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Chapter 1 - Antonio

​


Her muscular
arms moved with a grace he had rarely seen before. Such elegance
and poise, yet there was no effort involved; she truly moved with
the music. He had arrived for his session at the dance hall early
in the hope that he might be able to start as soon as the last
person finished or with any luck get extra time. He had not
expected to be glancing through the doors into the main studio and
watch someone that was potentially better than he was, especially
at solo dancing. He wondered if it was all choreographed,
it must be, he
thought. No one just dances, surely!
Not here! He would never
admit out loud that he wasn’t great at just dancing. Like most
professional dancers, give him a partner or a set to follow and he
was flawless. As he watched he could already see she could be his
match, the partner he was searching for to help him get into
Madame’s group. The music was not something he had heard many
people dance to and a couple of times he wondered if she would
falter, but her body simply moved to the rhythm, despite any sudden
changes.

He looked at his wrist watch. He
had ten minutes before his session started and he couldn’t possibly
go in there. If it was him, he would hate it if someone loitered
near the door. The longer he watched the more he thought that he
had seen her before somewhere. He couldn’t place the face or in
fact what her name was. There were so many dancers in this town,
being so close to Cardiff, it was probably just someone he had seen
coming in or out of the dance studio before. With the impending
arrival of Madame in just over three months time, getting a slot
had got increasingly more difficult. He took in her appearance,
storing it in case he needed to describe her to someone. She had
long dark brown hair, pulled back into a high pony tail that
followed her as effortlessly as her arms did. Her skin was a milky
white, which made a sharp contrast to the black leggings and top
she was wearing. The only colour was her thin dancer trainers,
which were a neon pink and he wondered how they didn’t distract
her.

An idea hit him and he smiled
and made a dash for the stairs to get to the viewing area. He
faltered slightly at the door code, but soon remembered it and made
his way up the narrow stairs and into the darkened room, not
wanting to disrupt her dancing by turning on the light. Sitting by
the huge windows that overlooked the main hall, he was sure not to
make too many movements and started to watch her. From the higher
angle, she looked even more graceful, if that was at all possible,
and she flowed across the floor with such ease that he knew
instantly that she was a born performer. He noticed then that,
unlike other dancers practicing their routines, she hardly looked
at herself in the mirror that stretch across the length of the
hall.

He sat for some time simply
watching her dance, fascinated by how even her high pony tail
whipped around in time with the music. He watched until she had
finished and, gathering her bags, left through the double doors.
Rubbing his face he began to wonder about her. Moving down the
stairs he checked the dance booking sheet on his way to the main
hall.

‘Francesca’. He whispered as he
read the name that was before his. Her script was neat, although
only just readable, with all the curls. It was an addition to the
normal rota done by Jane’s block hand writing. He traced his hand
down the sheet and saw that she practised twice a week; a Tuesday
and Thursday at three thirty pm. This week the only hand written
one was the only difference where she was doing a Wednesday and a
Thursday. She had swapped with Dylan, the tap artist. The curls on
his name suggested she had made the necessary changes. He wondered
if it was Francesca’s writing as he knew Jane’s scrawl
anywhere.

He had little
over ten weeks until the auditions for Madame’s group were due to
take place. Plenty of time to get her on
board he thought to himself, and while he
went through a series of dance steps, he put a plan into
action.

He came back the following day
and then again on the Tuesday thereafter. Each time he arrived ten
minutes before her start time and waited in the viewing area. He
took a few notes on his mobile of the dances she did and the music
she used. His own dance sessions were proving to be slightly more
agonising as he continually felt lost without a dance partner. He
needed to approach her soon if he was going to be ready in time for
the auditions.

He had already lost nearly two
weeks, and much of that time he had spent his dance sessions trying
to construct a choreography that might pass as being spontaneous on
the day. He still had to work out how he was going to do the mirror
dance that was part of the audition. He guessed that he would have
to try and follow, instantons, what the person in front of him was
doing but also backwards since he was to mirror them, not simply
copy. He had heard that it would be Margaretta doing the audition
and knew by her reputation she would get progressively get more
complex. He had also knew her to be an incredibly attractive women,
so he had to be able to focus on the movements and not let his mind
go wandering.

On the second Thursday he was
about to leave the viewing area when he was met by a tall lady
standing in the doorway, with pale green eyes and jet black
shoulder length hair. He had always found her strangely attractive,
since her limbs seemed much longer than her torso. Sadly she was
happily married.

‘And you are up here because?’
She had a coy smile on her face, so he knew he was not in a great
deal of trouble.

‘Jane. So lovely to see you.’ He
calmly said smiling back. ‘Well,’ he began and gave her his boyish
grin, ‘I was early and so I thought I’d wait up here and not
distract Francesca from her dancing.’ He looked behind him to the
glass for a moment and said, ‘She’s pretty good. Do you think she
would dance with me?’

Jane stifled a laugh and said,
‘Hardly, she doesn’t do dance partners and before you think about
it, don’t even try to get her to try out for Madame. I know you
know she’s coming this way in a couple of months and what with
Carolina out of the picture your options are limited.’

Carolina was
his previous dance partner and had been for the best part of a
decade. He grimaced internally at Jane’s remark, knowing that his
parting with Carolina had been less than gentlemanly, but kept his
face in his normal happy go lucky smile. I
don’t need a partner, he mentally mentored
himself.

‘Really? I had only heard
rumours of Madame coming here, but that is good news.’ He replied
rubbing his slender hands together attempting to convey ignorance,
‘Surely you’ll be wanting Francesca to try out, she’s amazing and
Madame always gives good PR to anywhere she receives talent from,
particularly when it’s her home town?’

‘If you are trying out I can
submit your paperwork on your behalf. Just put it in my office or
email it to me.’ She replied, not taking the bate. He nodded,
bouncing slightly on his feet until Jane raised her eyebrow, ‘No
Antonio, she is not your project or your next dance partner. Leave.
Her. Be.’

Antonio hung his head and gave
his classic puppy dog eyes, showing off their green intensity. Then
when her face didn’t falter or give in, he lifted his head and
smiled saying casually, ‘OK, well I had better get down there and
start practicing. As you kindly reminded me, I have no Carolina and
Madame will be here sooner than I’m probably prepared for.’

He hurried down the stairs,
hoping to catch Francesca as she left. However, rounding the corner
he heard the front door slam and the dancehall was empty. He sighed
and tried to work on his solo routine, building up a repertoire of
steps that hopefully would make it look as though it was
natural.

On the next Tuesday he sat and
watched as Francesca danced to soul music and if he had thought her
elegant the previous three times, she looked positively amazing
today. Before he could stop himself he had gone down the stairs and
through the double doors. He stood just inside the hall by the door
for several moments, counting the beat and watching her
effortlessly move in time. Then, as she moved his way and extended
her hand out, he moved forward and took it. Before he could pull
her into an embrace, her eyes flew open and she wrenched her hand
from his grasp coming to an instant stop.

‘What the hell are you doing?’
She roared at him, with a look of sheer venom as her chest heaved
with the combination of exercise and surprise.

He faltered slightly, his mouth
dry with the sudden change in the atmosphere. ‘I… I’m so sorry. I
was a few minutes early. I don’t know what came over me.’

Then her posture changed and her
face relaxed slightly, ‘Wait a minute.’ Her eyes scanned his face,
‘You’re…’ she clicked her fingers as if she were trying to think of
his name.

‘Antonio.’ He added helpfully.
‘I’ll go and wait out front.’

She waved his statement away and
walked over to the music station, abruptly stopping the song as she
removed her MP3 player from the communal music station. She gave
him a quick glance after she collected her bag and said, ‘The hall
is all yours now. I was just about finished anyway.’ As she walked
past, he could see that the smile she gave him was false. He could
not find any words to say so he let her leave without so much as a
goodbye.

*

That night all
he could think about was Francesca and the way her body moved as
she danced. He thought again how her muscle definition was
surprising considering her curvy figure. He had casually asked Jane
again at the weekend, when they had crossed paths at the local
supermarket, about Francesca and she had said that she never danced
publicly anymore or with partners. Standing in his kitchen he began
to wonder why, unless of course it was stage fright. He shook his
head though. Everyone has a certain amount of fear when dancing for
an audience, it’s what makes us great
dancers, he thought, but she has such skill with dancing.

He had never
experienced stage fright, yet he had seen others be overcome by it.
As for not dancing with a partner it just seemed odd. Most
competitions were for couples or you danced as part of an ensemble.
It was rare that anyone got to dance completely solo. Luciano,
Madame’s protégée did, if he could get into the ensemble he could
learn much from that man. Isabella used to
come ahead of him, he mused. Since the
accident no-one had heard anything about her and so he began to
wonder about if they had failed to find a suitable replacement
which was why they were doing the auditions.

A
project, he mused again before he brought
some noise into his house by putting on the television. Jane had
insisted that he didn’t make her his project, but he was curious to
find out the truth. It wouldn’t be so much as a project, as simply
trying to help in a field that he was good at; performing in front
of people was something that he relished. Plus he had to find out
why she wouldn’t want to try out for Madame. Anyone who wants to
dance in this part of Wales wants to dance with Madame’s company.
She always got the big shows across the UK and it meant you only
had to ever audition once. It was known that if Madame chose you
then you were better than excellent, because you could dance to
anything with little need for rehearsal. Madame’s group, Just
Dance, were called upon to fill in when shows were brought down by
too much sickness or when the understudies didn’t live up to their
names. It was expected that her players could dance any dance and
both as a solo performer and as part of an ensemble. Many times,
they were understudies to the main dancer, but increasingly they
were being taken on in their own right as main acts.

His stomach exploded in delight
at the prospect of what his future was going to be. Plus, he
concluded, it would never hurt to get some pointers for his solo
debut. That certainly was a knock when he found out that freestyle
dancing was something else that Madame looked for in her ensemble.
He could learn a routine in one sitting, but just dancing, that was
something that made his feet tangle beneath him.

Like any good investment, it
would take time. Time was unfortunately against him, but he had a
dashing smile and his mother had always told him he could sell
Pizza to the Italians. He already knew when Francesca danced, he
would just have to focus on how she danced and not let his
fantasies take over. From the viewing area he could easily follow
every step. He would have to be careful not to distract her. She
had nearly fallen that first time, and if it was all down to fear,
the last thing he wanted to do was make her anxious. He wanted to
know if she had a style or if it was simply random movements;
whatever came to her as the music played. He had never followed her
from the studio. He convinced himself that would be stalking and
what he did right now was simply observing. He figured that if he
only watched her from the viewing area, it was not the same and not
in the least bit perverted.

With his plan firmly settled in
his mind he decided to skip his session, examine the board to
double check when she was dancing the following week and went home.
He was far too distracted to really dance and today especially his
solo dancing was abysmal. He had thought to try the steps he had
been working on to a random song and he simply couldn’t make them
fit. As he left he let the girl in the second room know that the
hall was free for half an hour should she want it. Her eyelids
batted quickly and he could see her cheeks redden slightly before
he turned away.

At least
someone still finds me attractive, he
thought.

Each time he watched Francesca
it was like he was watching her for the first time again. He could
feel his body wanting to dance with her and it took every fibre
within him to stop going downstairs and taking hold of her hands
and feel her body close to his. After the third week he thought
about cancelling his slots until he had convinced her to dance with
him, for the only thing he felt like doing after watching her was
taking a cold shower. His groin ached, but he could not think why.
She was a plain girl, her eyes looked as though they were dark,
possibly brown. She never wore makeup and she never wore anything
to impress, like some of the other girls that he had seen in the
side rooms. Her clothes were practical and did not impede her
movements, allowing for fluidity in her motion. Everything about
her was not his style or he should say not Carolina.

On the Friday
night he had a massage client that he often had long chats to
during their treatment. She gave him a boost that he just needed to
learn a selection of routines to suit different types of music,
then he might find it easier to choose at the audition once the
music started. She wasn’t a dancer, yet it gave him a renewed
excitement to practice his solo routine and was glad that he never
actually got as far as ringing Jane to cancel his slots.
Unfortunately, on the fourth week he still didn’t have much
enthusiasm and ended up arriving slightly late. To his annoyance
someone had parked in his spot and he had had to park in the
multi-storey next door. As he past the main hall he heard the music
and thought it odd as it was classical. Francesca had gone through
many different types of music over the last few weeks,
but nothing like this, he
thought as he ascended the stairs. She predominantly either danced
to rock or soul music, and even though the classical ensemble
seemed very out of place it was not impossible. As he walked into
the gallery, he pondered perhaps Francesca occasionally did ballet,
yet as he watched he quickly realised that the girl was not
Francesca and in fact a girl called Jess, a ballerina by trade. He
was about to go when he noticed how very different their dancing
style was. Slowly he sat back down and started to compare their
movements and then there it was. The pause in the movement. The
look and following of movements in the mirror when the body didn’t
quite move as expected. Stopping and starting again if the music
played differently to how they thought it would go. Retracing the
steps that she had put together, sometimes even restarting the
music track. This was something Francesca had never done in the
month he had watched her. He then found it hard to concentrate on
Jess and his attention went to his mobile to check on emails and
messages. Something he had not often felt compelled to do when he
had watched Francesca.

‘So it’s not just me you
watch?’

The voice made him jump up and
turn to face it. His heart racing as his mind tried to focus on the
question while keeping his cool. ‘I… umm…’

‘Didn’t think I would find out?’
She interjected. She remained just inside the doorway, her arms
folded and her slim stern face. Closer he saw that her eyes were a
chestnut brown colour. ‘I am not without friends if you thought you
were doing this in secret.’

He let the air exhale slowly and
trying to give a soothing smile said, ‘Yes of course, I apologise.
If it makes it any better I have only ever closely watched
you.’

Her perfectly shaped thin brown
eyebrow raised and he thought he saw the trace of a smile to her
naturally thin lips, ‘Touched. I’m sure you don’t mean to seem as
creepy as you do.’

‘But I never followed you from
here.’ He said in earnest. She was truly a beautiful sight and he
preferred the smile to the scowl she had given him before.

The smile came as she
sarcastically said, ‘That makes it OK then?’

He couldn’t give an answer
despite how gaping the silence that insured from her question was.
Her arms still folded she casually leant against the doorframe and
said, ‘OK. So why do you watch me?’

He looked to the floor and
swallowing he looked her in the face. At this close distance he
could see it was heart shaped, her chin a thin point and yet not
unattractive. This close he was able to see that her features were
familiar and yet who she reminded him of was still eluding him.

‘At first I just wanted to find
out how you danced because you make it look so effortless and I
thought I could learn something. I am to audition for Madame Buxdon
and the solo section isn’t going so well. I no longer dance with
Carolina.’ He admitted before continuing, ‘Then I found that you
mesmerised me and I had to come and watch.’

‘Got off on it then did you? I
could report you, you know.’

His arms came up in defence,
‘No, no, nothing like that!’ He partially lied, ‘I wanted to see if
we would be able to dance together. If I could move like you do for
the solo section. Jane told me not to bother you…’

‘And yet here you are.’ She
crossed her foot over the other and a smile had crept onto her
stern face. She was wearing three quarter length tight exercise
trousers that shaped off a small section of smooth muscular calves.
On her feet she wore walking shoes, something that he hadn’t
expected to see.

‘Yes, but you have such talent.’
He moved towards her, pleading with his hands to try to help her
understand.

‘I know you’re in the market for
a new dancer.’ She said as she pushed herself off the frame, ‘If
you have in fact spoken with Jane then you would also know that I
don’t dance professionally or in competitions or with anyone. I do
this,’ she waved her hand towards the windows of the dancehall,
‘because I enjoy dancing and saves me having to go to the gym.’

He shook his head, ‘But you have
such talent.’

She shrugged her shoulders, ‘Yes
I know.’ Seeing he wasn’t going to drop the subject, she rolled her
eyes and continued, ‘Because my life does not revolve around
dancing. I just like to do it for fun when time permits and Jane is
good friend and pretty much gives me free rein. Plus I don’t have
to deal with anyone trying to grope me or dance with me, otherwise
I’d dance at a nightclub.’

‘Fun?’ He said his eyebrows
raising with his suspicion that anyone danced purely for fun.

‘Yes, fun. You know with no
pressure to be perfect.’

Quietly he commented, ‘But you
are perfect.’

She looked briefly down and gave
a short laugh. ‘Nobody is perfect.’ She rubbed her arm
self-consciously and then as if catching herself she pulled herself
upright and said, ‘Anyway I only dropped in so I could see if it
was true. I also wanted to tell you that it is creepy and if you
continue to watch me dance, I shall report you and probably ruin
your chances of ever getting a dance partner or dancing for Madame.
Although saying that, most of the girls here would probably still
want to dance with you even if it turned out you were gay.’

He looked at her bemused, but
before he could say anything she continued, ‘Well I have to go.’ As
she was about to leave the viewing area she paused and said, ‘If
you had asked, I would have probably said yes, but would have
wanted something in return. Probably not what you were thinking
though, I’m not that kind of girl. If you really do want my help
then come find me at my other hobby.’ She gave a coy little smile
that intrigued him. He stood there dumbfounded and unable to speak
as she left.

He remained staring at the now
closed door for quite some time and it was only the abrupt change
of music from downstairs that brought him out of his daze. He had
been transfixed by her presence and confused by how she knew he was
up there. He was certain that no one had ever seen him come in or
leave. It wasn’t like he had to sign in anywhere, he only ever
danced directly after her on a Thursday. He didn’t even remember
seeing the change on the sheet. There was only two other rooms that
he had to pass to get to the stairs, but there was only a window on
the door. Stopping by one of the smaller rooms he popped his head
in and said to the guy that was starting a warm up routine that he
wasn’t going to use the main hall if the guy wanted to use it.

Still pondering over what
Francesca would want in return he headed for Sam’s Diner. It was an
American style place that served the best eggs he had ever tasted
and Sam was also the guy that knew practically everything about the
small town that was Newtonn. Being a short train ride from Cardiff
and the National Dance Company, it was a perfect place for up and
coming dancers to train but not have to pay the high costs of
living in a big city. Some were hoping to become part of the NDC,
but many would be hoping for a chance to join Madame Buxdon. Her
home town was Newtonn, therefore the town was teaming with dancers
of all types.

In her day Madame Buxdon had
been a marvel to watch and her daughter Isabella had carried on the
legacy. Sadly, both had been knocked down in their prime by health,
although Antonio was unsure of what these were. All he knew was
that Madame now rarely danced as she needed the aid of a cane and
Isabella had had some sort of accident and had had to retire; she
had only been in her mid-twenties.

Antonio had returned to Newtonn
after his parents had died a little over a year ago and left him
the family home. He had tried to convince his dance partner of
eight years, Carolina, that they should leave the hassle and tussle
of the Cardiff NDC and try out for Madame Buxdon. The rumours had
run riot stating that there was now more openings available after
the announcement of Isabella, their lead dancer, retiring from the
company a little over fourteen months ago. It had been rumoured
that Madame, after her daughter’s accident that caused her to have
to leave the entourage with a gaping hole in it, had decided to
change how the entourage was run and now it was no longer such a
closed group. He had emphasised to Carolina that those who danced
for the entourage still had to be the best of the best; it was just
that Madame was setting up smaller groups throughout England and
Wales so that they could dance at more locations. He thought he had
done a good job of convincing her that they were wasted with the
NDC and if they moved into his family home, they were more likely
to get noticed by Madame. Newtonn was always her first stop for
picking up new talent on her way through Wales. As far as he was
concerned it was a no brainer. Unfortunately, Carolina had thought
that he wanted to settle down and have a family with her. She had
been heartbroken when he had said that it would just be a living
arrangement until they were in the entourage and then he would sell
the home. In all their years together they had never actually had
any romantic involvement. Once the awkward moment had gone by, she
had told him what an idiot he was and that she would be staying
with the NDC. She wished him luck, but for her the NDC was a safe
option. They always had work and she wanted to think about her
future.

The family home was big enough
for four people and was too big for Antonio alone, however
sometimes he just liked to sit in the massive lounge. For nearly a
decade he had shared houses with two or more people to keep costs
down. All his young life only true space to call his own was his
tiny box room of a bedroom. Then when he moved out and into a
shared house with other dancers, he always went for the smallest
room out of habit. Now that he could choose it felt wrong to sleep
in either his parents or brother’s room. So once again he slept in
the smallest room, but he loved to lounge in the lounge on the
massive sofas.

When they were children, his
younger brother, Stefano, always had the third bedroom, which was
nearly twice the size of his. The size of the room was a
contentious issue, not that Antonio even started the arguments.
More that Stefano took great delight in pointing it out that this
somehow made him the favourite. Once they grew up though, their
relationship worsened. His brother moved to London and wanted a
living that meant he never had to worry about money again. He never
understood how Antonio could work somewhere that only paid him a
pittance; keeping him in almost complete poverty, hence why he had
become a masseur. After their parent’s death Stefano was getting
more frustrated with Antonio for not selling his parents’ home. He
had complained profusely to Antonio that it was too big for him to
live in alone and if he sold it, he could buy a flat and have his
own space and probably have enough left over that it wouldn’t
matter so much that he only got paid the minimum wage most of the
year. His brother was like a horse worrying the bit. Desperate for
his share of the inheritance but loathed by the fact Antonio had
final say of when the property and other assets were to be
sold.

His brother could not understand
why he kept it. As far as Stefano was concerned it wasn’t Antonio’s
family home. When his parents had moved there from Italy, Antonio
had been eight and by the time Stefano was born he was nearly a
teenager. Occasionally he still slipped into an Italian accent, but
over the years it had become an Italian Welsh blend, meaning that
many people were never quite sure where he came from. Antonio had
tried to explain to his brother that he couldn’t remember Italy,
only slight fragments. What he remembered was entertaining his
little brother. Or the missions that he would send his brother on
around the house; collecting various items or trying to steal the
freshly baked cookies that mother had made. His brother had always
been slightly bitter that Antonio had been the main beneficiary of
the will. Sure Stefano had been given things, mentioned here and
there, yet Antonio had received the house and the car and two
thirds of the money. He was also bitter that he had had to share
the inheritance money with a dance company that Antonio no longer
danced with.

Originally Antonio had hoped
that he could still work for the NDC while he awaited the return of
Madame the following summer, however when it was relayed that he
had broken Carolina’s heart and tried to force her to leave her
friends to go live in the middle of nowhere, he had been
unceremoniously dismissed. Of course legally they found other
reasons to terminate his contract, but it turned out that one of
the main stock holders fancied Carolina and made it quite clear
that he was taking over Antonio’s territory. Antonio left before
they could give him his P45 and began to wonder how his actions had
lead people to believe his involvement with Carolina was anything
more than friendship.

He did however sell off some of
his parents assets, namely a car and a boat. As of yet he hadn’t
told Stefano this, but then again both items had been left to him
so he didn’t really think it was any of his business. He didn’t use
either and it meant that he wasn’t in complete hot water since he
had no way to pay for any of the bills. Using some of the money
from the sale, he converted the room downstairs that his father had
used as an office, into a sports massage clinic. He had qualified
as a therapist while he studied for his dance exams, since he
realised that dancers were always looking for someone to help
stretch and manipulate muscles so that they could get the best out
of them. Over the months, word spread and thankfully he was
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