wouldn’t say it if I wasn’t serious.”

      I rose early as I always did and made coffee. I drank a cup while waiting for Oleg to get up. When it was time for us to leave for practice, he was still asleep. I called his bluff. I left for the studio.

      I wasn’t worried. It wasn’t unusual for me to go in earlier than Oleg. He enjoyed sleeping in and then getting ready in a frenzy of slurping coffee while buttoning his dress shirt as he locked the door behind him.

      Two hours later, he hadn’t shown up for practice.

      Uh oh. I pushed away the worry knocking at my heart and went through the motions of teaching.

      He’ll be waiting at home, I told myself as I adjusted a student’s dance position.

      He can’t believe I was serious, I reassured myself as I stepped out for a salad.

      He knows I’m just upset about Nationals, I consoled myself as I led a group class through the basics of Quickstep.

      We worked at different locations of the Castle (Midtown for me and the Upper East Side for him), so I typically didn’t see him until late evening.

      He didn’t come home. I waited up as the clock measured my shock and regret in minutes that ticked into hours.

      Tomorrow. This is just to make a point.

      He didn’t show up for practice or come home the next day or the next day after that.

      He’ll come around.

      Days became weeks, and soon, a month had gone by.

      At some point, when I’d been at work, he’d stopped by the apartment and picked up some of his clothes and his laptop. I slept on his side of the bed that night, clad in one of his dress shirts. I cocooned myself in his scent and comforted myself that this would soon pass.

      I was too proud to call. I’d issued the ultimatum after all. I did, however, keep my phone by me at all times. Just in case Oleg called.

      Our Sheepshead Bay apartment felt huge and abandoned without Oleg. I clattered through it, trying to fill up its blank corners. I pulled Mastering the Art of French Cooking, a wedding present from Oleg’s mother, from atop the bookshelf. Its spine cracked reluctantly and then invitingly when I opened it for the first time.

      As I concocted elaborate meals for one, I tuned the television to reality shows that gave me the illusion of company. I picked at heavily creamed or profusely buttered dinners while perched in front of the flickering screen as nubile young things frolicked in hot tubs and squabbled over boyfriends. I threw away more food than I ate, but I was cooking for a hungry heart, not an empty stomach.

      I’d been partnered in life and on the dance floor since I was eighteen, and I was unprepared to handle single life at twenty-eight. I took to spending hours at the Castle, grateful for the hustle of Ralph selling lessons and the bustle of students taking lessons.

      Anytime someone brought up Oleg, I changed the subject.

      When there was nobody to talk to, I looked out the window. On more than one occasion, the reflection of Ralph’s face would appear in whatever window I was staring out of. He’d yank at the collar of his shirt and then avert his eyes. He was probably aware of my newly un-partnered state, both on and off the floor, and bless his greedy heart, was worried and wanted to do something.

      I was right as it would turn out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Carly: Quarter Turns

        

      

    

    
      Sam and I had begun eating lunch together while exchanging stories about our teaching successes and snafus. Since we were both green, there were more snafus than successes.

      “I got confused again when I taught the Quarter Turns in Foxtrot.” He groaned. “I had them start facing Diagonal Center rather than Diagonal Wall. I didn’t realize it until there they went, cutting across the Line of Dance smack into Nina’s students.”

      Nina was one of the advanced teachers at the Castle. I was in awe of her. She’d been a Nationals Rising Star Standard champion and a bronze medalist in the Open division. She wore her black hair in a blunt pageboy that suited her snapping green eyes and pointy chin. She smiled like a cat, quick and knowing.

      “She was nice about it, but still.” Sam slurped some Dr. Pepper. “I was embarrassed.”

      I smiled sympathetically. “I did that yesterday.”

      And I had, although the studio had been empty at the time, so nobody saw my students crossing the invisible circle that dancers followed as if horses going around a track.

      “I won’t do it again,” Sam said. “Twice is enough for that mistake.”

      I opened up my takeout container of falafel. One of the delights of New York was all the cheap, tasty ethnic food all located within a few blocks of the Castle.

      “How’d you end up teaching here?” I asked.

      “After graduating from college, I was planning on working at my dad’s business.”

      I cocked my head.

      “Recycling,” he said in response to my silent question. “It’s huge in Houston, and my dad got in on the ground floor. Now, he has the life. He works in the morning, goes to lunch and then the golf course before swinging by the office to tie up a few things. He’s home by five with a whiskey in his hand.”

      I spread my napkin in my lap. “What happened?”

      Sam cracked his knuckles. “We had a fight. I asked him not to bring my new stepmother to my graduation.”

      “Why?”

      “My mom and dad were married for twenty-five years, and she did everything for him. She was devastated when he told her it was over.”

      I leaned toward him, chewing on some falafel.

      “He did this spin on the affair-with-a-secretary cliché. My stepmother is young and attractive, and she works for my dad. But she has an MBA, and my dad hired her to acquire new businesses.” Sam didn’t say anything for a moment. “Profits are up twenty percent since she started.”

      “Oh.” I wanted to say something more comforting, but nothing came to mind.

      “I didn’t want to put my mom through that,” he said. “My dad was furious. He said my stepmother was family now, and I needed to stop playing favorites with my mom.”

      I nodded and took another bite of falafel.

      “He said that if I wanted special treatment outside the office, then I’d probably want it inside the office. So he rescinded my job offer.”

      I swallowed. “That’s tough. How’d you end up here?”

      “I’d taken a ballroom dance class in college, and when I saw the ad, I figured, ‘why the hell not?’ I needed a job, pronto, and New York sounded fun.”

      He grinned at me, which caused my heart to flutter like a flag in a stiff breeze.

      “Have you made up with your dad?”

      “Not yet.”

      I patted his shoulder. “You will.” Our eyes met, but neither of us said anything. Sam looked down, studied his shoes for a moment, and then lifted his eyes to me. He opened his mouth to say something as my cheeks heated up.

      The door to the teacher’s room swung wide before slamming shut.

      The moment was lost.

      I took a sip of soda to cover my confusion.

      Sam cleared his throat. “So what’s it like growing up with an autistic brother?” The tips of his ears were pink.

      “Like being on a roller coaster that never stops,” I said. “Archer is low-functioning and non-verbal.”

      I wiped my hands with my napkin. “Intellectually, I know he doesn’t understand his behavior. But when he bites me, it hurts physically. And when he rips up my homework that I spent all night doing, it hurts emotionally.”

      I ripped the napkin between my fingers. “But I couldn’t get upset, ever, because he didn’t know what he was doing.”

      I balled up the papery ribbons. “It hurts so much, though, to watch your baby brother hit his head against a wall over and over. It hurts so much to watch him run out the door and into the street as you chase after him, praying no cars are coming.”

      I tossed the napkin into the trash. “There are good moments, too. He loves cartoons, the old ones like Bugs Bunny and Wile E. Coyote and The Road Runner. He curls up with me, and we watch them together.”

      I threw the takeout container on top of the napkin. “I had to grow up quickly. There are only a certain number of hours in the day, and Archer’s needs were so immediate that my parents didn’t have much left over for me,” I said. “I became the third parent.”

      I squared my shoulders and smiled at Sam, who was looking uncomfortable. Talking about Archer was always hard. Nobody knew what to say or if they should say anything.

      “I learned a lot about patience,” I said, ballooning each word with cheer. “Which I’m about to use now as I teach Forward Change Steps in Waltz to students who may or may not remember their right foot from their left.”

      I stood up and flashed Sam another smile, this one with as many teeth as I could manage. “See you on the floor.”

      He was gazing at me, his mouth open.

      “Yup,” he said finally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Nina: Ralph’s Big Plan

        

      

    

    
      "Nina, Nina, I gotta lotta problems, and one of them you can solve."

      I settled into the leather club chair that rested across from Ralph’s desk and lifted my eyebrows. Ralph, to my eye, didn't have a “lotta problems.” He ran a successful dance studio that allowed him, a bookie's son from Queens, to live like a king.

      Ralph was composed of squares: size EEE feet he shoved into specially-made dance shoes, a block of a torso, a brick for a head, and square white teeth that lined up like sheets of toilet paper.

      Yet he was rarely without some longhaired, large-breasted beauty on his arm. He had a motto of "try 'em all," and if one girl turned down his advances, he moved onto the next one. He leered at women on the streets, and I'd overheard him discuss how plastic surgery could enhance a female’s looks.

      For all his gross misogyny outside the studio, Ralph was a surprisingly good boss. He paid his male and female teachers the same, even though male teachers were harder to come by. He’d never tried anything with me or any of the other female instructors, and if a male student acted creepy, he showed that student the door, no questions asked.

      Ralph’s behavior, though, had less to do with respect for women and more to do with respect for his bottom line. Treating his female teachers well was good for business.

      "What’s the problem?” I asked.

      "You're a terrific teacher, Nina. One of the best I got. But you're about to be one of the only ones I got."

      I frowned. The Castle was a hopping dance studio that required a dozen or so instructors to keep pace with demand. Teacher turnover was high, collateral damage for a studio located in New York City where young people juggled multiple dreams and weren't hesitant to abandon one when another looked more promising.

      "Who's leaving?"

      Ralph sighed. "Everybody," he said. "I got the opposite problem of every other studio owner. Students and nobody to teach 'em." He ticked the leaving teachers off his fingers. "Show, grad school, moving to L.A., getting married, another show.” He stopped. “Clown college,” he said in disbelief.

      I nodded, wondering where this was going.

      "I got the advanced students covered. Four Russians are starting on Monday.”

      Great, I thought. More Russkis to remind me of my failed ambitions. I coughed to keep from crying.

      "The social students are the problem. I got plenty of folks, but nobody to teach ‘em."

      Ralph did have a problem. Unlike advanced students who were interested in the process, social students showed up with a goal, usually a wedding. They required patience and enthusiasm and a teacher who could teach the same thing over and over without succumbing to boredom or animosity. It was like waiting tables except without the promise of a big tip.

      "I got Carly and Sam, but they're leaving at the end of the summer." Ralph leaned forward. "I want to keep ‘em. They're attractive, quick, well-spoken. It could take a year before I found two teachers as good.”

      "How do plan on doing that?"

      Ralph rubbed his thick hands together. "I gotta plan." He smiled at me. "That's where you come in."

      I blinked. "Me?"

      Ralph nodded. "My social teachers don’t stay because they’re killing time until something better comes along.

      I wrinkled my nose. "True, but so what?”

      "I want them to compete in the Castle's competition next month."

      The competition was outwardly an event of contested professional and amateur divisions for the studios across the northeast. In reality, it was more like a cross between a frat party and a business meeting with all the drinking and talking shop.

      "What’s that going to do?” I asked.

      “I want them to get the dance bug. They won’t mind teaching all those wedding couples if they’re competing.” Ralph reclined back in his chair with a satisfied smile. “I also gotta suspicion they like each other. Listening to some romantic music while holding onto each other might give ‘em the push they need. After the event, I’ll offer them a year contract and hook ‘em up with some coaching.” He smirked as if he wanted to high-five himself.

      I frowned. Ralph’s plan had a lot in common with Swiss cheese. It was full of holes.

      “What does this have to do with me?”

      "You're going to help ‘em. Throw together some routines, polish their technique, encourage ‘em to practice after hours.”

      I raised my eyebrows. The whole thing sounded dumb for everybody involved.

      "Wouldn't it be easier to keep looking for other teachers?" I asked.

      "I've been trying. But these young kids have zero interest in ballroom dancing." He sulked. "I talked to one girl who would've been terrific. She was personable, had studied modern and jazz in college." Ralph shook his head. "When I told her we only teach men to lead and women to follow, she told me we’re reinforcing outmoded gender norms and that ballroom dancing is a tool of the patriarchy."

      He wrinkled his forehead. "What's the patriarchy?"

      "It's . . ." I trailed off. A lesson in women's studies wasn’t going to change Ralph.

      "Another guy I talked to wanted to know if he could teach all his lessons via video conferencing.”

      I swallowed my laugh. "Kids today.”

      "And even if I get one that doesn't care about that stuff, I gotta train 'em, hope they stick around for a while." Ralph sighed. "Sam and Carly are the best I've seen in a long time."

      I yawned, my mind on the poulet au porto I would make this evening.

      "Will you train them, Nina?"

      I shook my head. “I’ve got plenty on my plate right now between teaching my students and running the Wednesday class and social,” I said. Plus working things out with Oleg, I thought.

      Ralph shifted in his leather chair. “It’s none of my business, but I noticed you’ve been hanging out here more than usual. As someone who’s experienced his fair share of . . . ” he stopped and squinted, “bumps in the road, the best thing to do is keep your mind on other things.”

      “I feel great,” I said. “Never better,” I added with a big smile that was negated by my wet eyes.

      “It’ll take your mind off things. And sometimes bumps require extra change in your pocket. So I’ll give you a bonus—a big one—if they stay.”

      "I can't get them ready in Standard in time."

      "I want you to train ‘em in Smooth."

      "Smooth?" I asked. "What do I know about Smooth?"

      "I'm gonna bet plenty." Ralph's phone buzzed. "So it's settled," he said as he reached for the receiver.

      It was not settled, but I left Ralph's office anyway.

      That night, I ate the chicken in port that I’d prepared for myself. Then, by myself, I watched a reality show about attractive young people who worked in a beauty salon. As the receptionist argued with the master stylist, I zoomed back on my life and saw what the world saw, a depressed woman alone in her apartment, the same as yesterday and the same as tomorrow.

      A tear dribbled down my cheek. Stupid Nina.

      I picked up the phone to call Oleg but put it back down. My fingers itched to push the buttons, but my pride, an enormous, unmovable mountain forged from ego and ambition, had blocked my heart.

      I blew my nose. I was going to take Ralph up on his offer. Oleg might catch wind of my new project. He’d know I wasn’t sitting around crying for him. Maybe that would kick-start our reconciliation.
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      If I was going to train Sam and Carly, then we needed to have started last year. The next day, I approached Carly. She was lounging on a bench with her long legs stretched in front of her. I paused to inspect her; I couldn’t decide whether she was pretty or plain.

      Today a shaft of pinkish twilight made her ivory skin look dewy and highlighted her high cheekbones.

      Pretty.

      "Hello," Carly said. She scooted over, so I could plop down beside her. She gave me a generous smile, which I returned. Carly's most striking quality was her cheerfulness. Ralph had good reason to want to keep her.

      "How are you enjoying the Castle?" I asked.

      "I love it," she said without any irony. "Teaching ballroom dancing is so rewarding."

      I tried to remember where she was from. Ohio? Indiana? Some place where people spoke without the cynicism that italicized New Yorkers' conversations.

      "What are your plans for the fall?"

      Her face fell. "Go back to college. Help out my family." She cocked her head at me. Brown eyes too close together and thin lips.

      Plain.

      "What are you studying?"

      She plucked at the hem of her skirt. "Special education. My brother has low-functioning autism, so I have lots of experience with special-needs children."

      "What's your favorite dance?"

      Her face lit up.

      Very pretty.

      “Waltz. Or Foxtrot,” she said. “Maybe Tango if I knew more about it."

      "None of the Latin dances?"

      "I feel like a giraffe with a hip replacement."

      I laughed. "Would you enjoy learning more about Waltz, Tango, and Foxtrot?"

      Her forehead creased. "How . . ."

      "The Castle has a competition coming up in a couple of weeks, and there's a division for newbies called Rising Star."

      "Competing?" Carly asked with big eyes. "In what? Who with?"

      "Smooth. It's four dances: Waltz, Tango, Foxtrot, and Viennese Waltz,” I said. “Imagine if Standard and Latin emigrated to America and had a baby."

      “I’m not picturing it.”

      "Think Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers.”

      "It sounds wonderful, but I don't have money for lessons or a dress." Her eyes burned with longing.

      "I’ll train you for free and lend you a dress.

      "Who would be my partner?"

      "Sam. You two would be a good fit."

      Carly twisted her hands. “I don’t know.”

      "Don't overthink it. Tomorrow. Ten a.m.”

      She looked up, two splotches of crimson staining her cheeks. "Did Sam agree?"

      "He will,” I said, confident for no reason other than Ralph seemed confident in his ability to sniff out young love.

      Sam was even easier than Carly. I cut out the pleasantries and got straight to the point.

      "Competing with Carly? Sounds fun,” he said, his accent elongating all the vowels as if they were chewing gum.

      Maybe Ralph was on to something.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Carly: The Best There Ever Was

        

      

    

    
      Maybe it was all the time we spent in each other’s arms. Maybe it was the romantic music we danced to. Or maybe it was just the excitement of being young and on an adventure in New York, but my heart pinged loud and clear every time Sam came near.

      When Nina approached me about competing in August, I’d been hesitant. But she’d talked me into it although I wasn’t sure what she was getting out of training us.

      I asked Sam for his opinion. “Nobody does anything around here for free,” he’d said.

      This was true. Ballroom dancing was openly mercenary, and it started at the top. Ralph slobbered over new students and their untapped bank accounts. “Fresh blood,” he called them.

      “Maybe it has to do with that husband of hers,” Sam said.

      Nina never said anything, but the scuttlebutt around the studio said that Oleg had moved out of their apartment a couple of months ago. Nina’s red eyes and the chalky band of flesh on her ring finger led me to believe that the scuttlebutt was on point.

      Sam and I improved quickly in the beginning, mostly because up was the only place to go. We’d gotten down the syllabus of school figures, and while we weren’t exactly sailing through the steps, we could dance a song from start to finish without mortally injuring each other.

      “I'm struggling,” Sam said during a lesson. He pushed a hand through his auburn hair, which made it stand up. I yearned to smooth it down.

      "How can I help?” Nina asked.

      He sighed. "I understand what you're saying, but I can't visualize it. What is good Smooth dancing?"

      "Come." She walked to the edge of the floor where a computer rested. She keyed in a few words and brought up a video.

      I gasped, which I turned into a cough. A man, impossibly good-looking with light blond hair and the classical features of a Greek statue, was dancing the Foxtrot with a slender brunette. He led her under his arm, and then side-by-side, they floated through a crisscrossing sequence with their feet.

      "Trey Devereux. The best there ever was,” Nina said. “Probably the best there ever will be."

      Trey Devereux. His name hovered in my head like skywriting. My mouth gaped in an o as, onscreen, he stroked across the floor.

      Nina winked at me. “Trey has that effect on people.”

      I slammed my mouth shut and refocused my attention on the video. Even with my basic understanding, I respected his attention to details. When he led with his heel, he didn't stick it up like a skyscraper or keep it too low like a ballet dancer trying a modern dance move.

      For as nuanced as his approach was, he produced a huge amount of negative space. His body dominated the air-filled canvas of the dance floor by succumbing to it.

      "What do you think?" Nina asked.

      "He's exceptional," I said. Seeing him slip and skate across the floor made me want to practice more, more, more.

      "Keep going," Nina said.

      I fought to locate the right words. "His dancing is a big painting composed of tiny brushstrokes. He uses all the details in service of the whole.”

      Nina smiled at me. "Well put.” She looked at Sam. “And you?"

      Sam scratched his chin. "He looks like a movie star. That has to help. But it's also his partner. She lets him lead everything."

      My cheeks warmed. I wasn’t letting Sam lead much. I was so concerned about executing the choreography perfectly that I'd forgotten the purpose of ballroom dancing—the leader invites and then the follower interprets, sometimes with imperfect results.

      "Who’s his partner?" I asked.

      "Tamsin Grubbs,” Nina said. “He met her at a shag club. She was trailer trash. Trey cleaned her up."

      "What's shag?" Sam asked as I studied Tamsin. She didn’t look much like trailer trash with her regal posture and delicate features.

      "It's the Carolina version of Swing."

      On the video, the Master of Ceremonies was announcing the six couples who’d made the final.

      “From Charleston, South Carolina: Louis Pierre Devereux, III and Tamsin Grubbs.”

      “I thought his name was Trey,” I said.

      “Trey is a nickname for boys named after their fathers and grandfathers. It means three,” Sam said. “It’s so an entire family isn’t answering to Louis.” He overemphasized the second syllable of Louis, Lou-WHEE, in an exaggeration of the name of the former kings of France.

      "Where are they now?" I asked.

      "They retired five years ago,” Nina said. “They won three Nationals titles in Smooth, the only couple to do so."

      “Is that a big deal?” Sam asked.

      "Most couples retire after two years. They win the title and then defend it for a year to show their win wasn't a fluke."

      "What happens after couples retire?" I asked.

      "After Nationals, the champions go on a tour where they make a big paycheck. After that, most become coaches or judges. Some open studios or start competitions. No matter what, winning is lucrative,” Nina said. “Plus they'll always be Nationals champions."

      "Is that important?" Sam asked.

      Nina nodded. “Winning Nationals is enough to pay your bills for the rest of your life even if you go into another line of work. People love winners. You start out ahead before you’ve made a move.”

      Sam’s eyes glinted with something I couldn’t read.

      "Where are they now?” I asked.

      Nina shrugged. “I haven’t seen them since their last Nationals. Trey comes from old money in Charleston. As far as I know, he went back there. I don’t know about Tamsin.”

      On the screen, Trey and Tamsin were whirling through the opening bars of Viennese Waltz. If I ever had the chance, then I would measure myself against this god. His beauty, his talent, and his devotion to hard work were inspiring.

      I played with the collar of my blouse. “What's he like?"

      Nina scrunched up her face. “Odd. He was charming and had beautiful manners, but he was very private. He showed up at the start of his event, and in between rounds, Tamsin and he would go practice. I've never shared more than pleasantries with him."

      She tweaked her lips slyly. “I never knew if he preferred men or women, and that’s saying something for the world of ballroom dancing where everyone is sleeping with everyone else.”

      "Who’re the current champions?” Sam took a swig of Dr. Pepper.

      Nina pulled up a new video. "Park and Ashley Lee." 

      I didn't know much, but they weren't great compared to Trey and Tamsin: too vertical with cheesy facial expressions.

      “They look like they want to be Trey and Tamsin but haven’t practiced enough,” Sam said with his usual bluntness.

      Nina laughed. “They’re good in closed position, which is why they won.”

      "Why didn't Smooth evolve?" I asked.

      "No one had a new idea," Nina said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Nina: Do As I Say

        

      

    

    
      For the first time in a long time, I had no idea what I was doing.

      As a Standard dancer, I’d spent my career in the arms of a leader who, through his body, shaped my body in time and through space. He asked, politely and with finesse; I responded, willingly and with flair. Together, we were the perfect pair—question and answer.

      Smooth was a different world from Standard. The man still led and the woman still followed, but the woman had a range of interpretation not available to her in Standard.

      When the man spun her out, something he couldn’t do in Standard, he lost his physical control over her. Until she returned to his arms, she could be, and sometimes was, a loose cannon.

      That’s what I was right now, a loose cannon whizzing through life with no leader waiting to catch me.

      On the dance floor, Oleg had led. Off the dance floor, I had. It’d worked until I butted into his domain. I missed dancing with him, his ramrod posture and slender arms providing the vase I could bloom from.

      I swore in Russian as I headed home alone to my empty apartment. What I missed was Oleg.

      That night, with shaking hands, I picked up the phone and punched in his number, digital choreography I’d performed thousands of times. My pride hung its head.

      “Nina,” he said, his tone like an overcast day.

      My heart leaped into my mouth where it stayed. I’d assumed he would be glad to hear from me, pleased I’d made the first move toward reconciliation, and I hadn’t made any plan beyond the actual call.

      “Nina.” Still no sun.

      I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I hung up.

      He didn’t call back.

      To keep my mind off of what my heart already knew, I threw myself into coaching Sam and Carly. I wanted them to win because then, in a way, I would win.

      Smooth—so American with its liveliness and riskiness—stood in opposition to how I’d been trained to dance, which was safely and pristinely.

      My stomach bounced. I couldn’t do myself what I was about to ask Carly and Sam to do. So I used the stance of parents and dance teachers from the beginning of time. Do as I say, not as I do.

      To buy myself time, I spent their first lessons refining the syllabus figures that would make up part of their routines.

      They were terrible at first. Carly was overly committed to doing the steps in the order I’d taught them, and she refused to let Sam lead.

      “But it’s not what you showed us,” she said, tugging on her ponytail, light brown and wavy like café au lait. “Don’t we have to do it right?”

      “That doesn’t matter. What I’ve given Sam are suggestions.” I threw Sam a pointed look. “Excellent ones, but still suggestions. Let him decide if he’s going to take them or not.”

      Sam got frustrated easily and required lots of petting to keep practicing. Carly coddled him and coaxed him and cheered him on, and she never let his mood dampen hers.

      Good basics were hard to fake, so I pushed them, breaking down the same techniques over and over.

      “Again.” I smiled pertly. This marked the seventh time I’d said again.

      Sam and Carly took dance position.

      “Basics are boring,” Sam said.

      Carly looked sympathetically at Sam, but her eyes were sparkling. Perfectionists loved ballroom dancing. There was always something to improve on, excellence just one heel lead or sway to the right away.

      “The judges will appreciate a well-danced Natural Spin Turn in Waltz more than a high kick with some waving arms,” I said.

      The Natural Spin Turn—half a box into a sweeping pivot with a late, quick rise that made a couple hover like a roller coaster at the top of a hill—told a judge everything they needed to know.

      After my lessons with Sam and Carly, I watched old videos from Nationals, lingering over the ones of Trey and Tamsin. I skipped my fancy French meals and reality television shows in favor of a sandwich and my laptop. I studied the evolution of the style and searched for phrases I could knit together to create routines.

      As bad as Sam and Carly were, I was worse as a teacher, reaching for words, so very many words, when a demonstration would get results more quickly. I walked through all the open work and encouraged them to develop their personality through trial and error. When they landed on something impressive, I added it to their choreography.

      I was making it up as I went along, and I couldn’t believe Sam and Carly hadn’t caught on. I chalked it up to their naivety.

      Ralph was right about one thing. It did take my mind off Oleg. I’d coast along for a while, making notes of things I wanted to tell Sam and Carly. Then a Waltz, heartbreaking because it was beautiful, would waft through the studio. Tears would prick in my eyes because Oleg and I had danced to it a few years ago at Nationals, the first year we made the Open final. Then I would remember that I was an almost twenty-nine-year-old woman who hadn’t seen her husband since May.

      A month after Ralph set this harebrained scheme in motion, he stopped by to check on Sam and Carly’s progress.

      "How's it going?" he asked.

      "See for yourself."

      Carly and Sam were dancing their Waltz, a routine that had just begun to gel. Sam started to roll Carly out, but she smacked him in the face.

      Sam yelped as Carly apologized profusely.

      Ralph grimaced. "How about the other front?"

      I shrugged. There’d been no progress. Sam and Carly appeared to like each other, but neither would make the first move.

      "It won't take much.” He pointed his chin in Sam's direction. Sam was sitting on a bench, leaning forward, his eyes glued to Carly as she danced the spins with a new position of her arms.

      The next day, we worked on Tango.

      I put on a no-nonsense face. "Contrast is key, both in the dances and between the dances,” I said. “Right now, your Tango is too muted."

      Sam scratched his head. "It feels different than Waltz with all the quick changes of direction and sudden stops. Plus there's no rise and fall like Waltz."

      "I'm not talking about the technique." I paused for impact. "I'm talking about the feeling of each dance. Tango should strike a different chord than Waltz does."

      "Doesn't the choreography do that?” Carly asked. “Waltz swirls and Tango stalks. Foxtrot is jaunty while Viennese Waltz is a whirlwind with all those rotations.”

      “All those rotations,” Sam echoed. “I’m a clock that can’t keep up with the time.”

      I giggled. Viennese Waltz, the fastest dance, was hard in the beginning. Once they got the technique down, it would be easier thanks to Newtonian physics and all that an-object-in-motion-stays-in-motion stuff.

      I looked at Carly. "Some of the feeling comes from the choreography. But it also needs to spring from here." I tapped my heart.

      Carly blushed as Sam shuffled his feet.

      She cleared her throat. "How do we do that?"

      "Eye contact," I said triumphantly.

      This was, actually, my big plan. If I made them look each other in the eye with a specific feeling, then, maybe, the emotion would create some motion, like a date or a kiss.

      As a Standard dancer who kept my head left unless otherwise directed by my partner, eye contact seemed downright racy.

      “You’re going to draw eyes to you by having eyes for each other," I said.

      Carly's cheeks deepened to magenta as Sam stuck his hands in his pockets.

      I blinked innocently. "Let's begin."

      I told them how they should look at each other: with passion, with wrath, with undeniable lust. I kept my expression cool and professional, but inside, I was tittering like a schoolgirl.

      By the end of our lesson, Carly and Sam were dazed and flushed.

      "Be sure to practice. Tonight if possible." I waved at them and then went home to my solitary dinner and winking television.

      My stomach burned as I tipped my uneaten food into the trashcan, remembering their lesson. It wasn’t because I was jealous of young love. Because I wasn’t. Not even one iota. It was because the whipping cream I’d used in my potage velouté aux champignons, more commonly known as cream of mushroom soup, had gone bad.
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