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      Afraid of failure, Miranda gave up her dancing career for marriage—a marriage that, sixteen years later, crumbles to dust.

      When a mysterious and skilled lover offers her the chance to go back in time, will she have the courage to follow her true dream?

      A steamy and poignant short story from legendary erotica heavy-hitter Andrea Dale.

      “Dreaming the Dance” was a Notable Entry in Satin Slipper’s erotica contest (2002).
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      And that was that, Miranda Adkins thought, putting down the note from her husband. Sixteen years, down the drain. Sixteen years, some of which had been happy, some of which had been tenuous. But never tenuous enough that she expected Colin to run off with the new young assistant producer on his latest television hit.

      She set down his note, which was carefully and politely worded and said that he hoped they could work things out amicably, and stared out the kitchen window at the panorama of the Hollywood Hills. She had no intention of dragging him through court. By California law, she would get half. Unless she did something foolish or frivolous, she would be comfortable for the rest of her life.

      She’d really, truly, passionately wanted only two things in life—and the two things hadn’t been compatible, and so she’d had to choose between them. Now she’d have neither.

      It was odd, she mused, picking at a bunch of green grapes artfully arranged in a crystal bowl on marble-topped island. Could everyone see so clearly where their lives changed, hinged on one fateful decision?

      Miranda had been seventeen when she’d met Colin, then already an assistant producer in his own right. He was older, dashing, and already being invited to the A-list Hollywood parties. She’d been on the cusp of her ballet career. In fact, the day he proposed, she’d received the letter from the Los Angeles International Ballet Company, inviting her to join them.

      A fat, pear-shaped diamond on one hand; the letter in the other. The choice had been heart-breaking. In the end, she opted for love.

      And what a mistake that had been.

      Miranda walked through the cold, quiet house, her footsteps echoing on the polished floors. They’d sell, of course, and split the proceeds. She couldn’t afford to live here on her own, and she was pretty sure that Traci wouldn’t want him reminded of his former wife. But selling meant she would lose the dance studio…

      The house was built on a hill, and the studio took up much of the lower level, with floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on the side lawn. Miranda slipped off her shoes before she entered the room. Her reflection on two mirrored walls stared back at her. She turned, looking at herself critically. She wasn’t as thin as a supermodel, nor did she have the calf muscles of an eighteen-year-old prima ballerina. But her daily practices had kept her trim. And, she realized, they had kept her sane.

      She had designed the studio herself, in their first year of marriage; Colin had been lovingly indulgent. It had served her well, and had also been a haven for visiting dancers: Miranda was on the Board of Directors for the LAIBC, and guest performers often chose to stay at her house, with its excellent practice facilities, rather than at the poshest hotels in Los Angeles.

      And now she’d lose this, too.

      Tears pricked Miranda’s eyes, but just as quickly they dried, to be replaced with anger. Anger at herself for her choices, anger at Colin for his. She stalked into the changing room and in minutes was in her leotard, looping the ribbons of a set of old, battered toe shoes around her lower legs. She knew of only one way to work through the pain.

      She stretched out, watching her movements in the mirror to ensure her posture was good. The ritual was so familiar that she didn’t have to think about it. Foot on barre, lean in; change and repeat. Plié, slow and controlled. Her muscles lengthened, warmed.

      When she began to dance, she didn’t consciously choose what routine to do. She simply went into one of her favorite solos, from Swan Lake. Then she realized the irony: Odette had been spurned by her love, Prince Siegfried, and was dancing her emotions.

      Of course, in one version of the ballet, Odette’s lover reappeared and danced with her, reuniting them forever. That was the magic of fantasy.

      Miranda leapt and twirled, pointed and arabesqued, dancing the pain of rejection and the anger of deception. She threw herself, mind, body, psyche, into the physical representation of how she felt. Here, she was free. Free of Colin, free of her life. She existed only to dance, to express her emotions through the dance.

      There came a series of pirouettes. In the full dance, Odette would come out of the spins and see her love. The world blurred as Miranda twirled on her toes, arms perfectly poised, head pausing and then turning. The feeling was exhilarating.

      The world blurred, and yet something seemed to be taking form….

      Then it came to the climax of the dance, where Odette would turn and fling herself up to be caught by Siegfried, Miranda prepared to do the move she’d created to replace the leap. She poised, turned—

      And saw him.

      She should have been shocked and frightened that there was a unfamiliar man in her house, in her private studio. But somehow, she wasn’t. She saw in a heartbeat, between one move and the next, that he was dressed to dance, that he was in a classic stance, as if waiting for her. He was a dancer, and somehow that made it all right, at least to her heightened emotions.

      In the span of that heartbeat, she saw his dark hair, his expressive eyes and full mouth, and the way he held out his arms, prepared for her next move.

      Miranda took the chance. She leapt.

      Somehow, she never doubted that he would catch her, and he did. His strong hands spanned her waist, lifting her high; his arms solid, his motion smooth. She flung out her arms, arched her back, poised her legs. He spun, the move part of the choreography she knew. He had her perfectly balanced, and she had no fear of falling.

      He finished his final pirouette. Now, he would slowly drop to one knee and gently bring her down to the floor, where she would point on one toe, balance against him, raise her other leg in the air. They would freeze like that. If they were on stage then the music would stop and the applause would start.

      But here, he changed the choreography. He stayed standing, and as he lowered her to the ground, he slid her body along his lithe, muscular form.

      Miranda gasped. She wore no bra—had never needed to with her dancer’s body and its tiny breasts—and her nipples grazed along his chest, sensitive as if she wore no leotard at all. Their bodies touched everywhere, it seemed; and everywhere she was achingly aware of the heat, his muscles, the intimacy. He bent one leg and settled her straddled upon it.

      She had to be dreaming. That was it. What had started as a nightmare was turning into an erotic dream. There was no other explanation. And because she’d never been able to control her dreams, Miranda went with it.

      “You dance like a dream,” he said, his lips a breath away from hers, his voice whisky-smooth. Her first instinct was to protest that no, she was too old, her dancing days were long behind her, but he cut her off by claiming her mouth in a kiss.

      The kiss burned liked whisky, too, sharp and sudden and flooding her veins with heat. His tongue teased into her already-open mouth, his lips caressing hers with authority. She moaned into his mouth, meeting him in a clash of passion.

      His hands moved from her waist, skimming up her torso, leaving a trail of awakened flesh in their wake. He caressed her nipples with his thumbs, and if she’d thought they were sensitive before, she’d been wrong. They bloomed to life under his ministrations, and it spread the whisky-warmth farther, melting down her abdomen to her thighs, then pooling at her clit.

      Miranda gasped again. She’d never gotten this aroused this fast. A part of her brain assured her it was because she was dreaming—but she’d also never had such a vivid, erotic dream before.
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