
		
			[image: 9781476706733.jpg]
		

	
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    
		
				[image: timetodance_titlepage.jpg]
		

	
			1

			
				[image: chapteropenerart.png]
			

			Niki thought it would be fun to surprise Alex and show up at his apartment. They rarely had a day off together, but this morning Niki arrived at the Astoria School of Ballet Arts, where she taught ballet, and found out the air-conditioning unit had fried an electrical outlet. So her Monday classes were canceled, and she decided a hot weekday in mid-June would be an ideal time to head for Rockaway Beach with her boyfriend. Most of the kids were still in school, so Niki and Alex could enjoy the first heat wave of the season without too many radios blaring and too many oiled bodies swarming the sand like overgrown ants.

			Surely Alex would be thrilled to spend such a beautiful day with her. It was spontaneous. It was free-spirited. It was all the things Niki Katona never really allowed herself to be.

			She didn’t even bother waiting for the bus. After changing into her swimsuit and a weightless yellow tank dress, Niki trekked across her Queens neighborhood in a pair of comfort slides. She could feel the heat of the sidewalk through her light shoes, but it only incited her to walk faster as she looked forward to treading on the hot sand in her bare feet. Men of varied ethnic stripes sat at the open cafés along Thirtieth Avenue and gawked as she hurried by—a long-limbed dancer in skimpy summer garb—but she paid them little mind. Growing up in New York’s immigrant borough had taught her more than tolerance for many cultures. She’d learned at an early age that men had one very fundamental trait in common, no matter where they came from or whom they prayed to.

			For Niki, only one man’s opinion mattered at the moment.

			Her skin was moist with anticipation. She guessed Alex would still be asleep when she reached his apartment. He was a principal dancer with the American Ballet Theatre and was usually exhausted after their weekend performances. Niki remembered her days with the ballet company and how physically sapped she felt the day after a show.

			It was the first time in a long time she was dating a dancer. At the age of thirty-four, Niki had experienced her share of heartache inflicted by a string of self-absorbed partners. Some of the male dancers were gay or bisexual, and those who weren’t often flitted from one female dancer to another. Simply because the physicality of their art led them there. And simply because they could. The ratio was that disproportionate.

			Everything Niki learned about the artistic ego and the vanity of the creative spirit, she learned the hard way. That was why she had vowed never to date a dancer or anyone associated with the performing arts ever again.

			But two years ago she met Alex. He was different from the start. He arrived in New York with the Moscow Ballet and decided he wanted to stay. Niki was still with the American Ballet Theatre at the time, and she was drawn to him on a deeper level. Her own parents defected while in New York with the Hungarian National Ballet Company—her mother was a corps dancer with the ballet and her father played the oboe—and Niki felt a connection to Alex that went beyond looks and talent. He was an artist who wanted to live the American dream, and she could relate to that. So she helped him with his English and to get an apartment. She found an immigration lawyer for him and even paid the legal fees for an extended work visa. Little by little, their friendship morphed into romance. And Niki allowed it to happen because she knew trust and loyalty had been planted at the footings of their relationship. Alex was attracted to her, indebted to her, devoted to her. Because of her family history, they had much more in common than their passion for dancing.

			Niki passed under the noisy elevated train and turned off the avenue. The apartment house where Alex lived was right behind Denkert’s Bakery, and the aroma reached Niki as she turned the corner. What could possibly be better than surprising Alex with an invitation to the beach? Padding the invitation with coffee and fresh croissants.

			Niki retraced her steps to the bakery and went inside. “Good morning,” she called to the old couple behind the busy counter.

			The German owners knew her since she was a young girl, and they returned the greeting as if she were a longtime friend. This was one of the things Niki loved about growing up in Astoria. Situated across the East River from Manhattan, it could have been a city in its own right, with two separate subway lines, a booming retail economy, and a highly diverse population. Yet Astoria was still a conglomerate of working class neighborhoods with a few old-fashioned perks. People might still shovel snow for an elderly woman next door, and a few places like Denkert’s Bakery were still around, thank God. It was the kind of mom-and-pop establishment where children under ten years old got free cookies.

			“We haven’t seen you in a long time,” Mrs. Denkert said to Niki, while boxing a pound of rugelach for a customer.

			“I don’t take the train anymore,” Niki replied. She used to stop in every morning for her buttered roll before getting on the el into the city. “I’m teaching full-time right here in Astoria.”

			Mrs. Denkert finished her transaction and thanked her customer politely before continuing her conversation with Niki. “You’re not with the ballet anymore?”

			“I haven’t been for a while. I broke my foot two years ago.”

			Even Mr. Denkert gasped.

			Niki just shrugged it off with a smile. “I think it was meant to be,” she said. “I’m really happy teaching.” She would never admit it out loud, but she was relieved to be away from the drama and the angst of performing. In a way, breaking her foot had been a blessing in disguise because it forced her to think about the rest of her life.

			The Denkerts took care of two more customers and gave Niki their full attention when it was her turn. She asked about their five grandchildren, whose pictures graced the side of the cash register.

			“Maybe they’ll take over for us someday,” Mrs. Denkert said. She used to say the same thing about their two daughters.

			Niki dug in her small purse for cash. “You’re not old enough to retire,” she said, garnering a laugh from the old pair.

			The Denkerts didn’t ask about Niki’s brother. People who knew Kris Katona in his troubled teens knew him as a juvenile delinquent, and they generally didn’t taint the conversation with questions about him. Even if they had asked, Niki wouldn’t have an answer. Her brother had fallen off the face of the earth two years ago, after she had exhausted every effort to help him kick the drugs and straighten out his life. She hadn’t seen or heard from him since.

			Mrs. Denkert handed Niki the paper bag with the coffee and croissants. “I put in a Linzer torte for you. I remember how you used to like them.”

			Niki looked in the bag and inhaled. “Mmmm. Thank you.”

			The Denkerts were the salt of the earth. “It was nice to see you,” they told her.

			“You, too,” she said, and left the bakery with a bounce in her step. Redirecting her thoughts to the glorious day ahead, Niki turned the corner once again. Approaching the front door of Alex’s apartment building, she rested the bag of goodies on the step and fished once again in her purse.

			She had her own keys. She would let herself in.

			Alex would be sprawled out on his bed. He liked to sleep naked, being a person who worshipped the human body. Maybe he wouldn’t hear her come in, since he probably had the bedroom door closed and the small air conditioner whirring white noise from the window.

			Niki opened the heavy front door and picked up the bag of treats. The vestibule was a wall of mailboxes and worn steps leading to an inside door. After a year of dating Alex, she felt as if this building was her second home. Neighbors already said hello to her. She had even begun to suspect he would soon ask her to move in with him. Maybe even marry him. For Alex, it would be the practical thing to do on his way to American citizenship. For Niki, it was the first time she imagined sharing her life with someone. It was all she ever wanted.

			Alex had even started looking for a two-bedroom condo in one of those modern high-rise apartment buildings a few blocks away.

			Three flights of stairs brought Niki to his apartment door. She unlocked it and tiptoed in, smiling to herself. Everything was just as she expected—the bedroom door was closed and the hum of the air conditioner could be heard like a purr from within. With the stealth of a cat, Niki crossed the floor without a single creak and turned the last doorknob. It didn’t make a sound. She cracked the door and peeked in.

			The sound of her world collapsing was just as silent.

			Alex was indeed sprawled naked on his bed, but so was the woman with him. They were both fast asleep with their limbs entwined and their mouths open as though their rapture had overwhelmed them and took their last breath away. The daylight was muted because the shade was drawn, but their flesh gleamed in the center of the room like doomed figures turned to stone. The sight was simultaneously revolting and fascinating.

			Niki’s vision blurred. She refrained from blinking for a long moment, hoping the hot tears wouldn’t fall down her face. She didn’t want to give Alex—or anyone—that kind of power over her. Her parents died tragically when she was a teenager, and she didn’t cry too easily. But the tears were too heavy, and they spilled over.

			Of course, the woman was a dancer. Niki recognized her. She was his latest partner. This was some inevitable resolution to their passionate pas de deux onstage. At least that’s what Alex was going to try to tell her. She had heard it all before.

			It would have hurt less if she’d found Alex with a man. Niki could have accepted it if he was struggling with latent homosexuality and was seeking to resolve the conflict. She already experienced losing a boyfriend to such a coming-out. At least they could have remained friends.

			But Alex had deceived her. He had used her and betrayed her.

			She felt like such a fool. There was no trust, no loyalty. There was never any thought of commitment or marriage. There was only a willing American woman who could help Alex settle into the good life. There was only one female dancer in the whole company who would give and give without the promise of receiving, because that’s what Niki did all her life. Alex probably had her pegged the first week he arrived.

			She should have known better.

			Niki closed the door as quietly as she had opened it. Alex never would have known she was there if she hadn’t left her keys to his place and the bag of croissants on his kitchen table. She even forgot to take the Linzer torte Mrs. Denkert had given her.
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			Dylan Clarke maneuvered his old black Camaro down the narrow alley and into the garage. It was worth the extra two hundred dollars a month in rent to be able to come home from a busy shift and park behind the three-family house where he lived. Recently the traffic in Astoria seemed to triple in volume, and finding a parking space on a residential street wasn’t something he could take for granted anymore. The last thing Dylan needed after racing around in an ambulance all day was to drive around the block for an hour because he couldn’t find a spot.

			Sometimes he felt so drained that he considered napping in his car before dragging himself inside. It wasn’t even his body that was screaming for rest. Dylan just needed his mind to shut off for a few minutes. There were days when being a paramedic in New York City was more of a psychological challenge than a physical one.

			Today was one of those days.

			But Dylan had promised his daughter he would pick her up from ballet school at five o’clock. Six-year-old Kylie did not always adjust well to new schedules, and she needed as much reassurance as Dylan could provide in her life. She had been only four when her mother was lured away by the prospect of globe-trotting with a Brazilian playboy, and Dylan spent so much time worrying about his little girl that brooding over his own injuries never occurred to him.

			Thank God for Alicia, his best friend’s wife, who stepped in to help when Dylan was left as a clueless single father. Alicia had three kids of her own yet found it in her maternal heart to think about one more. She took Kylie after school while Dylan was at work and kept tabs on those details that slipped past him on a regular basis. So when Kylie begged for ballet lessons after seeing a performance of The Nutcracker at her school, Alicia was the one who convinced Dylan to let his daughter take a few trial classes and maybe sign her up for a summer program if she liked it. He was going to have to decide on a day care plan for Kylie once school was out, so why not send her to ballet camp? I’ll take her and bring her home if the schedule doesn’t fit, Alicia said when Dylan protested. I’m running around with my own kids, so what’s the difference?

			That was the best part. It was almost as if Kylie had a family.

			But Kylie still came home to an exhausted father who had to do laundry and wash dishes; a father who started nodding off during her favorite Disney movie or a game of Chinese checkers; a father who was hanging on for dear life.

			Dylan was glad he consented to pick up Kylie at ballet today. Especially after what had happened on his last call.

			He almost groaned with relief as he unlocked the door to the two-bedroom, ground-floor apartment he had called home for eight years. Throwing his keys on the kitchen counter, Dylan knew the tragic images from that afternoon were going to haunt him for the rest of the week. He had seen his share of blood and guts—the gunshot wounds and suicides, the car accidents and dismemberments—but nothing got to him like a serious call involving a child. This morning that two-year-old girl was probably eating her Cheerios and toddling around like on any other day. But at two o’clock her mom was screaming over her limp body at the bottom of a flight of stairs. If it had been an asthma attack, a shot of adrenaline and a dose of steroids would have helped. If she had burned her hand, cut herself, or had a seizure, the treatment would have been pretty standard. But this little girl was glazed and unresponsive. Dylan suspected the brain trauma was severe or fatal. They had strapped her onto the board and stabilized her head, but it looked like the damage had already been done.

			Kids fell all the time. Sometimes they ended up in casts if they didn’t bounce. But this? This wasn’t supposed to happen.

			Kylie’s face hovered a little too close to the mental replay.

			Dylan rubbed his face and fetched a glass from the drain board. One drink wouldn’t erase the disturbing scene from his thoughts, but it might anesthetize his reaction to it. He kept the bottle of vodka in a cabinet behind the olive oil and vinegar.

			It looked like water, and it went down like water.

			Dylan closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He glanced at the clock. There was no time to change out of his uniform. When the temperature rose above eighty it felt like a suit of chain mail.

			He poured a little more vodka and swigged it. What was the harm? He didn’t have to drive. The Astoria School of Ballet Arts was only a few blocks away.

			Dylan made a quick trip to the bathroom, and while he was washing his hands, he glanced at his reflection in the mirror. He needed a haircut—though most men probably envied his fast-growing mane of ashy brown hair—and getting to the barber once a month was impossible. So it grew like a thicket of tangled underbrush—what didn’t flop down sprung out in random spikes and spirals, no matter what brand of gel he used.

			He entertained the idea of letting it grow long and sporting a male ponytail, like he did when he was nineteen, but those were different times. And that was a different Dylan Clarke.

			Opening the medicine cabinet, he retrieved the small vial of Visine. Leaning his head back, he squeezed two drops into his right eye and blinked. The brown-tinted contact lens only irritated him when he was really tired, and he was on the verge. Sometimes he wondered why he bothered wearing it at all. If anyone looked close enough, they could still see his eyes were two different colors. One was a natural chocolate brown with dark flecks and a black ring around the iris, and the other—the light blue one camouflaged with the contact lens—was an unnatural, flat chestnut brown.

			But he kept wearing the lens anyway. And he knew damn well why. Because when he was a kid, he had overheard the whispers that his severe case of heterochromia was “creepy,” even from the adult members of his family. And when he met Tracy, his ex-wife, she had suggested he wear a brown contact lens over his blue eye so people were less apt to be “freaked out” and stare.

			Does it freak you out? Dylan had asked her.

			A little, Tracy had confessed.

			It was a safe gamble that her Brazilian playboy had two eyes the same color.

			Dylan took a mouthful of Scope and gargled for a few seconds in case the vodka left any whiff of alcohol on his breath. Vodka was usually safe . . . that was why he favored it over whiskey or gin.

			In five minutes he was out the door again. As he started walking toward the avenue, he spotted his neighbor Mrs. Falco watering her garden. The semiattached brick homes that comprised half the block each had a seven-by-twelve patch of earth in front, and the eighty-five-year-old Italian woman cultivated her little square of soil with religious fervor. She was one of the few neighbors left who had lived on Forty-Seventh Street for over fifty years—a drop in the flood of hardy European immigrants who landed in Astoria early in the twentieth century.

			Dylan couldn’t imagine the world without these people. “Ciao, Mrs. Falco.”

			She put a hand on her back to straighten up. “Ciao, caro.”

			“How are you today?” he asked politely.

			She leaned heavily on her mini grotto that housed a statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary. “Eh! I’m-a still here,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “When I fall over, you will come pick me up, si?”

			The older neighbors all assumed Dylan would be the paramedic walking in the door when they called an ambulance. He already had a few people knock on his window in an emergency. Once at dinnertime, the woman next door screamed for him across the alley because her husband was choking. A simple Heimlich maneuver had saved the day. “You bet, Mrs. Falco. But you won’t be falling over for a long time.”

			The old woman swept his words away with a wave of her knobby hand.

			Dylan smiled. He barely remembered anything in the months after Tracy left, but he did remember the meatballs and pasta that landed on his table every couple of weeks. The old Pyrex dish would miraculously appear when he had nothing in the fridge to offer Kylie but two lemons and a six-pack. It was as if the old lady knew.

			He used to return the dish to Mrs. Falco and thank her, and she used to say, “I never learned how to make-a the gravy in small batches.” As though she needed an excuse for giving him some.

			Tough as nails, maybe. A heart of gold, definitely.

			Mrs. Falco made him think of his own beloved grandmother, the woman who raised him and loved him despite the circumstances of his birth. She was resilient in an ever-changing world, and Dylan admired that.

			He covered the seven blocks to the dance school in a little over five minutes and wished he had taken the extra time to change out of his uniform. After his brisk walk in the late afternoon heat, it felt as if the synthetic fabric in his shirt were melting on his skin.

			The Astoria School of Ballet Arts was housed in a three-story storefront on Steinway Street, a busy commercial avenue named for the Steinway piano factory that was still in operation at its industrial end. Lined with shops and teeming with pedestrians, Steinway Street was so congested that the foot traffic and cars caused gridlock at every corner almost every time the light changed. Dylan was so accustomed to it, from growing up in Astoria and from driving emergency vehicles on clogged thoroughfares, he wasn’t fazed by the cacophony of horns or the streams of people darting in different directions. What bothered him more was the litter—empty cups and discarded ad flyers blowing around on the sidewalks—and the accumulation of grunge against the street curb. On the rare occasion the Department of Sanitation managed to run a street sweeper through, the smell of the stagnant, polluted water was more sickening than the dirt. Especially in the summer.

			The whole city smelled bad in the summer. On very hot days, Dylan went home with that stench clinging to his uniform.

			He slipped in the door that brandished “Astoria School of Ballet Arts” in white, scripted letters and climbed the stairs to the second floor. A wonderful blast of cool air hit him as he opened another door with the same lettering. He entered the sprawling dance studio, never expecting how much his life was about to change.

			“Can I help you?” asked the lady behind the desk in the reception area.

			“My daughter is Kylie Clarke,” Dylan replied, and pointed toward the vast studio. “She’s in there taking a class.”

			“Are you Mr. Clarke?”

			His name tag was on the left breast pocket of his uniform shirt. He even saw the woman look at it. “I am.”

			“Can I see some ID?”

			Dylan retrieved his billfold and flipped it open. The lady behind the desk scrutinized the picture and then studied him with a cynical squint. He wondered whether the Pentagon had such tight security. Obviously it wasn’t too often that an unfamiliar man came up those stairs.

			Finally, the sentinel gave him a cordial smile. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Clarke,” she said. “You can wait over there in the viewing area. The class will be over shortly.”

			“Thank you,” Dylan said. He sauntered over to where an assembly of moms and sitters waited to pick up their little dancers. Some were seated in the chairs provided, rocking younger siblings in umbrella strollers. Some were standing in small groups, chatting. Some were watching what was happening on the other side of the glass partition. These were the ones who probably stayed to watch the whole class.

			At the moment, he was the only male in the room.

			Trying to be as inconspicuous as possible, Dylan positioned himself on the nearest end of the pack. Through the wall of glass that separated the viewing area from the dance studio, he saw Kylie’s class of beginners directly in front of the parental spectators and immediately spotted Kylie in her pink leotard and new dance slippers. Her straight brown hair was falling out of its braid—a braid Alicia must have fashioned—and her limbs were poised to take instruction, those skinny little arms raised like a jewelry box ballerina waiting to spin. Her dark eyes, always intense and watchful, were riveted on the teacher.

			The teacher pointed to the glass, and Kylie looked toward the viewing area.

			Dylan smiled and waved.

			“It’s a one-way mirror,” one of the moms told him. “She can’t see you.”

			He felt himself redden. “I knew that.”

			A few of the moms grinned at him. “Everyone makes that mistake when they come the first time,” another one told him. “Your wife did the same thing.”

			So they assumed Alicia was Kylie’s mom. Why wouldn’t they?

			He didn’t correct them. If Kylie continued with ballet, they would all know her situation soon enough.

			Dylan gazed at his daughter, the toxic sorrow slamming him in the chest until he felt he couldn’t breathe. The friendly grin on his face wavered and then disappeared. Kylie was the sweetest, shyest little girl, and she didn’t deserve what her mother did to her. No child did.

			But how could he ever fix it?

			Five minutes later, the ballet class ended, and the line of pink sprites darted toward the cubby area in the far corner of the dance studio to fetch their belongings. All except for Kylie. She stayed glued to her spot and continued to watch the teacher as if waiting to be told what to do. Her expression was one of innocent discipleship. She always seemed to stand in silent idol worship of any female role model who crossed her path.

			Dylan finally took his eyes off Kylie to assess the ballet teacher. He tried to remember her name from Kylie’s happy recounting. Miss Karina, Miss Cantina, or something like that. Daddy, she’s so-o-o-o pretty! Kylie had said.

			No argument there.

			Miss Whatever Her Name was wearing an adult-size version of the powder-pink leotard, and her long limbs moved like ribbons floating in an air current. Dylan watched her crouch down in front of Kylie to speak to her. He watched how her dark head tilted attentively as she listened to Kylie’s response.

			What happened next warmed Dylan’s insides more than the vodka ever could. The ballet teacher reached out and gently brushed Kylie’s fallen hair behind her ears. She said something and Kylie smiled. She pointed to her own hair, gathered in a tight, neat bun at the base of her skull. She waved her arms around—it looked as if a brisk wind lifted those ribbons for a few seconds—and Kylie actually laughed.

			Their exchange was interrupted by the call of another student. “Miss Katona?” The little dancers were already lined up by the studio door, waiting for the teacher to dismiss them. So she gave Kylie one last instruction before standing up, and Kylie dashed over to the cubby area with a new reservoir of energy.

			Dylan took his time moving toward the studio door. He knew Kylie would be the last one out, and the other adults moved in a milling crowd to the other end of the viewing area. Little by little, the crowd thinned out as chattering young girls were led out by their moms and sitters. Most of them were around six years old, like Kylie. So it was important that someone stand by that studio door and place each little hand in the hand of its corresponding grown-up.

			Finally, there were only three or four girls left. And as those last students said good-bye to their ballet teacher, Dylan got his first good look at her from only a few yards away. Standing beside the other women, Miss Katona evidently was far more petite than she had appeared while in the studio with her class of six-year-olds. Yet she easily stood apart as the most commanding presence in the room. Dylan was so captivated, he almost forgot to breathe.

			Her face was a perfect oval, its pale skin starkly outlined by dark hair that was pulled back with classical austerity. This accentuated her large eyes, which were the color of swirling gray smoke. Dylan imagined if he focused hard enough, he’d be able to see the glowing embers in their depths.

			He moved a little closer and tried not to stare.

			Her mouth made interesting shapes as she spoke, most noticeably the shape of a heart.

			His gaze fell down her slender neck. It was twice the length it should’ve been, supporting her head with perfect posture and delicate confidence.

			Dylan caught himself. He was carrying the only Y chromosomes in the building, and gawking at a teacher in a leotard could brand him—and his entire half of the species—as Neanderthal. The Rottweiler at the desk might ban him from the studio.

			Kylie spotted him just in time. “Daddy!”

			He crouched down, and she flew into his arms. “Hi, bug.”

			“How long were you here?” she asked. “Did you see me dance?”

			“Of course I did,” he replied. “And you did great.”

			Kylie always needed affirmation. “I like ballet, Daddy. I want to keep coming.”

			Dylan glanced up at the teacher. The other students were all gone, and she was now watching him with those enormous smoky eyes and a pleased little grin. Once again he became aware of how his uniform heated up, and he prayed his deodorant would hold out.

			Straightening up, he extended his hand. “Hi. Dylan Clarke.”

			Her hand slipped into his. In contrast, it was cool and dry, but the grip was surprisingly firm for such a dainty extremity. A soft, feminine fragrance surrounded him. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Clarke. I’m Niki Katona.”

			It had been a long time since Dylan felt a stir of passion. Not just the passion of physical desire. That could be drummed up anywhere in the company of attractive women. This was more than that. This was a part of him he had abandoned a long time ago. This was the artist who was told his extraordinary talent held no value in the real world, according to the more pragmatic people in his life. The beautiful music that once sprang from his soul had long since fallen silent.

			Something about Kylie’s ballet teacher had quickened that dormant corner of his heart without the sound of a single note.
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			Niki went into Helen’s diner on the busy corner of Steinway Street and Thirtieth Avenue. The neon sign that had been glowing in the window since the 1950s brandished the name HELEN’S RESTAURANT, but two-dollar egg sandwiches, three-dollar grilled cheese sandwiches, and four-dollar hamburgers branded it as the cheapest eatery around. People who recently moved into the neighborhood probably thought it was just a greasy spoon. Maybe they preferred the more expensive cafés and organic delis. At Helen’s, the food was basic, the retro chrome decor was authentic, and the owners were direct descendants of the Greek immigrants who once ran every diner in Queens and beyond.

			If Niki had gone to the fancier places every time she wanted to meet someone for coffee, she would’ve had a hard time paying her rent. At the un-chic, un-renovated Helen’s Restaurant, five bucks still went a long way.

			She spotted her friend Priya waving to her from a booth by the window. “Hey,” she said, slipping into the seat across from her.

			“What’s wrong?” Priya asked before Niki even put her bag down.

			Niki should have known her friend would read her like a subway ad. Priya was inherently wise for her forty-four years, and she was the closest thing to a sister Niki ever had. It didn’t matter that she was born in India, raised in Uganda, and educated in London. It didn’t matter that she was ten years older than Niki. Some things were universal when it came to connecting with other human beings. “You scare me sometimes,” Niki said.

			Priya’s dark eyes studied her. How did Niki ever think she would be able to meet her friend for breakfast and avoid the subject of Alex? Now she would have to validate what happened by describing what she had seen at his apartment.

			The words jammed in her mouth. “Well, it’s over,” she said.

			At first, Priya looked confused. “What’s over?”

			Niki took a deep breath. She had nursed her heartache for a week, and now the anger was festering very close to the surface. “I found Alex with his new dance partner.”

			Priya was silent, but her expression spoke volumes. She was sorry. She was sympathetic. She was supportive. But oddly enough, she didn’t look too surprised.

			Niki described how she let herself into Alex’s apartment on her bonus day off. “And there they were. In bed together.”

			This garnered a small wince from Priya. “Were they . . . ?”

			“No. They were sound asleep.”

			The waitress came over, and they gave their order without referring to the menus.

			“So what happened?” Priya asked, her Punjabi accent punching out the consonants. “What did Alex do?”

			“Oh, I didn’t wake them up. I just left.” Niki nodded, confirming approval of her own decisive actions.

			“So Alex doesn’t know you were there? He doesn’t know what you saw?”

			“Oh, he knows. I left evidence.”

			“Have you talked to him?” Priya asked.

			“He keeps trying to call me,” Niki replied. “But I won’t pick up.”

			They clammed up for a moment as the waitress returned to pour their coffee. Priya’s manicured nails drummed on the Formica table as she waited to resume her rapid-fire questioning. “What if he shows up at the dance studio?”

			Niki lifted her shoulders, trying to appear apathetic. “I’ll tell him to get lost,” she said.

			Priya gave her a suspicious squint. “But Alex is like royalty to everyone there.”

			She was right. Alex was a celebrity in the world of dance. The advanced ballet students and even the teachers revered him. But Niki’s reputation wasn’t too shabby, either. “If they think of Alex as royalty, then he might not want to show up where he created a scandal. It would be like a pedigree dog coming back to sleep in a crate where he just took a big dump.”

			Priya nodded. She knew everyone at the Astoria School of Ballet Arts because she and her husband owned the building next door, where they ran the paint store and lived in the apartment above it. Nearly twenty years before, when Niki had been a teenager running birthday parties at the ballet school, the Italian owner of the Steinway Paint Store married a feisty young woman of Indian descent. Talk about scandal.

			“Did you tell anyone at the school what happened?” Priya asked.

			“No,” Niki replied.

			“Not even Madame Picard?”

			“Not even Madame Picard.”

			Marie Picard was Niki’s first ballet teacher, her first employer, her mentor. She guided Niki into the professional dance world and gave her direction when her mother died. But for Madame Picard, or “Madame,” as she was known to her students, there was no life beyond ballet. So Niki wasn’t about to confide in her or try to explain why she never wanted to see Alex again. To Madame such a claim would have been ludicrous. Alex was now a principal dancer with the American Ballet Theatre. He was trained in Moscow. Niki could almost hear what Madame Picard would say. You’re letting your heart get in the way of artistic perfection. In her mind, it would be tragic if Niki never danced with Alex again.

			Priya, in contrast, was the voice of reason. She had escaped an arranged marriage and was practically disowned by her traditional Sikh family for falling in love and marrying Joe Santorelli. She knew about true devotion and had the decency to be offended by what Alex had done. “Bastard,” she said, the word sounding oddly proper in her brand of English.

			The echo of it hung between them in the silence.

			Niki looked across the table at her friend, with her black wavy hair so stylishly coiffed and her fashion accessories so fastidiously matched, and she had to laugh.

			But Priya didn’t join in her laughter. Her skin, usually the color of light coffee, was flushing deeply. She looked as if she wanted to spit. “After everything you did for him.”

			Niki shook her head and sighed. “One of these days I’ll learn my lesson,” she said. One of these days I’ll stop turning myself inside out for people who walk all over me.

			The waitress returned with their egg sandwiches, and Niki realized she wasn’t hungry. It wasn’t a good sign.

			Priya was watching her again. She knew about Niki’s long struggle with anorexia. “Are you working today?” she asked.

			Niki ceremoniously prepped her sandwich with salt, pepper, and ketchup. She wasn’t sure whether she was happy or annoyed to be monitored so closely. Priya was going to see her throat working hard to push down the smallest bite. “I have a preschool class at eleven. How about you?”

			“I have to open the paint store at ten,” Priya said, and began to eat.

			Niki aligned the bread. She took a sip of coffee. She picked up her sandwich and blew on it as if it were too hot.

			Why did she order eggs?

			Finally, she put the sandwich down. “Priya, can I ask you a question?”

			“Of course.”

			“Did you know this would happen?”

			Priya stopped chewing for a moment. “You mean with Alex?”

			Niki nodded.

			“Honestly?”

			Another nod.

			“Yes, I knew this would happen. Eventually.”

			“How?”

			Priya appeared thoughtful for a moment. “I don’t know,” she said. “Alex never really looked me in the eye. Maybe the next time I see you’re about to give your heart away, I’ll let you know if he looks me in the eye.”

			“I don’t think there’s going to be a next time,” Niki said.
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			Niki surveyed her large beginner class as she led them in a simple plié at the barre. They were thrilled to be in the studio with a few of the advanced students, who were already en pointe and were spinning to the piano music flowing out of the CD player. Madame Picard floated among those older girls—a strict but passionate teacher who was the epitome of an antique dancer in flowing clothing and bangle jewelry. Her silver hair was pulled back and knotted at the back of her head, like Niki’s, although years of strain on her hairline had forced it to recede. But her posture showed no sign of bending with age.

			There was so much going on around them that it was hard to keep the young ones focused. Niki didn’t want to keep berating them, but she knew the importance of discipline in classical ballet. Madame Picard wouldn’t have it any other way. That was why her dance school produced students like Niki, who went on to train for a career with the American Ballet Theatre.

			It didn’t matter that it was the first week of summer vacation. And it didn’t matter that these ballet classes were nestled in a program of games and activities to resemble a day camp. Once those children were at the barre, they had to rein themselves in. If they were going to commit to ballet lessons, it was far better to let them know what was expected of them right up front.

			Niki knew what she had to do with her fifteen students, and that was why Madame was pleased with her teaching skills. “Plié and two and three and four,” she counted off, her knees bending like smooth springs. “And up and two and three and four.”

			Most of the girls watched her carefully, imitating her movement to the best of their ability. Niki could tell which ones were true dancers—very few of them—and which ones would simply enjoy some exercise. As soon as they caught on, she made her way up and down the lines of students to correct their form and sculpt their motion.

			“Keep your knees over your toes,” she said. “Plié and two and three and four. Head straight and eyes forward.”

			For a moment, all obeyed. But one little girl was always the first to break formation. Kylie Clarke always seemed to want Niki in her line of vision. Her little head turned, and those intense brown eyes zeroed in on her with a sobriety that was too mature for a girl of six.

			Niki sensed something was wrong in Kylie’s life. Her own painful history had honed her radar for recognizing children in emotional distress.

			Instead of losing patience with Kylie, Niki gently reminded her about looking straight ahead. She cupped Kylie’s chin and positioned her head, remembering to give her an encouraging smile as she did so.

			The other students had to be corralled and quieted when class was over, yet Kylie always wanted to stay with Niki rather than socialize with the other girls her own age. Niki didn’t have the heart to brush her off, so she allowed Kylie to stay with her while the other girls had snack time and asked her what she liked best about the class.

			Kylie just shrugged and gave her a tight, bashful grin. Her hair was falling out of its braid again, and Niki’s heart melted.

			“Do you want to help me set the barres for the next class?” she asked, and Kylie’s eyes lit up.

			Niki showed her how to loosen the spin lock on the freestanding barres and adjust the height. Kylie didn’t say a word, but she carried out every instruction as though her life depended on it. And she kept glancing at Niki to make sure she was pleased.

			“Good job, Kylie,” Niki said after they had raised all four barres. She held out her hand. “Can you come with me a minute?”

			Kylie didn’t have to be coaxed. She happily put her hand in Niki’s and allowed herself to be led to a quieter corner of the dance studio. As they passed the baby grand piano, Kylie looked over her shoulder at it. It sat unused since the age of electronics and instructional CDs had made live accompaniment virtually obsolete.

			Niki noticed her interest. “Do you like the piano, Kylie?”

			An enthusiastic nod.

			“Do you have one at home?”

			Her head shook in the opposite direction.

			Niki stopped and crouched down in front of her. Kylie’s braid was almost completely undone, and Niki reached behind her to pluck the coated rubber band from the small tail that was left. “Did you tell your mommy what I said about how to fix your hair?”

			A look of panic froze Kylie’s little face.

			“It’s okay,” Niki said quickly. “I can tell her when I see her, if you want.”

			Kylie looked as if she was going to cry. “Alicia’s not my mommy.”

			“Oh.” Niki conjured up a mental image of the woman who dropped Kylie off and picked her up; how Kylie always hugged her around the waist and how the woman always responded by kissing the top of Kylie’s head. It had been a safe assumption that she was Kylie’s mother, but many students came and went without Niki knowing anything about their personal lives.

			“My mommy’s gone.”

			Niki tried not to react as if a brick had hit her in the head. She nodded and held Kylie’s gaze for a long moment—a moment that immediately became infested with the memory of her own mother. How such a beautiful Hungarian dancer followed her alcoholic husband in a quest for a better life and withered away as a janitor’s wife with terminal cancer. “Did your mommy die?” Niki asked softly.

			“No, she went away. It’s just me and my Daddy.”

			To a six-year-old, that was an answer. To Niki, it only posed more questions she didn’t have the right to ask. Was Kylie’s mother in jail? Or on active duty in the armed services? Was she in a hospital somewhere or attending a university overseas?

			Niki realized that the bond she had forged with this little girl just got stronger. Her eyes remained locked with Kylie’s, communicating on a deeper level than words alone. “My mommy went away, too,” she said. “But she got sick and died. So I know how sad you must feel.”

			Kylie’s head bobbed up and down, and her loose brown hair fell in silky strands to her shoulders. She was fixated on Niki, despite the activity whirling around her.

			“Let’s go see Clarissa at the desk,” Niki said. “She has bobby pins to fix your hair. I’ll show you how, okay?”

			Finally, Kylie smiled. “Can you fix it like yours?” she asked.

			“Just like mine,” Niki replied. As she led Kylie to the studio door, Niki gestured to the student instructor that she would be back in five minutes. She never expected to see Dylan Clarke standing in the viewing area—on the advantaged side of the one-way mirror—with his hands in his pockets. This time he wasn’t wearing his uniform. Just a pair of cargo shorts and a Nike T-shirt.

			Kylie ran to embrace him. “Daddy!”

			He caught her and lifted her high into the air. “Hey, bug.”

			“Did you come to watch me?”

			“Of course I did. What else would I do on my day off?” With his daughter still in his arms, he looked at Niki and gave a friendly wink with his oddly colored brown eye.

			She grinned tightly, feeling that she suddenly knew too much about this man’s life. The first time she met him, she thought it was sweet that he came from work to pick up Kylie from her ballet class. It wasn’t often that fathers came anywhere near the dance studio until it was time for a recital. She had noticed his thick, unruly hair and pleasant face. She also saw that Kylie had his body type—lean and long-legged.

			But now Niki perceived a lot more. Like his daughter, he had an intensity about him that weighed him down. His smile, while genuine, seemed shadowed by a heap of emotional debris. Kylie had revealed only a small portion of it.

			How long had he been standing in the viewing area? Had he seen Niki take Kylie under her wing and pay extra attention to her? Had he seen them talking? Did he guess what his daughter was divulging?

			“Are you here to take Kylie home early?” Niki asked. “We have an hour and a half left before dismissal.”

			Dylan set his daughter down. “No, I just wanted to see how she was doing.”

			Niki was moved by his simple statement. She could see Kylie’s eyes grow wide and hopeful as she waited for her teacher’s approval. “She’s doing great, Mr. Clarke.”

			“Please, call me Dylan.”

			“Dylan,” she echoed.

			“It’s just that she’s very shy,” he said. “I always worry that she won’t—you know—feel comfortable.”

			Niki loved that he was stroking his daughter’s head as they conversed. “Yes, Kylie’s a little shy,” she agreed. “She likes hanging out with the teacher.”

			His darker eye twinkled at her. “I can’t say I blame her for that.”

			She felt a rush of heat climb her neck. It was the same sensation she used to get before stepping out onstage. Luckily, Kylie spoke up before Niki had to stammer a response.

			“Miss Katona is going to fix my hair,” she told her father.

			Dylan glanced at his daughter, but then his laserlike gaze was back on Niki. She could clearly see where Kylie had inherited her quiet intensity. “That’s right,” Niki said, and summoned her well-practiced poise to camouflage what was happening inside of her. “We have very important matters to attend to.”

			“Well, don’t let me stop you,” Dylan replied, offering up that easy smile with its nuance of interior pain. He continued to watch them as they ventured over to the desk and raided the supply of rubber bands and bobby pins.

			Niki led Kylie back to the viewing area and sat down on one of the chairs. Positioning Kylie in front of her, she smoothed back her hair with her fingers and gathered it into a neat new tail at the back of her head. “Too tight?” she asked.

			Kylie giggled and shook her head.

			It took Niki less than a minute to coil the ponytail, tuck the end in, and pin it in place, forming a perfect little bun on Kylie’s head. She was thrilled.

			“Look, Daddy! Does it look like Miss Katona’s?”

			Niki looked up at Dylan, aware he might see the complex truth in her eyes. He might see how her affection was deepening for his little girl. He might realize Kylie had confided her mommy was gone. He might even perceive Niki’s own identification with his daughter’s plight.

			The connection only took a few seconds in real time, but for Niki it felt like a long, suspended exchange of thoughts. Something tugged at her from within—something she had told Priya she would try to avoid.

			“Yeah, bug,” Dylan replied, without shifting his gaze from Niki. “It looks just like Miss Katona’s. It looks beautiful.”

			He means it, Niki realized. This isn’t a guy spouting flattery from a notebook of pickup lines.

			“Did you watch, Daddy?” Kylie asked. “Can you do it the same way tomorrow?”

			Niki saw Dylan’s expression change. Humor creased his face and dispelled the shadows. “I wouldn’t get my hopes too high.” He was speaking to his daughter but still gazing at Niki.
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			Dylan walked as if he was trying to get away from himself. Despite the fact that he was wearing flip-flops instead of sneakers, he trekked up the avenue at a brisk pace. He had an hour to kill before Kylie’s class was over, and he didn’t think it was wise to go back a minute sooner. The electrical current between him and Kylie’s ballet teacher had zapped him into another dimension, and Dylan didn’t want anyone to think he was standing in that viewing area to watch Miss Katona in a leotard.
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