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Author’s note


Dear reader,


Thank you so much for picking up Toe to Toe! I am so excited for you to meet Allegra and Cord and join them on their journey to happily ever after. Before you begin reading, I wanted to make you aware of some sensitive content you will find on the pages of this book. There is sexual harassment in the workplace on the page, as well as mentions of sexual assault that happened off-page and in the past. Our female main character, Allegra, is a professional ballerina, and while she does not suffer from any diagnosed eating disorder, she is very aware of her eating habits and those behaviors are present on the page. Please, first and foremost, take care of yourself. Happy reading!


XOXO,


Falon
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ONE



Allegra


If my life were a color, it would be ballet pink.


And I think I might hate pink.


My reflection in the mirror of the dance studio reeks of it. Pink tights, pink leotard, pink pointe shoes. Even though this is just company class and I can wear whatever I want, I’ve never gotten out of the habit of reaching for pink, just one of the many habits ballet has ingrained in me.


My arm floats over my head, my heels pressed together and my toes turned out. Every person in front of me and behind me at the barre moves with the same fluidity, the same grace. We hit the same position on the same beat, moving as one entity more than as individual dancers. This part of our day is all about blending in, becoming one.


After class, we move on to rehearsal. We are only a couple of weeks from performances of Swan Lake, a show I have danced so many times now that I feel like I could do it in my sleep. At least I have a featured role this time, though it’s not the one I wanted.


Hopefully I can dance well enough to finally get the promotion I’ve been working toward since the first time I put on a pair of ballet slippers. I let my mind drift, imagining how it will feel to see my name on a cast list in a lead role, not just one of many in the corps.


“Allegra.” David Morgan, our company’s artistic director, snaps me out of my reverie, his tone as sharp as my lines.


“Sorry,” I mumble, quickly striding to the center of the practice room and striking my first pose.


Not exactly the best way to show him I’m ready for a bigger role.


But once the music starts, I forget about David, and the show, and the role I’m desperate for. I forget about the color pink and the ache in my shoulders and needing to ask Mom and Dad for more money soon.


As I begin the steps, the rest fades away.


It’s cliché, I know, being swept away by the music. Only caring about the choreography and the movement and the character I’m trying to capture with nothing but a few flicks of my feet and swoops of my arm. But just about any dancer will confirm the truth of it. It’s why we’re here. Why we can’t seem to leave when it would be self-preservation to walk away.


I finish, my chest heaving, sweat beading on my forehead, but I don’t let the strain show on my face.


David watches me for a moment that borders on uncomfortable, his eyes raking my body from head to toe, before dismissing me with a nod. “Fine.”


I spend the rest of the rehearsal with my back against the wall at the rear of the studio, stretching while my eyes watch our principals dance the dueling duets of Odette and Odile, the good and the evil, the light and the dark.


Part of me wishes I could hate them, wishes I could feel like they’ve taken something from me that they haven’t earned, but nothing could be further from the truth. Every dancer at Ballet New York works their ass off, and watching my colleagues flit effortlessly around the room only inspires me to keep pushing harder. This is the time of our tightly scheduled day when we long to stand out, to be the dancer no one in the room can pull their eyes from. I don’t think I’ve ever been that dancer.


“Don’t forget we have a company meeting tomorrow morning at eight,” David reminds us at the end of rehearsal as we’re changing our shoes and packing up.


As if we could forget. He’s been dangling the news of our next show over us for weeks. Apparently, he’s going to bless us with something new and original instead of the classics we typically perform. When David first signed on as artistic director of the prestigious company, he promised to innovate and create, but the past few years have brought financial hardships to much of the dance world, and nothing sells tickets like the classics.


It will be refreshing to try something new. Assuming he lets me be a part of it.


“I think most of you are going to be excited with this new project. I can’t wait to share it with you.” Though he doesn’t exactly sound enthusiastic, I know he means it. Mostly because a few months ago, he got totally wasted one night when we all went out after rehearsal and told me he had had a stroke of “creative genius” that was going to put our company back on the map.


I wasn’t aware we’d been eliminated from the map, but when your director starts spilling secrets, it’s unwise to interrupt the flow.


Unfortunately, shortly after expounding on his own ingenuity and brilliance, he tried to get me to come home with him.


I said no, for so many reasons.


Things have been a little strained for us ever since. He can’t come right out and say anything because to acknowledge his behavior that night would be opening up himself and the company to a string of lawsuits neither can afford.


I sure as fuck am not going to say anything because I love my job. And after ten years with this company—between the school and the corps and now as a soloist—I’m due for my chance at principal. And I’m not going to let a little thing like sexual harassment derail me. If sexual harassment derailed every ballerina it happened to, ballet would cease to exist.


So I push it down and focus on the only thing that matters: the dance.


As I leave the building, my phone vibrates from the pocket of the soft pink joggers I pulled on over my tights. The sun has gone down and the early spring air still holds a hint of a chill. I let the sounds of the city wash over me, horns blaring and people laughing as they enjoy dinner on a restaurant patio—maybe the first of the season. I fish out my phone, smiling when I see my sister’s name on the screen.


“Hello?”


“Ohmygod, is this the one and only Allegra Hart, star of Ballet New York? Did I actually manage to get you to pick up the phone?” Bethany’s voice holds only a hint of sarcasm.


“Haha. I always pick up the phone for you, and you know it.” I pull my sweater a little tighter around me as I begin the short walk to my studio apartment, taking a second to appreciate the green buds beginning to sprout on the trees.


“Unless you’re in class. Or rehearsal. Or a performance.”


I snort. “You think I’m going to just stop a show and be like, Sorry, audience, I know you paid a buttload of money to be here tonight, but my sister’s calling to talk about Real Housewives and I gotta take this!”


“You and I both know all discussions of Real Housewives take place on monthly sister night and must involve wine and popcorn.”


Bethany instituted monthly sister nights when it became clear my schedule was not going to allow for many—or any, really—spur-of-the-moment hangouts. We’ve been holding them since we were teenagers, and I can count on one hand the number of times one of us has had to cancel. Sister night is sacred.


Two years my junior, Bethany is the Hart daughter who didn’t have to live up to our mother’s expectations, so therefore designed her own life and is living a real adult one. She has a college degree, and an apartment with more than one hundred square feet of living space, and a career with normal hours, and a fiancée. She has a name that belongs only to her, not one borrowed from one of the greatest American ballerinas of the twentieth century.


“Anyway.” My building is in sight and I know if I don’t get my sister off the phone quickly, I’ll be chatting with her for the rest of the night—not that I don’t love her and our talks, but I have an even earlier morning tomorrow than I usually do, since David’s meeting cuts into my normal preclass workout hours. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your call?”


“I’m calling to make sure you have made arrangements for tomorrow.”


Shit.


I completely forgot about Bethany’s bachelorette party.


So like any good sister, I lie: “Arrangements have totally been made. I will be there.” I don’t remember where there is, but that’s a small detail. I can text my mom and ask her for the pertinent info. Not that she’ll be joining us, but she makes a point of knowing everything about us—at all times.


“We’re meeting at Six Pact at nine o’clock.” Bless her. Like any good sister, she totally knows I’m lying. “Do not be late.”


I groan in reluctance. “I think I managed to block out the fact that we’re going to a strip club until right this moment.”


“First of all, it’s not a strip club. It is a male entertainment extravaganza. Second of all, I’m the bride and I do what I want.”


“Why does what you want have to include half-naked guys doing a shitty approximation of choreography?” I unlock the front door to my building and cross the lobby. I think about taking the elevator—fuck knows I’ve earned a break after all the dancing I’ve done today—but I ultimately veer to the right toward the stairs, knowing it will burn a few extra calories. Maybe I’ll even let myself have a drink tomorrow night.


“You enjoy half-naked guys just as much as the next woman who’s interested in men, don’t lie to me.”


I trudge up the first set of steps. “I spend my whole day with half-naked guys, B.”


“The rest of us are not so lucky.”


“You are marrying a woman, doesn’t that mean we can skip the dudes with bad moves and worse costumes?”


“That is biphobic, Allegra Hart. I will not stand for that kind of erasure.”


“Pretty sure I’m also bi, sis.”


“Pretty sure you haven’t had sex with anyone of any gender in years, sis.”


“Wow. Both rude and irrelevant.” I make my way up the last set of stairs to my floor, so close to a hot shower and an icy foot bath, I can practically feel the warm water easing the aches of my muscles. “All right, B, I will be there, but I want it noted for the record that I am attending against my will and I plan to hate every second of the experience.”


“That’s the kind of love and devotion I expect from my maid of honor!”


I groan again, the combination of the reminder of all the duties yet to come and the relief of finally reaching my front door overtaking me. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Love you.”


“Love you too!” she chirps before I disconnect the call and shove my phone back in my pocket.


As the front door of my studio opens, its arc swinging wide, I barely manage to catch it before it slams into the counter of my “kitchen.” It takes only about four steps before I’ve crossed from the door into my “bedroom.” My full-size bed is covered by a plain white duvet. Two white pillows sit at the top. The whole thing rests against a plain white wall.


I don’t spend a lot of time here, so decorating has never been a priority. I promised myself when I made principal, I would invest a little more effort into my living space. Maybe even try to keep a plant alive. But right now I don’t have the time or the funds to care. I toss my ballet bag near the front door and drag myself straight to the bathroom, unable to think about touching anything when I’m still covered in a day’s worth of sweat.


The water flows over me, and I let out an unholy groan as the pulse beats against my aching shoulders. I spend more time than I should underneath the stream, wondering what kind of announcement could be awaiting us tomorrow. Wondering if I totally blew my shot at principal by turning down David’s advances.


Overall, things in the ballet world have gotten much better in recent years when it comes to the wildly unbalanced power dynamics between directors/choreographers and dancers. I know that, were I to report David’s behavior, it would be taken seriously. Just as I know it would likely be the end of my time with Ballet New York. Not that they would fire me, obviously. But I would be ostracized—emotionally and mentally pushed out, if not technically.


And besides, it’s not like he really did anything so terrible. Yes, he propositioned me, but he didn’t persist, at least not much, after I said no. And as of now, saying no hasn’t caused any sort of harm.


I need to stop worrying about it. David was so drunk, he probably doesn’t even remember.


I reassure myself of this as I tuck myself into bed, curling up with my iPad to watch the latest episode of Vanderpump Rules. Somehow the drama of drunk twenty-five-year-olds constantly banging their co-workers feels tame in comparison to the drama of the ballet world. But I allow myself to forget about dance, about promotions, about directors with wandering eyes, about everything.


I’M TEN MINUTES EARLY TO THE COMPANY MEETING THE NEXT morning, wanting to find a seat well within David’s eyeline. I want him to be thinking about me in connection with whatever this new project is. Want him to start seeing me in a leading role, even if I have no idea what said role will entail. Whatever it is, I’m ready for it.


We gather in the largest of the rehearsal rooms, crowding into the space, the chatter echoing around us as we wait for David to grace us with his presence.


Lucy, one of the few in the company I would call a friend, plops down next to me on the floor, automatically extending her legs into a stretch, her dark hair falling over her face as she leans forward. “So what are the odds this whole thing could just be an email?”


I smile, but it’s tense. Not for the first time, I wish I could have a little sliver of Lucy’s ease. A Japanese American woman with bright eyes and bolder sass, she’s perfectly happy with her place in the corps, and in general, doesn’t stress about things like castings and contract renewals. She dances because she loves it, says she’ll do it for as long as it makes her happy, and when it doesn’t, she’ll stop.


The thought of no longer dancing, no longer being a part of this company, is enough to make the cup of oatmeal and banana I ate after my workout do pirouettes in my stomach.


David strolls into the room one minute before the meeting is due to start. A white man in his midfifties who danced as a member of the company for years before taking over as director, he’s finally let his hair go gray and somehow it makes him look younger than when he was dying it a too-dark brown. He’s still in impeccable shape, his presence looming both literally and figuratively. He doesn’t need to call for our attention; the moment he strides to the center of the room, flanked by his assistant, Brianna, the chatter dies down.


He takes a minute to look around, like a king surveying his subjects. For today at least, his smile seems to indicate he doesn’t find us lacking. He claps his hands together once, leaving them joined in front of his chest as if in prayer. “I know we all have busy days ahead of us, so I won’t waste any time. As you know, I have been wanting to include more original pieces in our upcoming seasons, and after our board and our season ticket holders see what I’ve come up with, I can only imagine they’ll be demanding more.”


Lucy rolls her eyes and doesn’t even try to hide it.


I elbow her in the ribs without moving my eyes from David.


“Picture this.” He spreads his hands wide, painting the visual for us. It’s the most excited I’ve seen him in ages and our last performance received a nearly perfect review in the Times. “A courtesan, destitute and desperate for a chance at a better life. A penniless writer with nothing to offer her but his love. A prince, richer than she can imagine but cruel and heartless. And the impossible choice she must make.”


“So the plot of Moulin Rouge?” Lucy mutters under her breath.


A quick glance around the room and it’s clear that more than one person has caught on to David’s not-so-original idea.


But no one dares to question his brilliance.


When we don’t burst into applause and cheers, he continues to try to sell us. “Think about it. Ballet is grace and elegance, technique and precision. But ballet has never been sexy. Not until now.”


“Has the man never seen anything performed outside of Lincoln Center?” This time Lucy’s muttering isn’t so under her breath and a few people around her giggle.


And I mean, she’s not wrong. It’s a little ridiculous to claim that ballet has never before been sexy. But in David’s mind, and probably in the minds of most of the people paying our salaries, it’s a groundbreaking idea, one that will push all the boundaries.


“Because the choreography of this piece is going to require a different set of skills, I will be holding auditions in six weeks. And as usual, Brianna and myself will be watching during company classes and rehearsals to see who is standing out.” His eyes flick briefly to me. “I want to see who is willing to go the distance and give this piece what it needs.”


It’s a glance so quick I could have imagined it. Or maybe he’s just looking at everyone. But I can’t help but feel the look was too pointed to be in my head.


But I don’t focus on that. I focus on what he’s just said. Auditions. There are going to be auditions for this ballet. Normally David doesn’t need to audition us—he sees us dancing every day. He knows what we can do, what we’re capable of. But if there are going to be auditions, then I have a chance to make myself stand out, stand above the rest of the company.


Of course, I have no idea what he means by “a different set of skills” but whatever it is, I will make it happen. I’ll learn how to tap dance if that’s what it takes.


David dismisses us, giving us a ten-minute break before we’re set to begin class. He’s headed for the door, and I know this might be the only chance I get.


I catch him in the hallway. “David? Do you have time for a quick chat at some point today? I just have a couple of questions.”


He glances at me over his shoulder, not bothering to stop walking away. “Come to my office after rehearsal this afternoon.”


Brianna, David’s assistant and right-hand woman, calls after him. “Is this a meeting I should be there for?”


“No need,” David responds, pushing through the door at the end of the hall and letting it slam behind him.


Brianna looks at me. “Would you like me to be there, Allegra?”


I know why she’s asking. She can act as backup—or as a witness—if I feel like I need it. But I shake my head. “No. It’s nothing big. Shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”


I rehearse what I want to say to David as I spin across the floor, nearly losing my balance as I come out of my turns. Being distracted during class and rehearsal is probably not the best way to go about securing a lead role, but tomorrow I will be back to my dedicated self. And when I meet with David this afternoon, I will assure him I will do whatever it takes to be his leading lady.
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TWO



Allegra


It takes a solid thirty seconds for David to call for me to enter his office after I knock on the door. Normally I wait until I get home to shower and change, but today I made use of the locker rooms after rehearsal. I even took a few minutes to apply a thin layer of makeup, doing my best to appear fresh and natural.


I close the door behind me and wait for him to offer me a seat at one of the chairs in front of his desk before I fold myself onto the cool leather.


“How was rehearsal?” He doesn’t bother to remove his eyes from the screen of his computer as he asks the cursory question.


“It was good. Great. The ballet is going to be fantastic, as always.” I try to hide my nerves with enthusiasm, but I don’t know that I’m succeeding.


“Glad to hear it. The masses do love the drivel.”


I wouldn’t exactly call Swan Lake drivel, but I’m not about to start this conversation with an argument.


After a couple of clicks, David finally closes his laptop and turns his full attention to me. “So. What is it you wanted to speak to me about?”


I clasp my hands together tightly. “I wanted to let you know that I am planning on auditioning for the role of the courtesan in your new ballet. I’ve been with BNY for ten years now, and I have learned so much from you and Brianna and everyone here, and I think I’m ready for a principal role. I know I am.” I suck in a deep breath and hold it until my lungs burn, watching for any hint of reaction.


He frowns. Then he frowns some more and leans back in his seat, putting distance between us. “You are planning on auditioning for the role of the courtesan?”


I nod, not really sure why that information is so shocking. I haven’t hid my desire to move up in the company, and a brand-new ballet is the perfect time for that to happen.


He cocks his head to the side, studying me like I’m a map and he’s a man too stubborn to stop and ask for directions. Which he undoubtedly is. “Now, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, Allegra . . .”


I wait for him to finish, second-guessing my decision to not ask Brianna to sit in on this meeting because nothing good can finish his thought.


“You’re a very skilled dancer. Your technique is impeccable. You turn well, your turnout is great, and you have good feet.”


“But?” With the accolades he’s listed, I should be at the top of the class, not lingering as a soloist after ten years.


“But I don’t know that I could ever believe you as a woman who makes her living having sex. Not just makes a living at it but loves it. Thrives on it.” He leans forward, his arms resting on his desk as his eyes bore into me. “There’s a certain kind of energy that vibrates off a woman like that, and I’m not sure it’s something you could portray.”


My cheeks flame, the heat so immediate I feel like I just stuck my head in an oven. What the hell am I supposed to say to that? “Well, that is the challenge of performing a role, right? Taking on the qualities of the character that we might not possess ourselves?”


His mouth presses into a thin line. “Sometimes, yes, mere acting is enough. But this is the kind of role a performer needs to feel in order to truly embody it, to capture what I’m trying to capture. I’m not sure you have it in you.”


“Are you saying I’m not sexy enough for this part?” I wish I could imbue my words with strength and incredulity because truly the audacity of this man is unmatched. But instead I sound as weak as I feel in this moment.


“I would never say something like that to one of my dancers, Allegra. That would be completely inappropriate.” He holds my gaze until I can’t stand it any longer and look away.


“Right. Of course.”


“However, hypothetically speaking, if you wanted some advice before auditions, I would say you should think about embracing your sexuality. Maybe exploring opportunities that have been presented to you that you might have turned down in the past. Going out of your comfort zone.”


My stomach spins and I have to swallow the bile that rises in my throat.


So much for him not remembering his drunken request and my adamant refusal.


“Right. Got it.” I push myself out of the chair, moving quickly to the door to hopefully disguise my shaking thighs.


I don’t bother closing the door of his office behind me. I don’t bother stopping back at the locker room to grab my bag. I make sure I have my keys and my phone and I fly through the hallway of the building, rushing down the five flights of stairs and out into the cool, crisp air of the early evening.


I practically sprint through the streets of New York, dodging businessmen and -women on their cell phones and tourists taking up the whole damn sidewalk, making it home in record time. Making it home in just enough time to fall on my bed before I completely lose it.


Shame and humiliation burn through me and I curl in on myself as the tears flow steadily down my cheeks.


I replay the conversation over and over in my head, wishing, hoping that I misunderstood something. That what he said is different from what he really meant.


But the more I think on his words, the worse they feel.


Despite the careful wording, David’s meaning is one hundred percent clear. He won’t consider casting me as the courtesan because I refused to have sex with him. And he’s going to wrap it all up like I’m the one who is falling short, like I don’t have it in me to be this character when really what he means is I can’t be sexy because I didn’t want to have sex with him.


It’s so beyond inappropriate, I almost laugh. But nothing about the situation is funny, not really.


Once I’ve cried myself out, I sit up, wiping under my eyes, my fingertips coming away stained black.


I know my tears are justified, just as sure as I know I can’t let myself drown in them. I need to figure out my next step. Lucy would tell me to go straight to the board and who cares if it costs me my career. Bethany would tell me to quit on the spot, try to lure me back to the real world with temptations of paid vacations and a job that doesn’t demand permanent damage to my body.


My mom would probably tell me that’s just how directors talk to their dancers. She wouldn’t come right out and tell me I should have slept with him when I had the chance. But she would probably be thinking it.


I have no one I can go to who will fully understand. No one who can give me the kind of logical advice I really need.


My phone chirps with a text.


BETHANY: Are you home yet? Want me to come by on my way to the show? We can share a cab!


Shit.


The last thing I need to be doing tonight is going to watch a bunch of meathead dudes rip their clothes off for screaming bachelorettes. For half a second I consider bailing, but there’s no way I could do that to my sister. She’s made accommodations for my schedule on more occasions than I can count, even scheduled tonight’s festivities weeks ahead of the wedding so it wouldn’t interfere with performances of Swan Lake.


ME: I’m home, but I still need to change and do my makeup. I’ll meet you at the theater?


BETHANY: Don’t be late! You don’t want to miss the opening number!


I think calling it an opening number is probably giving the whole thing a little too much credit, but I keep that to myself, giving her message a thumbs-up before dragging myself off the bed and over to my tiny closet.


I have a couple of dresses that I normally wear to our company galas, but they seem a little too stuffy for a bachelorette party at a show called Six Pact. Luckily, I find a short black dress shoved in the back. It isn’t all that exciting but it will have to do.


I do a quick makeup job, thankful for all the stage makeup training I’ve had over the years. My naturally wavy blond hair falls down my back when I pull it out of its typical bun and after a dab of frizz control crème, I decide to just let it be. I slip into knee-high black boots and throw on a light jacket and am down the stairs within twenty minutes, hailing a cab I can’t afford so I’m not late for my sister’s big night.


Her crew is at the front of the line by the time I hop out of my cab, and I rush over to them just as they’re shown through the entrance of the theater. From the outside, it doesn’t look much different from any of the other brick buildings in the area, but once we duck inside, it’s all dim lights and fog machine haze. There’s a lingering smell of sweat, but it isn’t the overpowering kind, and it’s laced with the scent of booze and cologne.


It isn’t until we are shown to our table, mere feet from the stage, that my sister spots me. Squealing, she wraps me in a giant hug; I have to fight back the tears because I didn’t know how much I needed one of her signature embraces after the day I’ve had.


Music is already pumping through the room, but Bethany doesn’t hesitate to shout over the noise. “Are you okay?”


I nod, leaning in for another hug under the guise of wanting to speak directly into her ear so I don’t have to yell. “I’m good! It’s your bachelorette! Are you so excited?”


Her smile beams as I pull out of her arms and tug her down into a seat facing the stage. A server comes over minutes later and the group of women—most of whom I don’t know—orders multiple bottles of alcohol for the table.


I grab the server’s elbow before he can leave, noting how firm his arms are. “Can I just get a sparkling water with lime, please?” I wait for the chiding, the teasing because I don’t want to drink at a place that so clearly calls for being intoxicated, but he doesn’t say anything, just nods and jots down my order with a smile.


Once we all have drinks in front of us, the one person in the group I do know, Sarah, Bethany’s best friend from college and her only other bridesmaid, raises a toast to my sister and we all clink our glasses together. It would be a nice chance for me to get to know some of my sister’s friends, especially since I know I will be seeing them more over the coming weeks at various wedding events, but the music is so loud that, combined with the excited chatter of a room full of mostly women, I can barely hear my own thoughts.


I make small talk with the woman sitting to my left, one of Bethany’s co-workers, occasionally checking in with the woman of the hour to make sure her glass is constantly filled.


All of a sudden, the music cuts and the lights completely black out. The first thing I think is, That’s not very safe. The second thing I think is, Holy shit, I have never heard so much screaming in my entire life—not even when Bethany dragged me to a Jonas Brothers concert when we were teenagers.


We sit in the darkness for longer than is comfortable, the tension mounting, the screaming reaching near hysterical levels.


And then a single spotlight illuminates a man standing in the center of the stage. He’s wearing a full three-piece suit—he even wears a fedora and carries a cane. It’s about five more items of clothing than I expected to see, but I guess part of the fun is in the actual stripping.


The notes of a familiar song start, one I never would have expected to hear at a show like this, but “Singin’ in the Rain” is pretty unmistakable.


I’m surprised once again when the man begins to dance, because this is not at all what I was expecting.


He’s tapping. And he’s doing it well.


I am not a tapper and haven’t taken a class since I was a kid, back when I danced for fun. But it doesn’t take a trained dancer to realize this guy is good.


The shadows cast by the brim of his hat make it hard to see his face fully, but even with the limited view, he’s gorgeous. And the way his muscles move under the tight-fitting fabric of his suit. Phew. My mouth has suddenly gone so dry, I think about swigging right from the bottle of vodka sitting on the table.


The end of the song scratches and suddenly we’re listening to the beginning chords of Rihanna’s “Umbrella.” The room explodes as we collectively recognize the riff on Tom Holland’s famous Lip Sync Battle performance.


The light stays still on the main guy in the center of the stage as he slowly begins to remove his clothing.


I didn’t think it was possible, but the screams grow even louder as the man reveals himself, one piece of clothing at a time.


He whips off his belt and unbuttons his pants and even my normally levelheaded and calm sister is losing her proverbial shit. But he doesn’t remove his pants, and when the intro of the song ends, moving into the first chorus, the entire stage lights up, revealing twelve additional dancers. All of them are bare-chested, hairless and shiny and so ripped that even I’m impressed by their defined physique.


Bethany grabs my arm, shaking me a little. “Is this not the best thing you’ve ever seen?!?”


I’ve seen Kimin Kim and Olga Smirnova guest at the American Ballet Theatre, but rather than reminding Bethany of that fact, I nod and smile, trying to look impressed.


And if I’m being honest, I’m more impressed than I expected.


The first number concludes and the screaming once again ratchets up to extreme levels. I applaud along with everyone else, honestly enjoying the clever choreography.


The show continues, the dancers breaking into smaller groups to perform more targeted numbers. They start pulling guests onstage during the second song, and that’s when the performance becomes more of what I had anticipated. I have a hard time seeing what’s so appealing about a sweaty man grinding on my lap, but according to the faces of the lucky recipients, I must be missing something.


It’s during the fourth or fifth song when an unbelievably gorgeous Black man comes to collect Bethany. She pretends to protest for a half a second before shoving the rest of us out of her way to make her way to the stage.


The guy gently pushes her into a chair and proceeds to writhe all over her before picking her up, wrapping her legs around his head, and lowering her to the ground.


Aside from the sheer weirdness of watching my sister get a lap dance, I’m mostly just glad she decided to wear pants tonight. Also, I really hope these floors are disinfected after every show.


When Bethany returns to her seat after being fully debauched by a stranger, her eyes are wide and a bit wild. “Holy shit, I can’t believe I did that!”


I laugh, tugging her back down into her seat. “I can’t either!”


“Is it weird that that was one of the hottest things that’s ever happened to me?” She fans her cheeks, reaching for a glass of water and chugging the whole thing.


“Maybe just don’t tell your future wife that!”


Bethany shakes her head. “I think even Cassidy would give me this one. The way these guys move is like sex incarnate!”


I laugh again, pouring Bethany another cocktail and shoving it into her hands. The show continues, a few more small group numbers and several more women left panting after their turn onstage. For the most part, the music is loud and upbeat, hip-hop songs with steady beats and intense rhythms.


So when a slower song comes on, the lights once again dimming and leaving just a single spotlight onstage, the room pays close attention.


It’s the guy from the opening number, the tapper. He hasn’t been in any of the smaller group numbers that I’ve seen, but it’s clear from his commanding presence that he must be the star of the show.


This time when he strips, he takes it all off—or almost all anyway, leaving himself in a pair of tight, short black briefs. With no hat hiding his face this time, my earlier suspicions are confirmed—the man is drop-dead gorgeous. His muscles look like they were hand-sculpted, but it’s his face, the cut of his cheekbones, the dark stubble covering a chiseled jaw, the bright blue eyes I can see from my seat, and the dark hair that flops in his eyes as he moves, that leave me momentarily breathless.


And I’m not the only one. The entire audience seems to be collectively holding our breath as we watch him move across the stage. His movement is all at once graceful and sensual, hypnotizing to watch. His lines are straight and perfect, but it’s the loose way he swivels his hips that has me absolutely mesmerized.


Holy shit.


This is what David was talking about, capturing sex appeal with dance. Because I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything hotter than the way this man glides across the stage, each movement equal parts effortless and purposeful. He radiates sex, not just from his perfect body, but from the tiniest quirk of his lips, the lift of an eyebrow, that swivel of the hips. How does he make his body move like that?


The realization hits me square in the chest. I don’t have what it takes to dance like that. At least not right now.


The inkling of an idea sticks in my brain as the applause echoes around the room. It grows and grows, until I know what I need to do.


I call our server over and order a vodka soda because if I’m actually going to do this, I’m going to need a little liquid courage.


Bethany, who’s well beyond tipsy at this point, leans over to clink her glass against mine. “Of course you wait until the very last minute to start having fun!”


Fun I might be having, but when one of the guys comes over to our table and reaches for my hand, I wave him away, directing him toward one of the other screaming women instead. Once he’s picked another lucky contender, I let my eyes drift back to the stage. The main guy, the beautiful dancer, is standing in the wings and looking right at me.


My heart stops pumping in my chest.


It should be illegal, to look at someone like that, while looking like that.


He quirks an eyebrow and I shrug, hoping I didn’t offend him. But a grin splits across his face and just the sight of it makes me shiver.


The stage fills with all of the dancers, clearly coming together for some kind of final send-off moment. I chug the rest of my drink, wincing as the alcohol burns my throat.


The last number of the show is sillier than any of the others: “It’s Raining Men” blaring through the speakers as they call back to the opening number with their umbrellas and trench coats.


The show concludes with bursts of confetti and, somehow, even more screaming than before. The houselights rise slowly, giving everyone a chance to reorient themselves, but it isn’t long before our servers are coming around to usher us out of the building. I take my time, knowing I need a few minutes before I can put my very loosely laid out plan in motion.


Luckily, it takes a few minutes to get Bethany and the rest of the girls out of the club and into the car waiting for them. God bless Bethany and her planning everything down to the last second because I don’t know that I would trust any of them to make it home on their own.


I squeeze Bethany into a tight hug before opening the car door for her. “Text me when you get home, okay?”


“You’re not coming with us?” She stumbles into me, her words slurring.


“No, I’m going to take the train so I can get home faster.” It’s not a total lie, but it also isn’t the complete truth. I’ll tell her all about my plan tomorrow, assuming it actually works, and assuming she’s not so hungover she can’t even answer the phone.


“Right. Got an early day of rehearsals tomorrow, I’m sure.” It comes out more like shhhhhhure.


I don’t actually, because tomorrow is Saturday, so all I have is my daily workout and a class, but I don’t bother to correct her. “I usually do.”


She pats my cheek, her hand lingering for a few seconds too long. “You work too hard, sister of mine. You need to learn how to have some fun. Did you have fun tonight at least?”


I remove her hand from my face and smile. “I did have fun tonight. Just maybe not as much as you.” I half lift, half push her into the car, turning to Bethany’s co-worker Lyla, the one of the group who’s the most sober. “Make sure she drinks some water, please.”


The girls all pile into the SUV, shouting goodbyes at various levels of volume and drunkenness. I wait until the car pulls out into traffic before turning on my heel and facing the club entrance once again. It’s been about thirty minutes since the show ended, which means I might just have perfect timing. Part of me can’t believe what I’m about to do, but the other part, the much larger part, knows I’m willing to do whatever it takes.


Even humiliate myself in front of the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.


I take a deep breath and head toward the back of the building.
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THREE



Cord


I need a shower. And a drink. And some sleep. Not necessarily in that order.


I probably shouldn’t have performed tonight. The week has been long; hell, the month has been long. Paperwork and red-eye flights and tasks I never really thought about when I decided to start my own show.


But I needed to get out there, to remind myself why I started this whole thing in the first place. It’s not the screams of the audience—though those certainly don’t hurt—it’s the rush of performing. The way the light hits your face and the satisfaction that comes with nailing a routine.


Despite the exhaustion, I feel more awake than I have in a long time.


I say my goodbyes to the rest of the guys, promising to join them for a postshow drink next time, even though we all know I likely won’t.


Pushing out the backdoor into the cool night air, I pause when I hear Warren engaged with a fan. I’m not in the mood for a run-in, so I hover in the doorway and listen.


“I promise I’m not a fangirl, I just really need to speak to one of the performers.”


I roll my eyes. Like Warren hasn’t heard that line before.


“As I said, that doesn’t happen here. The performers don’t speak to audience members after the show.” Warren’s voice is calm but firm. He’s been with me since I opened Six Pact and I hired him because he has the gentleness of a kindergarten teacher and the strength of a bull.


“Right. And I totally don’t want to go backstage or anything. I just really need to talk to one of the guys. I’m a hundred percent sure he’s going to want to talk to me.”


I huff out a silent laugh. I doubt that. We have a pretty strict no fraternization policy here, but even if we didn’t, most of my guys are in serious relationships.


“Who exactly are you hoping to talk to?” Warren asks.


“Um, I don’t know his exact name, but he’s the main one. The tap dancer.”


That piques my interest. Not just because she’s obviously talking about me, but because of how she chose to describe me.


“Not usually the first descriptor that comes up when people are describing Cord.” Warren echoes my thoughts.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise for Falon Ballard



		About the Author



		By Falon Ballard



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Author’s Note



		One: Allegra



		Two: Allegra



		Three: Cord



		Four: Allegra



		Five: Cord



		Six: Allegra



		Seven: Cord



		Eight: Allegra



		Nine: Cord



		Ten: Allegra



		Eleven: Cord



		Twelve: Allegra



		Thirteen: Cord



		Fourteen: Allegra



		Fifteen: Cord



		Sixteen: Allegra



		Seventeen: Cord



		Eighteen: Allegra



		Nineteen: Cord



		Twenty: Allegra



		Twenty-One: Cord



		Twenty-Two: Allegra



		Twenty-Three: Cord



		Twenty-Four: Allegra



		Twenty-Five: Cord



		Twenty-Six: Allegra



		Twenty-Seven: Cord



		Twenty-Eight: Allegra



		Twenty-Nine: Cord



		Thirty: Allegra



		Thirty-One: Cord



		Thirty-Two: Allegra



		Epilogue: Allegra



		Acknowledgments



		Dont Miss Falon Ballard’s Other Fabulous Rom-Coms!



		Something Wicked















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		ix



		xi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		322



		323



		324













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch_orn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781035440252_FC.jpg
- FALON BALLARD

" USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR





OEBPS/images/Headline_Eternal.jpg
{

HEADLINE
ETERNAL





