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      To Michelle, whose light dances even when she’s standing still.
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      “It has to fit!” I told my mom, who was attempting to help me into my dance uniform. The one we were forced to order two sizes too small because it didn’t come in the extra-large size I needed. The one our studio director insisted I fit into for the qualifier.

      Tears stung my eyes as the mermaid costume caught my hips and wouldn’t budge up another inch. I sniffed, wiping at my nose. This was a nightmare.

      “Don’t cry!” Mom ordered in a hushed voice so none of my teammates would overhear us in the dressing room. “You’ll ruin your makeup!”

      I fluttered my false lashes quickly, trying to stem the tears, and made another effort to flex my legs and suck in my stomach to give myself even a millimeter more room. With a hard yank and the sound of a few popped threads, the bottom made it over my thighs.

      I gasped. “Did it rip?”

      Mom was silent for a moment. “I’ll get a needle.”

      I closed my eyes, trying to stay calm. We didn’t have another choice at this point. It was either wear the costume or forfeit the chance to dance at nationals. No way would I give up a chance at gold or an opportunity to dance in front of the top dance recruiters in the country.

      Everyone from college drill team coaches to the New York Ballet would be at the Dance Dance National Competition, looking for their next crop of talented dancers. I swore I would be one of them, size extra-large or not. Sausage casing mermaid costume or not.

      Why Galina forced me to purchase this exact costume was beyond me. Especially when my mom offered to custom make mine in more forgiving materials.

      Mom came back through the curtain and began working around the back waist of my pants. A needle pricked through the fabric and poked my back.

      “Ouch!” I hissed.

      “Sorry, but I’m rushing,” she whispered back. “We need to get out there.”

      I gritted my teeth as I endured prick after accidental prick until finally, she stood, stretching her back. “It should hold for the dance,” she said. “Just be careful on your tilt.”

      Just thinking of the standing splits made me cringe. “Mom, I can’t take it easy today. These are the qualifiers, and Galina’s been on my back all month.”

      She shoved the needle and thread back into her sewing kit. “We just have to make it through today, Adriel. Just one day. Okay?”

      I nodded. We’d been working on this, waiting for this moment for years. Ever since I first stepped foot in Emerson Dance Academy as a four-year-old girl, unaware of the massive yet subtle differences between a temps de poisson and a temps de l’ange. We’d come too far, put in too many hours and too much money, to give up now.

      Mom’s sleek blond bob was askew for what seemed like the first time ever, and she tucked the loose strands behind her ears before turning toward the dressing room curtain and taking a deep breath.

      I followed her out into the craziness that was a pre-show dance room. In one corner of the room, Isabella and Tatiana partner stretched, while Benjamin and Alejandro warmed up their feet. Several other girls worked through the routine moves in unison.

      Each of them wore their dance uniforms like they had been made for them. The material wasn’t stretched to the hilt like it was on me, and they moved freely as if they weren’t uncomfortable in the slightest. I rubbed my hands over my tight costume, wishing it fit like theirs.

      Benjamin nodded at me and walked my way. Not only did he dance in the group routine, he was my partner for the couples’ dance portion of the competition. Out of everyone at the studio, he was the one I felt most comfortable around.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      I shrugged, trying to work out the kinks in my neck. “I’ll be better when the group dance is over.”

      He chuckled. “Great attitude, teammate.”

      I smiled and shook my head. “You know I’m ready.” I wanted to tell him about the costume issue, but guys didn’t get it. And I hated for anyone to know more about my issues with Galina than necessary. It just made me look weak and took our heads out of the most important game.

      Besides, I had a different costume for the couples’ dance—one that fit—and I couldn’t wait to change into it.

      A hush fell over the room, and I looked up to see Galina walking through the door. My shoulders immediately straightened, and I held my chin high. Her steely black eyes scanned every dancer with the precision of a hawk going in for the kill.

      “Isabella, you call that a tendu?”

      Isabella shifted her gaze down and redoubled her efforts.

      Galina turned her eyes on Alejandro. “For the love of god, how many times have I told you? Square shoulders.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, correcting his posture.

      “Ruby.” Galina merely shook her head. “Benjamin. Fix your hair.”

      He nodded and walked back to a mirror to fix what already looked like a perfect hair style.

      Galina stepped to me, her eyes taking me in, from the tight bun atop my head to the even tighter pants. Her eyes met mine again, contempt and disappointment warring with each other.

      “I see the diet is not working,” she said.

      A hand touched my shoulder, and I saw Mom stepping to my side.

      “We have a doctor’s appointment for her on Monday,” Mom said quickly. “We’ll find out what has been holding her back.””

      Galina gave my mother an even harder stare than the one she had given me before walking away to make the rest of her assessments.

      My shoulders eased, and I took a breath. Once she had finished walking the room, she stood by the door and said, “We are set to go on stage in five minutes. Follow me.”

      We fell into formation, dancers marching like soldiers behind our merciless leader. But there was a reason we all danced with Galina at Emerson Dance instead of going to another studio in Brentwood or even LA. She was the best—exactly what we all wanted so desperately to be.

      The closer we got to the stage, the better we could hear fast-paced dance music. Through gaps in the curtain, I watched beautiful dancers in stunning bejeweled costumes move their bodies in unison. I quickly became transfixed on the dance, on the beauty of the steps. My body hummed with energy, with anticipation for my turn on stage.

      “Dancers,” Galina said harshly. “For the last five years, we’ve competed at Dance Dance Nationals. Participated.” Her eyes fell on each of us, making my skin feel cold. “No longer am I satisfied with being second, or third or fourth best. This year, we will win, and I will do whatever it takes to make sure of it. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” we all responded.

      “Now. Remember your steps. Hold your chins high. Your reputation is on the line, as is mine.”

      The music on the stage faded to a close as the dancers struck their final pose.

      Over the speakers, an eager announcer said, “Now, we welcome to the stage five-time Dance Dance National competitors, Emerson Dance!”

      “Go,” Galina ordered, although she didn’t need to.

      We each squared our shoulders and lifted our chins before sashaying to our positions on the stage. The harsh lights hit me, but even so, I could see the people I loved in the audience. My mom, sitting with her husband, Ted, and the rest of the studio parents. Each of my four closest friends sitting in an aisle all their own.

      My heart lifted at the sight of them, giving me just what I needed to take a steadying breath as the music fell over us.

      We’d practiced the routine so many times that my body took over without needing my mind to follow along. Suddenly, all my worries, the audience, my insecurities about the costume and how it fit faded away.

      I moved through the steps, feeling the music just as much as hearing it. The volume rose, and Benjamin took my hand for our across-the-back roll. My back steadied against his, and I cartwheeled my legs through the air, just like Galina taught. But there was one thing I hadn’t prepared for: the loud rip as every seam popped in my pants.

      My heart froze, and I fell off Benjamin’s back, dropping onto the floor in a heap in front of Ruby. She tripped over me and stumbled forward, crashing into Alejandro, who hurtled to the ground with a thud even louder than my own.

      Although blood rushed to my eardrums and my cheeks got hot, the music kept playing. My teammates kept dancing.

      And me? I felt a breeze.

      I clenched the back of my split pants together and ran off the stage as fast as I could. Tears blurred my vision as I sprinted away from the music, away from the stage and toward the safety of the dressing room.

      Except it wasn’t as safe as I thought.

      Only moments after I walked through the door and ripped my shimmering pants the rest of the way off, the door was opening again, my mom and Galina rushing in.

      A million Russian swear words were flying through Galina’s mouth until she was only inches away from my face, her lips curled back like a dog ready to bite.

      “You ruined me, you fat pig!” she hurled, each of her words landing like fists on my face.

      “I’m sorry!” I cried, shimmying my sweatpants the rest of the way up. “I promise the couples’ routine will be better!” I was scrambling, grasping for anything that would make this moment any less painful than it was. Because right now, it felt like a knife was ripping through my chest.

      I’d never had a mistake like that in a routine before. Sure, I might have missed a step or stumbled, but I’d never caught other dancers in the crossfire. Never been exposed on stage.

      My mom stood behind Galina, frozen, like even she didn’t know how to operate in this new world where something so horrible could happen.

      “Couples’ routine?” Galina spat. “There will be no couples’ routine!”

      “What do you mean?” I stammered.

      Galina rose to her full height, her shoulders squaring, her mouth set in a snarl. “You will never dance with my studio again.”

      My mom sprang into action then, stepping forward and taking Galina’s shoulder. “You can’t mean that! It was an honest mistake. If you hadn’t insisted on ordering uniforms that didn’t fit her—”

      “Do not blame me for her lack of willpower! She has had every chance to lose the weight and has chosen not to.” Galina’s coal-black eyes consumed me with self-loathing. With guilt. “You chose food over your future, and now you will have to live with that for the rest of your life.”

      My mouth fell open in a silent sob. “Galina, no, you can’t do this!”

      Mom’s voice wavered right along with mine. “Do you have any idea how many hours she’s put in? The dieticians we’ve worked with? We even have a doctor’s appointment on Monday! If more money is what it takes, we’ve got it. What do you need?”

      The door opened behind us, and the other dancers, my former teammates, began walking cautiously into the room.

      Galina gave them half a glance before turning all the hatred in her gaze on me. “Leave, Adriel. And don’t ever darken my studio doors again. Your dancing days are over.”
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      I had replayed the moment so many times in my head that I didn’t think anything could make it worse. Not hearing my mom explain through sobs to her husband what had happened. Not the text from Benjamin telling me not to worry about him because he had danced with Tatiana and it went fine.

      But when my four best friends came over and their phones went wild with notifications, I realized my humiliation was far from over. There was a video on YouTube of my pants ripping, with thousands of views...

      My eyes were glued to Des’s phone as the whole event played over again, but this time from another angle. I watched in horror at the wreckage I’d caused and the way the entire routine had been derailed. Then I read the caption: FAT GIRL RIPS PANTS AT DANCE COMPETITION – HILARIOUSLY RUINS ROUTINE

      The comments underneath it were even worse.

      “Can you have YouTube delete it?” I asked, desperate.

      Des frowned, pouting her berry red lips. “I can report it, but I don’t think it’s going to do anything.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “They can see my butt! Doesn’t that count for nudity?”

      Nadira scoffed. “There’s way worse on YouTube than part of your butt.”

      I collapsed back on my bed, covering my face with my arm, and Faith comforted me by patting my shoulder. But it was no use. The amount of views on that video was larger than the entire population of Emerson. No way could I show my face around here again.

      “Look at me,” Cori said, her dark brown eyes narrowed. “If anyone even thinks about bringing it up at school, Ryker and I have got it covered.”

      Her boyfriend was a powerful ally, but people at Emerson Academy were sneaky. Even if they didn’t say anything about the video outright, it would be there. In the way they looked at me. In the way I would never ever being wearing pants again. I was a skirt-only girl from now on, with multiple layers of spandex underneath. Better yet, put me in a burka for the rest of my life.

      I covered my face with a pillow, and Nadira and Faith rubbed my back on either side of me. They were two of the kindest people I knew, but kindness couldn’t take away what happened. Couldn’t bring me to the national stage to dance in front of the country’s top recruiters.

      “It’ll be alright,” Faith said gently.

      “It won’t be alright,” I moaned. I pulled up and looked at her, devastation and humiliation warring with each other. “Every day after school, I go to the studio and dance. From four until nine at night. And on the weekends? Eight to five. It’s more than a hobby or a team to me. It’s my life. I just cost myself everything that matters to me.”

      “You’re wrong,” Nadira said on my other side. She had her bushy black hair pulled back with a headband, making her face that much more serious. That much more severe.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “You didn’t cost yourself dance,” she replied evenly. “A teacher with bad practices humiliated you in front of an audience. You can still dance, no matter what anyone says.”

      She was right. I could dance, but I needed more than that. “What’s the point in playing a sport if you can’t join the team?” Her dad was a basketball coach. She had to understand.

      Nadira shook her head and smiled softly. “I think you’ll have to figure that out.”

      A gentle knock sounded on my door, and I looked up to see Mom standing there. Even in her jogging suit, she looked perfectly put together. “Sorry to break up the fun, girls, but it’s dinner time for us.”

      I wished my friends could have stayed for supper, but it was probably best that they left. Spending an awkward dinner with Mom’s husband wasn’t the most pleasant of things.

      Des leaned across the bed and gave me a hug. “We’ll see you Monday, and we’ll figure this out.”

      I stood and walked them to the front door. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Ted leaning against the kitchen island, his laptop open in front of him. I turned away from him and gave each of my friends a hug before they walked down the sidewalk to their cars.

      With the door shut and locked, I had no excuse to avoid Mom and Ted any longer. On the nights we were home, Mom made a point of eating together, since dance and my mountains of schoolwork rarely allowed us the option.

      I walked to the table and sat in my usual seat. Although, typically instead of eating here, I was trying to catch up on mounds of Academy homework I’d fallen behind on.

      Mom brought a big bowl of salad to the table, and I looked at it hatefully. Just as hatefully as the grilled chicken on a platter and bland brown rice I was supposed to stomach with it.

      “Am I seriously still dieting?” I asked her. “What’s the point?”

      She wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Don’t give up on Galina yet. She has a hot temper, but she’s loyal. She wouldn’t just dump us like that.”

      I shook my head, grabbing chicken to put on my plate, although I didn’t feel the least bit hungry.

      “Maybe it’s a good thing,” Ted said, taking a seat at the table.

      Both Mom and I swiveled our heads toward him at the speed of light. I could practically feel the daggers extracting themselves from my cornea and hurtling toward his head.

      Without seeming bothered, he began helping himself to the food and said, “Adriel’s spent her entire life dancing, and you’ve spent your adult life watching her. Maybe it’s about time you both took a break.” He added, “Plus, we can finally take our honeymoon, Glenda.”

      I looked out the corner of my eye to see how Mom was reacting to this nonsense, but she didn’t seem as bothered as me. In fact, she didn’t seem bothered at all.

      “It has been three years since we got married,” she said, a small smile growing on her face.

      “Wouldn’t Mexico be nice?” he asked, reaching for her hand. “You, me, the beach.”

      I gawked between the two of them. Were they really planning a vacation on the back of today?

      Her smile was brighter than the chandelier now. “A couple of margaritas.”

      Ted nodded. “And Adriel’s already eighteen. It’s not like she can’t spend some time alone.”

      I glared at them openly now. I hated when they talked about me like I wasn’t even there. Picking up my plate and drink, I said, “Why don’t I start right now?”
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      When Mom came to my room the next morning, I was still asleep. I couldn’t remember a day when I hadn’t gotten up at six to do my morning stretches. Not when my parents divorced in the sixth grade. Not when my dad remarried in seventh grade. Not when Mom married Ted in ninth grade. Not when my grandpa died in tenth. Not even when my dad had his replacement child, my half-brother, in eleventh.

      But today, I groggily blinked my eyes open to see my mom staring at me in concern. The put-together kind of concern though, with eyebrows furrowed under perfectly curled bangs.

      “Are you feeling alright, honey?” she asked.

      “No.”

      She stepped forward and put her hand to my forehead. “You don’t feel warm. What hurts?”

      “Nothing,” I answered honestly. In fact, I felt numb. Everything I had ever cared about had just been stripped from me, so what more was there left to feel?

      “Sit up,” she demanded, her voice taking on an edge. She pulled back the blanket and repeated, “Sit up!”

      “Okay, okay,” I replied, begrudgingly getting up. Mom never talked to me like this—the shock was enough to at least get me moving. “What’s your deal?”

      “My ‘deal’?” she asked, tilting her head. “My deal is that you are not a quitter. You are going to get up, you’re going to get dressed, and we’re going to speak with a doctor about what’s causing your weight gain.”

      “And then what?” I asked. “I’ll be a slightly thinner dance reject?” I lay back down. “Pass.”

      Now she pulled the blankets off, leaving me bare in short shorts and a tank top.

      “Hey!” I cried.

      “No!” She pointed a finger at me. “The day after your father left me for some twenty-six-year-old cliché in heels, I got up and took you to dance. You made me. Do you remember?”

      I pulled my knees to my chest, wishing I couldn’t remember that day. Mom had been a complete mess, sobbing in her bed, still wearing mascara from the night before. Of course Dad had taken her to some restaurant in the mall to break up with her. Less chance of causing a scene and ruining his precious reputation. No worries about destroying a family.

      “Now, I’m doing the same thing for you,” she said. “One mean person isn’t going to ruin your life. Get up. We’re going.” She stormed out of the room, bringing the blankets with her, and I watched in awe. How did a woman in lavender capris hold that much emotion?

      Still in a state of shock, I got up and put on my Emerson Academy uniform. This was usually the fastest part of my morning routine—one I rushed through after spending as much time as possible on my stretches. But today, I took my time.

      After making sure my skirt was securely zipped and my crisp white shirt was free of stains, I went to the bathroom. My box of hair supplies was still open on the counter from the night before. I gently touched my weathered curling iron, wondering when I would be able to use it again. Prom maybe?

      But then I realized I had more time this morning—especially since my doctor’s appointment wasn’t until half past eight. Instead of my usual bun, I began winding sections of my hair around the barrel, forming loose curls that twirled midway down my back. I wound my fingers through my hair to pull the excess hairs that always shed when I put my hair into more than a bun and did a quick-once over with hairspray.

      Although my hair looked beautiful compared to my typical tight bun, my eyes looked hollow. No amount of eyeliner or mascara or under-eye concealer hid the loss I’d experienced.

      “Adriel!” Mom yelled down the hall. “It’s time to go!”

      A tear threatened to slip down my cheek, but I blinked quickly and unplugged my curling iron. It was time to face my life without dance.

      I slipped on my sensible heels and walked out of my room. Mom took me in approvingly. “Good,” she said. “Look good, feel good.”

      I wanted to ask if it had worked for her after the divorce, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer.

      We left through the side door and went to the garage, where her wedding gift from Ted, a pearlescent Mercedes, waited for us. It beeped twice and the lights flashed as she unlocked it—though why she kept it locked in our own garage, I had no idea.

      I walked around to the passenger side and got in, then put in my earbuds as she pulled out of the driveway. Contemporary French music filled my ears, drowning out the sounds around me to something I preferred. Something lighthearted, fast-paced, and...happy. Something so at odds with how I felt inside.

      Within thirty minutes, we’d picked up a protein smoothie (aka liquified cardboard) for my breakfast and were checked in at RWE Medical for my appointment with Dr. Edmonson. A girl named Chloe with Winnie the Pooh scrubs walked us back and weighed me.

      Mom and I both stared at the scale. I’d gone up five pounds from my last weigh-in.

      “Can you check again?” Mom asked.

      “Sure thing,” Chloe said happily, letting me step off and back on. She carefully ticked over the scales until it leveled on the same weight.

      As I got off, I felt Mom’s eyes hot on my head. “Have you been sneaking food at school?”

      “No!” I cried. “I only eat that garbage Ted’s chef packs for me.”

      “And you don’t get any snacks from your friends?” Mom demanded. “I’ve seen them, and they’re nice, but they’re not the fittest—”

      I gave her a stare that could melt glass. “Don’t even go there.”

      Chloe looked between us like she was completely lost. “Let’s go into the room instead!” She walked ahead of us, her ponytail swinging, to room seven. “Dr. Edmonson should be in shortly.” As quick as humanly possible, she left us there. Alone.

      “Five pounds?” Mom breathed.

      “Apparently just enough to split the ass of my pants,” I said sourly.

      “Honey, I didn’t mean—”

      “You never do!” I cried. “It’s always all about dance or Ted. Can’t you be my mom for one second instead of my handler or Ted’s wife?”

      “Adriel—”

      A knock sounded on the door, and an old, balding man walked in. Great, just who I needed to talk to about women’s health.

      “Ms. Pruitt,” he said to me, then turned to my mom. “Mrs. Pruitt.”

      “Anders,” Mom corrected him. “Mrs. Anders.”

      “Ah,” he said, glancing at the papers on his clipboard. “Need to get these reading glasses checked.” He chuckled. “Now, I understand we’re here to talk about Adriel and her weight?”

      “Yes,” Mom said before I could even jump in, which was probably best. “She’s an active dancer, has been on a dietician-approved diet, and for some reason, she can’t seem to lose the weight.”

      “Hmm.” He tapped his chin. “I’ve seen this in a few girls your age, Adriel. Let me ask you a few questions.”

      He worked through a mental list, including everything from my haircare routine to my acne and menstrual cycles. “And what about your depression medication?” he asked. “Does it still seem to be helping?”

      I nodded. After my parents divorced, focusing on the good things in my life got harder and harder. When I wasn’t dancing, I was spiraling. Galina was actually the one who convinced my mom to put me on medication. She said my dancing lacked its typical joie de vivre. Little did she care that my family had just been ripped apart.

      “It could be a couple of things,” he said, “but I don’t want to give you any false fear—or hope—until I run some panels on you. In the meantime, I know you dance, but have you tried any strength training?”

      “You want her to lift weights?” Mom asked.

      He nodded, going to a wall full of brochures. “Weight training often helps women burn calories more efficiently and can strengthen their bone density. Very important for dancers.” He pulled a copied flyer from a manila envelope and handed it to me. “Why don’t you try some of these at your school gym? If you find yourself gaining weight or bulking up after a few weeks, you could always stop. No harm no foul.”

      I glanced up from the handout to see the wheels in my mother’s head spinning. We weren’t even out of RWE Medical before she said, “I’m getting you in at Ted’s Gym tonight after school.”
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      The good part about having a morning doctor’s appointment was missing the walk into school. It would have been like swimming in a school of fish, moving past sharks and hoping someone else would get eaten.

      Mom pulled along the curb, reached into her purse for Dr. Edmonson’s note, and handed it to me. “Be sure to bring this to the office.”

      “Sure.” I unbuckled my belt and bent for my bag, but she put her hand on my arm.

      “It’s going to be okay, sweetie. We’ll get you lifting in the gym, and you’ll be back on the team in no time. You’ll see.”

      Her words unsettled me in various ways, but instead of targeting in on one, I said, “What about your honeymoon?”

      She smiled at me, missing the venom behind the words. “Cabo isn’t going anywhere, but you, my darling, are.”

      My heart softened—if only slightly—before I got out of the car and walked across the empty courtyard to Emerson Academy. A broad swath of stone steps led up to the brick building with our school’s motto embossed into the stone.

      Ad Meliora.

      Toward better things.

      The words had always left me with a sense of purpose before. Like I was a part of something bigger than myself. Even if I wasn’t the best student, I had a goal, a mission. Now... I just felt lost.

      I walked to the main office, handed them my doctor’s note, and waited for a late pass to chemistry. I wished the woman would hurry up because missing Mr. Cho’s class was not ideal.

      When she finally handed me the slip, I hurried down the empty hall to Mr. Cho’s room and walked inside. As I opened the wooden door, every eye turned from the whiteboard to me.

      Mr. Cho said, “Late slip goes on my desk. You go with Mr. McCormac.”

      My lips parted as I looked from my teacher to the guy sitting by himself in the third row.

      “Quickly,” Mr. Cho said, snapping his fingers. “We have a lot to get through before we start experiments tomorrow.” He was already looking back at the board.

      I marched to his desk, leaving the paper slip in the middle where it was sure not to get lost or misplaced. Then I took a deep breath and turned toward my class. Toward Carter.

      His golden eyes met mine, and my heart skittered around my chest, forgetting how to beat. Then his full lips quirked into a soft smile, and my brain went AWOL too.

      As a dancer, I was aware of my body in ways most people weren’t. I didn’t trip or stumble. I didn’t slouch. But as I made my way toward him, I felt clunky. Out of place.

      Since when had simply walking become such a challenge?

      After what felt like a decade of putting one forgetful foot in front of the other, I reached the table.

      As Mr. Cho continued his lecture at the whiteboard, Carter leaned closer and whispered, “Don’t worry, you haven’t missed too much.”

      Worry? How could I worry with his beautiful face that close to mine?

      This was exactly the reason why I sat in the front row for most of my classes—less distractions. The more focused I stayed, the faster I could get my homework done and focus on what really mattered: dance.

      Just the thought had my chest aching again.

      “Can I borrow your notes tonight?” I asked. “To copy them down?”

      “I’ll send you a picture after school... here.” He passed his notebook toward me. “Write your number?”

      My hands shook as I took his mechanical pencil. Had Carter McCormac, acclaimed bodybuilder and complete hottie, just asked for my number? I carefully wrote down each digit, not wanting him to accidently message the wrong person, all while fervently reminding myself that this was just for school.

      For so long, I’d avoided relationships because I’d seen how dating had hurt my dance mates’ performances. My mantra had been that love could wait until after I was where I wanted to be. But now that dance was over...

      I handed his pencil back and reached for my own notebook in my backpack. For the rest of the hour, I tried not to look at the beautiful guy beside me and instead focus on electrons and protons and whatever inscrutable things Mr. Cho was writing on the board. The hour dragged on until the bell finally rang, and I began packing up my things.

      “I guess I’ll be seeing you tomorrow,” Carter said. Judging by his smile and the tone in his voice, he wasn’t upset about it either.

      I tried not to be giddy. “Same time, same place.”

      He nodded and began walking away, but then he turned back and said, “By the way, I like your hair.” His eyes lingered on my face for a moment. “It’s different.”

      While fighting a blush, I said, “Thank you,” and resolved to wear it down every day for the rest of my life.

      Ryker’s threats must have worked—whatever they were—because I didn’t hear more than whispers about me in the halls between classes. Still, when lunchtime came, I kept my head down and walked straight to the table where my four best friends sat. I couldn’t believe it had only been a few months since our guidance counselor, Mrs. Bardot, had the brilliant yet hare-brained idea to get all the plus-sized senior girls together. What I’d thought was an embarrassing support group had quickly become some of my best friends.

      Des looked up at me, her red lips pulling into a knowing smirk. “What happened to make you so smiley?”

      I shook my head. How was I smiling after what had happened just two days ago? “It’s nothing, just, do you guys know Carter McCormac?”

      Cori’s eyes widened. “The body builder? He is so—” Her boyfriend, Ryker, shot her a look, and she finished, “not nearly as attractive as my totally insecure boyfriend.”

      Ryker chuckled at the jab, but Nadira said, “Boy is fine.”

      “Fine?” Faith giggled. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use that word before.”

      “Me neither,” I said, “But I agree.”

      “Carter McCormac calls for it,” Nadira said. “Not sorry.”

      “Mhmm.” Des nodded, taking a sip of her Diet Coke. “What about him, A?”

      “He asked for my number this morning!” I practically squealed. “Just to send me notes for class, but I’ve never had a guy ask for my number before.”

      Ryker raised his eyebrows. “Seriously?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No one was exactly lining up for my contact info before I made a humiliation of myself at the showcase. And now...” I gestured at the boys the next table over who were staring at me and their phones.

      Des giggled. “Maybe they just needed a little show.”

      “Stop!” I hit her shoulder, my cheeks even redder than before. “Don’t make me laugh. I’m supposed to be sad.”

      “Oh, right,” Des said, hunching her shoulders. “Just think of Jude Santiago. That’ll bring you right back down.”

      “What about him?” I asked. He was one of the hottest new singers coming onto the social media music scene. In both looks and popularity. If anything, that would bring up my mood.

      Des sighed. “Maybe the fact that he’s completely gorgeous and completely out of my reach?”

      On Des’s other side, Faith patted her arm, but I just shook my head. “Speaking of things that are out of reach…my mom wants me to start weightlifting.”

      Ryker leaned forward, as if excited there was finally a topic he could chime in on. “That could be good. I keep trying to talk Cori into getting in the weight room.”

      “Why?” Nadira asked, like weights were a dirty word. “So she can get MRSA from the dumbbells?”

      “Lots of reasons.” Ryker shrugged. “Gaining strength could help with rebounding, defense, everything.”

      Cori bobbled her head along with his words. “And I keep telling him that he should come lift cans with Knox and me at my dad’s store and see if he thinks I need another workout.”

      I giggled and shook my head. “Well, wish me luck. Mom’s taking me to Ted’s Gym after school.”

      “Your stepdad’s mega-gym?” Faith cringed. “I’d hate to work out in front of anyone.”

      “I’ve already split my pants in front of hundreds of people,” I said, pushing my lettuce around. “How much worse could it get?”
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      Worse. Way worse. That was the answer.

      Raf, the personal trainer my mom hired for me, led me from the front desk to the powerlifting area, where we turned the corner to see Carter lifting at a weights station, wearing only shorts, a cut off T-shirt, and Chuck Taylors.

      Why was my mouth watering?

      Oh yeah, because I was a complete weirdo. A complete weirdo who was about to be embarrassed in front of the only guy in school who bothered to talk to me—aside from my teachers.

      Raf gave me a strange look out of the corner of his eye. “Are you okay?” he asked, continuing around the corner.

      “Are you sure we can’t focus on some cardio first? Maybe the elliptical?” I knew I couldn’t mess that one up.

      “Nope,” he said simply, walking toward the station right next to Carter’s. “I’m under strict orders from Ted to teach you Olympic lifting. Sorry, but he kind of writes my paycheck.”

      I glared toward the ceiling. “Let’s get this over with.” Sometimes I really wished my mom hadn’t married someone who owned multiple gyms across the country.

      Movement caught my eye as Carter lifted a weight bar loaded with colorful plates from the ground. His muscles bulged as he swung it to his chest and squatted low. He stood steadily until his legs were straight and dropped the bar to the ground.

      We were only feet away now, and panic rose in my chest. Was I going to talk to him? I had to, right? It would be awkward not to say anything at all.

      I opened my mouth to say hello at the same time Raf said, “Nice lift, man. Remember to keep your chin up.”

      Carter nodded, then his eyes landed on me. They narrowed a bit, as if he were confused. Taking note, Raf jerked his thumb toward me. “Ted’s stepdaughter’s taking some Olympic lifting lessons.”

      A grin spread on Carter’s face. “Is that so?”

      Raf nodded, which was good since I was completely disarmed. If not by Carter’s smile by the bulging muscles on his bare arms and the confident way he carried himself in the gym.

      “Carter here is one of the best lifters at the gym,” Raf said. “How many comps have you won now?”

      “I don’t keep track,” Carter said, turning his gaze away from us. Was he...shy? It was so adorable, my heart almost burst.

      “Modest.” Raf clapped his back. “Any tips for the new girl?”

      Carter took me in, his eyes trailing from mine down to the brand-new gym shoes Mom insisted I wear. When his honey eyes met mine again, I almost shivered.

      “Form is everything,” he said, his warm voice just as sweet as his gaze.

      I swallowed, trying to make sure my voice wouldn’t crack. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      While Carter resumed lifting, Raf led me to the closest weight rack and showed me what each item was called and how much each color of plate weighed. He started me with a forty-five-pound bar doing different types of squats.

      “Watch yourself in the mirror,” Raf said. “Make sure your knees stay even with your toes and don’t slope inward.”

      I nodded and looked in the mirror, catching Carter’s gaze instead. I quickly averted my eyes, focusing instead on the task at hand. I’d thought dancing was a hard workout, but after an hour of learning lifts and trying repetitions at different weights, my arms and legs felt like jello, and my skin slicked with a thin sheen of sweat.

      Part of me wanted to take off my tank and just finish the workout in a sports bra like I would at the dance studio, but with Carter so close, I didn’t exactly feel like putting my stomach on display. It was the largest part of me, marred with purple stretch marks and thick cellulite. And next to his chiseled form? I would just look worse. He’d erase my number before he even had a chance to send me the notes.

      When my time was up, Raf said, “I’ll go get a rag and spray bottle.” I nodded, making a mental note to tell Nadira we were sanitizing, and sat on the floor to stretch. If I’d learned anything, it was to never forget stretching after a workout.

      “That was good,” Carter said.

      I glanced over to see him sitting against a wall with a towel around his neck, holding a water bottle.

      “Thanks,” I said. For a moment, quiet hung between us, and I asked, “How long have you been weightlifting for?”

      Carter shrugged. “Ever since I told my grandma I didn’t want to play football.” He chuckled. “She said I needed to do something with my body instead of living in my head all the time, so she signed me up for a gym membership.”

      I chuckled. “Sounds like a good grandma.”

      “She is,” he agreed. “I didn’t think so at the time, though. Pretty much sat in the lobby and worked on homework until Raf came by and offered me a free session.” He shrugged. “Once I started lifting, I was hooked.”

      Although Carter and I had gone to the same school for as long as I could remember, I couldn’t recall a time when he hadn’t been strong. When his muscles weren’t apparent, even through an Academy blazer.

      “What do you think of it?” he asked. “Weightlifting?”

      I shrugged. “It’s different. No rhythm to keep pace with. No dancers to work around. Just the same repetitive movements. I guess it’s kind of like barre work, but with weights.” I immediately regretted bringing up dancing. If Carter hadn’t seen the video yet, he surely would soon.

      Blind to my turmoil, he chuckled, dropping his head and then looking back up at me just in time for Raf to get back and hand me the rag and spray bottle. Had Carter been about to say something more?

      I tried not to focus on it too much as I wiped down the bars and plates Raf and I had used during our session. When we had it all clean and put away, Raf gave me a high five and said, “See you tomorrow, same time.”

      “Tomorrow?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Ted booked you a slot, Monday through Friday, for the rest of the month. But I better meet my next client.”

      I gaped at Raf as he walked away. An entire month?

      But then again, what else did I have to do? It wasn’t like I was dancing anymore.

      Carter lifted his chin. “Looks like I’ll be seeing you around, Addy.”

      I smiled at him as he walked away, realizing I was actually looking forward to coming back.
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      The next morning, I got up and showered, but the drain must have been clogged because I ended up standing in two inches of water. As I got out and wrapped myself in a bath towel, I yelled, “Mom!”

      She came to my room, wearing a billowy white shirt, pink capris and camel leather booties. How was she always more fashionable than me? Oh yeah, probably because I lived in leggings or my school uniform.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      I shook my head, remembering the unpleasant feeling of my feet soaking in my own dirty water. “I think the drain’s plugged. Can you call a plumber?”

      “You know,” she said, “Ted can handle that sort of thing.” She winked. “One of the perks of having a man around the house.”

      “Ugh,” I said out loud, even though I meant to only think it. That kind of dependent thinking was what got her in such a mess with my dad in the first place. Not mutual love and respect. If Dad would have had that, he never would have cheated on her then left her to raise a child by herself. I still remembered moving to an apartment while he and his new wife took the house I used to call home. I wouldn’t wish that torture on anyone.

      Mom gave me a look and then said, “I’ll drive you to school this morning and to the gym, but you’ll have to ride home with Ted.”

      An entire car ride with Ted? By myself? There had to be a way to get out of this. “Doesn’t he get off at six?”

      “Six thirty,” she said. “But there’s internet there. Maybe you can get some homework in while you wait.”

      I frowned. “Great.”

      As if she hadn’t heard me, she turned and left my room. I took my time getting ready, blow-drying my hair and pulling out the loose strands that hadn’t come out in the shower. Then I wrapped the curling iron around the strands, remembering the sweet way Carter’s lips lifted as he told me it looked nice.
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