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To the girl I used to be.

Who dreamed with open eyes, danced through every storm, and held onto hope even when the music stopped.

And to every woman learning to rewrite her story, one step, one page, one brave word at a time.

This is for you.

With all my love,

Oti







PROLOGUE

My fingers threaded through his as he led me along the long, carpeted corridor of the grand Hotel Paris. Heat sizzled between us as I squeezed him tighter, unable to wait for us to be alone.

‘This is my room,’ he said, stopping to pat down his pockets, presumably looking for his key card.

I ran my hand impatiently under his shirt, tugging hurriedly at the hem in an attempt to convey how desperate I was to rip the whole thing off and feel his golden-brown skin beneath my fingertips; to run my palms over his abs, which were so well defined that I’d been able to feel them through our clothes as we’d danced together down in the bar, performing the sexiest Argentine tango of my entire life.

‘Got it,’ he said, whipping the key card out of his pocket and tapping it on the pad.

The door opened and we stumbled inside, laughing softly in anticipation of what was to come. He kicked the door shut behind him and I turned to face him, breathless with longing.

‘Come here,’ he said, holding out his hand.

I took it, letting him pull me into his arms, shivering involuntarily as he ran one hand down my spine, making my back arch with pleasure. Groaning, I didn’t care how primal I sounded – I wanted him, and I wanted him now.

‘I do not even know your name,’ he growled, his voice low and gravelly, sounding older than the twenty-one or so years I guessed he was.

I hesitated. Tonight was the first night of the rest of my life. Or, to look at it a different way, the last night of my old life. I knew I would never see him again once morning came and that we didn’t have long together, but regardless I felt I was about to experience something – a significant moment in time – that I would always remember.

‘It’s Li,’ I said. It wasn’t totally a lie.

‘Li,’ he repeated. The nickname only my sisters used sounded prettier in his husky, Italian lilt. ‘Well if you must be Li, then I will be G. Or you can just call me—’

I kissed him to cut him off, partly because I was desperate to but also to stop him from saying more. The less we knew about each other, the better.






CHAPTER ONE Lira
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Thirteen Years Later

I waved goodbye to one of my favourite couples, Chris and Jenny, closing the front door of the studio behind them with a satisfying click. For the last forty-five minutes, I’d been teaching them a very simple Viennese waltz, involving minimal spinning and a whole lot of standing still while looking longingly into each other’s eyes. Neither of them were natural dancers, but it was my job to make sure that, when they took to the dance floor on their wedding day, they had their guests gasping in delight. With a few more lessons, I knew they were going to absolutely nail it.

My heels clattered on the sprung wooden floor as I walked across the studio, giving the bright, modern space a quick once-over. We’d been booked out for an audition that afternoon, so I left the speakers switched on, but turned off the rotating glitter ball – I didn’t think the world-renowned Spanish choreographer Carlos Torres, who was apparently casting for a new West End show, would appreciate the multi-coloured beams of light swirling around the room. Much to my family’s amusement, I liked to have it spinning above our heads throughout all of my lessons – I thought it brought a touch of the Blackpool Tower Ballroom magic to our humble little dance studio in Castlebury, and put my clients in just the right mood to shed their inhibitions and get caught up in their dancing. It might all be in my head, but nobody had complained so far.

Determined to make the space look as perfect as possible for the casting, I had a quick tidy around. Carlos’s assistant had sounded stressed when she’d called to make the last-minute booking, enquiring as to where exactly Castlebury was. When I’d told her it was only seventeen minutes from Victoria on the fast train, she’d complained that nobody was going to show up for a casting ‘miles from London’. I’d reminded her that you could spend four times as long getting from one side of the capital to the other on the tube, but she’d refused to accept that the studio was anywhere other than the back end of nowhere.

If we hadn’t needed the money, and the prestige of being a venue for world-class choreographers to utilize, I would have told her to stick her booking.

Besides, what did she expect, leaving it until the day before the audition to book a space? Didn’t she know that Thursday afternoons were peak time for kids’ lessons? As it happened, I’d had to cancel today’s toddlers tango, which wasn’t ideal, but with the costs of keeping the studio running at an all-time high, I hadn’t been able to turn the lucrative opportunity down. Hiring out the space to Carlos and his team was making us three times as much as we’d earn from those classes.

Not for the first time, I wished I had someone to talk things through with when it came to the operational side of the business. I’d long ago given up wishing Mum and Dad would step in and actually make a decision for once – I didn’t think it was unreasonable given it was actually their business. Most of the time it was great that they left me to run the studio however I saw fit, but sometimes I wondered whether I was going to spend the rest of my life working for my parents, teaching the foxtrot to local pensioners and having a skeleton of a social life, let alone a romantic relationship.

Out in the reception area, I straightened up the cerise velvet chairs and gave the champagne bar a wipe over with a damp cloth. Finally, I updated Chris and Jenny’s file with a couple of notes about what to focus on in our next session: Work on Chris’s arms! Remind them to create intimacy with eye contact, even when not in hold!

I was still sitting at the desk half an hour later when the bell tinkled. I looked up and smiled as Carlos Torres and his assistant, Emily, glided through the door as though they were making a flamboyant entrance stage right.

Carlos was renowned in the industry for being ruthless and almost impossible to impress. I vaguely remembered him from my competing days, and he’d been terrifying even then. Seeing him again, after all this time, instantly took me back to the years I’d spent performing myself. I could even remember how the rehearsal rooms had smelled back then: like dust and sweat and wooden floors. Nothing like the light-filled space, with a delicate spritz of The White Company room spray, you could expect to find at our studio. If Carlos liked it here – and I struggled to see why he wouldn’t – maybe he’d use us on a more regular basis.

I slipped out from behind the desk to greet them, trying not to appear starstruck by being in Carlos’s presence again – even if I was, just a little bit.

‘Welcome to the James Jive Dance Studio,’ I said, proffering my hand. ‘I’m Lira James, the studio manager.’

Carlos looked at my hand suspiciously, and for a split second I thought he was going to leave me hanging. Then, with a sigh, as though he was doing me a huge favour, he shook my hand limply. Was it worth telling him that I used to dance, too? That he’d sat on a judging panel while I’d danced in front of him, many years ago? That he’d one hundred percent remember my mother even if he didn’t remember me? I thought probably not.

‘You must be Emily,’ I said, shaking the hand of Carlos’s even less enthusiastic assistant. ‘We spoke on the phone.’

Slim, blonde and sporting a pair of the most magnificent cheekbones I’d ever seen, she looked at me with irritation, as though I’d already managed to annoy her. God knows how – it was probably the ‘horrendous’ journey out of London I’d forced her to endure.

‘How many auditionees are you expecting?’ I asked, grabbing a clipboard to scribble down some notes.

‘Fifty. If anyone works out where Castlebury is and actually turns up, that is…’ said Emily, shuddering.

I knew that my home town was hardly at the cutting edge of the dance industry, but it was quiet and leafy and there were enough affluent locals to make running a dance studio viable. And it was a friendly, welcoming place, filled with couples just getting their foot on the property ladder, young families looking for somewhere quiet to raise their children, and the elderly who had lived here their whole lives. We essentially had a captive audience – after all, there wasn’t that much else arts-related to do around here. There was an Odeon a short drive away, and a theatre in the next town along, but if you wanted bright lights and excitement, Castlebury probably wasn’t the place for you.

Emily looked around at her surroundings, poking her head through the archway separating the bar area from the dance floor.

‘I’m sure the idea of auditioning for Carlos Torres will be a huge pull,’ I said, smiling at Carlos, remembering what an eye he’d had for detail; how he’d notice if you made even the tiniest mistake, and would then shout at you until you got it right.

Part of me envied the dancers about to audition for him, while another part felt relieved that my life was relatively stress-free now, compared to when I’d been competing at the highest level. When things had gone brilliantly, there’d been no feeling like it, but, inevitably, there had also been the crashing disappointment when they didn’t go as well as I’d hoped; the rejection, the constant feeling that I wasn’t good enough. In some ways, I missed those highs and lows now that my life was the same every single day. At least back then I was feeling something.

‘They will need to bring their absolute best today,’ said Carlos, showily slipping a sequinned jacket off his shoulders to reveal a black velvet bodysuit tucked into skin-tight black leggings. Stacked Cuban heels competed the look. He’d been world champion several times in his heyday – my mum had once shown me footage of him burning up the dance floor with his Argentine tango – and I bet he still had it in him to blow most professional dancers out of the water.

‘Are you casting for something specific today?’ I asked, genuinely interested.

‘We are looking for our leading lady,’ said Carlos, his expression darkening. ‘And it is proving more difficult than I thought to find her.’

‘How come?’ I asked, surprised.

London was teeming with brilliant dancers – how difficult could it be to find the perfect person for the role when you had a reputation like Carlos? Surely everyone wanted the lead in his new show, which I’d read in The Stage was going to be called Slow Burn and had a sultry, Latin theme, and some dancer from the Italian equivalent of Strictly in the lead male role.

‘Not one dancer we’ve seen so far has had enough chemistry with our leading man,’ said Carlos, whistling through his teeth. ‘None of them are right. I need this pairing to look so hot for each other on stage that they leave the audience breathless and begging for more. So far, not one single dancer has had the intensity required to pull off the spectacular Argentine tango I want them to perform at the end of the show.’

‘Well, hopefully the dancer you’re looking for will be here today,’ I said, reassuringly. It would be a particularly good coup for the studio if he found his lead here – maybe then he’d consider James Jive Dance Studio for every difficult part he needed to fill.

‘Shall I get them to line up outside the studio? If they queue to the right, they shouldn’t block the entrance to the Waitrose Local. We want to avoid complaints if we can,’ I said, ignoring Emily’s withering look.

Upsetting the locals was not advisable in a town as small as this. James Jive was an integral part of the community, and the businesses on the high street supported each other whenever we could. Personally, I wanted to keep it that way, and I wasn’t sure having fifty girls blocking the pavement was going to ingratiate us with the majority of residents. On the other hand, I imagined some of them might love it – it would be the most excitement Castlebury had seen in months.

‘Yes, fine,’ said Emily, snippily, tossing her perfect, expensive-looking hair over her shoulder. ‘I really shouldn’t be doing the door myself, but the girl who was supposed to be here missed her train and there wasn’t another one for thirty minutes! I told her not to bother.’

‘Right,’ I said.

‘I don’t suppose you’d fancy…?’ said Emily, eyeing me hopefully.

‘I’m afraid I’ve got some paperwork to do,’ I said, apologetically.

It was true, there was always some admin to fill my time with, but really I just didn’t want to give Emily the satisfaction of being able to boss me around all day.



At five minutes to two, we were ready to open the doors. Emily was clip-boarded up and looking formidable, which, for reasons I didn’t quite understand, the people on the door always seemed to be at auditions. Did they purposely choose the most intimidating members of the team to work front of house, ticking off names so ferociously that the dancers who weren’t robust or confident enough would crumble under the pressure and could be weeded out before they’d even begun?

The rest of the casting team had arrived a few minutes ago – two producers and Carlos’s assistant choreographer, who, along with Carlos himself, would make up the judging panel. I’d set them up behind the trestle table we used for internal exams, and had made sure they had jugs of water, glasses and little bowls of healthy snacks pilfered from the bar.

After getting the nod from Emily, I let the dancers file in. Pangs of envy curled in my belly, taking me by surprise. I missed dancing – there, I’d said it – properly dancing; dancing like my life depended on it. Sure, I got to teach now, so I was still moving my body, coming up with steps, and, of course, when I had the studio to myself, I let loose and danced to my heart’s content.

But it wasn’t the same.

It wasn’t like dancing with a partner, and it didn’t come with any of the buzz you got from performing for an audience. There wasn’t the tension of competition, of pushing your skills to the absolute limit. There was no waiting for scores to come in, or being crowned world champion – the best in the world at something.

I’d been nineteen the last time I’d experienced that feeling, and I was thirty-two now. Where had the years gone, and what exactly had I done with them?

Out of nowhere, lately, I’d had a relentless ache inside me; a nagging feeling that something was missing. Ultimately, it had been my decision to help Mum and Dad with the studio while they travelled the world; to live at home and be the dutiful daughter I’d always been. I’d understood when my mum said she wanted the best for me, a more settled life, not the unpredictable life of a dancer, not knowing where my next pay cheque was coming from. She’d thought I wasn’t suited to a life of uncertainty, she’d wanted me to be happy, and I was, for a while. But suddenly I couldn’t shake the feeling there might be more to life than teaching wedding dances to nice people in a not very exciting town.

Contrary to Emily’s predictions, there was quite a queue, and I watched the women file in, their toned bodies exquisite, clattering across the floor of the reception area on a wave of chatter and excitement. The bar wasn’t big enough to accommodate more than about fifteen dancers at any one time, so I’d subtly suggested to Emily that she let them enter in groups – when one set of fifteen went in to perform, the next group could be ticked off and waiting in the bar for their turn. My organizational skills had always been second-to-none, which was probably how I’d found myself being manager here in the first place. My former dancer of a mother, a three-time South African Latin world champion, no less, knew I could be trusted to keep on top of things, and I’d never given them any reason to think otherwise.

After helping Carlos’s assistant choreographer with the stereo system – a slight tech issue had ensued, but I’d soon sorted it out – the auditions began in earnest. I took my place at the reception desk, using the handily located porthole window to keep an eye on what was happening in the studio, while pretending to be heavily engaged in my ‘paperwork’. Carlos’s assistant was teaching a set of exquisite steps that I couldn’t help mapping out with my feet as I watched – the Argentine tango had always been my favourite.

For one brief moment, I let my mind wander back to a moment in the deliciously decadent Hotel Paris. It had been midnight, or thereabouts. A male dancer with slim hips, dark, intense eyes and the most beautifully sculpted cheekbones I’d ever seen had led me onto the makeshift dance floor in the hotel bar. I let myself remember how his hips had moved against mine, the way our legs had effortlessly kicked and flicked between each other’s as we did a set of the fastest boleos known to man.

It had felt like we’d danced together a million times before, and yet it was our first and only time.

I’d thought of him often over the years, and desperately wished I could stop. I knew I’d romanticized it all in my mind, so much so that nothing had ever quite lived up to that night. Or to him. And the idea that one single night, thirteen years ago, was going to be the best thing that had ever happened to me was too awful to contemplate.



As ever, the auditions ran over – by two and a half hours! They’d only hired the studio until six, but it was eight-thirty before we knew it and the last group of dancers had only just left the building. Emily was looking even more annoyed than she had been when she’d first arrived – if that was even possible – and Carlos and his team were huddled together, no doubt deciding who they wanted to call back for a second audition.

I stifled a yawn as I put the dishwasher on in the bar and swept the floor in the reception area. I was half-tempted to leave the rest of the clearing up until morning, but I knew I’d regret it when I arrived at 8am to get ready for a day of lessons. Fridays were always busy now that people could work from home – it made it easier for them to slope away from their desks for a sneaky dance lesson. Then there was the kids contemporary class at four, street dance at five and beginners waltz at six-thirty.

Carlos thanked me on his way out, calling me by the wrong name, which I tried not to be insulted by.

‘Thank you, Lena, darling. It is a shame your studio is not in London; I would use it again if it was not so difficult to get to.’

I nodded, grateful for the backhanded compliment and resisting the urge to remind him that the studio was only about five miles outside of south London. And did he know how much the council charged to rent a space in central London? Mum would have loved to have had a studio there. She’d never quite taken to suburban life either, having spent her childhood in bustling Cape Town. As my dad had constantly reminded us, Castlebury might not be the most vibrant place on earth, but at least we weren’t going bankrupt.

I thought about the day as I finished tidying the studio, running dirty plates and glasses back and forth to the bar, putting the tables and chairs away and emptying the bins, which seemed to be overflowing with protein bar wrappers and empty cans of Coke Zero. It was taking longer than I’d hoped, so I put some Argentine tango music on.

Every so often I stopped to replicate the steps I’d seen Carlos and his assistant teach the auditionees earlier. Having spent most of the last six hours surreptitiously watching the dancers perform the routine, I had pretty much memorized the whole thing. I’d even had the sense that I could do that, too. In fact, with only one or two exceptions, I knew for sure I could do it better.

They’d all picked up the steps easily enough – they were professional dancers, after all, and these things came naturally as long as you kept practising and attending classes and castings. But the Argentine tango was special, and they hadn’t been dancing it with their soul, the way I knew it needed to be danced.

I turned the music up, performing the steps as though it had been me in front of a panel. I had a vivid imagination and could picture myself there, letting the music course through my blood, moving effortlessly to the beat, bringing alive the story of the tango, the passion I imagined my character was feeling as she tried to lure the object of her affection into bed using just music and dance. I got so into it that, when the music stopped and I looked up, I was almost surprised to see the studio mirror in front of me, rather than the line of judges I’d imagined were watching, enraptured.

I ran over to turn off the sound system. That had been fun, but I had to remember who I was now: Lira James, studio manager, not Lira James, world champion in Argentine tango.

My whole body jerked in shock when I heard a slow clap coming from the reception area. I turned around, dreading what – or rather, who – I was going to see there.

I must have forgotten to lock the door. Had someone let themselves in? I was usually so careful – being alone in a studio at night wasn’t the safest, even if the crime rate in Castlebury was practically non-existent. But when my eyes locked onto the gaze of the man standing in the doorway, an unreadable expression on his face, I felt the air leave my lungs.

It was okay. I wasn’t about to be murdered; it was just Carlos Torres.

I cleared my throat, embarrassed that he’d caught me dancing the steps meant for the girls he’d auditioned earlier, not for me, just some woman who ran the studio he’d hired. He probably thought I had no business performing his steps, even if it was just for myself; that they weren’t mine to execute.

‘Again,’ he said.

I swallowed hard, assuming I’d misheard him. ‘Sorry?’

‘Dance those steps again,’ he repeated.

I shook my head, mortified. ‘I was just messing around. I’m not sure I’d even be able to repeat what I just did.’

‘Try,’ he said, strutting arrogantly into the studio.

He unfolded one of the chairs I’d just put away and took a seat in the corner of the studio.

‘I would like to see you dance those steps again. Please.’

I’d never been so confused in my life, but also had never been less able to articulate the thoughts flying around inside my head. Why had he come back here? Why did he want me to dance the steps again? What possible good could come of any of this? It was an understatement to say I was rusty when it came to performing – I could remember the steps, sure, but I was nowhere near as good as I’d been when I was competing, especially under the pressure I suddenly felt consumed by. It would be embarrassing to show him what I could – or more likely couldn’t – do.

‘Did you forget something?’ I asked, moving slowly to the stereo, wondering what was even happening here. Could I really dance in front of Carlos Torres again, like I had in the Junior World Championships all those years ago? Would he even remember me if I reminded him who I was? I must look so different now – more curves, the odd wrinkle on my face, my hair relaxed straight instead of worn in the bouncy curls I’d sported back then.

‘Yes, I believe I left my phone in the bathroom. And now I am glad that I did,’ said Carlos, brushing imaginary dirt off his impossibly tight trousers.

‘Glad why?’ I asked, still baffled. Did he want me to go and get it from the bathroom? I hadn’t got around to tidying that part of the studio yet.

‘Because unless my eyes have deceived me, you are the best dancer I have seen all day.’

I scoffed. ‘You saw fifty people. And they were all amazing.’

And yet even as I said it, I knew I wasn’t being entirely truthful. The Argentine tango was my speciality. In my prime, nobody had been able to capture the spirit of the dance as well as I had. Maybe I did have something the other girls didn’t.

‘You really want to see it again?’ I said, my finger hovering over the play button.

‘Yes,’ said Carlos. ‘Quickly, please.’

I started the music and took my place on the dance floor, ready to begin.



Afterwards, Carlos didn’t say a word. He went to find his phone and then he came back to collect his bag. I busied myself tidying, assuming I’d disappointed him. He probably wished he’d never asked to see me perform, because now he’d have to let me know I wasn’t up to scratch. Mind you, I didn’t think Carlos struggled with giving negative feedback – his brutal delivery was well known in the business. So why was he holding back now?

As he walked towards the exit, he stopped, looking at me over his shoulder.

‘This studio – James Jive is the name of it?’

I nodded. ‘It’s a family business.’

There was a moment of recognition on Carlos’s face. ‘You are Amahle James’s daughter.’

‘I am. Mum and Dad own this place.’

‘You used to compete, yes?’

I nodded, reminding myself to be proud of my achievements, even if they were a long time ago. ‘Junior world Latin champion. Twice.’

Carlos looked confused, as though he was struggling to understand why somebody with as much talent as I must have possessed to win those titles was now teaching tango to pensioners in a small market town.

‘Come to Pineapple Studios on Monday, two o’clock. I want to see you dance with our leading man,’ said Carlos.

I swallowed hard. ‘What?’

He couldn’t be serious. If Carlos was choreographing the show, it was going to be an almost guaranteed success. There was no way he’d want a non-pro dancer anywhere near it.

‘We are struggling to find him a partner. I think you could be what we’re looking for.’

‘But I haven’t…’

My voice faltered. I wanted to tell him I hadn’t danced professionally for years; that no leading man was going to want to try out with someone like me. My reputation might have been impressive once, but that was when I was a teenager. It counted for nothing now. I’d probably arrive at the studio only to have him point-blank refuse to dance with me, and I wouldn’t blame him.

But by the time I formulated the words of protestation in my head and put them into a coherent sentence, Carlos had left, as silently as he’d arrived.

I sank to the floor in shock as I tried to process what had just happened. He really wanted me? He really thought I was good enough?

The more negative part of my brain soon kicked in, questioning whether I could face opening myself up to this kind of life all over again. The dedication it required, the competitiveness, the rejection. It meant having to tell my parents that this was what I wanted after all, even after all this time, because what would that mean for them and the business I’d helped them build?

But even though my head was saying no, that it was too late, that I was an excellent studio manager, that I couldn’t up and leave just because I fancied being a dancer again, I felt a thrill deep inside of me that I hadn’t experienced for a very long time.

I was probably worrying for nothing, anyway – I wouldn’t get the part. How could I, when my audition skills were rusty at best?

Yet my heart was singing to an entirely different tune: I still had it. I still had it. I still had it.






CHAPTER TWO Gabriele
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As morning light filtered through my eyelids, I slowly became aware that somebody was lying under the duvet next to me. This was not unusual in itself – I was a single man, of course I had women in my bed on occasion, and it was never difficult to find someone who wanted to spend time with me. What was unusual was that she was still here in the morning. Usually, I made some excuse about having to get up early so that she’d leave and I could sleep in peace. I must have crashed out before I could insist upon it.

My eyes eased themselves open and I glanced, bleary-eyed, at the clock on my bedside table. It was 7.30am. Jesus.

I threw back the covers; I had to get up. I had already missed my gym slot: 6am was when I worked out longest and hardest, and with the show opening in just three weeks, it was more important than ever that I be in the best shape of my life. After that I had some errands to run, my mother to call and I had to be at Pineapple Studios for midday for a meeting with Carlos, followed by yet more auditions. No, I definitely did not have time to be languishing in bed as late as this.

On the pillow next to me, Jasmine’s dark hair fanned out as she stirred. At least I thought her name was Jasmine – we hadn’t actually talked much the previous night.

I reached over and ran my fingers along her arm, tugging at her hand. She moaned as her eyes opened.

‘Ciao,’ I whispered.

‘Hey,’ she said, sleepily.

I rolled over so that my naked body hovered above hers. She was here now, looking sexy as hell. What difference would another ten minutes make?

‘This is a very pleasant way to be woken up,’ she said, pulling me on top of her.

If we were quick enough, I could be at the gym by 8.30.



Several hours later, I tried to look enthusiastic as Carlos ran through the names of the girls I would be paired with that afternoon, but I could not help thinking this casting session was going to go just as badly as all the others. Maybe I was the problem? Maybe it was not that the female dancers could not connect with me, but that I could not connect with them?

Not a single one of the routines I had performed as part of this audition process had felt special enough, which was strange, because all the dancers were professionals – exceptionally talented and capable ones at that. They were perfect, just not perfect for what Carlos and I had in mind. I would be headlining a show on the West End stage for the very first time and I wanted it to be unforgettable; to have the audience flying to their feet, screaming for more. Was that too much to ask? Was I setting my standards too high?

I recognized most of the names from years of competing, and some I had even been paired with before.

‘Daniella Thompson?’ I said, shaking my head. ‘I have told you that is not going to work.’

Carlos put on his best soothing tone. I had never known a man who could go from terrifying to charming so quickly; to be screaming instructions at dancers who were not performing his steps properly one minute, to getting exactly what he needed from you the next.

‘She might be our best option, Gabriele. You have said no to absolutely everyone we have put in front of you. We have given you world champions, West End stars, Italian, British, American – you name it, you have danced with them all.’

‘But you agree with me, right?’ I said to him. ‘Not one of these girls has blown us away. Come on, admit it, we are in trouble here. And it sounds like you think we are going to have to compromise.’

Carlos sighed. ‘I am still hoping not. But Daniella you know very well. You were partners once, you know what makes each other tick, what your weaknesses are.’

‘I do not have any weaknesses,’ I said. Carlos raised his eyebrows at me. ‘Not on the dance floor, anyway,’ I added.

Off of it there were many, but that was another story.

Dancing with Daniella again would be fine, even if it was a complicated situation that I did not particularly want to get myself into again. But in my opinion, fine wasn’t going to be enough to sell out every seat of every night of our West End run, followed by a European tour.

‘And who is this?’ I said, poking my finger at the last name on the list. ‘Lira James? I have never even heard of her.’

Carlos cleared his throat. ‘That is an interesting question…’ he said enigmatically. ‘I want you to trust me on this one. I’m not going to tell you too much because I know what you are going to say. Just dance with her. And then I’ll tell you how she ended up on my list.’

I sighed. ‘Fine, but she had better be worth whatever it is you’re hiding.’

I knew I was being difficult, but getting it right was important, and we were already running way behind on rehearsal time. We needed to find a leading lady and fast, otherwise the entire thing was going to be a disaster, with my name attached to it. If it went wrong, I doubted I would be cast as the lead in a show as big as this ever again.



While Carlos taught the steps to the ten girls in another room, I stood alone in front of the mirror that covered the entire front wall of the studio. I went over and over the routine Carlos and I had created, checking every movement, the placement of every hand, of each foot. I had a photographic memory for dance steps – somebody only needed to show me once and they were locked in, which had always served me well for auditions. And it meant I could focus on connection and performance rather than remembering where I was supposed to be putting my feet.

After I had run through the routine several times, Carlos’s assistant, Emily, rushed into the room and turned on the music, ramping it up loud.

‘Sound check,’ she explained. ‘We’re nearly ready to start.’

I took a few glugs of water and towelled myself down. I would try not to be negative – perhaps the perfect dance partner was in the next room, waiting to audition. Maybe one of them was going to surprise me.

‘How are they looking?’ I asked Emily.

‘Not bad. One or two standouts.’

There was this mysterious woman on the bottom of the list that I didn’t hold out much hope for, but at least I knew that everyone else was talented and established. If the chemistry was there as well, we could hopefully make it work, but the problem was, it never seemed to be, not to my standards.

Evocative Argentine tango music pumped through the studio and I used the hairband on my wrist to tie my shoulder-length curls back into a pony tail, getting them off my face, preparing to begin.

This could be the moment the dance partner of my dreams entered the room, and rehearsals for Slow Burn could really get started.

Carlos swept in with his clipboard, scraping back a chair and taking a place at the table. Three men in shirts and smart trousers followed suit: the show’s producer, director and tour manager.

‘Okay, Gabriele, we begin,’ said Carlos, picking up his pen, preparing to make notes. ‘Be nice, si?’

‘I am always nice,’ I growled at Carlos, keeping my voice low.

Although I knew that was not strictly true.

I stalked into the middle of the dance floor, checking myself out in the mirror one more time. I looked good, and I was going to dance good, too. Whoever was about to come through those doors was about to be flung around the dance floor like they never had before.

The doors opened and in walked the first girl – I remembered her from a show in Italy and already knew that she was not the one, but I smiled at her anyway and pretended I was excited to dance with her again after so long. I was not, but I knew how to fake enthusiasm. Turning on the charm when needed was like second nature to me. Actually feeling it? That was another matter.



The ninth girl through the door was Daniella. I knew she was not right for the job either, but given my lack of enthusiasm for the other eight girls I had danced with over the last hour or so, she might very well have to be. The thing was, our relationship was complicated – we had been dance partners then lovers, we had not spoken for years, and now we were kind of friends. Our relationship was all over the place. Plus, I had the feeling she wanted more from me than I would ever be able to give her. She was hot, I had to admit that – a tall, willowy blonde with a great work ethic and a dirty sense of humour. But we did not connect on a deeper level, and I knew our relationship would never progress outside of the bedroom. In some ways that was ideal – who wanted the inconvenience of actually having feelings for someone?! And she was a great dancer – but she did not rock my world. And unless somebody rocked my world, there was always this emotional distance that I could not get past, great sex or no great sex.

Daniella strutted into the studio, as full of sass and confidence as ever.

‘Long time no see,’ she purred, strutting over to join me on the dance floor.

I nodded a greeting, my eyes sweeping over her body – she was wearing black leggings, a cropped black top and heeled Latin shoes. Her blonde hair was hanging loose down to her shoulder blades, and she had pulled it back off her face at the front with a cute little clip.

As we prepared to start the routine, she whispered in my ear.

‘You’re looking well, Gabriele.’

I ignored her comment, instead placing my hand on the small of her back, a gesture that was familiar to me after years of dancing together, and more. We should be focusing on the routine and only the routine.

‘Fancy a drink at mine after?’ she asked, keeping her voice low enough that Carlos and the rest of the team could not hear.

‘Let us just dance,’ I replied tersely as Emily restarted the track.

‘Five, six, seven, eight!’ yelled Carlos.

I began to move, my body complying perfectly with what my mind was telling it to do, letting the infectious music transport me to a hot, humid basement bar in Buenos Aires, the sort of place I had been to many times before. Daniella was good. It might even be the best I had seen her dance. And perhaps it would not be so bad if she got a place on the tour – she was talented, and fun. It could definitely be worse. But was the team of men in suits – Carlos excluded, obviously – sitting behind that table really telling me that this was the best we could do? Did they not want a sell-out show every night, with standing ovations and five-star reviews? Because I could guarantee that we were not going to get any of those things with Daniella as the female lead.

Afterwards, she exchanged a few words with Carlos and gave him her availability for the next couple of weeks, which he wrote down – without catching my eye, I noticed. He was no doubt thinking the same thing I was, but perhaps was a little more resigned to the fact that it was looking likely she would be cast. As she left the studio and opened the door, she blew me a kiss.

‘Come round whenever you’re ready. You know where I am,’ she purred.

Shaking my head dismissively, because I had more pressing things on my mind, I turned back to Carlos for some reassurance that this was all going to be fine; that if Daniella was the one, we were going to make it work, somehow. Annoyingly, though, he seemed distracted and was not looking at me at all, his attention instead drawn to a point over my shoulder.

‘Lira. Thank you for coming to meet with us,’ said Carlos, waving somebody in to the studio.

This must be the tenth dancer on the list – I wondered if she was a friend of a friend Carlos had agreed to see as a favour. She could not be that amazing if I had never heard of her, could she?

‘Gabriele, meet Lira James,’ said Carlos.

I sighed. I was pretty exhausted after a day of castings and, quite frankly, all I wanted to do was leave. Still, I could not be rude to this Lira James. It would only upset Carlos.

I swung around to greet the newcomer, but when we locked eyes she stopped dead in her tracks.

Meanwhile, I felt like every ounce of blood I possessed had left my body, so much so that I half expected to look down and see a murky puddle of it on the sprung wooden floor beneath.

I did not even try to speak, I knew it would be impossible.

It was her. Of all people! Lira, Carlos had said she was called, yet I had known her only as Li.

She had never told me her full name, nor her last. I would never have been able to find her, even if I had wanted to, and yet here she was, standing in front of me looking… utterly beautiful. Even more spectacular than she had that night in Paris all those years ago – thirteen years, to be precise.

My eyes were immediately drawn to the tantalizing strip of chestnut brown skin visible between the hem of her top and the waistband of her leggings, just one of the parts of her body I had run my hands over that night. I remembered marvelling at how soft and smooth she had felt before proceeding to peel off her dress so that I could feel even more of her.

I shook my head, dislodging the image from my mind, trying to stop my face burning up right in front of her. Sure, she might look gorgeous with that deliciously curvy body and those dark eyes you could lose yourself in if you were not careful, but getting too close to Lira James, as she was apparently called, was highly inadvisable. It would only end badly, as I knew all too well, and once this audition was over, I could avoid her again, for the rest of my life, preferably, and all would be well.

Except, I remembered how brilliantly she danced; of course I had never forgotten that. And I already knew that, given why we were here – her audition, our dance – she was about to become one very big problem for me.






CHAPTER THREE Lira
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Fuck, fuck, fuck! It was like my brain was too overwhelmed to keep up with what my eyes were seeing, to register exactly who was standing in front of me. There had been a blissful few seconds during which I appreciated this man for nothing more than aesthetics – tall, muscular, shimmering olive skin, long hair pulled back into a sleek, cheekbone-accentuating style that turned his face into the most perfect heart shape.

And then realization had kicked in with a thud. G.

We’d known nothing about each other that night, other than how good it had felt to be together. This was the man who had swept me off my feet – literally – and into the bedroom. I’d only been nineteen, and let’s just say that the limited amount of sex I’d had up until that point had been nothing compared to what would happen in his room that night. But the thing was, by then I’d accepted the reality of what was expected of me, by my parents, my family, everyone – that my flight in the early hours of the morning would signify the end of my dancing career as I knew it and the beginning of a new chapter of my life.

I’d known I’d never see G again, had been utterly convinced, and yet here he was standing in front of me all these years later, oozing star quality and good looks and donning the same self-assured expression I remembered from before, a sort of “Look, everyone, look at me, look how perfect I am!” The miniscule amount of confidence I’d managed to drum up for the audition had drained out of me the instant I registered who the leading man was.

How was I supposed to give the dance performance of my life when it felt like I had to remind myself even to breathe?

‘Lira James, meet Gabriele Riccitelli. You are ready to dance?’ said Carlos, tapping his pen impatiently on his clipboard, probably wondering why I was standing motionless on the dance floor like a startled rabbit, and no doubt instantly regretting bringing me in.

None of this would have happened if he’d given me more information about the show I was auditioning for; if I’d thought to ask. If I’d known it was G – or Gabriele, as it turned out was his name – I could have prepared myself. But okay, I was here now, and it wasn’t the best way for us to meet again, with several pairs of eyes watching our every move, but it was still the moment I’d dreamed of for so long, wasn’t it? I smiled at him, knowing that any second now he’d smile back and all the anxiety would melt away and we could dance. And then we could talk afterwards, couldn’t we? I’d wait for him in the foyer and we could go for a coffee or something. Catch up. Because this was amazing if you thought about it – what were the odds? It was the one audition I’d done in thirteen years and I was going to be in the arms of the man I’d loved dancing with more than anyone else in my entire life.

I took a couple of steps towards him, expecting his gaze to soften, assuming that he would hold out his hand, pull me into him and whisper something in my ear about what a surprise this was, how he couldn’t believe I was here in front of him after all these years. Except he didn’t do any of these things and was staring at me blankly, his eyes darker and colder than I’d remembered. What if he didn’t recognize me at all and was wondering how this woman he’d never seen on the British dance scene had managed to crowbar her way into the audition of the year? Had our night together, which I’d replayed over and over in my mind, meant nothing more to him than another notch on his bedpost?

‘Start the music,’ Gabriele barked at Emily, his Italian accent much less romantic-sounding than it had been in Paris.

He slunk over to the middle of the dance floor, jerkily holding out his hand for me to join him and still refusing to look me in the eye. Was he really going to make me dance with him in front of all these people without saying a single word? I took a deep breath, calming myself. If he was going to act like an arse, let him. If he wanted to pretend I didn’t exist, and that I didn’t deserve a place on the dance floor next to him, I would show him that I did.

Come on, Lira! I told myself. Remember why you are here. This is your big chance.

If I wanted to impress Carlos Torres and the team of producers I presumed were flanking him on both sides, I was going to need to stop remembering the night I’d spent in bed with Gabriele Riccitelli with immediate effect and focus on the task at hand.

Glancing down at my outfit – black leggings, black leg-warmers, a red crop top, my favourite peach satin Latin shoes – I wondered if I’d done enough. Should I have worn something brighter, something more revealing, like the girls I was competing against, who had at least seventy-five percent of their honed bodies on show? And Gabriele’s girlfriend – or at least I presumed that’s who she was, the way she’d sauntered out, casually blowing a kiss at him and reminding him to come to hers later – was no exception.

I gave myself a talking-to in my head: I am a talented dancer, even if I haven’t been pushing myself to my full potential lately. I deserve to be at this audition – Carlos Torres wouldn’t have asked me otherwise. I’m going to absolutely nail this. If I repeated these mantras to myself enough times, maybe I’d start to believe them.

I was aware of every movement of my body as I held my head high and stepped across the wooden floor to join Gabriele. Adrenaline rushed through me when I reached out to put my hand inside his and he yanked me close to him, ready to begin the dance. I was wrestling with my own brain, refusing to let it drag me back to the last time Gabriele had held me like this. This was different. This was an audition, in front of one of the leading Latin choreographers in the world. The memories I’d retained of being in Paris with him had no place here. And I’d danced with male partners before, hundreds of them over the years, some I’d had crushes on, some I’d even been intimate with, and it had never felt anything like this, so why was my body responding this way now? This was a professional environment, this was about a job, my career.

I was not going to let him ruin it for me.

I dared to look up at him, challenging him to look back. He must have read my mind because he finally dipped his eyes to meet mine, but it was like there was no emotion behind them; none of the softness there’d been as I stroked his hair all those years ago and he’d fallen asleep in my arms, satiated and happy. I wrenched the thought from my mind and focused on what I was about to do.

The opening bars of the music rang out across the studio and I tried my best to focus. What was the first step again?! It was like everything I’d just learned in the studio next door had disappeared into thin air, and the other girls already had an advantage over me because they had all been taught the routine last week at my studio, whereas I had pretty much taught myself. My only hope was that muscle memory would kick in and somehow my limbs would move in the right order without me having to tell them.

If I didn’t pull it together, this whole thing was going to be a disaster.

The Argentine tango was supposed to be sultry and sexy. This thunderous energy between us might have worked if we were dancing a paso doble – we could have channelled our anger into it, even if we did have to look like we wanted to tear each other’s clothes off at the same time – but the tango was different. We were going to have to pretend to be deeply attracted to each other.

Fake it, Lira, I told myself. Do it, now! Gabriele might well have thought the same thing, because suddenly he was making eye contact with me again, though he looked more like he wanted to kill me than seduce me.

Right now, all I could do was harness the energy that had come from seeing G again. I plastered a – fake! – sexy smile on my lips and forced myself to remember the bloody steps, which, thankfully, seemed to be coming effortlessly now, despite how thrown I’d been walking into the studio.

As we glided around the room, as he flicked his legs between mine then lifted me onto his shoulder as though I was as light as air, as I kicked my leg up high and then he spun me around on the spot, as he lowered me to the ground, pulling me close to him for a sweeping back bend, I forgot all the awkwardness that had come before and let the music take over. I connected with him where I could, smiled at him, and he smiled back. Gone was the dull coldness I’d seen in his eyes just moments ago; now they glittered as his slim hips pressed against me in that oh-so-sexy way I remembered from before.

I tried to drag myself back to the present, to what really mattered in the moment: the here and now, the feel of his hand in mine, our strong arms extending to the beat, the palm of my hand flat against his beautiful chest. The steps came naturally, allowing me to concentrate on the feel of the dance rather than what came next, but try as I might, it was like we’d somehow slipped right back to that night in Paris, dancing like we’d never been apart.

Afterwards, we were breathless and sweating. I dropped his hand and looked to the panel to see whether or not they’d approved. They all looked a bit shocked, and I didn’t know whether that was a good or a bad thing. Out of the corner of my eye, I was aware of the rise and fall of Gabriele’s chest in his tight, white vest. He’d given his all to that dance, too. He was that kind of dancer and so was I – someone who threw everything they had into the ring, every single time. But was it enough?

Carlos cleared his throat and looked up from scribbling away on his clipboard.

‘Lira, thank you for coming in. I enjoyed your performance very much.’

My stomach flipped. I remembered now how horrific auditions were – it wasn’t a pleasant experience, was it, waiting for somebody to tell you if the absolute best of yourself, the heart and soul you’d just given to that routine, had been enough. Or if you’d managed to accrue yet another failure to add to the long list you already had. And I had to expect to fail this time, surely – I wasn’t anywhere near at the top of my game. And yet I’d danced well, I knew I had. And I couldn’t help but dream about what it might feel like to land the job and start a new chapter of my life when I’d thought that particular book was closed forever.

‘We have a big decision to make,’ said Carlos. ‘And I think it’s fair to say that you’ve given us all something to think about, Lira James.’
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