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 Chapter One

“Mom, you can’t seriously be thinking of
injecting poison into your face.” Seated in the brocade wingback
chair outside my mother’s walk-in closet, I tried to process the
revelation that she wanted to add Botox to her beauty regimen.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Christine. It isn’t
poison. If it was, the government wouldn’t allow it on the market.”
She emerged from the closet with a hanger in each hand. “Which one
looks best?” Casually, she held out the dress in her right hand and
then proffered the one in her left.

I pointed to the olive green belted sheath in
her left hand and continued, “I don’t get it. You’re only
thirty-eight, and you want plastic surgery?”

“I’m almost thirty-nine, and it’s not plastic
surgery. Only a couple of injections.”

“Have you talked to Dad about this?”

To avoid my question she retreated into the
closet, but I wasn’t letting it go that easily. I stood and walked
to the door, folded my arms across my chest, and leaned against the
doorframe to wait for her reply.

Surveying the closet, my gaze landed on the
row of Dad’s clothes still hanging there. It had been months since
he’d stepped foot inside to retrieve any, yet his scent remained,
clinging to the slacks and shirts as if the fragrance itself waited
for his return.

“Mom, have you discussed this with Dad?”

“You talk to your father more than I do. You
tell me what he thinks.”

Her biting retort made my stomach churn.

“We have a video chat scheduled Saturday," I
said. "You could talk to him then.”

Having slipped into the dress, she stepped
closer and turned around for me to zip it up. The dress was a good
choice. The fabric spread smoothly down her slender hips and
accentuated her long back. Dad had always told me I should be
grateful I had Mom’s figure and not his thick thighs and broad
shoulders.

“Benjamin knows how to call me,” she said.
“If he wanted to talk to me, he would. I’m not having a video
chat.”

I could remember almost to the day when my
mother stopped calling my father Ben and started calling him
Benjamin. The summer before my sixteenth birthday, Mom and I had
come to Houston for a couple of months so I could attend a summer
intensive hosted by the Rousseau Academy of Dance. The Rousseau
Ballet Company had one of North America’s premier ballet schools,
and they only offered a few coveted spots every year. At the end of
that summer session, I auditioned and made it into the academy. My
parents had known it would mean a move from El Paso to Houston.

As far as their jobs were concerned, the
change wasn’t a problem. Dad could work anywhere there was
internet, and Mom had transferred to the Houston office of the
finance company for which she worked. Not long after we’d moved,
though, the arguing started. Then they’d stopped talking
altogether. Before long, Dad relocated to Norway. He claimed the
demands of the job required him to go. But I knew differently. From
then on, Mom called him Benjamin.

“Mom, could you at least try?” I asked.

Sliding a silver hoop into her earlobe, she
ended the conversation. “Get your things, Christine, and I’ll meet
you at the door.”

I walked to my room to gather my dance bag
and met her in the foyer.

Taking her keys from the table by the door,
she looked at me and picked a piece of lint from my warm-up shrug.
“Really, Christine, you couldn’t have put a little more effort into
your makeup this morning?”

“What’s wrong with my makeup?” I raised a
hand to my cheek.

“It’s a bit dull, honey,” she said and opened
the door to walk out. “You know that looking the part is a
significant aspect of your training.”

“Yes, but they don’t expect us to wear
glitter eye shadow to class.”

“There’s no need to get snarky. I simply
think you could do better.”

Neither of us spoke after that, not on the
elevator down to the parking garage nor on the ride to the
school—which gave me time to stare at my reflection in the car
window and ponder if she was right. With my hair swept back in the
prerequisite bun, it exposed my unusually small ears, but no amount
of makeup would fix that. Plus, I probably toweled the sweat from
my face a dozen times a day, so what was the point? The makeup I do
wear is off by midmorning anyway.

It wasn’t until Mom eased the car to the curb
in front of the school building that she broke the silence. “I have
a meeting this afternoon, but I’ll be here around five to get
you.”

“Okay,” I replied, dragging my bag from the
seat and stepping out of the car. “But I don’t see why I can’t walk
home.” I lowered my head to look in at her. “It would only take
about ten-minutes. In fact, with traffic, it probably takes longer
to drive it than it does to walk it.”

“How would that look, though, honey?” she
said. “What if one of your instructors saw you walking home? Or
worse, what if Mr. Darby spotted you?”

Stifling a groan, I hoisted my bag high on my
shoulder. “I don’t think the school’s artistic director cares much
about how I get home.”

“I don’t have time to argue this now. Just
wait for me this afternoon. Now close the door. I have to go.”

Biting my lip to hold back the curse on the
tip of my tongue, I slammed the door a split second before she hit
the gas and the car pulled away. Then I heard someone call my name
and I spun around to see Jenna down the block, wrestling with her
dance bag and loose hair bun as she hurried to catch me.

“What was that about?” she asked giving up on
the bun to raise the bag over her head and anchor it across her
chest.

I glanced back at Mom’s car, now stopped at a
red light, and I couldn’t help wonder why she worried so much about
what other people thought. She hadn’t always been that way. But
then, I knew why she was in such a foul mood today. It was because
I pressed her to talk to Dad.

Dropping my bag onto the pavement, I put my
hands on Jenna’s shoulders to wheel her around and redo her
unraveling bun. “That was Sharon Dadey having the last word,” I
said, twisting, knotting, and refastening Jenna’s thick, amber hair
in place.

“My mother’s been gone this week,” she said,
patting the bun for good measure as she pivoted to face me. “Dad
actually let me bring chocolate ice cream home last night.”

“I’m coming to your place,” I declared.

“Eh, party’s over. She’ll be home this
evening.”

As we strode across the sizable courtyard
that separated the Wakefield Center for the Performing Arts from
the Rousseau Academy of Dance, Jenna changed the subject. “Hey, I
heard Zaborov will be out today.”

We went through the school’s side entry and
paused inside the hallway. “Yeah? One could only hope.”

Lena Zaborov was the toughest instructor at
the Rousseau Academy of Dance. Although she’d been instrumental in
my acceptance into the school, I’d not had her as an instructor
during my first year as a level seven, but now, as a level eight,
there was no escaping her. An accomplished dancer and teacher, the
woman was a drill sergeant, and it wouldn’t bother me to have a day
off from her.

Jenna was about to elaborate when behind us
the door opened and in stepped Evander Woodruff.

“Be still my heart. If it isn’t the girl of
my dreams,” he crooned in his squeaky adolescent voice.

“Hey, Van,” I greeted as he strutted up to
us.

“Enchanté.” He bowed low, his black
curls glinting under the fluorescent lights.

“So which one of us is it today?” Jenna
asked.

Cocky and self-assured, the boy straightened
to his full height, which only brought him to Jenna’s shoulders,
and he took her by the hand.

“It’s you, baby. It’s always been you.” Then
drawing her fingers close, he puckered his lips.

“Get over yourself, Woodruff,” Jenna grunted
and extracted her hand before his mouth could make contact.

Van merely shrugged and smiled impishly as he
swept a rounded arm gracefully before his unitard-clad chest. “It’s
a mystery why you would deny yourself all this.”

Jenna rolled her eyes. “Yeah, it’s a
mystery.”

At thirteen, Evander Woodruff was the
youngest in the level seven class. Other students his age were
still level five or six, but Van danced beyond his years, and
consequently, had an ego to match. He was half our size, but that
didn’t stop him from hitting on us every opportunity he got. And
though we’d shot him down repeatedly, he seemed impervious to the
rejections and insisted we’d change our minds when he hit his
growth spurt.

Suddenly, Van’s phone went off, halting the
conversation. Jenna made a shushing sound as she glanced over her
shoulder down the hall at a couple of students standing outside a
classroom. “You’d better turn that off before you get busted. We’re
not supposed to use phones anywhere near a classroom.”

Van made a whistling sound through his teeth,
and ignoring her warning, withdrew the phone from the pocket of the
sweat pants he wore over his unitard.

“Oooh, check it,” he sputtered and tapped at
the screen to reply to the text he’d received. Then a smile spread
across his brown, baby face and he held up the phone for us to read
the message. "It's from Liam. The theater ghost is back."
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When Van bolted for the door, Jenna and I
rushed out after him. Sprinting across the plaza, away from the
school building, we raced toward the Wakefield Center. My dance bag
slapped my hip as I ran, and I laughed as I peered at Jenna behind
me.

“I hope Zaborov is gone today,” I yelled.
“She’ll crush us if we’re late.”

The idea of a theater ghost is utterly
absurd. Still, as we approached the Wakefield, the hulking edifice
that housed the opera and the ballet theaters, the excitement got
the better of me and I grew breathless with anticipation.

Wheezing and giggling, we reached the
Center’s backdoor and found Van’s friend Liam waiting inside.

“C’mon,” Liam instructed and motioned for us
to follow.

On each other’s heels, we took the hall
leading to the Griffith Theater and hurried to the backstage entry.
When we’d made it through the curtains and onto the stage, we
almost collided with a crowd of dance students gathered around a
security guard standing in the middle of the stage. The man held a
notepad, and when he wasn’t looking upward, he was doodling on the
pad.

Jenna adjusted the bulk of her dance bag,
hiked her chin toward Liam, and asked, “So, what’s the deal?”

“Look there—beyond the guard.” Liam pointed
to an area of the stage a couple of feet from the crowd. The floor
there was peppered with shattered glass, and it was obvious the
security guard was keeping the group of onlookers away from it.
Naturally, the four of us lifted our eyes to the overhead lighting
to see a busted stage light.

“Everybody’s saying the ghost was on the
catwalk last night,” Liam said.

“Cooool,” Van crooned. “This is awesome.”

“Get out,” Jenna muttered, as we moved
closer.

Static energy sparked around the stage as
everyone talked at the same time. The clatter of voices echoed
through empty theater, making it sound like ten times more people
than were actually there, as rumor and speculation filtered through
the throng. I’ve attended many ballets, and almost every theater
had its ghost story. There was always someone, or something,
haunting the halls and plaguing the dancers. There was no reason
why the Wakefield Center with its two theaters would be any
different.

Movement overhead caught my attention. There
was another security guard on the catwalk above us. I nudged Jenna
to look as the man made a show of examining the damaged fixture.
With an air of self-importance, he stooped forward to inspect the
light’s framework and the crowd around us seemed to hold its
breath.

Playfully, Jenna coughed into her hand and
murmured, “Rent-a-cop,” breaking the silence and annoying some of
the spectators.

I elbowed her and several kids around us
shushed her.

“Oh, c’mon. That was funny,” she whined and
touched her ribs where my elbow had connected.

We continued to watch as the guard fiddled
with the light a few seconds more before scooping something off the
grated flooring and straightening. He studied whatever it was in
his hand a moment then clenched it in his fist, grabbed the
railing, and made his way carefully down the wobbly stairs. When he
reached the other security guard, he opened his palm to display its
contents. Collectively, we scurried over to see what he held.

“A necklace!” Jenna blurted. “The ghost wore
a necklace?”

A silver chain lay draped across the guard’s
callused fingers. He lifted it for the other man to see and a
pendant swung free and dangled in the air. I strained for a closer
look, but one of the instructors noticed how many students had
gathered and barked out a command, “All of you get to class.
There’s nothing to see here.” Then she brushed aside an onslaught
of complaints and shooed us off.

Deflated and disappointed, the lower level
dancers grumbled as they departed. I tagged along with the stream
of people, snatching a couple of backward glances. The guards had
put their heads together and were speaking in low tones. I was
curious about the necklace. Obviously, there was no ghost, but
someone had been up there.

Leaving the same way we’d come, we stepped
out of the building into the morning sun and I shielded my eyes
from its blinding light. We’d made it a few steps before I realized
Van and Liam weren’t with us. Taking hold of Jenna’s arm, I tugged
her aside as the last of the students passed us by. Then I caught
sight of Van and Liam. They’d paused outside the door.

“Hey, let’s go—before we’re late,” Jenna
shouted at them. But the boys ignored her and she knotted her
brow.

We backtracked to join them and as we neared,
it sounded like they were arguing. Well, maybe not arguing, but
they were clearly worked up over something.

“I didn’t do it,” Liam bristled, his cheeks
blooming red.

Van thumped him smartly on the chest,
dismissing his declaration, and growled, “You’re gonna get us cau…”
but he stopped abruptly when he sensed our presence.

Liam, however, had the last word and added
under his breath, “I’m telling you I didn’t do it.”

Jenna placed a hand on her hip and let her
gaze flit from Liam to Van and back again. “What are y’all up to?”
she asked suspiciously.

Van shifted his weight casually from one leg
to the other, his face a mask of sugary innocence, and said,
“Nothing.” Then he pinned Liam with an expression that made Liam
drop his eyes and look away to avoid his scowl.

When Liam finally lifted his head, tiny beads
of sweat dotted the peach fuzz above his lip, and his hands
twitched at his side like a nervous gunslinger. “Nothin’,” he said,
echoing Van’s response. “We ain’t up to nothin’.”

The two sneaks were definitely up to
something.

After an extended silence, Van spoke up. “I
bet that necklace belonged to that dead dancer. Right, Liam?”

Liam’s mouth pinched to one side, and what
followed seemed more like reluctant capitulation than agreement.
“Yeah, it probably belonged to that dead dancer.”

“What dead dancer?” I asked, surprised.
There’d been nothing around the school about anyone dying. I wasn’t
aware of anyone having passed away.

“You’ve heard of the Wakefield Phantom,
haven’t you?” Van asked and I shook my head. “There’s a legend of a
ballerina who died one night after a performance at the Griffith.
She threw herself from the balcony because she’d been jilted by her
lover.”

Jenna pitched her head back and snorted.
“Jilted by her lover. You’re making that up.”

“No, it’s true,” Van insisted, “It really
happened. And now you’ve seen the evidence. It was a ghost, a
phantom.”

“There was no phantom,” Jenna said. “The
evidence was a lost piece of jewelry. There’s probably someone
already at the office looking for it in the Lost and Found. Stop
being such a doofus.”

“If I’m such a doofus, how do you explain the
broken glass?”

Liam cleared his throat and mumbled softly,
“Van, I told you I didn’t…”

“Be quiet,” Van ordered.

Jenna was right. They had a secret.

“There’s something weird going on here,” I
said.

“I know. I know. That’s what I’m trying to
tell you,” Van reiterated. “All kinds of weird things have been
happening around this place. They found a chip bag and soda can up
there last week.”

“How is that weird?” Jenna asked. “A ghost
wouldn’t eat Doritos and drink Coke. It was probably a stage hand’s
trash.”

“No, I’m telling you the place is haunted.
Someone should call Paranormal Response Team and get Mason Riggs
and his crew in here.”

Jenna and I both laughed then and she said,
“So that’s what this is about. You want to be on TV.”

Paranormal Response Team is a reality show on
the Exploration Network. It’s a hugely popular ghost hunting show,
and Mason Riggs, a hotty I’d ghost hunt in the dark with any day,
is its host.

“You have to admit, it would be cool,” Van
said. “Think about it. The Wakefield Center could have its own
Phantom of the Opera.”

Jenna raised a halting hand. “Whoa, wait a
minute there Andrew Lloyd Webber. There is no ghost. All this was
the two of you, wasn’t it?” She pointed an accusing finger at the
boys. “Admit it.”

“Nuh-huh!” Liam shook his head vehemently.
“I’m telling you, I didn’t do that. I didn’t smash that stage
light.”

Jenna crossed her arms over her chest and
eyed him doubtfully.

Suddenly, I remembered something Mom had
mentioned some time back, and I gasped. “Please tell me you guys
didn’t do that break-in at the Wakefield office.”

The three of them turned their surprised
faces to me and after a split second of silence, they all chimed,
“What break-in?”
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All the color drained from Liam’s face, and
he swerved, panic-stricken, to his friend. “Van, what is she
talking about? Why would the phantom break in to anything?”

“Someone broke into the Wakefield office?”
Jenna said.

“It was a while ago. I’m not sure, maybe two
weeks,” I replied. “Mom told me someone picked the lock and stole
the cash receipts.”

“Oh, man,” Liam wailed, bouncing restlessly
and twitching a hand frantically in the air. “We are so gonna get
busted.”

“You guys did that!” I exclaimed. “You took
that money?”

“No, of course not,” Van snapped. “We’d never
do anything like that.”

“Then what exactly is it that you have done?”
Jenna demanded.

Van tucked a thumb into the band of his
sweatpants and scratched the back of his head with the other hand.
“We a… we may have planted some of the phantom evidence, but we had
nothing to do with a robbery.”

Liam’s chest heaved so that I feared he would
hyperventilate. “We didn’t trash that stage light either. We
didn’t. I swear. You believe me, don’t you?”

Jenna gripped Liam’s shoulders. “Calm down.
Stop wigging out. If you say you didn’t do it,” she looked at me
dubiously, “then we believe you.”

“Yeah, I’m sure there’s an explanation for
everything,” I reassured him. Then I glanced at Van. “You said you
staged some phony phantom clues?”

Van nodded. “But I don’t know anything about
the light or the necklace. I figured Liam did it.”

“I didn’t!” Liam sputtered, his face
splotched purple with dread.

“It’s probably like Jenna said,” I told Liam.
“The light fixture was faulty. Those lamps are sensitive. They can
explode if not taken care of properly. And the necklace could have
belonged to anyone. It’s a coincidence that’s all.”

“You think so?” Liam said, his breathing
coming under control.

“Right, right” Van said. “It was coincidence,
man. That’s all.”

“So we’re good here?” Jenna asked, and the
boys bobbed their heads in agreement. “No more phantom, though,”
she added. “You’re liable to get yourselves into a world of hurt if
you keep it up. I mean if we suspected you of the break-in, the
cops could have as well.”

“I’m done with it,” Liam said, relief
relaxing his features. “Count—me—out.”

We waited for Van to acquiesce. Grudgingly,
he pressed his lips together and diverted his gaze. “Whatever,
man.” And with nothing further, he tapped Liam on the arm and
motioned for Liam to follow him.

Jenna and I let the boys go and took our time
falling in behind them. When they were out of earshot I commented,
“None of that explains the necklace.”

“Yeah, but I’m pretty sure I know where the
necklace came from,” she replied.

“Yeah, where?”

“Somebody was up there hooking up.”

“Eww, seriously? Hooking up—on the
catwalk?”

We’d arrived at the school door, Jenna opened
it, and we entered. “Sure, the staff—custodians, theater and stage
hands, even the male dancers—they do it all the time. Take a girl
up there, make promises to get her an audition, and then get a
little action.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“Don’t knock it ‘til you try it,” she teased
and wiggled her eyebrows.

My mouth dropped open and I stammered, “Y-you
went up there with a guy? You actually, well, you know? Up
there?”

Jenna grinned. “I never kiss and tell,” she
said. Then she left me standing there, gaping after her, as she
walked to the dressing room to put away her dance bag.

Jenna was the first person to welcome me to
the Rousseau Academy of Dance. Actually, she’d been the only person
to welcome me to the Academy. The dance world is extremely
competitive and it’s difficult to spend eight hours a day with your
competitor-slash-friends and have genuine relationships. Jenna,
however, had been the real deal. She seemed to have an innate
ability to push aside the competition aspect and simply be herself.
But part of Jenna being herself was her fascination with getting a
reaction from people. She loved to BS and as a result, I wasn’t
always certain she was being truthful.

I scurried to catch up with her in the
dressing room but decided not to press her about the catwalk
anymore. It was a subject I wasn’t comfortable with anyway.

By the time we’d stowed our things and made
it to the studio, class had begun. Scattered across the floor, our
classmates were already warming up. Their violet-blue leotards,
pink tights, and breezy movements made them look like delicate
butterflies gracing the studio floor.

“Well, look who decided to join us.” I
cringed when our instructor Ms. Zaborov’s voice cut across the
room.

The warm-up came to a screeching halt then as
the pianist on the other side of the room ground out a note that
echoed the length of the studio, and all eyes locked onto us.

“You said she wasn’t going to be here,” I
whispered.

“She wasn’t supposed to be,” Jenna
replied.

“I hope she lets us in.”

We stood inside the door unsure how to
proceed. If a dancer was late to class, he or she couldn’t enter
unless invited. After our effrontery, I wondered whether Ms.
Zaborov would allow us to participate in the first class of the day
or make us sit out.

“Perhaps you would like to join the rest of
us, no?” she said in her heavy Russian accent.

Embarrassed, I mumbled a thank you, ducked my
head, and found my place on the cold vinyl floor.

In front of the mirror, legs extended before
me, I stretched my neck and shoulders and tried not to look at my
reflection. I knew my face would still be red because I could feel
the remaining flush. When I finally glanced up, I caught sight of
Deirdre O’Connor beside me, a frown on her face. With her next
stretch, she leaned out to be closer to me and snarled, “You’d
better be glad she didn’t take it out on the rest of us.”

Deirdre had every reason to be annoyed with
Jenna and me. Lena Zaborov was old-school. To her, everything must
be traditional and done by the book. A former principal dancer with
a company in Russia, it’s said that if she hadn’t been a dancer,
she would have made a hell of a KGB operative.

I was about to apologize to Deirdre when
Jenna, on the floor behind me, arched forward to grab her toes and
chimed, “Piss off, Deirdre.”

Unmoved, Deirdre gave us both dirty looks and
continued her warm-up.

Several minutes passed, while Ms. Zaborov
weaved in and out of the dancers splayed across the floor, her face
impassive and giving no hint of what was going through her mind. In
spite of my complaints, I’d learned a lot from her. In her day,
Lena Zaborov had been one of the most sophisticated and skilled
dancers to perform. I’d seen YouTube clips of her work and she
appeared to float when dancing. It was like her toes never really
touched the floor. She was Russia’s darling and every aspiring
ballerina strove to be like her. The Rousseau Academy of Dance was
lucky to get her as an instructor.

It was because of her and others like her,
that we’d moved here in the first place. I hated to leave El
Paso—my school and friends—but I’d gone as far as I could there. My
parents knew being a student at the Rousseau Academy would increase
my chances of getting into a prestigious ballet company like NYCB.
I would give anything to get into the New York City Ballet. We’d
visited there for my thirteenth birthday, and I’d not stopped
dreaming of it since. For now, though, I had to get into a junior
company like the Rousseau II for pre-professional training, and I
wasn’t going to do that by being late to class and making an
instructor angry.

Once we’d completed floor barre exercises, we
moved on to technique. It appeared Jenna and I’d gotten away with
our tardy—until class was over.

“Christine!” Ms. Zaborov bellowed after
dismissing everyone. “You and Jenna will remain.”

“Oh, man,” Jenna moaned as we hung back.
“She’s pissed.”

One by one, dancers left the room, some
giving us pitying looks before exiting. Deirdre was last to walk
by. She opened her mouth to speak, but slammed it shut when she saw
Jenna’s cold glare. Instead, she squared her shoulders and gave us
a superior grunt before sashaying out.

“I hate that girl,” Jenna murmured.

We turned to Ms. Zaborov then, and she dipped
her chin, slightly lowering her gaze to a point on the floor
obviously meant for us. Jenna and I scuttled over to that location
as she tapped the toe of her sensible, leather and suede teaching
shoes.

“It would seem,” she said, an invisible line
holding her spine erect, “the two of you have the time on your
hands, no?”

“We’re really sorry, Ms. Z.,” I began. “We
went to the…”

“Nyet!” She cut me off with an impatient yip.
“I do not wish to hear the excuses.” Pursing her lips, she smoothed
the front of her skirt before clasping her hands in front of her.
“I think I have the solution for dancers with the time on their
fingers.”

Beside me, Jenna stifled a giggle as she
tried not to react to Ms. Zaborov’s misuse of the slang.

Aware we were about to be sentenced, I
swallowed the dread rising in my chest and remained serious.

“Solution?”

She might be no bigger than a hummingbird,
but Lena Zaborov could reduce a ballerina to tears with a single
look.

“Our esteemed artistic director, Mr. Darby,
has asked me to help with a promise he made to the board member,
Mr. Chaney. It seems Mr. Chaney has a nephew who plays—oh, what is
it …” Ms. Zaborov twirled her hand delicately in the air as if to
grasp the right word. “The football! He plays the football.”

I looked at Jenna and her eyes grew big. She
shrugged her shoulders and made a motion with her hand to her mouth
to say Ms. Z. must have been drinking.

“One of the trustees has a nephew who plays
the football, and he would like us to teach the team ballet.”

“Football players want to take ballet?” Jenna
questioned.

“That is correct. And since you and Christine
have much time, you will teach them.”
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“I don’t understand, Mrs. Zaborov. You want
us to show football players how to dance?” I asked.

It wasn’t unusual for upper-level dancers to
teach or mentor younger students. Sometimes we did private
tutoring, but that was with children.

“It is quite simple, my dear Christine.
Tomorrow afternoon, the director will bring the football players,
and you and Jenna will be here to greet them. Then we will set a
time for classes to begin and you will assist.”

Jenna’s mouth moved but no sound came out. I
was at a loss as well. But Ms. Zaborov, pleased she’d meted out
punishment suiting the offense, gave us a dismissive snap of her
head. “Now, I have a class waiting. You will excuse me.” Then she
proceeded, dainty and light-footed, out of the room.

In the aftermath, Jenna sputtered, “What the
hell just happened?”

“It looks like we’re going to teach football
players to dance,” I replied.

“No way. Nuh-uh. Not me. I’m not teaching a
bunch of knuckle-dragging no-necks how to plié, much less
pas de deux. Think what they’d do to our feet!”

“I’m not sure we have a choice.” We stared at
each other a few seconds before bursting into laughter.

“Oh em gee!” Jenna mocked. “We’re going to
have jocks in here!”

“I know. Can you imagine?” I glanced at the
clock on the wall and dropped the laughter. “We’d better get
moving, or we’ll be late to pointe.”

“Right,” Jenna agreed. “Because if we’re late
to another class they’re likely to make us teach the chimps at the
zoo to pirouette.”

We changed into clean, dry dance clothes and
made it to our next lesson on time. It was difficult to
concentrate, though. Normally I didn’t have a problem dancing
en pointe. Being on my toes made me feel like a
winged fairy, but Ms. Zaborov’s punishment flitted around the back
of my mind. I’d never attended a football game and had no idea what
to expect of football players. I wasn’t even sure what Ms. Zaborov
had in mind for us to do. Somehow, I found it both exciting and
terrifying.

By noon, it was all over the school. Van
wanted the scoop when he plopped his tray down at our lunch table.
“So it’s true? You’re gonna teach football players to dance?”

“It’s your fault,” Jenna complained. “If we
hadn’t gone to the theater with you and Liam to check out that
supposed ghost sighting, we wouldn’t have been late to class.”

Van grinned and said, “Bite me, Jenna. And
it’s a phantom not a ghost. Besides, you had fun and you know
it.”

Before they could get any testier with each
other, several members of our class joined us and talk shifted to
teaching football players the difference between ballet slippers
and pointe shoes. By the end of the day, I still wasn’t sure
how I felt about it. I kept envisioning the Disney movie where
hippos wearing tutus perform to Ponchielli’s Dance of the Hours,
only this would be helmeted, oversized teenagers sporting enormous
shoulder pads above their tutus.

That afternoon, I waited outside the school
for Mom to pick me up and debated as to whether I should tell her
about being disciplined by Ms. Zaborov. She’d be miffed and there
would be the inevitable lecture to follow. I decided to tell her
the school’s artistic director asked us to do it. She’d never
question that. She’d likely see it as an opportunity to suck up to
Mr. Darby.

When twenty minutes had passed and Mom hadn’t
shown up, I pulled my phone from my bag. There was a text message
for me to call her when I got out of class.

“Christine,” she said breathlessly, picking
up after the fourth ring. “I’m in a meeting. I stepped out to take
your call. I’ll be late this evening so I’ll have my assistant call
you a cab.”

“Mom, I don’t need a cab. I can—”

“Just stay there. I’ll bring dinner home with
me. Gotta go, sweetie. See you later.” Then the line went dead.

Resigned, I put my phone away and walked
across the plaza to the fountain, where I heaved myself onto the
concrete ledge to sit and wait. The air blowing across the
cascading waterfall was cool, so I poked around in my bag for my
iPod and settled back to relax.

Car after car drove by, but there was no cab
and I became impatient. This was ridiculous. Leaping from the
ledge, I grumbled, “Screw how it looks. I’m leaving.” Then I swung
my bag over my shoulder and started down the street.

With the music in my ears and the thrum of
the busy streets around me, I felt energized, in spite of a full
day of dance class, and it occurred to me that it was the first
time since moving here that I’d done anything without Mom—even if
it was only a walk home.

Maybe it was time to get my driver’s license.
Dad would buy me a car if I did, and I wouldn’t have to rely on Mom
to get back and forth to school any more. We’d talked about it
before the move, but after arriving and attending class eight hours
a day, school work at night, and the mental weight of it all, I had
been too overwhelmed to think about learning to drive. Plus, I was
terrified of learning to drive on the ant-farm streets of
Houston.

A few blocks down, I slowed my pace. The
traffic was lighter, the street quieter, and a rhythmic beat
intruded into my own music. I stopped and plucked an earbud from my
ear. The sound was ahead of me somewhere, so I stepped across the
street and moved toward it. Taking out the other earpiece, I shoved
the iPod into my bag.

The cadence flowed from an alley running
behind a brick office building. Curious, I made my way down the
building’s side in that direction. Cautiously, I checked my
surroundings. Within a couple of blocks of the theater, everything
around me had changed. The street was dirtier and the buildings
more decrepit. The aroma of ground coffee no longer poured from the
Starbucks a few blocks back. Something acrid floated in the air
now. It smelled like a steaming cocktail of motor oil and
urine.

The music stopped and I paused. I could hear
elevated voices but was unable to make out anything said. Then the
music resumed, accompanied by roaring laughter. More intrigued, I
took a few steps again and saw where a homeless person had set up
camp. I should turn back, but the ramshackle campsite was empty so
I kept going.

When I reached the back corner of the
four-story, brick building, I hesitated. The sun had dipped below
the adjacent structure, leaving the alley in a gray haze and giving
it a creepy vibe. My heart sped up as I replayed all the horror
stories Mom had drilled into me. Though we tell everyone we’re from
El Paso, the truth is we lived in a small suburb outside the city.
So Mom filled my head with tales about the dangers of living
downtown in a city the size of Houston—muggings, assaults, drug
deals, she’d warned me repeatedly, and now those cautionary tales
were hammering through me with every beat in the music spilling
from behind the building.

Pressing my back against the bricks, I felt
the heavy thump of the bass in my chest. The music issued out,
echoing around me, like a rhythmic call to battle. I stood there
long enough for one song to end and another to begin. Then,
clutching my bag to my side, I peeked around the bend and was
surprised to see a group of about a dozen people gathered in a
loose circle. A mixture of ethnicities, some shuffled and shimmied,
while others bounced and popped to the music’s time.

When their formation shifted, I could see
into the ring of figures. A young African-American man danced
there, arms snaking in and out and legs nimbly swirling. After
several steps, he twitched his head toward someone in the
surrounding group, and a woman laughed uproariously before jumping
into the center as he sauntered out. She jiggled and jolted to the
music in a way that was captivating. It was as if the music
emanated from the dancer, rather than the big boom box sitting on
the trunk of a car.

Their laughter was exhilarating, and I could
see that taunting and bragging was a part of the performance.
Completely engrossed, I became careless and before I knew it, I’d
drifted from the safety of the building’s shadow to stand in the
open. Then someone spoke, and I knew I’d made a horrible
mistake.


 Chapter Five

“Hey, check it!” The young man who’d been in
the center of the circle had spotted me. “Looks like the dancer’s
lost her way.”

The circle opened up then, as the group
turned to see me.

“What’s the matter ballerina, can’t find your
tutu?” he jibed.

My heart raced, leaving behind the rhythm of
the music to create its own, and I froze there as the guy
approached me.

“So what is it, ballerina, you lost?”

How’d he know I was a ballerina? Then it
dawned on me—the warm-ups, my hair bun, and the leotard beneath my
shrug. And if that weren’t enough, the slippers swinging from the
strap of my dance bag clenched it.

He came closer then, dressed in an oversized
red-and-black-striped polo and a pair of well-worn Nikes. His
braids swished like a living creature as he cocked his head to
study me, and suddenly, I was embarrassed by my pink, zebra-striped
dance bag. It looked juvenile—it made me look juvenile.

“C’mon, Dionte, you’re scarin’ the girl.” I
looked past the man to the woman who’d been in the center of the
dance-off. She’d come up behind him. Breathing hard, she wiped
sweat from her brow and said, “Don’t mind Dionte, he’s all
bark.”

When I looked at him again, he did just
that—barked. He and the others who’d gathered around me laughed
when I jumped.

“Hey, it’s cool,” he teased. “I was only
messin’ with you. You can dance—if you think you can hang.” Then he
took a step back and snapped his shoulders a few times, making them
appear liquid as they undulated beneath his shirt. Before I could
blink, he executed a back flip that sent the others into a round of
cheers.

“I’m Magdalena,” the woman said, ignoring
Dionte’s display and offering me her hand.

Timidly, I took it and gave it a gentle
shake. “I was—I heard your music.” I pointed stupidly to the boom
box on the car.

“We were having a little fun. Wanna join us?”
Smiling genuinely, she flicked a thumb over her shoulder, pointing
to her friends. She was pretty, with creamy tan skin and chocolate
curly-Qs that framed her face. Wearing skinny jeans, a
multi-colored tunic, and gold bracelets that jangled at her wrist,
she exuded confidence.

There was no moisture in my mouth, but I
managed to say, “No, I can’t. I have to go.”

Retreating a few feet, my back connected with
something solid. I spun around and came face to face with a
grinning old man. He was toothless and when he spoke, he reeked of
alcohol.

“I’ll dance with you, darlin’,” he
slurred.

I shrieked and stumbled a few feet. When the
group of dancers laughed at me again, I bolted down the alley and
didn’t slow my pace until I’d reached the thoroughfare. I stopped
long enough to snatch a glance backward. The old man was hobbling
toward the makeshift camp, hesitating long enough to do a little
jig to the music, and the dancers were returning to their concrete
dance studio. My heart pounded and I was breathless. I couldn’t
imagine what kind of an I-told-you-so Mom would have given me had I
been mugged. It hadn’t been all bad, though. Something about the
encounter excited me. This trumped Van’s ghost hunting by a
mile.

My pulse had slowed to its normal rate by the
time I reached our apartment building. Inside the elevator, I
smiled at my own childish behavior. They must have thought me an
idiot, running down the alley like I had.

To avoid the elevator music, I pulled my iPod
from my bag again and thumbed through the playlist. The doors
started to slide into place when suddenly an arm jabbed through the
narrow opening and forced them apart once more. A man in a business
suit stepped inside, followed by a blond-haired guy I recognized
from a few months back when I’d seen him by the rooftop pool. We
made eye contact as he reached for the button panel, and I averted
my gaze, at once aware how small the elevator was.

When he’d pushed the button for his floor, he
waved a hand in the air to get my attention. Then he pointed to the
panel. I’d forgotten to choose my floor. Embarrassed, heat crept up
my neck and I raised my hand, all five fingers spread apart. He
smiled and pushed the fifth-floor button, and my stomach fluttered
as I bit my lip to keep from smiling back at him.

In a few swaggering strides, the guy was
across the elevator and leaning lazily against the handrail,
stacking his suede chukkas one atop the other. After arranging his
plaid over-shirt so that it hung loosely away from his tee, he
clipped his thumbs casually into his jeans pockets.

For the second time in less than thirty
minutes, I felt uncomfortable in my own skin. I seriously wished
I’d changed into street clothes before leaving the studio. Fighting
the desire to adjust the waistband of my sweats, I pretended to
have great interest in my iPod. If only I’d taken my hair down,
rather than leave it in the somber bun I wore for school every
day.

The doors closed and the elevator lifted,
gently gliding skyward, and I glanced at the boy. He was cute,
really cute, and my stomach fluttered again when he caught me
looking at him.

When we stopped at the third floor, the door
opened and the man exited. Slowly, the younger one dragged himself
from the handrail, taking a wide step that brought him close to me.
A full head taller than me, he paused long enough to nod slightly
as if telling me goodbye. I sucked in a ragged breath, pulling in
the smell of cologne that no doubt had the word noir in its name.
He was so close I could have touched the cleft in his chin, and my
fingers itched to. I’d never seen such an impressive dimple. And
his silver-blue eyes were out of this world. Images of a lone
werewolf popped into my mind. I’d definitely read too many of the
paranormal romances passed around the Academy.

At last, he stepped off the elevator, but I
didn’t breathe again until the doors closed and the elevator
resumed its upward trek. I had no idea who he was. I’d only seen
him the one time last summer by the pool.

We hadn’t been in Houston long and Dad had
left for Norway only two weeks earlier, leaving Mom and me alone in
a still unfamiliar city. The only people I’d met were my fellow
dance-mates, so I was lonely and missing my friends back home.
Lounging on the rooftop that day, I felt truly dismal. Then he
showed up. I desperately wanted to go over and introduce myself. I
spent probably an hour staring at a tattoo on his back, a snake
with its mouth open and fangs bared. But I never worked up the
courage. Plus, I doubted he even noticed me because he was with a
couple of guys and a tall, leggy brunette whose two-piece would
have kept him from noticing an elephant on the rooftop.

It was just as
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