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​Chapter One: 
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As I bent down to pick up a fork off the floor, a large hand reached out and cupped my ass cheek. I whipped back up and slammed the fork onto the table. It was now clear the man in the booth had dropped it on purpose. I gritted my teeth and met the gaze of the man who dared to put a hand on me. He looked back at me with unrepentant green eyes and a smirk pulling at his lips. 

The man slid his hand through his greasy black hair and said, “Ain’t no problem, darlin’. I’ll tip ya nice.” 

Without another thought, I grabbed the diet coke he had been drinking and poured every last drop into his lap, eliciting a strangled shout. 

“No harm done, sweets.” I tossed the empty cup at his face. 

I didn’t get the chance to turn around before he scrambled from his seat. “You can’t do that, bitch!” 

“Looks like I just did.” I walked away from the table. 

He put a hand on my shoulder and I was done. I turned around, hauled back my tightened fist, and clocked him square in the nose. Pain shot through my hand, but I ignored it. Blood spurted from the man’s nose. His words came out in a garbled shout, but I was sure it was something along the lines of, “You fucking bitch.” But I didn’t really care. 

People around the little diner were staring at us from their places in cozy booths or wooden tables. Other waitresses were frozen in place, staring at us as well. Even the cook had peeked his head out to see what all the commotion was about. The place was almost quiet except for the sound of the man’s moaning and the soft seventies music playing over the radio. What was normally a cozy and warm diner had turned into a place of violence. 

“Liora,” Mr. Peterson’s voice hit me like a train. 

Mr. Peterson owned the diner. He was a small man, very round, and balding; he had always reminded me of a Keebler elf, especially with the way his half-moon glasses rested atop his bulbous nose. He stood there, looking more disappointed than angry; he had known me practically my whole life. Damn small towns.

I sighed and tugged off my yellow apron. It matched the yellow walls of the diner, but it was frilly and lacy at the bottom. I hated it, but I supposed it didn’t matter anymore. I took a step toward Mr. Peterson, “You don’t have to fire me.” I shoved the apron into his hands. “I quit.” 

He nodded and took the apron without another word. 

I walked past the man with the now broken nose. I rolled my eyes. My knuckles were sore, but you didn’t see me complaining. I pushed through the front door. A bell jingled above me. 

Outside it was raining. A little drizzle, but it was only a matter of time before it became worse. It always got worse. I sighed and plopped down on a bench. The only light came from two street lamps and the glow coming off the diner. Most of the other businesses had closed for the night, but down the road I could see the gas station lights on. Lightning flashed across the sky followed by a crack of thunder. Just as I predicted the rain came down harder. It was as if God thought it was funny to punish me in this way. I was only defending myself, but I guess I deserved to be drenched. 

I tilted my head towards the sky. Cold drops hit my face over and over again. My clothes began to stick to my body. I knew my dirty blonde hair looked even muddier now that it was wet. I hated the feeling of my hair sticking to my face and the way my wet clothes clung to my body. Even my knock off chucks were soaking. And yet I couldn’t peel myself away from the bench to face my mother. 

I lived with her mother in my grandparent’s old house. It was the house my mother’s great grandparents had built themselves. When my nana and pop-pop moved into a retirement community they left my mother the house. The house was large, an old farmhouse which had once been the most stunning home for miles. A white, two-story house with a vast porch and a balcony on the second level. On the side, a large brick chimney went up the entire length and above the gray shingled roof. It had once been beautiful, but these days it looked rather run down. To me the house was ugly; I was forced to look at the decrepit building every damn day and couldn’t do a thing about it. My mother and I tried to take care of it but paying the bills for such a big house was hard enough.

My mother, Tammy, worked at a grocery store. She was the manager there for the last couple of years. It didn’t leave her much time to work on the little problems around the house; the leaky faucet in one of the upstairs bathrooms, the broken light fixture in Tammy’s room, and the closet door currently off its hinges, just to name a few.

I was on my third job in just as many months. I was supposed to be paying bills alongside my mother. I was supposed to be a good daughter, a helper, and yet I couldn’t seem to do anything right. Maybe it was because I didn’t actually want to be there. I loved my mother more than anything, but I didn’t want to be stuck in this podunk town forever. I had dreams. Dreams of being someone. Something.

The rain poured down on me harder. Almost violent pelting. The lightning and thunder felt like harsh threats.

I shivered. How could I tell my mother that I wanted to leave? I had been raised by Tammy. My dirtbag of a father left before I was even born. My mother, with the help of my nana and pop-pop, had raised me. How was I supposed to leave? I always worked my ass off to help and maybe some part of me resented that. My mother needed the help and I had always been there. I felt like I needed to do something for her after everything she had done for me growing up. But some part of it felt unfair. I didn’t want to do this forever. It was a never-ending cycle of working and failing. 

I gave a frustrated groan and pushed myself up. I wrapped my arms around myself and started in the opposite direction of my house. Instead of heading home to speak to my mother about my problems, I trudged towards my usual haunt. It was a dive bar by the name of Spokes. The bar was the worst kind of place; dirty, loud, a fight broke out nearly every night, and the drinks weren’t that good. It was a shitty place, but I needed someplace to go.

I shivered as I shuffled down the sidewalk. Beer, even shitty beer, was better than talking to my mother. I couldn’t tell her that I wanted to leave, but I couldn’t tell her that I was afraid of staying stuck in this town for the rest of my life. I couldn’t tell her I was afraid of not living my life. My stomach twisted into nauseating knots. I had never voiced any of this to anyone. How could I? 

I passed several buildings on the way to the bar. The gas station and convenience store run by Mrs. Markles. There was only one car in the station getting gas, but I could see Mrs. Markles at the counter inside. A few cars drove past me, almost splashing me with more water. I grumbled as I moved down the sidewalk. I shuffled past darkened buildings, including the small city hall. I never saw the point of such a small town having a city hall, but it was shared by both city officials and law officers. 

I paused in front of one building in particular. It used to be a dance studio, but it closed some years ago. The building was boarded up; the name of the studio faded and almost unreadable. I had danced there before it closed. Before my mother ran out of money to pay for lessons. I was sixteen at the time. 

I spent long hours in that dance studio. One of the few boys and girls that attended. I was always the last to leave. I pushed herself as hard as I could. My muscles ached and my toes bled through my shoes but I loved every single moment I was in that studio. My instructor had been an older woman. At least older than my mother. Her black hair, streaked with a few grays, was always tied up in the tightest bun, not a hair out of place. She was one of the most serious people I had ever met. But I remembered the day my teacher smiled. A genuine smile that reached all the way up to her eyes, making them crinkle. The pride swelled in my chest. “You’ll make a fine dancer one day.” Not a month later, I stopped taking lessons. It was so long ago, I wondered where Mrs. Yang was now. Probably away from this stinking hell hole. 

Another crack of thunder pushed me away from the rundown building. Pushing my way into the bar, I was met with the sound of country music, playing over an old radio. It was tinny and rough on the ears. The bar was full of people, mostly men, one of them being the sheriff. A few tables held a couple of wannabe cowgirls. A couple more of these women hung out near the pool tables where, I assumed, their boyfriends or husbands were playing. 

“Liora,” the bartender said, “You look like a drowned rat.”

“Thanks, J.J.” I sat down at one of the remaining stools at the bar. “You’re lookin’ pretty as always.” 

J.J wiped out a beer stein. “You’re only saying that because you want the good stuff.” 

I snorted. “There is no good stuff.” 

But what I said was true. J.J was a beautiful woman; dark-skinned with even darker hair, which was curled out around her shoulders. Her amber brown eyes sparkled when she smiled and her smile was one of the brightest I had ever seen. That day J.J’s lips were painted a dark red, which matched her nail polish. Her clothes were always very fashionable. She didn’t shop in this rinky dink town, she used what she could scrounge up in tips and shopped in boutiques out of New York. However, she wore jeans and a t-shirt when she was behind the bar. Everything was just tight enough to show off her curvaceous body. 

J.J filled the stein and slid it toward me. “Aren’t you supposed to be working?” 

“Quit.” I took a large gulp of the beer. 

“Oh, Liora.” 

“Don’t do that.” 

“I’m your friend. I’m allowed to worry.” 

I took another drink and scrunched up my face in disgust. The beer left a bitter taste in my mouth. The first sip had been bad, but the second was even worse. 

“Listen, Twinkle Toes, it’s not that bad.” 

I blanched at the old nickname. “Have you tasted it tonight? It’s bitter and warm.” 

She shrugged. “I don’t drink on duty.” 

Before I could say anything else a man down at the other end of the bar slammed his fist against the wood and demanded J.J pay attention to him. 

“Cool your jets,” I snapped. 

“Ain’t no one talkin’ to you,” he slurred. 

“Fuck off, you’ll get your beer.” 

“Bitch,” he spat. 

I rolled my eyes. Done with this hick. There were many reasons I wanted to leave this town and the drunken locals was one of them. 

“Sorry,” J.J muttered. “They’re rowdy tonight.” 

I shook my head. “Ain’t it like that every night?” 

“True.” She walked away to deal with the other customer. 

I sighed and stared down into the swill they called beer as if it held the answers to the universe. The light brown liquid sat there with nothing to give me. Of course. Water dripped off my hair and into the stein. I ran my fingers through the wet mop on my head, shaking it out. God, I was a mess. If I did get out of this town, who's to say I would even make it?

“Fuck,” I whispered into the beer. 

“This beer tastes like shit!” The same man from down the bar shouted. 

“It’s the same beer you have been drinking all night!” J.J yelled back. 

“No it ain’t! You done somethin’ to it.” 

“You dumb fuck, just drink your beer and be done with it!” I snapped. 

“‘Scuse me?” He pulled away from the bar so fast that his stool toppled over. 

He was a big man. Bigger than the guy I had clocked earlier. Round in the belly and tall. He stumbled toward me and roughly yanked me right off the stool by my shoulder. 

“Ain’t no one talkin’ to you,” he said close to my face. 

I could smell the stale beer on his breath. 

“Fuck off.” I shoved him in the chest. 

He barely budged. 

“Do something,” I heard J.J say. 

“Alright, Maynard,” Sheriff Taggart said. 

“This bitch needs to learn her lesson,” Maynard practically spit in my face. 

“Enough,” the sheriff pulled the big man backwards and away from me. “Go home, Liora.” 

“But-” I started to say. 

“I heard you got into a fight earlier tonight,” he continued. “Go on home or there’ll be trouble.” 

He was threatening me. Without another word, I pushed past the men and exited the bar. I was hit with a wall of rain. I screamed into the storm and started back home. This town, these people, they were all too much. My mother and J.J were the only two worth a shit.

I walked the half mile to the edge of town where my home is. It sat on a decently sized plot of land, but they still had neighbors. Their neighbors lived in beautiful farmhouses; each was unique and properly taken care of. They made my own home look that much worse. The roof was mangled, shutters hung off the windows, and even in the dark, I could see the peeling paint on the exterior. I stared up at the large house. The lights were on, meaning my mother was home. I could just talk to her. Tell her this town was killing me. Maybe not that dramatically, but whatever the words I chose the sentiment would still be the same. After two fights, or almost two fights, in one night something needed to change, right? 

It would be one of the hardest things I had ever done. 

“Mama,” I called out as I opened the door. 

“Kitchen,” Tammy answered.

“Mama,” I repeated. “We.... I...” I stumbled over my words, trying to form a coherent sentence. I sucked in a deep breath and said, “We need to talk.” 

“I’ve got an ear ready.” 

I took in another deep breath and stepped further into the house. I seemed to freeze. My feet wouldn’t carry me any farther. I was being a god damn coward. I was an adult, why the hell was I standing in the entryway like this? I was more than an adult, I would be twenty-six in a few months. I couldn’t keep living like this.

“Move, dammit.” I cursed myself.

I took several more steps until I reached the kitchen. I stood in the doorway, watching my mother for a long moment. Tammy sat at the kitchen table with her usual cup of tea. Her brown and gray hair was pulled up into a messy bun and she dressed in her favorite pink robe. She looked tired from the day. These days she looked tired a lot with the wrinkles around her eyes.

Tammy looked up and her eyes widened. “You are soppin’ wet.” She got up to fetch a towel from the linen closet in the hallway. “Sit, baby.” I did as she said and sat down. She wrapped my hair up in the towel. “What were you doin out in the rain? You should have called me from the diner.” 

“I know.” 

“You’re gonna catch the death.” 

I closed her eyes for a moment. Maybe I shouldn’t talk to my mom about this. Tammy cared about me so much. It would be almost rude to leave. I looked up, watching my mother carefully.

Tammy slowed and wrapped the towel around my shoulders. “What did you need to talk about, honey?” She looked down at me, worry etched into her features. 

I opened my mouth and my tongue went dry. 

“Whatever it is, you can tell me.” 

My mother’s understanding only seemed to make it harder.

“There’s a lot I need to tell you.” 

She sat down across from me. “You’re worryin’ me.” 

“I quit my job... again.” 

“Liora King,” she used her stern mother voice.

“I know.” I showed my mother my bruised hand. “It wasn’t pretty.” 

She reached out and touched my hand gently. I only flinched a little. My mother got up and got a bag of peas out of the freezer. “You’re lucky they’re not broken.” 

“I know,” I repeated. “But I can’t do this anymore. I don’t... this town is not for me.” 

She looked away. Silence fell between us. The only sound came from the rain slapping against the house. 

“I don’t want to hurt you, mama. I know you need me to stay here and help pay bills but... I want to live my own life too. I’ve never been out of this town. I want to see what’s out there. I want to... I want to dance again.” I wrung my hands together nervously

“You’re right.” She met my gaze. “You’re a grown woman. You should be out there,” she gestured widely. 

“Wh-what?” 

“Liora, I want you to have a life of your own.” My mother smiled. 

“But what are you going to do?”

“Maybe it’s time to find a weekend to fix up this place and sell it.”

“Sell it?”

“Yeah...” 

The look on her face said she would rather be thrown off a bridge than sell the house her family built.

“Mama, don’t do that.” 

“What else am I supposed to do? I can’t take care of it all on my own.” 

I scrambled for an idea. “Uh... rent my room? The condition being they help clean the place up and pay bills?” 

“I always knew my baby girl was a genius.” She reached over, cupping my face and squeezing. 

“Mama,” I whined like a child. 

She let go and sat back down. “You’re going to do great things.” 

I couldn’t believe this was happening. This was the start of the beginning of my life. Liora King was going to leave this podunk town. I was going to find a dance troupe to join and get a job in the meantime. One I could actually keep, I hoped. So much could go wrong but at that moment I didn’t care. I was going to be free of this place and start anew. I was going to be the person she always wanted to be. A person I could be proud of. 

“Mama, I’m going to be a dancer.” 

**
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I SAT IN THE TUB FULL of nearly scalding hot water. There was a glass of my favorite chamomile tea steaming on the edge of the bathtub. My favorite mug, clear with intricate orange and red flowers etched into the glass. I joked with my mother half the time that it was so old there might be lead in it. I hadn’t died of lead poisoning yet, so it was still my favorite. I could see the night sky through the small window in my bathroom. Clouds covered the twinkling stars as the rain continued to pelt the house. It had to be nearly two in the morning, but my mother wouldn’t let me sleep until I warmed myself up. 

I leaned my head back and sunk lower into the tub. The tub was almost as old as the house was. It wasn’t a clawfoot, but a square-ish pink bath that had been updated in the fifties. Okay, so maybe it was about half the age of the house. A quarter? My math isn’t that great, but you don’t need math to be a dancer. I closed my eyes and relaxed the best I could. There was a lot to think about now that I was going to be leaving. But I didn’t want to put any more pressure on myself. At least not at that moment.

I could feel myself drifting, the exhaustion of the day settling into my bones. I slid a little further down until my chin was in the water. At that precise moment there was a knock at my bathroom door. 

“Liora!” My mother called. “You better not be fallin’ asleep in that tub.” 

I shot forward splashing water and nearly toppling over my now cold tea. “No, mama. I’m not sleeping.” 

My mother laughed. “Get out of the tub and into bed.” 

The sound of her footsteps heading down the hallway filled my ears. I shook my head and reached for the plug. The water slowly swirled down the drain. I stood and reached for a towel. It was a little worse for wear. We hadn’t had the extra funds to buy new, big, fluffy towels, but it didn’t bother me. Stepping out onto the cold floor sent a shiver up my spine. The cold air around me didn’t help. I rushed to dry myself off and wrap my hair up in a second towel. I left clothes sitting on the toilet seat cover, flannel pajamas that would keep me warm that spring  night. 

I stretched out my hand a couple of times. Bruises already formed on my knuckles, but it was worth it. That man was an asshole. It didn’t even matter. I would never see him again. I grabbed my tea and chugged the cold liquid. I left the cup on my bathroom counter and made my way into the bedroom. The room still looked like a teenager lived in it. I never bothered to pull down my posters. Avril, Blink-182, Evanescence, and a couple movie posters clung to the plaster walls. A twin bed sat in the corner. Nothing special. An average wood bed with black sheets and a dark, almost burnt, orange comforter. 

I took the towel on my head and shook it roughly, trying to get more water out of my hair. I tossed it into the hamper and went to sit at my vanity. I never really wanted a vanity because I didn’t wear makeup very often. Only when I was performing, but that was years ago. My grandfather built me this vanity. I loved it even if it wasn’t something I pictured for myself when I was younger. I ran a brush through my wet hair, but didn’t bother to do anything else with it. 

I stared at my pale freckled face in the mirror for a moment. There were dark bags under my blue eyes. My bags had bags, I looked so tired. The last couple of years were rough, trying to work as much as I could. Some part of me wished I had left to go to college somewhere far away instead of staying home the last eight years. But there was no time for wishing and wallowing. I pushed the thoughts away and moved to my bed. I curled up under the covers, snuggled down, and sleep took me quickly. 
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​Chapter Two:
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A finger dragged down the bridge of my nose. I wriggled my nose and tried to ignore it. It didn’t work. The finger dragged down again and again. I finally let my eyes flutter open and saw J.J standing over me. I groaned at her and pulled my blanket up over my head. I didn’t know what time it was, but I was not going to be getting up anytime soon. I just wanted to stay in bed. I had things to do, I knew this, but my bed was so cozy and warm. 

“C’mon, Liora.” J.J snatched the blanket and pulled it away from my body. 

“You are so fucking mean.” I curled up on myself trying to preserve the warmth that had just been taken away from me. 

“Nope.” 

I turned my head toward her, glaring the best I could. “Janelle,” I hissed. 

She stood in front of me, hands on her hips. I knew she wasn’t going to take any of my shit. I grumbled and sat up. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and let my feet brush against the cold floor. After rubbing my eyes, I finally got a good look at J.J. She wore a tight body con dress that hugged her curves. She had beautiful curves, especially in comparison to me. I was basically a twig. The navy blue dress looked amazing against her dark skin. On top of the dress, she wore a leather jacket. Not too heavy, just right for the spring morning. She also sported a pair of matching blue pumps. 

“What are you even doing here?” 

“Checking on you.” 

“Ugh.” I rolled my eyes and pushed myself up out of bed. 

“You look like a mess.” 

I shot her a glare. “I went to bed with wet hair.” 

“Definitely looks like it.” 

I didn’t bother glaring at her that time. I shuffled to my vanity. It was a mess. I looked down at my brush and contemplated whether or not I really wanted to yank that through my hair. J.J put her hand on my shoulder and shoved me down into the stool in front of the vanity. She grabbed a bottle of detangler, the only hair product I had, and spritzed it all over my hair. She took the brush in her hand, twirling it between her fingers like a gun slinger. J.J started from the bottom of my hair and brushed it out. She tugged a little, but it didn’t hurt too bad. I actually relaxed while she brushed my hair. It was nice to be taken care of. When she was done she braided it and used a hair tie to keep it in place. Warmth bloomed in my chest. There was a reason J.J was my best friend. 

“You didn’t have to do that ya know?” I said. 

“Yeah, but you had a rough day yesterday.” 

“And?” 

“And I like playing with hair.” 

At one point J.J had considered going to cosmetology school to become a hairstylist, but she ended up staying in our hometown with me. Maybe I could convince her to get out of this podunk town too. She deserved so much more than being a bartender at the shittiest bar in the state. She would have to drive into the city to go to school, but I think she could do it. I believed in my best friend more than she probably even thought. 

“Go to school,” I blurted out. 

J.J sighed and looked away from me. “You know I want to... or I did.” 

“You do. You need to get out of that fucking bar.” 

She threw her hands up in the air. “I know, I know, but... I don’t even know where to start.” 

“You start by applying.” 

“Don’t be a smartass.” She waved me off. “What about you? Are you going to figure out your crap.” 

I stood. “Yep.” 

J.J raised a perfectly arched eyebrow. “Oh?” 

“I’m getting the fuck out of here.” 

“Where are you going?”

I suddenly realized I had no idea where exactly I wanted to go. The big city was vague at best. I slowly sat back down on the vanity stool. I avoided looking in the mirror and kept my gaze on J.J. I tapped my pointer finger against my lips. 

“I hadn’t gotten that far yet,” I finally said. “New York? Chicago? Los Angeles?” 

“Are you going to dance again?” 

I nodded. 

“Well, Google is your friend,” she said. “You might as well start searching.” 

“That’s not a terrible idea, I guess.” 

I slid off the stool and grabbed my phone off the bedside table. We both sat down on the edge of my bed. I stared at my lockscreen for a few seconds. I don’t know what was stopping me from opening up the phone and going to Google. Maybe I was a little scared. Everything was changing so quickly. I shouldn’t be afraid. I should be excited. I turned to look at J.J and she just shook her head at me. 

“When have you ever hesitated about anything?” 

I had hesitated last night when I told my mother what I wanted, but other than that I had always been the one to jump in head first. I was going to move out of this shithole and go somewhere big and grand. I was going to dance. That was all I wanted. I typed in my passcode and clicked my chrome app. I wasn’t exactly sure what to type in. Best dance troupes? Ballet auditions? Out of curiosity I looked up my old ballet instructor to see if she was still teaching somewhere. 

“Maggie Yang ballet.” I typed into the search bar. 

A website for Ms. Yang’s Ballet Studio popped up on the first try. I gave a side glance to J.J. and she smiled. 

“Do you think it’s the same person? She always went by Mrs.” I asked. 

“I don’t see why it couldn’t be.” 

I clicked the link and found myself searching the website for any information I could about who owned the studio. It only took a second or two to find a page about the studio. Right in front of my face was a photo of my old instructor with a younger woman. The page detailed information about Mrs. Yang and her daughter Chelsea and the work they did in the studio. The excitement bubbled up inside me. I remembered Chelsea. She was older than me and didn’t study with my class. Now she was an instructor and a troupe leader. This is exactly what I needed. They were located in Chicago, which wasn’t too far away from where I was currently living. 

“Are you going to call them? Email?” J.J asked. 

“Call. Maybe I’ll get Mrs. Yang and not Chelsea.” 

I took a deep breath and pulled up the phone number. I lifted the phone and listened to it ring a couple of times. I started to worry no one was going to pick up. 

“Hello, Ms Yang’s Ballet Studio, this is Mrs. Yang, how can I help you?” Her voice was as stern as I remembered it.

“Mrs. Yang, this is Liora King, I don’t know if you remember me but-” 

“Liora,” her voice softened. “I do remember you. You had such a bright future in ballet.” 

I bit down on my lip, chewing nervously. 

“What can I do for you?” Mrs. Yang asked. 

“I’m looking for a studio to join. Are auditions open?” 

There was a pause and then, “Well, that would be up to my daughter. She is the owner of the studio now. I warn you now she’s tough and it is difficult to join let alone get a recommendation to join the Chicago Ballet troupe.” 
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