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      To Mom…Thank you for teaching me to soar and giving me the wings to do so. I promise I won’t roller skate in the house, nor will I do cartwheels in the living room.
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      Pain sucks. Living with chronic pain is exhausting. Knowing you did most of it to yourself while chasing a dream? Just desserts or paying the piper or karma. Whatever you want to call it.

      

      I spent the first seventeen years of my life in constant motion. Dancing, gymnastics, cheerleading, bicycling, roller skating, and swimming all filled my formative years with joy…and injuries. It was worth it, even if it meant a broken collarbone, sprained ankle and wrist, countless knee injuries, back pain, and multiple scars and concussions. At 5o years old, I feel all of them, but I wouldn’t change a thing about how I earned them.

      

      I am grateful for the sacrifices my mom made to give me the opportunity to attend J&J’s Academy of Dance. Driving the “bus” (an orange and white VW bus and then a bright orange van) to pick up other dancers, making costumes, etc, all of those things meant I could continue to do this activity that helped me focus, gave me an outlet for my endless energy (what happened to all that energy?) and gave me confidence. I gained a lot of my identity from my dancing talent as a young person. For the longest time, though, I thought it was all I was good for, the only way to get attention and respect from my peers and family. I never felt like I completely fit in, but I made friends that helped me get through those tough years.

      

      I started cheerleading in sixth grade and continued through tenth, then I switched to swim.  Being a cheerleader meant having people form opinions about who you were, and were not. You were a party girl and easy, not smart. This was 1985-1988 so things were a lot different then. We had little supervision, we worked hard, and we fought for every opportunity. If you look at pics of my squads back then, you’ll see nine or so girls, most with dark, curly hair, and one tow-headed blond with long straight hair. I didn’t fit, but it was better than not being able to do what I loved. Dancing.

      

      I slowed down in college for a few years, but then I joined my college coed cheer squad my senior year at Graceland University (Go Jackets!) in an attempt to reclaim that joy. It was probably the most fun I ever had cheerleading, since high school cheerleading was fraught with drama. For once I wasn’t the biggest one on the squad and therefore I wasn’t at the bottom of precarious pyramids. I once had a male cheerleader from UMKC pick up my 5’10” 135 pound self and throw me around like I was one of the tiny flyers. It was a humbling experience and did a lot to make me feel like less of a giantess for a few seconds. I also slid across the basketball court on my ass once in front of several hundred spectators, but I digress.

      

      Post college, I was focused on my career as a teacher, but I kept my fingers in dance by coaching cheerleading squads, and choreographing various musicals and show choir teams. I took dance classes from a friend and auditioned for the Golden State Warriors Dance Team. What an exciting day, to be dancing on the floor of the Oakland Coliseum and still able to keep up. I didn’t have the look and was too tall, but I loved being out there. I also took Polynesian classes, danced in a local college’s summer musical… and then I got married. And had kids. And that was that.

      

      I miss dancing. Of course I still dance around my house and embarrass my kids. I’ll get out on the floor any time we gather at bookish events. But it hurts. Everything hurts. All the time. All of this is to say I channeled my hope, fears, and pain into creating Joe Judd. After watching my football player students and then my daughter go through Traumatic Brain Injuries, I thought up Leslie Payton. I wrote this book in the fall of 2021 when the pandemic had hold of us and I needed something positive to focus on. I was beginning to work out in earnest after my diabetes diagnosis and it was hard, but it was the first time that moving brought me joy in a long time. In addition to my treadmill, I take barre classes and dance cardio through Peloton, and I’ve managed to continue my streak since January 2021. Sure, I’ve got to do physical therapy for my neck to avoid dizzy spells and migraines, and I work on strengthening my knee daily, but that’s what I have to do. I’ll be having knee surgery this summer, and then I’ll keep moving. Maybe it will be enough to get me back to dance classes. In the meantime, have this book, my love letter to dance, and take care of your bodies. Hopefully I’ll see you out on the dance floor soon…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      Joe Judd pulled his cigarette-smoke-infested rental minivan into a spot in front of the imposing brick building that represented an important slice of his formative years. His ties to the place ran deep; his liberal arts education, his adult education, his physical education, all happened in this very place, and the building before him was a symbol of the chapter in his life that paved the way for where he was now.

      Where am I? 

      Right. Spring Fling weekend. Greenvale College. Go Jackets!

      This was the first year he’d returned to his alma mater for this momentous occasion since graduating in 2008. Joe left Ayre Valley, Iowa in his rearview mirror fifteen years ago and his life had been all glitz and glamour ever since.

      Okay, the minivan he was currently sitting in wasn’t glamorous. He couldn’t even pretend to be an old Hollywood starlet whose leading man lit his cigarettes for him. He’d quit smoking a long time ago, and the way this car reeked, it was a damn good thing he had. Everything else in Joe’s life was glitz and glamour, though.

      And pain. 

      Ugh, the pain. 

      He turned off the ignition of the Chrysler and listened for the clunk clunk of the engine shutting down. The airport car rental place had given him their last available vehicle and charged him a premium since he’d wrongly assumed Kansas City, Missouri wouldn’t be so packed that he couldn’t land a nice Mustang for the two-hour drive up to Ayre Valley. The woman working the register let him know in no uncertain terms that his thinking was wrong. 

      The engine clunked once more and a grinding sound emanated from the other side of the dash as if the thing had given up the ghost.

      He could relate. His body felt like that when he stopped moving these days.

      At thirty-six years old, Joe had the appearance of a fit man in his twenties. He liked to think he resembled his beloved Porsche at home in West Hollywood rather than this current hunk of junk. Gleaming chrome and a flashy paint job on the outside gave people the impression that he was all power and sleek lines, when in reality, his engine needed an overhaul under the hood, and his shocks and struts had seen better days. He pushed his Porsche to the same limits he pushed his body and both protested loudly. Just like the minivan.

      “Time to move before you freeze up like this piece of shit.”

      He gritted his teeth and opened the door, feeling his lower back protest. He had to get his feet planted under him just right and push himself to standing, putting the least amount of pressure on his knees. Once he was upright, he arched his back and felt the L5 bulging disc, the torn tendon in his hip, and the stubborn rib that would not stay in place no matter how hard his chiropractor back in Hollywood pounded on it. 

      He let out a harsh exhale as everything settled into place and then he swung the door closed. It was a chilly April morning and he was glad he’d brought his wool coat and worn his fleece-lined jeans. He’d kept them around past their expiration date because when his arthritis acted up, they kept him toasty. His fur-lined Palladium boots kept his aching feet supported and warm. The frigid temps here in the Midwest were hell on his joints, but he knew once he started moving, he’d feel better. He was just about to head up the walkway when he heard the rumble of tailpipes and the screeching of...heavy metal?

      A ginormous four-by-four truck complete with a rack of lights and a winch mounted on the front grill kicked up gravel as it pulled into the spot next to Joe’s rental. The windows were tinted but he had a feeling he knew exactly who the monstrosity belonged to. 

      “Well, if it isn’t fancy-pants, twinkle-toes, Dance Machine’s own Joe Judd! I’ll be damned.” 

      The six-foot-five, Northern European ruddy complexioned, long and not-quite-as-lean these days, blond-mulleted, monster-truck madman currently lowering himself gingerly out of the gas-guzzling giant was none other than Leslie Payton. Three-time Super Bowl-winning—now retired—NFL quarterback, championship university football coach, and fellow alum of Greenvale College. 

      The tremors running through Joe’s body had nothing to do with the temperature. No, this was a reunion long in the making, and now that he was here, he struggled to keep his snarky demeanor front and center.

      “You always did know how to make an entrance,” Joe said, shaking his head. He strolled toward the back of his car to greet Les, who already had his hand out, seemingly just as eager. 

      “And you’re a sight for sore eyes,” Les said, taking Joe’s hand and pulling him in for a back-pounding bro-hug that made Joe’s teeth smack together. “I can’t believe you’re really here.”

      Joe couldn’t either, honestly. He’d told himself he’d never come back here after graduation. The fact that he’d returned to the site of the best and most difficult years of his life was due entirely to the sheer amount of respect he held for Barry Payton—Leslie’s older brother and the new president of Greenvale College—and the complicated feelings he had for the man standing before him.

      “I’m glad you could make it out. Barry was thrilled when you agreed to arrive early and meet with him.”

      Joe raised an eyebrow. “I agreed to come for Spring Fling and the recognition of the cheer squad…Am I missing something? Was there another part to the invitation?”

      Les stepped back but didn’t let go of Joe’s hand, nor did he remove his other hand from Joe’s shoulder. 

      “I’ll let him explain it all to you. I’m just glad you’re here. Man, you look good.”

      Joe did not miss the fact that Les’s gaze traveled hungrily over Joe’s body. Joe stood a little taller under the appraisal, glad he wasn’t the only one struggling with propriety.

      “You just off a show?”

      Les’s hands were rough, his knuckles thick on long fingers. His hands were huge, as they needed to be for a storied career as a professional football player. They were strong, too. Sturdy, like Les’s shoulders⁠—

      “Uh, yeah. Just finished choreography for the next season of Dance Machine and I’m headed from here to New York for a limited run of West Side Story.”

      “When you’re a jet...doo doo doo doo doo,” Les sang, snapping his fingers. He laughed and pounded on Joe’s shoulder again, hard enough to make him stagger. “Oh, sorry, man. That’s great. I loved watching you on that live broadcast. You’ve still got those moves.”

      Les’s smile held more wattage than all the lights in Levi Stadium, and Joe felt a blast of heat being the recipient of one of those smiles. 

      He had a flash of the first time he’d been the recipient of a Leslie Payton smile and how that night changed his life.

      He watched my show. Joe fought to hide a triumphant smile. 

      “How ‘bout you? How’s your mom?”

      Joe skimmed the alumni newsletter from time to time, only stopping if there was mention of Greenvale’s Golden Boy alum. He knew, for example, that Les had built a sprawling estate on his grandparents’ farmland outside of Ayre Valley for his family to live in while he was still playing for the 49ers, and that his mother Agnes lived there. 

      “She’s good, thank you for asking. I’m actually here for the same reason you are,” Les said as he gestured to the administration building. “Brother Barry calls and I come running.”

      “Right. That’s great he was promoted to president this year. How exciting for him.”

      Les laughed. “It suits him. He’s been an old man my whole life. Figures he’d end up all respectable and shit.” 

      Les’s eyes crinkled as he talked about his brother. They were close, the whole Payton clan. Joe wouldn’t know about that. It was just Joe. No siblings and he’d lost his mom a long time ago.

      “I’m not sure why he asked me to be here early. I don’t think the big game is until later, right? It’s been a while, but I figured they still played at night.”

      The Yellowjacket’s Spring Fling tradition was for the cheerleaders to play flag football against half of the football team. The rest of the players learned a cheer routine to be performed at halftime. It was all in fun and the ticket sales went to the athletic department scholarships. 

      “Yeah, well…” Les trailed off. He rubbed his hands together. “Why don’t we go inside, huh?”

      He’d started moving toward the building before he finished talking. 

      Joe realized that there was something more to this invitation than he’d been led to believe. He wasn’t sure whether he was more intrigued or concerned, honestly, but he wasn’t going to miss out on finally being in the same place at the same time with Leslie Payton.

      “Right,” Joe said, following Les up the walkway. He clicked the remote lock on his rental car once more, not that anyone in Ayre Valley would break in or steal it. It was just a habit after living in LA for so long. 

      A big crowd of kids dressed in green and gold matching T-shirts and shorts came bursting out of the student center. The women all had their hair pulled up in space buns with green and gold ribbons to match and they carried poms.

      “Omg is that…JOE JUDD!”

      Under normal circumstances, Joe didn’t care for fan mobs, but this was different. 

      These kids were literally here because of him. 

      “That’s right!” Les used his best TV commentator voice. “Please welcome the Godfather of Jackets Cheer, Mr. Joe Judd.” He clapped and whistled while the kids gathered around giggling in that starstruck way Joe had experienced many times since making his TV debut on Dance Machine. 

      “Hey,” Joe said, and he cleared his throat. Allergies this time of year were brutal. Of course that was why he felt the sudden urge to rub his eyes. “Looking forward to seeing you play tonight.”

      “You’ll watch our demo too, won’t you?” one of the young men asked. “We’re doing our competition routine for the school this afternoon. Then there’s the barbecue and⁠—”

      “Sure. Can’t wait to see what you guys came up with this year.”

      The kids squealed and one by one they all reached in to shake his hand. After twenty handshakes, Joe was a little out of breath. 

      “You’re their goddamned hero, you know that?” Les shook his head and chuckled. “They didn’t even recognize me.”

      “Well, you have to admit the long hair and the Motörhead shirt don’t scream NFL star. I bet you wouldn’t be recognized in most bars around here.”

      “Yeah, I would.” He laughed that big belly laugh of his. “Cheerleaders just don’t watch football typically unless they’re cheering for it.”

      “Not true,” Joe said, and then he backpedaled. “I’m sure I watched one of your games at some point.”  

      Bullshit, Joe. You watched every single one you could. Hell, you even recorded the games he commentated on after he retired.

      Joe had thirsted after Les Payton since they spent a magical Spring Fling night together fifteen years ago. Talking. Laughing. Dreaming of the future, but nothing beyond that. No, they’d been on two very different paths and therefore it hadn’t made sense to let anything start. Graduation for Joe was weeks away and Les had already been playing in the NFL for eight years. They’d met at Spring Fling but hadn’t, uh, flung anything together. Over the years, they’d kept in occasional contact, which became more regular—and intimate—and Joe had never stopped wondering.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Leslie

      

      What if? 

      Many times over the years, Les had asked that question regarding the incomparable Joe Judd. Even though Les had been the visiting hero that Spring Fling weekend fifteen years ago, Joe had been the star, and Les hadn’t been able to take his eyes off him. The dancer played a mean game of flag football, leaping over potential tackles as he ran at top speed down to the opposing team’s end zone, doing back flips in celebration. But later at the bar while folks danced and had too much to drink, he’d taken a seat next to the cocky kid white kid with the dark, brooding good looks, and then spent hours standing in the parking lot. Les had cornered him for conversation, but had refused to take advantage of the tipsy coed.

      Joe hadn’t been intimidated by him at all. 

      No, what Joe had been intimidated by was the thought of getting involved with someone. No way, no how was he going to stop moving long enough to fall for a guy, not as long as he had breath in his lungs and feeling in his feet. He’d made that very clear. So for Leslie, it was a no-brainer. He wasn’t interested in a one-time thing, especially not with someone as incredible as Joe Judd. 

      But that was fifteen years ago. A lot had changed for both of them since then. 

      “I would have gotten you tickets, you know. If you ever wanted them.” 

      “Little old cheerleader Joey?” Joe raised his eyebrows at him and batted his eyes. “I didn’t think you’d even remember me…at first.”

      “Yeah right. You know better. I saw every show of yours I could.”

      Joe smirked. “You never asked me to get tickets for you.”

      Les grinned. “I bought out a whole section at Madison Square Garden. I had to see you dance with JLo. When the team heard about the show, they all wanted in.” Les shrugged and smiled innocently. “What could I do?”

      Joe raised an eyebrow. “You could have let me know you were going to be there. You’d only ever tell me after.”

      Their eyes met for a long moment and then they broke off, laughing nervously. Leslie was pumped like he’d just scored a touchdown and he couldn’t wait to make the next play. His muscles twitched with their desire to do…something. Anything. Especially if it involved getting closer to Joe.

      “It really is damn good to see you.”

      “You too.”

      Les held the door for Joe at the top of the stairs and he didn’t miss his wince when he climbed the last step. 

      “Stairs, man, am I right?” He chuckled, but Joe just scowled and brushed past him. The playfulness momentarily gone. 

      “Hey Caroline,” Les said, giving the secretary a big hug. “You remember Joe Judd.”

      She blushed as Les set her back on her feet. “Of course. It’s good to have you back, Mr. Judd. Mr. Payton will see you both now.”

      “Darn right he’ll see me,” Les said as he strutted into the President’s office like he was on set at the NFL Postgame Show on network TV but dressed more like a drunken spectator tailgating before the big game.

      “Brother Barry,” Les said. He trotted over to the president’s desk with his arms spread.

      “Jesus, Leslie, you’ve got a wider wingspan than a pterodactyl.” Barry stood and accepted his brother’s bear hug. Barry was three years older than Les’s forty-five years with buzz-cut blond and white hair, and was about six inches shorter. He looked the part of the responsible older brother, always had. 

      Les put an arm around him and gestured to Joe. “Joe and I met up in the parking lot. Joe, you remember my brother Barry?”

      Barry reached out to shake Joe’s hand. “I was teaching Economics, I believe, when you were a student here. Thank you for coming.”

      Joe nodded. “Yes, sir. I had you for Macro.”

      Barry grinned. “And of course we are in debt to you for pushing us to make the cheerleading program coed. We’ve won several national championships, and the squads have traveled to Europe and Japan to perform. All thanks to you.”

      Joe took the praise with only the slightest hint of a blush. 

      “It helped me as well,” Joe said. “Dance Machine never would have been possible without my experience here.”

      Barry nodded. “Which is why we’ve asked you to come.” He shot a glance in Les’s direction, which made Joe frown. 

      “We?”

      “We-e-e,” Les said, trying to hide his excitement, “asked you to come because we have a proposition for you.”

      Joe crossed an ankle over his knee and looked between Les and Barry.

      “A proposition? I thought I was coming for Spring Fling.”

      Les glanced at Barry and he leaned forward, lacing his fingers in front of him on the desk. 

      “You know I was recently made president here at Greenvale, Mr. Judd⁠—”

      “Joe, please.”

      Barry nodded and continued. “I have a mandate from the board. They want to see some significant changes. Our enrollment has been declining the past five years, we’re losing qualified students and staff to the larger schools, but we firmly believe that the education we provide is top rate and a special experience for our students. We want to continue to offer unique programs as well as quality extracurricular activities. Which is where you come in.”

      Joe’s eyebrows rose as he glanced between Les and Barry, but he didn’t speak.

      Les had been standing next to Barry’s desk, but he took a seat in the chair next to Joe and turned it to face him. He didn’t want to seem like they were on the attack. What they were about to propose could send Joe running for the hills. No one knew that possibility more than Les. It was a huge departure from Joe’s current lifestyle, and Les knew from their brief encounter fifteen years ago that Joe was destined for greatness and a big life. But he had exactly what Greenvale needed, and wasn’t that advantageous for Les?

      “What my brother is so eloquently trying to say is that we need your special skill set. We want to revamp the athletic program at Greenvale, make it possible to recruit the top athletes in our various sports programs, and put Greenvale College back on the winning track, financially as well as with our alumni. Participation and donations have been dwindling, attendance at our events have petered out. We need to make this an exciting place to be again.”

      Joe chuckled. “I don’t mean to offend, but exciting is not exactly a word I would have ever used to describe Greenvale. Safe? Yes. Nurturing? Absolutely. Fun? Sometimes. But not exciting.”

      This was going to be a hard sell. Les had known that, but he was determined. There was no better option for Greenvale, and no better way to make his plan work. 

      “All right, maybe I could have chosen a different word. But I’m going to whip this football program into shape and get the team into the playoffs year one. Year two and beyond, I plan to clinch the conference title at the very least. But it’s not just about football. In the past, Greenvale had champion soccer, volleyball, and softball teams…and of course, the Yellowjackets Cheer program. We want to bring that winning spirit back. And how could we even possibly consider rebuilding our championship sports programs without talking to you?”

      Joe shrugged. “Sounds great. I’m glad you are including the cheerleaders in your plans.”

      Barry cleared his throat. “Leslie has agreed to end his run at the network as an NFL talking head to coach the Jackets Football program and to help me recruit the best of the best coaches for the rest of the teams.”

      Joe shifted in his chair, swapping one long leg for the other. “I’m happy to hear it.”

      Les leaned closer to Joe. “Actually, Joe, we asked you here because we want you to join our coaching staff as well.”

      Joe blinked. “I’m sorry, what? Want me for what? I’m not a coach.”

      “You’ve been an instructor and a choreographer. You’ve coached contestants on your show. You’re a motivator.” Les wasn’t sure how much to divulge of his borderline unhealthy fixation on the man, which included having all twelve seasons of Dance Machine saved on his DVR. “You’re exactly what we need.”

      No, that definitely didn’t sound like you were hitting on him.

      “To be completely transparent,” Barry said, cutting in before Les made a total fool out of himself. He was always so damn awkward when it came to discussing, well, anything other than football. “Your accomplishments and reputation will give the program the credibility it’s been lacking in recent years. Recruitment is going to be key to the success of this endeavor and I’ll be honest and say that having Joe Judd join the faculty at Greenvale will go a long way in easing the board’s concerns about this gamble.”

      Joe sat for a long time without speaking. An uncomfortably long time. Then he folded his arms over his chest and licked his lips. “I’m…flattered?” He let out a burst of nervous laughter. “Never in a million years would I have ever imagined my name would ease anyone’s concerns about anything. I mean, what exactly are we talking about?”

      Barry held out his hands. “Carte blanche. Oversee the cheer program, foster its growth and improvement. There is significant interest in offering a dance program as part of our Fine Arts department, which we could see you spearheading. You certainly have the experience. Year one would be a building year, and classes would have to be approved by the board, of course.”

      From what Les knew about Joe’s past—what he’d gleaned from watching countless interviews and reading anything in print he could get his hands on—Joe had been a ballet dancer as a child, had switched over to more contemporary disciplines when he was a teenager, and by the time he hit college he was primarily a hip-hop dancer. Then, after two years of attending workshops and auditions, he was chosen for Dance Machine’s debut season. The reality show put dancers through a grueling competition where they were challenged to develop their skills in multiple disciplines. Joe soared, coming in second behind a bubbly young woman who was a social media darling. Joe’s darker disposition turned some of the audience off…and then there were those in the show’s demographics who would never vote for an openly queer dancer no matter how much he danced circles around the competition. He took it all in stride and used the attention to launch his career. Nabbing Joe Judd to coach the cheer program and potentially found a dance program at Greenvale would be a huge win for Barry…and it would please Les to no end. He just didn’t know if it was possible to tie Joe Judd to one place for any length of time.

      Leslie certainly hadn’t been able to tempt him with previous attempts. 

      “I don’t know what to say. Thank you, obviously. I’m flattered you would even think of me for such an opportunity,” Joe said.

      Les was impressed at the lengths Joe was going to come across professionally. Les knew from experience that Joe had a sharp temper and snarky sense of humor.

      “But I’m not exactly collegiate leadership material.” 

      “And I am?” Les said, gesturing to himself. He knew it would make Joe laugh, and he succeeded.

      “But you’re a proven commodity. I’m an unknown quantity.”

      “Not true,” Barry said. “You’re an important part of the athletic history of this school and it makes perfect sense to offer you the position.”

      Again with the blinking.

      “I don’t know what to say,” Joe said, his voice not quite as strong. “I…wow.”

      Barry held up a hand. “Think about it. Spend the weekend thinking about it. Les will tell you more about what the position entails, and then we can talk more about salary and benefits. Leslie will introduce you around and take you to your accommodations as well.” He stood from his desk and held out his hand, prompting Joe to pop up from his seat. Les moved a little slower as he got up and moved around next to his brother. “I’ve got a meeting with alumni donors and then I’m going to introduce the cheer squad for their exhibition. Thanks for coming this weekend, Joe. I hope you enjoy Spring Fling.”

      Joe shook his hand. “Thanks for the invite. I always meant to come back.” 

      Les squeezed Barry’s shoulder and then turned to Joe. “You’re here now, that’s what counts. We’ll see if we can’t persuade you to join us over the weekend.” He was laying it on thick, but he couldn’t help himself. Joe Judd was here, in person, and Les was determined to convince him to stay. Well, to take the job. 

      “We’ll see you two in a bit.” Barry left them alone in the office. 

      Les’s cheeks hurt from smiling. 

      “What do you think?” he asked. “I know you’d be great.”

      Joe planted his hands on his hips and the confused look on his face made Les crack up. 

      “Do you honestly see me as an educator? An upstanding citizen and a fucking role model? Oh my god, listen to my mouth, are you serious right now? How could anyone see me as an academic? I graduated from here with mediocre marks, and that’s being generous.”

      He put a hand to his forehead and Les wanted nothing more than to say the right thing, but he knew better.

      “Joe, you’re great at everything you do and you know it.”

      He looked at Les funny and his shoulders dropped from up and around his ears. “Maybe you should be the cheer coach,” he finally said. “You’re good at this.”

      A memory from the night they’d met hit Les like a left tackle, catching him just as he was about to pass and surprising the hell out of him.

      The two of them sitting at a bar, Joe with a frou-frou drink, Les with a nonalcoholic beer as he was coming off his latest concussion. Knees touching under the bar, not giving a shit who was watching, high off the vibe you get when you connect with someone on that level, where the attraction is obvious to both parties, the conversation is flowing, and neither party can take their eyes off the other. Les tried to memorize every word that came out of Joe’s mouth that night, but he was more focused on Joe’s mouth than his words. 

      Like now.

      “Les?”

      “Hmmm?”

      Joe laughed, the tension gone from his frame. “I asked ‘what now?’ Are you gonna show me a good time?”

      Les’s face must have showed his shock because Joe gave a devilish chuckle. 

      “All right, Leslie Payton. Show me a good time while I try to comprehend why on Earth you and your brother think this is a good idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe

      

      Joe smiled and nodded as he followed Les out of the office and down the walkway, but he was fixated on the Payton brothers’ proposition.

      Me? Joe Judd living in Ayre Valley? Educating America’s youth? 

      In what reality was that a good idea?

      “You’d have housing, a great salary, and the eternal gratitude of the Greenvale community.”

      “Housing?”

      “Yeah, you remember the cottages on the road coming onto campus?”

      Joe snorted. “I remember getting drunk with the former dean after graduation in one of those cottages.” He laughed at Les’s expression. “What? You’re not surprised by that, are you?”

      Les shook his head. “At least he waited until you graduated. That old queen had a hard time keeping his hands to himself. Thank goodness there were no scandals.”

      “That you knew of,” Joe muttered and Les chuckled. 

      “You’re trouble.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you!”

      Les smiled. “You can’t convince me you’re not perfect for the job, so don’t even try. Besides, I need a partner in crime, right?”

      Joe cocked his head. The idea of him and Les being partners in crime had been fodder for his fantasies over the years. He’d occasionally stop moving long enough to contemplate what life would be like if he and Les were in the same place at the same time and trying to make a go of a life together. Had Les really thought as much about him? 

      They walked around the campus and Joe was shocked at how small everything seemed. He’d been a reluctant student there as a freshman, angry that his mother had blackmailed him into going to the Midwest for school. Okay, she’d given him the choice of staying home or going to Greenvale. It was her alma mater and the only place she felt safe sending him. He’d outgrown his hometown and wanted a fresh start, but his mom wanted him to be safe and was sure if he went to a big city, he’d be murdered in the first month. 

      “And the plan is to expand the training center, add a staff of full-time trainers and interns from the sports medicine program.”

      Joe snapped into the present as Les pointed to a board with the drawings for the new center. 

      “They’re really serious about this.”

      Thoughts climbed all over each other in Joe’s mind. He had rehearsals for the next two weeks for a show that was going to run from June through early August. Then there was the new season of Dance Machine…

      “Come on. I can see that crease on your forehead trying to dig in. It’s not Broadway or Madison Square Gardens but you’d have a big impact.”

      The sound system on the field crackled and they heard applause and shouts. 

      “It’s time for the expo. Let’s go.”

      Joe and Les trotted over to the field and Joe ignored the pain in his knees. 

      “If this didn’t hurt so damned much, I’d race you.”

      Joe laughed. “And you’d win because my running days are over.” That was a lie, but he knew Les wouldn’t call him on it. He’d run out on the quarterback fifteen years ago, setting a precedent. Maybe it was time to stop running, but then Joe wasn’t sure he was ready to accept the implications of what it would mean to slow down. 

      Maybe he could consider a year? That thought made him shudder. A year in Smalltown, America with its potentially small-minded ways? In the Midwest with its freezing cold winters and sweaty summers? 

      They came through the gates and climbed the steps to the bleachers as the music blared through the speakers. Les waved to several groups of folks before gesturing for Joe to take a seat on the bleachers, but he shook his head and took a seat on the left behind a large group of folks. Les sat down next to him, obviously confused. 

      “It will throw them off if I’m seated right in front,” he said by way of explanation. 

      “Ah,” Les responded. “I could see that. You are quite imposing.” He made a point to look down his nose at Joe and then cracked up. Their size difference was quite comical. “No, I get it. You’re a big deal around here.”

      Joe was about to argue but the team trotted out onto the field and got into formation. He clenched his fists to keep from biting his nails, a terrible habit he had whenever watching something he created. And he had created this program, if not this particular team. When he’d shown up on campus in the fall of 2004 a cocky badass in his own mind, he’d thought some time off dancing would do him good. Then he went to a football game and saw the tiny cheer squad. They were good dancers, great crowd leaders, but their choreography was dated. He’d thought, “I could do something with this.” And why not? His classes had been a breeze to that point, he didn’t know anyone, and he’d been itching to get into some trouble, all signs he needed to find something productive to do with his time. All it took was crashing their practice, showing them some of his ideas, and they’d been elated. So many of the area schools had coed teams, but Greenvale didn’t put much stock in their cheerleaders. No one had made noise about it, not until Joe Judd showed up.

      The team kicked off their routine with coordinated jumps, level changes, and drops and then they moved into their first stunt. So far so good. But the minute they started climbing, Joe’s hand flew to his mouth. 

      Their technique was terrible. 

      They didn’t have enough spotters. 

      “Shit,” Joe exclaimed when one of the flyers fell. “He didn’t have a good grip. They need another set of hands.” He rubbed his hands on his thighs and exhaled through pursed lips. 

      They got through the rest of the routine with some rudimentary stunts, definitely not the latest skills out there. Joe was already thinking of little things they could do immediately to improve this routine, even though they’d already taken it to Nationals. They apparently took fourth in their division, which was pretty good for Greenvale, at least from what Joe had seen over the past few years. He still kept tabs on college cheer, especially his Jackets. Since his team won nationals twice, the team had qualified to go eight more times, won twice, and placed four times.

      “They’re good,” Les said, clapping when they finished. They both stood up with the crowd as they cheered the cheerleaders, all the while Joe was mentally mapping out what he could do with the team.

      “They could add more stunt partners, they’re not using everyone.” 

      Les elbowed him. “You could make them better.”

      Joe’s glance darted his direction. “I see what you’re up to, Payton.”

      Les laughed. “I’m not trying to hide my motivations.”

      Joe gave him a long look. The chemistry between them fifteen years ago had been off the charts, but fifteen years was a long time. Things change, people change, and Joe had lived a very different life, but he was still the driven guy he’d been back then. 

      Les…he moved a little stiffer, a little less cocksure. His blond hair had thinned, a fact that he seemed to ignore considering his mullet. He maybe had a few more lines on his face. Under that shirt, Joe was sure the six-pack was less defined… But Les still had that same warm enthusiasm for life that Joe had initially ridiculed, and then come to admire. And his smile still lit Joe up like a roman candle.

      Differences or not, Joe was damn glad to see Leslie Payton. 

      Barry was talking over the loudspeaker, something about great plans for the future, but Joe was focused on Leslie.

      “Can you honestly see me back in Ayre Valley? Fifty miles from the nearest major airport? A hundred and fifty miles from the nearest theaters and shopping⁠—”

      “We’ve got Target fifteen miles away now⁠—”

      “Shopping that’s not at a department store.”

      “I’ve got a Cessna out at the airstrip. My pilot will take you wherever you want to go.”

      Joe laughed. “What about you? Monday Night Football and Postgame Wrap-Up? That’s all over?”

      Les shrugged. “Brother Barry needs me, Greenvale needs me, I come. Plus I built that big-ass house for my mom, I might as well live in it. She’s pretty spry for her age, but you know she’s slowing down a little. My brothers keep her entertained, but she’s tired.”

      One of the things the two of them had bonded over was being raised by unique moms. 

      “That’s right. The twins. They live here too?”

      Les laughed. “Yeah, they heard I was coming and they decided we’d have a family reunion. They’ve got a new YouTube series they’re going to do, I guess, and they’re joining the coaching staff.”

      “Oh yeah? That should be an adventure.”

      Les’s twin brothers were twenty years younger than him and the epitome of chaos. They both played baseball and football, a matched set of tight ends, and they did fairly well, but they were also entrepreneurs and more than one of their cockamamie schemes made them a fortune. 

      “An adventure.” Les turned to Joe. “Come have an adventure with me. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      That was a damn good question. 

      Joe had a lot to think about, but he didn’t want to disappoint Leslie. They’d gone to a lot of trouble to bring him here this weekend, it was the least he could do to give it some thought. 

      “Ask me again later.”

      Les raised his eyebrows and then the crowd was up and moving to the BBQ and they were swallowed up. There had to be nearly two thousand people at the expo between the students, alumni and townsfolk and there would be twice that here tonight. A decent turnout, but in the Greenvale heyday they’d easily have double that for Spring Fling.

      On the way to the courtyard where there was a band set up to play and giant grills grilling several options, Joe was greeted by a few folks he recognized and many he didn’t. One that he did know chose to make a big scene. 

      “I’ll catch up with you later,” Les said to Joe as he was called over to some guys in suits.

      “Joseph Jehosephat Judd! Get your ass over here!” 

      Marti Simmons was captain of the Jackets cheer squad Joe’s freshman year. He’d approached her, told her the team needed him, and they became inseparable. She had been the one to convince the others to let Joe—and then several other guys—join the team, paving the way for the transition to coed. She’d been Joe’s biggest supporter and critic ever since, and it had been a ridiculous amount of time since he’d seen her. 

      Joe picked the petite Black woman up with his big hug and they spun around in a circle. 

      “It’s so good to see you, although I probably should have known that you were going to be here.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah, you should have because you should have called and told me you were coming. What the hell are you doing here?”

      Joe barked out a laugh and looked around. “Would you believe considering a job offer?”

      She blanched. “Here? You?”

      “Right? That’s what I’m saying!”

      Marti appraised him for a moment. “They want you to come coach cheer, huh? President Payton was talking about a lot of changes, guess you’d be one of them.” 

      Joe nodded. “Cheer, yes, and he mentioned me starting up a dance program. Like I would have any idea how to do that.”

      Instead of agreeing with him, Marti narrowed her eyes.

      “You do realize that’s a fabulous idea and that you’d be great.”

      Joe sighed. “Not you, too. How can you possibly think⁠—”

      “You know your stuff,” she said. “You may not be the most upstanding citizen, and you may lack academic status, but you know dance. You know the ins and outs of the dance world better than any academic would, and you definitely have the credibility. Why not?”

      “I need protein before I try to unpack all that. Come on, I’ll treat you to some borderline toxic meat products and artery-clogging side dishes, and then we can watch kids beat the crap out of each other in the name of victory.”

      Marti put her arm around him and laughed. “I’ve missed your cheerful disposition, my friend.” 

      Joe said hi to a bunch of folks he recognized but didn’t remember their names. He tried to smile and look engaged, but he really wanted to sit in a corner and brood. Marti’s comments hadn’t helped.

      Joe’s life for the past fifteen years had consisted of concert tours, TV and film appearances, and stage productions. He had a modest apartment in West Hollywood for home base, but otherwise he was constantly on the move. He’d achieved most of the career goals on his bucket list, and at thirty-six the offers were fewer and farther between with more choreography jobs than performances these days. Dance Machine was his steady gig, he was contracted for the next three seasons for that show for choreography and guest appearances, but then what? He couldn’t keep up with the younger dancers considering the injuries he’d been nursing for years. How much longer could he sustain this lifestyle? What if this was his best option?

      It was hard not to be depressed by that. Had he really done all he’d set out to do? Was he ready to settle down and be a college cheer coach? 

      Joe and Marti found a spot and sat down away from the rest and Joe took a bite of his veggie burger. 

      “Not half bad,” he said. “Maybe I could survive here.”

      “They had veggie sausages too, and bottles of kombucha.” Marti held up her bottle and took a sip. “Not bad at all. Things have changed. Modernized some. They’re not in the dark ages anymore. My son will be a freshman here next year.” She gazed at him with her eyebrows raised. “He wants to cheer.”

      “That’s great,” Joe said. “But how is it possible that you have a kid old enough to start college? I swear I was just sending you gifts for your baby shower yesterday.”

      Marti laughed. “Terrence and I celebrated too thoroughly after graduation? I don’t know. We’d always planned to get married and have kids.” She shrugged. “Guess we got to it right away. They’re here somewhere.”

      “Well I’m sure the little bundle of joy will be great in college.” He laughed. “Terrell is a great kid. He didn’t have a choice not to be with you two for parents.”

      After college, Marti and Terrence had stayed in the Kansas City area, where they were both originally from. Joe had tried to persuade her to take a shot at a career in dance but she wanted to stay home and be mom to her rambunctious kid with more dancing talent than she could keep up with.

      “Mm hmm. He’s a good boy. He’s not ready to get out from under his parents’ thumbs. He didn’t want to stay home and go to community college so Terrence encouraged him to apply here and he got in. We’ll still be close by but he’ll be in the dorms. He struggled a bit in school so we wanted him to be in a nurturing environment.”

      “I can relate.” Joe had agreed to attend Greenvale for a similar reason. Perhaps the two of them had more in common than he imagined. 

      “If he knows you’re coaching cheer, I’m sure he’ll try out.”

      Joe winked. “If he’s anywhere near as good as you, he’ll make it.”

      Marti had been a flawless performer. She was a compelling dancer with so much stage presence she had to hold back sometimes to keep from overshadowing the rest of the team. She was also a skilled flyer, meaning she had the strength, confidence and technique necessary to be tossed in the air and land precisely where she was needed, or she could stand stock still on a stunter’s shoulders and turn herself into a pretzel if she was asked to. The world was at her feet, but she chose marriage with a side of super mom for Terrell and a career teaching at a dance studio. 

      She grinned at him and then got serious. “I’d love to know he was in good hands.” 

      “I’m sure he will be.” 

      She groaned. “Come on, Joe. Aren’t you ready to have something of your own? Remember how good it felt to create the coed team? You’ve been working under someone else’s parameters for so long…don't you want something that’s yours?” 

      Joe had considered it. He’d dreamed of producing his own show someday, that is once he was a washed-up dancer no longer able to perform. Had he really reached that point? His back was telling him an exuberant “Yes, Joe! It is time for you to hang up your dancing shoes.” But his heart kept pushing him. One more show. One more season of Dance Machine. One more chance to make something special.  

      “Say you’ll think about it? What have you got to lose?”

      There was that question again. 

      “I am thinking about it.”

      Eventually Terrence and Terrell returned and Joe was glad to get caught up on their family happenings. Terrell had grown up to be about an inch shorter than his six-foot-tall father, who’d played football for Greenvale. The two Black men had identical athletic builds and confident postures as well as serious expressions, but when you got Terrell laughing, he smiled just as wide as his mom.

      Not long after, it was time for the flag football game. Similar to the idea of powder puff, but these kids played flag football to hopefully avoid injuries. There were the usual laughs over the boys donning makeup, pig tails, and pom pons, which Joe loathed, but once the game was on, the competition was fierce. He sat with Marti’s family, but his gaze continued to search for Leslie. 

      He finally spotted him by the snack bar with all three of his brothers and a few other faculty members Joe recognized. Leslie was holding court, laughing and pounding on one of his brothers’ shoulders, his eyes twinkling with mischief…and Joe couldn’t take his eyes off of him. What would it be like to stand next to the legendary football player, the “nicest guy in the NFL” and share that spotlight, share that warmth and camaraderie? Joe’d wondered for fifteen years. And now he had an invitation, a perfect opportunity, to find out what it would be like. All he had to do was say yes.

      At halftime it was customary to introduce notable alumni, and sure enough Barry introduced Joe and Leslie as well as Marti and a few other folks: a woman who’d hit it big in finance, a politician from Kansas, and a former Olympic Men’s Volleyball player, who apparently was coming to join the coaching staff. Joe stood and waved when his name was called and he made eye contact with Leslie, who had returned and taken the empty spot next to Joe to watch the “cheerleaders.”

      “Did the football players always look this ridiculous?” Leslie asked as he sat down. He handed a can of water to Joe.

      Joe smirked. “I can’t speak for the olden days, but yeah, they did.” He held up his can and Leslie tapped it with a smile.

      Marti burst out laughing and pushed Joe into Leslie’s shoulder, the contact making him hyperaware of how close Les was. There was no awkward adjusting to not brush thighs or to make room for Leslie’s shoulders. They just…fit, like puzzle pieces whose curves and ridges were made to go together. Huh.

      Les laughed at the antics on the field as Joe and Marti groaned. The guys actually managed to do some stunts that looked legit. He and Marti exchanged surprised looks. 

      “See? When you join the staff, we can fight over kids like those that can do both cheer and football.”

      Marti’s eyes bugged out. “Mr. Payton, you’re really planning to come back and coach?”

      “I sure am!” 

      Joe introduced Marti, Terrence and Terrell to Leslie and they all started chatting as soon as the routine was over. 

      Much to Joe’s chagrin. 

      “Yes, I absolutely think that Joe would be the perfect choice for cheer coach and dance instructor.” Marti was definitely not playing fair. She kept looking between Joe and Leslie and her eyebrows could not have gone further up her forehead.

      Joe didn’t stand a chance. 

      “I’m certainly going to do my best to convince him.”

      Joe actually loved that Leslie was not a slick salesman. He was such a nice guy that there was no hard, obnoxious push. That did make him pause and think about how Leslie would be recruiting kids for football. Joe figured that Leslie would tell them how it is and be real with them, which was honestly how it should be done. It wasn’t a tough sell anyway, not with Leslie Payton as their coach. Any up-and-coming player would kill to be coached by one of the NFL’s top-scoring quarterbacks with two Super Bowl rings.

      Leslie turned and placed a hand on Joe’s shoulder. “Hey, I’ve gotta go talk to some more folks but I want to talk some more and I need to get you settled into your accommodations. When do you fly out?”

      “Tomorrow afternoon. I have to fly back to LA and pack to go to New York.”

      “Meet me where we parked after the game? I want to go over a few more things.”

      “Do you?” Joe gave him a sly smile.

      Leslie blushed bright red and Joe loved it. 

      “Yeah. Meet me after.” 

      Leslie’s killer smile left Joe wondering if this was all just a way to get Joe alone for nefarious activities. Not that he was against anything even slightly less than wholesome with Leslie. He’d tried to get him alone for years and life had conspired to keep them apart every damn time. Joe’s self-imposed celibacy was the stuff of legends among his friends. He’d say he didn’t need the distraction, didn’t want the attachments, but really he didn’t want to be tied down to anything, anyplace, anyone.

      If there was to be someone in his life… Perhaps he had kept the smiling blond football god in the back of his mind. Leslie Payton was incomparable and no one Joe had dated over the years had ever come close to being the complete package like him. 

      And now, he wanted Joe. Well, he at least wanted him as a colleague. Joe couldn’t wait to find out if there was more to Leslie’s proposition.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Leslie

      

      Leslie fought to keep his composure. He wanted to grab Joe and find the first private space, even if it was under the damn bleachers. It had been agony to be so close to him but surrounded by people. He’d thought about this moment since the first conversation he’d had with his brother about this plan to revamp the athletic department. 

      Fifteen years ago, he’d become infatuated over the course of one night and he’d spent the time since trying to tell himself he wasn’t falling in love. One look at Joe Judd in the parking lot earlier that afternoon had confirmed his suspicions. 

      Joe Judd was the man for him and Leslie needed to handle this right. Joe was easily spooked, resistant to Les’s power of persuasion, and still as irresistible as ever.

      Oh, they’d been at the same events several times over the years in New York and Hollywood. Les had conned him out of his phone number early on and they would text from time to time, especially if they were going to be in the others’ hometown, but their schedules rarely matched up, nor did opportunities for one-on-one time crop up. It was like Fate was determined to keep them apart, so they resorted to texting random thoughts or funny pictures and videos…Les wanted Joe to know that he was still invested, still attracted, and that he was still hopeful one day their separate paths would converge. 
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