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    To my Grani who has a soft spot for Navy sailors and is one of the best beta readers a girl could ask for.
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Dear Reader, 
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THIS NOVELLA IS A SPIN-off of my Midwestern Bookish Belles series and includes characters from both Anne Girl and Forever Anne. When I was finishing Forever Anne, I suddenly found myself thinking about Paula Blythe and her story. I felt called to write it, despite knowing it was not a part of my original plan for the series. I hope you enjoy I Dare You and how I tied up some of the loose ends from Forever Anne. But don’t worry. This is not the end of Avonlea, Illinois. Some of your favorite characters from Avonlea will appear in future Midwestern Bookish Belles books, even as we move on to adaptions of other classic novels.

This book includes topics such as learning disabilities and incidences of alcohol consumption which may be difficult topics for some readers.

Best wishes, 

Luci
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Chapter 1       
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AUGUST 6th, 3:04pm

“What did you just say?” I stared at Dr. Sullivan in horror as a lump formed in the back of my throat. I sat in the exam room in my yoga pants and oversized t-shirt gaping at my doctor while I massaged my sore ankle. My head was spinning and I tried not to spiral into full-fledged panic mode. Maybe I had misheard, or maybe- 

Dr. Sullivan shook her head. “I’m so sorry Paula. I had hoped that you would be back on the stage with a fully healed ankle by fall. But I don’t recommend you try. I don’t think your ankle will ever be strong enough to continue your rigorous training program. Besides, you also have that old stress fracture in your foot and your hip-”

I put up my hand. “Stop. Please stop. I-I need time to process all of this.” I gestured to my ankle and struggled to take a deep breath. I looked down at my lap and tried to hold back my tears. 

“I’m sorry. I know this must be hard for you. Do you need a moment alone?” I nodded and Dr. Sullivan stood to leave. I glanced up at her as she hesitated at the door. “I know this is a bad time. You have a lot to process, but my daughter is your biggest fan. She dreams of being a ballerina just like you someday. Would you sign this for her?”

Dr. Sullivan held out a pen and an old playbill from last winter’s performance of The Nutcracker. It was the last show of my career. I took the pen and playbill and signed it as my tears blurred my vision. My signature looked awful. Hopefully, Dr. Sullivan’s daughter would understand. 

“I’m so sorry I had to be the one to break the news to you.” Dr. Sullivan looked apologetic, but I couldn’t bring myself to speak as I handed back the playbill. I shook my head in acknowledgment. Finally, the doctor left the room and I collapsed backward onto the exam table. 

What was I going to do? My career was over. Finished. Done. Forever. I had moved to Boston eight years ago to join one of the best ballet companies in the world and now it was all over. No more casting calls, early morning rehearsals, or newspapers calling for interviews. All because of that day five months ago when I had stupidly fallen during rehearsal and broken my ankle. 

My life has revolved around dancing for as long as I can remember. My older brother, Gilbert, used to drive me to dance class every week. My dad had shown up to every single one of my performances regardless of the season. And as a farmer with fifty acres of land in a small town in the middle of nowhere Illinois was a big deal. My mom-I stifled back a sob. My mom was going to be heartbroken when she heard my career was over. She had been so proud when the Boston Ballet’s cast list had come out and my name had been on it.

I heard a knock on the door and turned. A nurse poked her head in and smiled gently at me. “Dear, we need this exam room. Do you think you will be okay getting home?” 

“Of course.” I sat up and slid off the table. I wiped my eyes with the edge of my Swan Lake t-shirt from three years ago. I set my shoulders and tried to muster a smile for the nurse. My life may be in tatters at the moment, but I was going to hold it together enough to get back to my apartment. Then I would be able to cry for as long as I needed. I walked out of the doctor’s office with my head high and tried to ignore the dull ache in my ankle.
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Chapter 2       
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AUGUST 6th, 5:57pm 

The first thing I did when I got to my apartment was break the news to my parents and my manager, Heidi. My parents were distraught about it, of course. They hated living so far away from Boston. But there was nothing they could have done to fix this, despite their insistence to the contrary. On the other hand, Heidi was a professional and she handled the conversation well. I wasn’t her first dancer who was forced into early retirement due to an injury and I definitely wouldn’t be her last. 

It wasn’t uncommon for this to happen in my line of work. I knew that. I just never imagined it would ever happen to me. I sighed and sank to the kitchen floor. I put my head in my hands just as I heard the front door slam. Thirty seconds later Carly, my roommate and closest friend in Boston, walked into the kitchen. 

“So how did it go? Is it time to celebrate?” Carly’s face fell as she took in the sight of me sitting cross-legged on the floor. I hadn’t even showered or changed my clothes. I shook my head dejectedly and stared blankly at the floor.

Carly cursed. She dropped her keys and bag on the table with a thud. Carly may be a graceful dancer on the stage, but she was anything but outside of work. She plopped down next to me on the floor. “What happened? Did she say you have to wait another month?” 

“No. She doesn’t think my ankle will ever be strong enough to keep up with our schedule. She wants me to retire.”

“That’s ridiculous! Maybe you should get a second opinion?” 

I knew Carly was the optimist in our friendship and I loved that about her. But I was a realist. A second opinion wouldn’t make any difference. 

I shook my head again. “I don’t think so. If only I hadn’t fallen. I just keep replaying that day over and over. I can’t figure out why I landed like I did. I’ve done that move a hundred times.”

“It was just a freak accident. It could have happened to any of us. But we should call Heidi and-” 

“I already did.” 

“And? What did she say?”

I sighed and picked at an invisible piece of lint from my yoga pants. “Heidi’s seen every possible injury at this point in her career. She thinks I’m making the right decision.” 

Carly’s mouth dropped open, but she didn’t respond. I wrapped my arms around my knees and studied the color-coded meal plan stuck to the fridge. We sat together in silence for a few minutes staring into nothing. 

“Does your ankle really feel that bad?” Carly finally asked. 

“Yes,” I admitted. “It doesn’t feel the same as it did last summer. I tried to ignore it for as long as possible, but it
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