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Anastasia Mikhelson is the rising star of the New York City Ballet. She’s sacrificed creature
comforts, a social life, as well as her own physical well-being for perfection in dance. Even her
reputation as The Ice Queen doesn’t faze her. Though Ana’s at the peak of her career,
competition from a new and noteworthy dancer puts all she’s worked for in jeopardy.While
Natalie Frederico has shown herself to be a prodigy when it comes to ballet, she much prefers
modern dance and living on her own terms. Life is too short for anything else. However, when the
opportunity to dance with the New York City Ballet is thrust upon her, it’s not like she could say
no. Dealing with the company’s uptight lead is another story, however. When the two are forced
to work side-by-side, sparks begin to fly onstage and off.

From the Back Cover"Whether the chef in your house is five or 105, this book will prove to be an
inspiration for enjoying time in the kitchen--even if yours is limited--as well as for making
nutritious, delicious, wheat-free, gluten-free concoctions!"--Danna Korn, founder of R.O.C.K.
(Raising Our Celiac Kids) and author of Kids with Celiac Disease"Provides a perfect opportunity
to learn to cook gluten-free and eat well with recipes that break the age barrier."--Diane Eve
Paley, President, and Mary Schluckebier, Executive Director, Celiac Sprue Association/USA,
Inc.If your child has been diagnosed with celiac disease, you know how important it is to avoid
serving foods with wheat, rye, or barley gluten. But most kids are notoriously finicky eaters. How
do you keep out the bad stuff while still ensuring your child gets the necessary nutrients? The
Wheat-Free, Gluten-Free Cookbook for Kids and Busy Adults is the answer to your
dilemma.Written by celiac-disease authority Connie Sarros, this wheat- and gluten-free
cookbook addresses the needs of kids with celiac disease and the often busy adults who
prepare their meals. The recipes run the gamut from simple treats to hearty meals. In plain, kid-
friendly language, the author leads youngsters step-by-step through the process of creating safe
treats and meals for themselves.This wheat-free, gluten-free cookbook also
includes:Explanations and definitions of terms and ingredientsHelpful hints for meal
planningNutritional breakdowns for each recipeSimple dishes kids can prepare for
themselvesThis important cookbook helps children build a strong foundation for a future of living
and eating wheat- and gluten-free.About the AuthorConnie Sarros has been preparing wheat-
free, gluten-free recipes for eleven years, since her father was diagnosed with celiac disease. A
popular speaker, she is well-known in celiac circles, lecturing regularly at celiac conferences and
health-food stores, and has earned the nickname of "The Gluten-Free Guru." Her work has been
featured in the Cleveland Plain Dealer and Cooking Light magazine. She lives in Cuyahoga
Falls, Ohio.
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social life, as well as her own physical well-being for perfection in dance. Even her reputation as
The Ice Queen doesn’t faze her. Though Ana’s at the peak of her career, competition from a new
and noteworthy dancer puts all she’s worked for in jeopardy.While Natalie Frederico has shown
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one of the most popular novelists of the genre, writing hit after hit of funny, relatable, and very
sexy stories for women who love women.”—Afterellen.comWaiting in the Wings“This was an
engaging book with believable characters and story development. It’s always a pleasure to read
a book set in a world like theater/film that gets it right…a thoroughly enjoyable read.”—Lez
Books“This is Brayden’s first novel, but we wouldn’t notice if she hadn’t told us. The book is well
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events were perfectly plausible, but the collection and the threading of all the stories, main and
sub plots, were just fantastic. I completely and wholeheartedly recommend this book. So
touching, so heartwarming and all-out beautiful.”—Rainbow Book ReviewsKiss the Girl“There



are romances and there are romances...Melissa Brayden can be relied on to write consistently
very sweet, pure romances and delivers again with her newest book Kiss the Girl…There are
scenes suffused with the sweetest love, some with great sadness or even anger—a whole
gamut of emotions that take readers on a gentle roller coaster with a consistent upbeat tone.
And at the heart of this book is a hymn to true friendship and human decency.”—C-Spot
ReviewsJust Three Words“A beautiful and downright hilarious tale about two very relatable
women looking for love.”—Sharing Is Caring Book ReviewsThe Soho Loft Series“The trilogy was
enjoyable and definitely worth a read if you’re looking for solid romance or interconnected stories
about a group of friends.”—The LesbraryFirst PositionBrought to you byeBooks from Bold
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is an infringement on the copyright of this work.Please respect the rights of the author and do
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Book is published byBold Strokes Books, Inc.P.O. Box 249Valley Falls, New York 12185First
Edition: August 2016This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the
product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.This book, or
parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission.CreditsEditors: Lynda
Sandoval and Stacia SeamanProduction Design: Stacia SeamanCover Design by Jeaning
HenningBy the AuthorWaiting in the WingsHeart BlockHow Sweet It IsFirst PositionSoho Loft
Romances:Kiss the GirlJust Three WordsReady or NotAcknowledgmentsWhat a journey this
has been! Every book holds a place in my heart for different reasons. First Position will forever
be a labor of love that happened in the midst of some trying circumstances including two
hospital stays (don’t worry, I’m fully recovered) and my thesis year of grad school (don’t worry, I
graduated) and the loss of a beloved pet. As a result, I think I bonded with these particular
characters in a very unique way, and saying good-bye is hard.Thank you, Lynda Sandoval, for
remaining on board for the wild ride that this book was and as always steering me in the right
direction when I second-guess myself or veer off course. You’ve gone above and beyond for me,
and I recognize how lucky I am to have such a fantastic editor.Len Barot and Sandy Lowe
continue to make me happy that I’m published by Bold Strokes Books. I feel supported and
encouraged and am happy you’re my home. The countless people who work with them to make
Bold Strokes run never cease to amaze me. Thank you!My friends are amazing! Thank you to
Nikki, Georgia, and Rachel for existing. You make my world brighter.Alan should receive some
sort of medal for the work he did keeping the world at bay for me in the course of this year, which
allowed me to rebound, regroup, and feel like me again. My rock, as always!My mother, father,
sisters, nieces, nephew, and brother-in-law are all worthy of a big acknowledgement for their
presence, kind words, and rock-star level of support. You proved yourselves big-time this year!To
my readers, I’d like to take a moment and tell you how much our friendship on the page means to
me. Thank you for reading and for your kindness. I received messages, cards, snacks, and even
a few “get well” stuffed animals, which made me fight that much harder to get back to this book. I



hope you enjoy it.For Bailey Jeremiah, who did lots of dancing of his own on those four
paws.Chapter OneAnastasia Mikhelson had come to hate orange plastic chairs.Yet here she sat
in one. Again.Alone in the hallway, studying the texture of the beveled wall, her heart thudded
faster than was probably good for her, but that made sense given the nature of the afternoon.
That fast and repetitive beat served as the only sound in the empty hallway, adding an ominous
quality to the already nerve-wracking event.Ana had been counting the days, and more recently,
the hours until this meeting with Bill, and in less than twenty minutes, the whole thing would be
over, and the fate of her career no longer a mystery. She took a slow breath in an attempt to
settle her nerves, because the outcome of this conversation meant everything. She glanced
down the lonely hallway in one direction and then the other before finally returning her gaze to
the big brown door that marked the entry point to Bill Bradshaw’s office. She blinked twice, gave
her head a firm shake, and smiled brightly as the door opened. Nope, no nervous dancer out
here. Just a very grateful employee. That’s me.“Ana? Come in,” Bill said. He’d been the Ballet
Master in Chief of the New York City Ballet for going on twenty-six years now, and Ana’s boss for
all of nine. He was tall, lean, and handsome for a man of sixty-one. A shock of white hair topping
chiseled features made for a number of notable paintings of him around Manhattan and beyond.
Bill Bradshaw was a legend in the dance world and most everyone respected him.“Thanks, Bill. I
hope your afternoon has been an easy one.” He pulled her into a one-arm embrace as she
passed, and planted a kiss on her temple—his standard greeting—and followed her into his
office.“Not too bad. Not too bad at all. Busy, though.” His afternoon would have consisted of one-
on-one meetings with each dancer in the company, of which there were close to ninety, for their
annual evaluations. In meetings like these, dancers were promoted, counseled on progress, or
worse, told their contracts would not be renewed for the following season. For Ana, this meeting
was her chance for a promotion from soloist to principal dancer, the highest rank in the company.
She’d been a soloist for five years now, killing herself and pushing her body past its limits to
make the leap to principal, and then sitting in that orange chair at the end of each season hoping
against hope.She’d been passed over each time.Maybe Bill believed she hadn’t been ready in
the past. Or that she hadn’t put in enough time. Whatever it was, she was prepared to leave the
heartbreak behind her. This upcoming season was hers, and Ana was prepared to tell Bill so
herself if it came to it. She was determined not to let anything get in her way. She’d sacrificed too
much.“How’s your father?” Bill asked. “I haven’t heard from Klaus in a good six months.”“He’s
doing great,” she told him. “Still Papa. He’s the guest choreographer at Miami this season. It’s
going so well, they might want him back for next season, too. Though I doubt he’ll accept. He’s
had a lot of offers.”“Oh yes. I remember hearing that. Lucky bastards to have snagged
him.”“Agreed,” Ana said, settling into her seat in anticipation for what the meeting would bring.
She was, however, familiar with the obligatory small talk about her father before any major
conversation about her own career. Klaus Mikhelson had achieved fame as a world-renowned
Russian ballet dancer before immigrating to the United States in the late seventies and doing the
same thing here. As one would imagine, he received tons of attention. Thereby, Ana had been



compared to her father her entire life. The fact that she’d not seen the same success had been…
hard. On both of them.“Well, tell that old fellow I said hello and that I owe him a drink,” Bill said,
sitting.“Will do.” Ana smiled good-naturedly and wondered about that moment. Would she also
be informing her father of her promotion? Or rather, trying to explain to him that she was once
again passed over for principal?Ana glanced around Bill’s neatly organized workspace and
waited as he settled in for the meeting. She caught sight of a folder open on his desk, her own
headshot visible on top of the stack of papers inside. “So, you’ve been with the company for nine
years now,” he said, and glanced up at her.“That’s right.” She kept her voice even, professional.
“And I want to thank you for the opportunities that have been afforded me, Bill. I feel I’ve grown
immensely as a dancer since coming here as an apprentice.”“Six injuries in that time,” he said,
looking up from his notes. “How’s your ankle doing? Any pain?”“Stronger than ever.” And it was.
Two surgeries and months of physical therapy had her back at work and pushing past the pain of
what had been a crushing injury two years prior—not that injuries were anything new.He nodded
and bowed his head again. “Glad to hear that. I have to tell you, Ana, that Roger and the other
choreographers all feel that you really came into your own last fall in Orpheus. That was a good
part for you. A step forward in your dancing.”“I’m thrilled you thought so. I loved the work we did
on that ballet but, Bill, I’m ready for more. I put two years in as a member of the corps, and six as
a soloist. That’s not even counting my apprenticeship.”“And you feel this is the year you want to
emerge as a principal dancer in the company? Is that it?”He looked skeptical, but she couldn’t
let that deter her.This was the moment she’d waited for. She sat forward in her seat and met his
gaze head-on. “I do. No one can match my technique, and my commitment is unwavering.”“I
don’t know that technique is enough, Ana. You have to want it from here,” he said, a hand to his
gut. “Dancing can’t just be precision. It has to come with an element of fire. Do you understand?
Passion.”“I have it. Dancing is my oxygen, Bill, and I will leave every part of me on that stage. You
know that. I’m the first soloist in the door each morning and the last one out after a performance.
I’ve worked my whole life for this opportunity, and if you give it to me, you won’t be sorry. I’ll work
day and night for you.”He reclined in his chair and regarded her as she organized her second-
tier argument. “Okay,” he said simply.Wait.What did that mean?“Okay?” Her hands went instantly
numb, and a warm shiver moved up her spine. Was this the moment she’d been waiting for since
she was six years old and watching The Nutcracker from the third gallery at Lincoln Center?
Was she actually a principal dancer with the New York City Ballet?“That’s what I said. It’s your
year, Ana. I have a feeling.” He leaned across the desk as if he had very important words to
impart. “But you can’t let up. Do you hear me?”“I won’t.”“The second you do, it’s over. The
competition these days is like none other I’ve seen. The ability and technique is unrivaled,
thereby your commitment has to be that much more to stay ahead.” She nodded, knowing how
true his words were. The competition among company members was, in fact, ferocious. And
while most of the dancers were friends just as much as they were rivals, Ana kept to herself,
never taking her eye off the goal: to be the best. “You’re one of the most gifted dancers I’ve ever
worked with, but you know what your dancing lacks, Ana?”“Tell me.”“A heartbeat. I need you to



breathe life into your performance. You’re all technique. Gorgeous technique, I’ll give you that,
but it’s sterile. Clinical. If dancing is your oxygen, I need to see that on onstage. Put that passion
into your movement. It doesn’t matter how beautiful your extensions are if you don’t move your
audience. Do you understand?”“I can do that. Thank you, Bill.” It was the automatic answer, as it
was the same note she’d received throughout most of her career. The words stung acutely, but
she’d find a way to improve, because it was too important not to.When she arrived back at her
apartment two hours later after a barre workout, she wanted nothing more than to celebrate—
maybe indulge in a rare glass of bubbly for the momentous occasion. She’d purchased a bottle
just in case. It had been undoubtedly the most important day of her life thus far, and she should
take a moment to commemorate it. As she moved to the refrigerator, she stopped cold at the
handwritten note she’d placed there as a daily reminder.Better is always possible. Good is not
enough.She took her hand off the door handle and discarded the idea of a celebration, running
her fingers across the words. She needed to stay in tip-top shape for the opening of the season,
and champagne was not on her approved foods list.Still smiling to herself over the events of the
afternoon, she took the time instead to roll out her muscles from her morning dance class before
sitting with her phone in her hand, ready to place the call she’d waited years to place.“Hello, my
darling,” her father said upon answering. His Russian accent had grown thinner but was still
recognizable. “How did it go? What happened?”Ana felt as if her heart would burst from her
chest. At just the question, she had tears in her eyes. “Well, Bill had many complimentary things
to say.” She swallowed the emotion in an attempt to give nothing away. Buildup was always
better, wasn’t it? “He said to tell you that you owe him a drink, by the way.”“If he comes to Miami,
we do the drink. Now, did he give you promotion or are you stuck for another year?”She paused,
drawing out the moment. Before saying the words, she closed her eyes, vowing to let them wash
over her. “I’m now a principal dancer with City Ballet, Papa.” She took a breath and
waited.“Anastasia!” he said. “At last. This is fantastic.”“Thank you.” The tears rolled freely down
her cheeks now, but they were happy tears, so she let them fall.“Did you ask him why he waits so
long?”She opened her mouth to answer and then closed it again, not sure how to handle his
deviation from the main idea. This was the best news of her life and she wanted to celebrate, not
dwell on why it hadn’t happened sooner. “Of course not. I was too happy with the news. I’ve
waited for this for a long time, plugging away.”“Better late than never! I am proud of you, Kotik.”
The term of endearment, meaning “kitten,” dated back to when Ana was five years old and lost
her mother in a car accident. Her father had become her custodial parent from that point on. He
wasn’t an overly affectionate father, but he’d been there for her. “Casting for the fall season is
happening soon, yes?”“This week. There’s a new work of Roger’s that I’m dying to dance. It’s the
season opener. Contemporary and edgy. This would be something different for me.”“For your
career, what is best? What’s going to advance you the most amount?” The ever-present
question seemed to surface whenever they spoke. How could she get ahead and how fast could
she do it? Little else mattered to him, which placed a lot on her shoulders.“I think it would be
beneficial, yes.”“Then you must earn the lead, my darling. No less than lead.”“I will, Papa. I’ll



speak to you soon.”They said their good-byes and Ana clicked off, her emotions twisted the way
they often were when she spoke to her father. Just once, she wanted to luxuriate in a victory
rather than focusing on her next battle. He’d been happy for her news, but only briefly, because
he already had his sights set on her next goal.But then again, so did she.Suddenly, a cluster of
voices echoed in the hallway, made up of singing and cheering and words of congratulations. As
the building was comprised of many of the dancers from the company, it was common for them
to congregate in the hallways, even more so on a day that would bring about big changes in the
company. They’d discuss who’d been promoted, who’d been let go, and which students from the
School of American Ballet would be coming on as apprentices in the new season. She smiled,
happy for their success, and moved closer to her door to listen to the chatter. Part of her wanted
to join the group in their happiness, share her own news, and celebrate with her colleagues.
Maybe they’d go out that night to the bar across the street, or stay in and gather in someone’s
apartment. She smiled at the thought and what that must be like. Actual friends. And while it
would be seemingly easy to walk into that hallway and join them, something held her back. She
stared at the Post-it across the room and remembered.Better is always possible. Good is not
enough.The best thing she could do for herself right now was stay focused. As much as she
might want to push it all aside for a good time, the season would be cast soon, and she couldn’t
let anything distract from her objective.Chapter Two“What’s the house look like?” Natalie
Frederico asked as she raced through the stage door, shrugging from her size-too-big green
cargo jacket and glancing at the wall clock as she passed. She had never been good at call
times, which meant she now had exactly twenty-two minutes to get herself in costume and
makeup for the ten p.m. curtain. Not a big deal. She’d make it.“We’re at capacity,” said her stage
manager, Eddie, following her down the narrow, dimly lit hallway to her makeshift dressing room,
formerly a storage closet. Her life was anything but glamorous.“Sold out for the fourth straight
week, then. Why the hell are we being tossed out of here again?” she asked, still pissed that they
were forced to close the show so unexpectedly. “We play to standing room only six nights a
week and Terrance is evicting us? This space has been our home for the past two years, and
then we’re just tossed?”“Maybe because you only charge ten dollars a ticket in a garage space
that only seats a hundred and fifty? He’s a businessman, Nat,” Eddie explained as he followed
her. His glasses leaned off-kilter on his nose again, and Natalie took a minute to straighten them,
ruffling his curly hair for good measure.“He’s a fucking capitalist,” she said. “Money doesn’t make
the world go ’round, Ed. Assholes like Terrance need to figure that out.” She took a seat in the
fold-up chair she’d set in front of a mirror. Voilà, instant dressing room.Eddie held up a finger as
she applied eyeliner just under her lower lid. “Right. Except that it does. I mean,
objectively.”“Yeah, well.” She couldn’t exactly argue further, as money was the reason the owner
was giving her and her cast the boot. Wheels, the show she’d conceived of, choreographed,
nurtured, and now danced in alongside eight of her closest friends, was playing its final
performance that night. The devised dance piece had not only received fabulous write-ups in all
the Los Angeles trades and dailies, but had a nightly waiting list of die-hards intent on getting



tickets to the generally sold-out show. For some of them, it was their tenth or fifteenth time
seeing the piece. And why wouldn’t it be? Wheels was easily the most kick-ass production
Natalie had ever been a part of, incorporating video projections, modern dance, classical ballet,
and even a couple of skateboards (not ridden by her). They were a hit with the downtown crowd
and lauded by the uptown. A win-win and she couldn’t have been more proud of the work.Yet it
had all come crashing down due to lack of cash.She shook her head in frustration. Sure, she
could have upped ticket prices, but it went against what she believed in. Art for art’s sake
mattered more than a big box office take. She danced for herself and not some guy with a
checkbook bigger than his face.“For what it’s worth, I’m gonna miss working on the show with
you,” Ed said to her in the mirror, his cheeks pink with emotion. Before she could stop herself,
she turned and pulled her friend into a tight embrace because she’d miss him, too, the little nerd.
The project had been a labor of love, and that was exactly what she felt for the show and
everyone involved. A tight ball of emotion rose in her throat, because tonight was the end of
something very special.She turned back to the mirror, reining in the sentimentality. “We’ll do
another show. We’ll get started next week. Find a new space.”Eddie hesitated. “This one is going
to have to be my last, Natalie. The rest of the guys are out, too.”She stared at him, nonplussed.
“Wait. What do you mean?”“We had a talk last night.”“Without me?” She straightened and faced
him, aware of the now seventeen minutes she had until curtain. “Why would you make that kind
of decision? This is what we do and we’re good at it. Everyone?”He nodded. “We all feel it’s time
to move on. We made the decision as a group.”“Minus one,” Natalie supplied. She reached for
her pointe shoes. She wouldn’t need them until the second half of the show when she shifted
from modern to ballet, but they needed to make it to the stage with her.“I’m sorry we didn’t tell
you. But we knew you’d talk us into staying on. Your passion for the work is contagious, but I
can’t make my rent,” Ed told her in defeat. “You can’t either.”“So?” The bravado helped her push
past the reality of that statement. “We’ll figure it out.”“Sadly, I don’t want to figure it out,” Ed told
her. “Everything is crumbling around us and all you care about is the next show, the next gig, the
art of it all. As romantic as that sounds, I’m not twenty years old anymore, Nat. I need to figure
out my life.”She closed her eyes against the statement. She’d heard it before. From her mother.
Her father. Her friends. And now here it was from members of her own dance company.“What
does Morgan say?” Eddie asked, pulling her back from her thoughts.At the mention of her
girlfriend, Natalie smiled. “She thinks what we do is awesome and supports me one hundred
percent.”“Yeah, well, she’d say that if you’d announced you were taking a gaggle of prairie dogs
on a field trip to Mars. She’s not just your girlfriend, she’s your number one groupie.”Natalie lifted
a defensive shoulder. “So she’s supportive. Big deal.”“Exponentially so. To a fault, and you know
it.”“Is this a tough-love talk? Because it’s starting to feel like one.” She’d known Eddie for years.
He’d come to her first solo show and had become an instant fan, attending every performance
she’d given for weeks. In the end, he’d asked to contribute in any way he could and had turned
into the best stage manager she’d ever worked with. They’d become friends along the way.He
met her eyes, seeming to give up on the argument. “I love you. You know that, but maybe it’s time



for a little stability in all of our lives.”She nodded, though sadness tugged. “I better get ready.
Twelve minutes till go time. See ya out there.”Once she was alone, Natalie studied herself in the
mirror. Her medium-length brown hair, now streaked every other strand with blond highlights,
was pulled up on the sides and fell freely in the back. Her makeup was appropriately dramatic for
the show, and the overdrawn green eye shadow matched the shade of her own eyes nicely. She
blinked back at herself, willing her head to get in the game in the midst of the bomb Eddie had
just dropped. “Focus, Frederico. You have a last show to dance.”But the weight of Eddie’s words
hung over her like an all-knowing rain cloud, and she blew out a melancholy breath. She was
twenty-seven years old, and in her ten years as a dancer, she’d learned one key lesson: art
trumped commerce. It was the reason she’d stepped away from a promising career that had her
on the fast track to becoming a world-class ballerina. She cringed at the word even now. She’d
had the agent, scholarships from all the top schools, and the scouts at her feet after winning a
national ballet competition at thirteen. The newspapers had named her the most promising
young ballet dancer in the western half of the country. After that, she’d given professional ballet a
whirl, but the structure and the extreme focus on technique had her unable to express herself in
the way she wanted to. Correction, needed to. To Natalie, dancing was her fix, but dancing her
own way was a far more potent drug.Things had been rough lately. She could admit that.Putting
together quarters to come up with her next meal had grown tiresome. As good as the write-ups
had been on Wheels, it was getting harder and harder to stay one step ahead financially. She
loved dancing, but the scramble to keep her head above water was taking an intense toll. With
Terrance evicting them, and the company scattering, Natalie would be starting from the ground
up with a new show and a new crop of dancers. That would take time.And time didn’t come with
a paycheck.Hell, couldn’t anything ever be easy?“Places, everyone,” she heard Eddie call from
down the hall. She gave her head a little shake and moved to the small stage, taking her place
and waiting there in the dark as the music rose and pulsed around her, the techno beat vivid and
all encompassing. Once the light hit, Natalie was off. The choreography was slow at first, by
design, but the tempo picked up and the projected images behind her were timed to the beat.
Robotic lighting followed her every move. As the show played on, she danced with a fire behind
her fueled by desperation at her present set of circumstances. Feeling like her back was against
the wall, she put it all on that stage. The music moved through her, ushering her steps, wild and
carefree, but angular and accurate at the same time. Fifty-two minutes later, she took her final
bow alongside her friends, absorbing the thunderous applause for the last time. By the end of
the performance, she’d made a decision.This was the end of the road.It had to be.And that just
about killed her.*The afterparty at Mustang Mike’s was in full swing when Natalie arrived. The
bar had turned into the go-to spot for cast and audience members alike to gather after each
show and kick back until the wee hours of the morning. Prior to arriving, she’d taken an extra few
minutes in her dressing room to pack up her things and say a mental good-bye to a show she’d
grown to love. With a lump in her throat and a box under her arm, she’d taken a last long look at
the place before switching off the lights for good.The end of an era, she thought to herself.



Sharp. Razor edged. Painful.But she shook off the blistering sting because it was time to
celebrate what they’d accomplished, and it just so happened Natalie was very good at
celebrating—as in A-plus caliber.When she appeared in the doorway of the bar, the patrons
broke into applause and whistles, which progressed to hoots and hollers that lasted well past
when they should have. God, it felt good. She took a minute to let it settle over her before making
her way around the jam-packed room, hugging her friends and thanking them for a job well
done. She also graciously accepted the compliments from audience members who’d enjoyed
the show and stopped her to say so.“Ms. Frederico, would you sign my program?”“Natalie—can I
call you Natalie? That was a kick-ass show. I loved the skateboards. Was that your idea?”“You
were awesome tonight, Ms. Frederico. I’ve never seen anyone dance like that. My friends were
right when they told me to get tickets.”She smiled, nodded, signed, and answered any and all
questions. Interacting with people who saw value in her vision was one of the perks of the job
that never got old.And then at the end of the bar, she was met with the apologetic faces of her
fellow dancers, their eyes downcast and their expressions guilt-ridden. When she came to Misty,
who’d been with her in the early days before there even was a full-fledged company, she
paused.“Good show tonight,” Natalie told her.“Thanks. So we heard Eddie talked to you,” Misty
said, taking her hand.Natalie nodded and gave Misty’s hand a squeeze. “It sucks, but I get it. All
good things have to come to end eventually, right?”Misty nodded, and Angelo, another dancer,
joined the conversation. “So you don’t hate us?”Natalie shook her head. “You know that’s not my
style.”“You’re an inspiring leader, Natalie. Maybe one day we can all come back together again,”
Misty offered. “Restored and better than ever.”“I hope so,” Natalie said, though she knew the
chances were slim to none. In a way it felt like graduation day, where they all headed off into the
boring world and got suit-and-tie jobs that would put food on the table and kill the adventure
forever. “What will you do in the meantime?”“Work for my dad’s insurance firm,” Misty said with a
grimace. “Maybe find a way to teach a dance class at night. What about you?”It was the million-
dollar question. What exactly would she do? The thought was interrupted when two arms
snaked their way around her middle. She turned to see Morgan’s dark eyes dancing back at her.
She wore a black dress that hugged her curves and left little to the imagination.“You were
amazing tonight. And hot. Beyond hot.” Natalie moved into her girlfriend’s embrace but was
intercepted with an open-mouthed kiss that woke her libido in a big way. Perhaps there’d be a
little one-on-one time with Morgan later. For now, however, there was a larger goal. Drink a lot,
party a lot, and forget the future that loomed in front of her, large and imposing.She pulled back
from the kiss. “Let me talk to these people, then we can kick back with everyone.”“I’m not going
anywhere.”In one quick move, Natalie was up on top of the bar and facing the room. She held up
her hands, which brought the rumble of voices to a gentle hush just as someone killed the
volume on the music. She looked down at all the expectant faces, friends, supporters, and
colleagues. The sight tightened her throat with emotion. “So this is the end of something
important, I guess. Wheels was one of those shows that you’ll always remember, and dancing
with you guys,” she said, directing her focus to her fellow dancers, “was an honor I won’t likely



match. I think tonight has to be a celebration of the work, and I for one, am ready to honor it with
large amounts of alcohol. Who’s with me?”The bar erupted in cheers and the music blared as
she jumped down in time to have her first cocktail of the night placed in her hands. She downed
the Crown and Diet and joined her friends on a makeshift dance floor in the middle of the bar.
The night turned into one Natalie wouldn’t soon forget. They danced, they talked, they hugged,
they drank. Just after four a.m. she stumbled into her studio apartment with Morgan’s mouth on
her neck.If it all had to end, at least she went out with a bang.Tomorrow was the start of
something new. She just wasn’t sure what.*Someone was knocking on the door. The rat-tat-tat
had yanked Natalie unceremoniously from her slumber, and she wasn’t thrilled. Damn it. She
glanced around the room with one eye scrunched. The sunbeams from the skylight ripped
across her face and prompted her to glance at the readout on her clock. Just past one in the
afternoon.Rat-tat-tat-tat.“Hold on a sec,” she mumbled, getting up in search of her robe. Pulling it
tightly across her naked body, she made her way to the door, acutely aware of the screaming
muscles she’d earned from last night’s performance.Rat-tat-tat.“Oh my God, I’m going to have to
kill you,” she said loudly and flung open the door. Standing there on her doormat was a suit. One
with a man inside. Which was the best way she could think to describe the visual. There was
definite tweed. And the suit had a hat in his hand. “What’s up?” she asked him. “What can I do for
you?”He stared at her, as if trying to determine her species. “Natalie Frederico?” He glanced up
at the number above the door. “Do I have the right…”“I’m Natalie. And you are?”“Roger Eklund.
Pleased to meet you.”She turned her head to the side and took a moment to roll the familiar
name around in her foggy-from-sleep brain. “As in the dancer?”“I’m a choreographer now, and
was hoping we could talk. I saw your show last night. Can I come in?”“Um…” Natalie glanced
behind her at the disheveled apartment that probably mirrored her own appearance. No wonder
he hadn’t recognized her. Behind her, a variety of dance shoes and costume pieces littered the
floor, and her bed stood unmade from the night before. Morgan must have headed into work at
the coffee shop without Natalie hearing her leave. But this was an interesting turn of events, and
her curiosity was piqued. Roger Eklund was the real deal, a well-known ballet dancer from the
eighties and now a resident choreographer at New York City Ballet, if she remembered correctly.
She’d seen recordings of his work and had always been impressed. She eyed him now, curious
as to what he’d want with her. “Can we maybe meet somewhere? There’s a café at the end of the
block. I could get changed first.”He didn’t hesitate. “Half an hour?”“I can do half an hour. See you
there.”Pulling her hair into a ponytail, Natalie selected a pair of boyfriend jeans and a black T-
shirt advertising the Ramones. Some mascara and lip gloss later and she was off to meet Roger
and figure out what the deal was. She found him in the corner booth of the sleepy little café that
smelled scrumptiously of waffles and bacon.“I ordered you some coffee,” he said as she slid into
her side of the booth. “I hope that’s okay.”“Thanks. It’s perfect.”“I didn’t know what you take in it,
but I’m sure they can bring whatever you like.”“I take it black,” she said, and eyed him. “So what’s
this all about?”“I saw your show last night.”“Right. You mentioned that.” She grinned until the
knowledge that the show was now closed hit and pulled the smile from her face. “You’re a guy



who knows his stuff. I’ve always admired your work. What did you think?”“I thought it was
indulgent and had too much going on.”Natalie took a moment and sipped her coffee, the
criticism rolling off her back. “Well, everyone’s entitled to their opinion. Yet despite those issues,
you’re still here this morning, meeting with me. So, what gives?” In the back of her mind, Natalie
couldn’t resist hoping he’d come to her because he was interested in investing in the show.
Maybe there was a chance to transfer to another venue, and if this guy had the funds to do it,
well, she was all ears.“We’ve met before,” Roger said. “Do you remember?”Natalie nodded. “I do,
but I’m surprised to hear you remember. It was back when I was enrolled at the School of
American Ballet, right? You taught a couple of master classes. Everyone was in awe.”He ignored
the compliment. “You were good back then. You stood out as a prodigy, a word I don’t often
use.”“You mean before I up and quit?” SAB had been a suffocating institution, and after just eight
months in New York, she’d dropped out and headed home to California, where she could relax
and be a human again. Dance the way she wanted to, sans all the rules.“Before you quit, yes. I
was in town earlier this week, doing some scouting when I saw your name on a flyer and
memory struck. I thought I’d drop in on the show.”“Just so you could look me up later and criticize
it?” But she said it with a smile, hoping he knew she was only ribbing him.“The show was
creative, but you were the standout yet again.”“Thanks. That’s nice of you to say, but we’re an
ensemble.”“The ensemble was shit. You were the only draw.”“Okay.” She drew the word out, not
knowing exactly where to go with the backhanded compliment. The waitress delivered a basket
of toast, which gave her a moment to gather her thoughts. “So you’re not here to talk about the
show, then.”“I’m not, no. I want you to come to New York.” He poured milk into his coffee as if
what he said were the most casual thing in the world.“I’ve already seen the sights, but thank
you.”“I’m talking about the New York City Ballet. I think you’d make an interesting addition to the
company.”Whoa. Okay, she took a moment with that one. “I gave up ballet years ago.”“No, you
didn’t,” he said matter-of-factly. “It was all over your show last night, just mixed in with a lot of
other unnecessary style and media. But quite frankly, that’s what has me interested. That style.
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dancing of his own on those four paws.For Bailey Jeremiah, who did lots of dancing of his own
on those four paws.Chapter OneAnastasia Mikhelson had come to hate orange plastic
chairs.Yet here she sat in one. Again.Alone in the hallway, studying the texture of the beveled
wall, her heart thudded faster than was probably good for her, but that made sense given the
nature of the afternoon. That fast and repetitive beat served as the only sound in the empty
hallway, adding an ominous quality to the already nerve-wracking event.Ana had been counting
the days, and more recently, the hours until this meeting with Bill, and in less than twenty
minutes, the whole thing would be over, and the fate of her career no longer a mystery. She took
a slow breath in an attempt to settle her nerves, because the outcome of this conversation
meant everything. She glanced down the lonely hallway in one direction and then the other
before finally returning her gaze to the big brown door that marked the entry point to Bill
Bradshaw’s office. She blinked twice, gave her head a firm shake, and smiled brightly as the
door opened. Nope, no nervous dancer out here. Just a very grateful employee. That’s me.“Ana?
Come in,” Bill said. He’d been the Ballet Master in Chief of the New York City Ballet for going on
twenty-six years now, and Ana’s boss for all of nine. He was tall, lean, and handsome for a man



of sixty-one. A shock of white hair topping chiseled features made for a number of notable
paintings of him around Manhattan and beyond. Bill Bradshaw was a legend in the dance world
and most everyone respected him.“Thanks, Bill. I hope your afternoon has been an easy one.”
He pulled her into a one-arm embrace as she passed, and planted a kiss on her temple—his
standard greeting—and followed her into his office.“Not too bad. Not too bad at all. Busy,
though.” His afternoon would have consisted of one-on-one meetings with each dancer in the
company, of which there were close to ninety, for their annual evaluations. In meetings like these,
dancers were promoted, counseled on progress, or worse, told their contracts would not be
renewed for the following season. For Ana, this meeting was her chance for a promotion from
soloist to principal dancer, the highest rank in the company. She’d been a soloist for five years
now, killing herself and pushing her body past its limits to make the leap to principal, and then
sitting in that orange chair at the end of each season hoping against hope.She’d been passed
over each time.Maybe Bill believed she hadn’t been ready in the past. Or that she hadn’t put in
enough time. Whatever it was, she was prepared to leave the heartbreak behind her. This
upcoming season was hers, and Ana was prepared to tell Bill so herself if it came to it. She was
determined not to let anything get in her way. She’d sacrificed too much.“How’s your father?” Bill
asked. “I haven’t heard from Klaus in a good six months.”“He’s doing great,” she told him. “Still
Papa. He’s the guest choreographer at Miami this season. It’s going so well, they might want him
back for next season, too. Though I doubt he’ll accept. He’s had a lot of offers.”“Oh yes. I
remember hearing that. Lucky bastards to have snagged him.”“Agreed,” Ana said, settling into
her seat in anticipation for what the meeting would bring. She was, however, familiar with the
obligatory small talk about her father before any major conversation about her own career. Klaus
Mikhelson had achieved fame as a world-renowned Russian ballet dancer before immigrating to
the United States in the late seventies and doing the same thing here. As one would imagine, he
received tons of attention. Thereby, Ana had been compared to her father her entire life. The fact
that she’d not seen the same success had been…hard. On both of them.“Well, tell that old fellow
I said hello and that I owe him a drink,” Bill said, sitting.“Will do.” Ana smiled good-naturedly and
wondered about that moment. Would she also be informing her father of her promotion? Or
rather, trying to explain to him that she was once again passed over for principal?Ana glanced
around Bill’s neatly organized workspace and waited as he settled in for the meeting. She caught
sight of a folder open on his desk, her own headshot visible on top of the stack of papers inside.
“So, you’ve been with the company for nine years now,” he said, and glanced up at her.“That’s
right.” She kept her voice even, professional. “And I want to thank you for the opportunities that
have been afforded me, Bill. I feel I’ve grown immensely as a dancer since coming here as an
apprentice.”“Six injuries in that time,” he said, looking up from his notes. “How’s your ankle
doing? Any pain?”“Stronger than ever.” And it was. Two surgeries and months of physical therapy
had her back at work and pushing past the pain of what had been a crushing injury two years
prior—not that injuries were anything new.He nodded and bowed his head again. “Glad to hear
that. I have to tell you, Ana, that Roger and the other choreographers all feel that you really came



into your own last fall in Orpheus. That was a good part for you. A step forward in your
dancing.”“I’m thrilled you thought so. I loved the work we did on that ballet but, Bill, I’m ready for
more. I put two years in as a member of the corps, and six as a soloist. That’s not even counting
my apprenticeship.”“And you feel this is the year you want to emerge as a principal dancer in the
company? Is that it?”He looked skeptical, but she couldn’t let that deter her.This was the
moment she’d waited for. She sat forward in her seat and met his gaze head-on. “I do. No one
can match my technique, and my commitment is unwavering.”“I don’t know that technique is
enough, Ana. You have to want it from here,” he said, a hand to his gut. “Dancing can’t just be
precision. It has to come with an element of fire. Do you understand? Passion.”“I have it. Dancing
is my oxygen, Bill, and I will leave every part of me on that stage. You know that. I’m the first
soloist in the door each morning and the last one out after a performance. I’ve worked my whole
life for this opportunity, and if you give it to me, you won’t be sorry. I’ll work day and night for
you.”He reclined in his chair and regarded her as she organized her second-tier argument.
“Okay,” he said simply.Wait.What did that mean?“Okay?” Her hands went instantly numb, and a
warm shiver moved up her spine. Was this the moment she’d been waiting for since she was six
years old and watching The Nutcracker from the third gallery at Lincoln Center? Was she
actually a principal dancer with the New York City Ballet?“That’s what I said. It’s your year, Ana. I
have a feeling.” He leaned across the desk as if he had very important words to impart. “But you
can’t let up. Do you hear me?”“I won’t.”“The second you do, it’s over. The competition these days
is like none other I’ve seen. The ability and technique is unrivaled, thereby your commitment has
to be that much more to stay ahead.” She nodded, knowing how true his words were. The
competition among company members was, in fact, ferocious. And while most of the dancers
were friends just as much as they were rivals, Ana kept to herself, never taking her eye off the
goal: to be the best. “You’re one of the most gifted dancers I’ve ever worked with, but you know
what your dancing lacks, Ana?”“Tell me.”“A heartbeat. I need you to breathe life into your
performance. You’re all technique. Gorgeous technique, I’ll give you that, but it’s sterile. Clinical. If
dancing is your oxygen, I need to see that on onstage. Put that passion into your movement. It
doesn’t matter how beautiful your extensions are if you don’t move your audience. Do you
understand?”“I can do that. Thank you, Bill.” It was the automatic answer, as it was the same
note she’d received throughout most of her career. The words stung acutely, but she’d find a way
to improve, because it was too important not to.When she arrived back at her apartment two
hours later after a barre workout, she wanted nothing more than to celebrate—maybe indulge in
a rare glass of bubbly for the momentous occasion. She’d purchased a bottle just in case. It had
been undoubtedly the most important day of her life thus far, and she should take a moment to
commemorate it. As she moved to the refrigerator, she stopped cold at the handwritten note
she’d placed there as a daily reminder.Better is always possible. Good is not enough.She took
her hand off the door handle and discarded the idea of a celebration, running her fingers across
the words. She needed to stay in tip-top shape for the opening of the season, and champagne
was not on her approved foods list.Still smiling to herself over the events of the afternoon, she



took the time instead to roll out her muscles from her morning dance class before sitting with her
phone in her hand, ready to place the call she’d waited years to place.“Hello, my darling,” her
father said upon answering. His Russian accent had grown thinner but was still recognizable.
“How did it go? What happened?”Ana felt as if her heart would burst from her chest. At just the
question, she had tears in her eyes. “Well, Bill had many complimentary things to say.” She
swallowed the emotion in an attempt to give nothing away. Buildup was always better, wasn’t it?
“He said to tell you that you owe him a drink, by the way.”“If he comes to Miami, we do the drink.
Now, did he give you promotion or are you stuck for another year?”She paused, drawing out the
moment. Before saying the words, she closed her eyes, vowing to let them wash over her. “I’m
now a principal dancer with City Ballet, Papa.” She took a breath and waited.“Anastasia!” he said.
“At last. This is fantastic.”“Thank you.” The tears rolled freely down her cheeks now, but they were
happy tears, so she let them fall.“Did you ask him why he waits so long?”She opened her mouth
to answer and then closed it again, not sure how to handle his deviation from the main idea. This
was the best news of her life and she wanted to celebrate, not dwell on why it hadn’t happened
sooner. “Of course not. I was too happy with the news. I’ve waited for this for a long time,
plugging away.”“Better late than never! I am proud of you, Kotik.” The term of endearment,
meaning “kitten,” dated back to when Ana was five years old and lost her mother in a car
accident. Her father had become her custodial parent from that point on. He wasn’t an overly
affectionate father, but he’d been there for her. “Casting for the fall season is happening soon,
yes?”“This week. There’s a new work of Roger’s that I’m dying to dance. It’s the season opener.
Contemporary and edgy. This would be something different for me.”“For your career, what is
best? What’s going to advance you the most amount?” The ever-present question seemed to
surface whenever they spoke. How could she get ahead and how fast could she do it? Little else
mattered to him, which placed a lot on her shoulders.“I think it would be beneficial, yes.”“Then
you must earn the lead, my darling. No less than lead.”“I will, Papa. I’ll speak to you soon.”They
said their good-byes and Ana clicked off, her emotions twisted the way they often were when
she spoke to her father. Just once, she wanted to luxuriate in a victory rather than focusing on
her next battle. He’d been happy for her news, but only briefly, because he already had his sights
set on her next goal.But then again, so did she.Suddenly, a cluster of voices echoed in the
hallway, made up of singing and cheering and words of congratulations. As the building was
comprised of many of the dancers from the company, it was common for them to congregate in
the hallways, even more so on a day that would bring about big changes in the company. They’d
discuss who’d been promoted, who’d been let go, and which students from the School of
American Ballet would be coming on as apprentices in the new season. She smiled, happy for
their success, and moved closer to her door to listen to the chatter. Part of her wanted to join the
group in their happiness, share her own news, and celebrate with her colleagues. Maybe they’d
go out that night to the bar across the street, or stay in and gather in someone’s apartment. She
smiled at the thought and what that must be like. Actual friends. And while it would be seemingly
easy to walk into that hallway and join them, something held her back. She stared at the Post-it



across the room and remembered.Better is always possible. Good is not enough.The best thing
she could do for herself right now was stay focused. As much as she might want to push it all
aside for a good time, the season would be cast soon, and she couldn’t let anything distract from
her objective.Chapter OneAnastasia Mikhelson had come to hate orange plastic chairs.Yet here
she sat in one. Again.Alone in the hallway, studying the texture of the beveled wall, her heart
thudded faster than was probably good for her, but that made sense given the nature of the
afternoon. That fast and repetitive beat served as the only sound in the empty hallway, adding an
ominous quality to the already nerve-wracking event.Ana had been counting the days, and more
recently, the hours until this meeting with Bill, and in less than twenty minutes, the whole thing
would be over, and the fate of her career no longer a mystery. She took a slow breath in an
attempt to settle her nerves, because the outcome of this conversation meant everything. She
glanced down the lonely hallway in one direction and then the other before finally returning her
gaze to the big brown door that marked the entry point to Bill Bradshaw’s office. She blinked
twice, gave her head a firm shake, and smiled brightly as the door opened. Nope, no nervous
dancer out here. Just a very grateful employee. That’s me.“Ana? Come in,” Bill said. He’d been
the Ballet Master in Chief of the New York City Ballet for going on twenty-six years now, and
Ana’s boss for all of nine. He was tall, lean, and handsome for a man of sixty-one. A shock of
white hair topping chiseled features made for a number of notable paintings of him around
Manhattan and beyond. Bill Bradshaw was a legend in the dance world and most everyone
respected him.“Thanks, Bill. I hope your afternoon has been an easy one.” He pulled her into a
one-arm embrace as she passed, and planted a kiss on her temple—his standard greeting—
and followed her into his office.“Not too bad. Not too bad at all. Busy, though.” His afternoon
would have consisted of one-on-one meetings with each dancer in the company, of which there
were close to ninety, for their annual evaluations. In meetings like these, dancers were promoted,
counseled on progress, or worse, told their contracts would not be renewed for the following
season. For Ana, this meeting was her chance for a promotion from soloist to principal dancer,
the highest rank in the company. She’d been a soloist for five years now, killing herself and
pushing her body past its limits to make the leap to principal, and then sitting in that orange chair
at the end of each season hoping against hope.She’d been passed over each time.Maybe Bill
believed she hadn’t been ready in the past. Or that she hadn’t put in enough time. Whatever it
was, she was prepared to leave the heartbreak behind her. This upcoming season was hers, and
Ana was prepared to tell Bill so herself if it came to it. She was determined not to let anything get
in her way. She’d sacrificed too much.“How’s your father?” Bill asked. “I haven’t heard from Klaus
in a good six months.”“He’s doing great,” she told him. “Still Papa. He’s the guest choreographer
at Miami this season. It’s going so well, they might want him back for next season, too. Though I
doubt he’ll accept. He’s had a lot of offers.”“Oh yes. I remember hearing that. Lucky bastards to
have snagged him.”“Agreed,” Ana said, settling into her seat in anticipation for what the meeting
would bring. She was, however, familiar with the obligatory small talk about her father before any
major conversation about her own career. Klaus Mikhelson had achieved fame as a world-



renowned Russian ballet dancer before immigrating to the United States in the late seventies
and doing the same thing here. As one would imagine, he received tons of attention. Thereby,
Ana had been compared to her father her entire life. The fact that she’d not seen the same
success had been…hard. On both of them.“Well, tell that old fellow I said hello and that I owe
him a drink,” Bill said, sitting.“Will do.” Ana smiled good-naturedly and wondered about that
moment. Would she also be informing her father of her promotion? Or rather, trying to explain to
him that she was once again passed over for principal?Ana glanced around Bill’s neatly
organized workspace and waited as he settled in for the meeting. She caught sight of a folder
open on his desk, her own headshot visible on top of the stack of papers inside. “So, you’ve
been with the company for nine years now,” he said, and glanced up at her.“That’s right.” She
kept her voice even, professional. “And I want to thank you for the opportunities that have been
afforded me, Bill. I feel I’ve grown immensely as a dancer since coming here as an
apprentice.”“Six injuries in that time,” he said, looking up from his notes. “How’s your ankle
doing? Any pain?”“Stronger than ever.” And it was. Two surgeries and months of physical therapy
had her back at work and pushing past the pain of what had been a crushing injury two years
prior—not that injuries were anything new.He nodded and bowed his head again. “Glad to hear
that. I have to tell you, Ana, that Roger and the other choreographers all feel that you really came
into your own last fall in Orpheus. That was a good part for you. A step forward in your
dancing.”“I’m thrilled you thought so. I loved the work we did on that ballet but, Bill, I’m ready for
more. I put two years in as a member of the corps, and six as a soloist. That’s not even counting
my apprenticeship.”“And you feel this is the year you want to emerge as a principal dancer in the
company? Is that it?”He looked skeptical, but she couldn’t let that deter her.This was the
moment she’d waited for. She sat forward in her seat and met his gaze head-on. “I do. No one
can match my technique, and my commitment is unwavering.”“I don’t know that technique is
enough, Ana. You have to want it from here,” he said, a hand to his gut. “Dancing can’t just be
precision. It has to come with an element of fire. Do you understand? Passion.”“I have it. Dancing
is my oxygen, Bill, and I will leave every part of me on that stage. You know that. I’m the first
soloist in the door each morning and the last one out after a performance. I’ve worked my whole
life for this opportunity, and if you give it to me, you won’t be sorry. I’ll work day and night for
you.”He reclined in his chair and regarded her as she organized her second-tier argument.
“Okay,” he said simply.Wait.What did that mean?“Okay?” Her hands went instantly numb, and a
warm shiver moved up her spine. Was this the moment she’d been waiting for since she was six
years old and watching The Nutcracker from the third gallery at Lincoln Center? Was she
actually a principal dancer with the New York City Ballet?“That’s what I said. It’s your year, Ana. I
have a feeling.” He leaned across the desk as if he had very important words to impart. “But you
can’t let up. Do you hear me?”“I won’t.”“The second you do, it’s over. The competition these days
is like none other I’ve seen. The ability and technique is unrivaled, thereby your commitment has
to be that much more to stay ahead.” She nodded, knowing how true his words were. The
competition among company members was, in fact, ferocious. And while most of the dancers



were friends just as much as they were rivals, Ana kept to herself, never taking her eye off the
goal: to be the best. “You’re one of the most gifted dancers I’ve ever worked with, but you know
what your dancing lacks, Ana?”“Tell me.”“A heartbeat. I need you to breathe life into your
performance. You’re all technique. Gorgeous technique, I’ll give you that, but it’s sterile. Clinical. If
dancing is your oxygen, I need to see that on onstage. Put that passion into your movement. It
doesn’t matter how beautiful your extensions are if you don’t move your audience. Do you
understand?”“I can do that. Thank you, Bill.” It was the automatic answer, as it was the same
note she’d received throughout most of her career. The words stung acutely, but she’d find a way
to improve, because it was too important not to.When she arrived back at her apartment two
hours later after a barre workout, she wanted nothing more than to celebrate—maybe indulge in
a rare glass of bubbly for the momentous occasion. She’d purchased a bottle just in case. It had
been undoubtedly the most important day of her life thus far, and she should take a moment to
commemorate it. As she moved to the refrigerator, she stopped cold at the handwritten note
she’d placed there as a daily reminder.Better is always possible. Good is not enough.She took
her hand off the door handle and discarded the idea of a celebration, running her fingers across
the words. She needed to stay in tip-top shape for the opening of the season, and champagne
was not on her approved foods list.Still smiling to herself over the events of the afternoon, she
took the time instead to roll out her muscles from her morning dance class before sitting with her
phone in her hand, ready to place the call she’d waited years to place.“Hello, my darling,” her
father said upon answering. His Russian accent had grown thinner but was still recognizable.
“How did it go? What happened?”Ana felt as if her heart would burst from her chest. At just the
question, she had tears in her eyes. “Well, Bill had many complimentary things to say.” She
swallowed the emotion in an attempt to give nothing away. Buildup was always better, wasn’t it?
“He said to tell you that you owe him a drink, by the way.”“If he comes to Miami, we do the drink.
Now, did he give you promotion or are you stuck for another year?”She paused, drawing out the
moment. Before saying the words, she closed her eyes, vowing to let them wash over her. “I’m
now a principal dancer with City Ballet, Papa.” She took a breath and waited.“Anastasia!” he said.
“At last. This is fantastic.”“Thank you.” The tears rolled freely down her cheeks now, but they were
happy tears, so she let them fall.“Did you ask him why he waits so long?”She opened her mouth
to answer and then closed it again, not sure how to handle his deviation from the main idea. This
was the best news of her life and she wanted to celebrate, not dwell on why it hadn’t happened
sooner. “Of course not. I was too happy with the news. I’ve waited for this for a long time,
plugging away.”“Better late than never! I am proud of you, Kotik.” The term of endearment,
meaning “kitten,” dated back to when Ana was five years old and lost her mother in a car
accident. Her father had become her custodial parent from that point on. He wasn’t an overly
affectionate father, but he’d been there for her. “Casting for the fall season is happening soon,
yes?”“This week. There’s a new work of Roger’s that I’m dying to dance. It’s the season opener.
Contemporary and edgy. This would be something different for me.”“For your career, what is
best? What’s going to advance you the most amount?” The ever-present question seemed to



surface whenever they spoke. How could she get ahead and how fast could she do it? Little else
mattered to him, which placed a lot on her shoulders.“I think it would be beneficial, yes.”“Then
you must earn the lead, my darling. No less than lead.”“I will, Papa. I’ll speak to you soon.”They
said their good-byes and Ana clicked off, her emotions twisted the way they often were when
she spoke to her father. Just once, she wanted to luxuriate in a victory rather than focusing on
her next battle. He’d been happy for her news, but only briefly, because he already had his sights
set on her next goal.But then again, so did she.Suddenly, a cluster of voices echoed in the
hallway, made up of singing and cheering and words of congratulations. As the building was
comprised of many of the dancers from the company, it was common for them to congregate in
the hallways, even more so on a day that would bring about big changes in the company. They’d
discuss who’d been promoted, who’d been let go, and which students from the School of
American Ballet would be coming on as apprentices in the new season. She smiled, happy for
their success, and moved closer to her door to listen to the chatter. Part of her wanted to join the
group in their happiness, share her own news, and celebrate with her colleagues. Maybe they’d
go out that night to the bar across the street, or stay in and gather in someone’s apartment. She
smiled at the thought and what that must be like. Actual friends. And while it would be seemingly
easy to walk into that hallway and join them, something held her back. She stared at the Post-it
across the room and remembered.Better is always possible. Good is not enough.The best thing
she could do for herself right now was stay focused. As much as she might want to push it all
aside for a good time, the season would be cast soon, and she couldn’t let anything distract from
her objective.Chapter Two“What’s the house look like?” Natalie Frederico asked as she raced
through the stage door, shrugging from her size-too-big green cargo jacket and glancing at the
wall clock as she passed. She had never been good at call times, which meant she now had
exactly twenty-two minutes to get herself in costume and makeup for the ten p.m. curtain. Not a
big deal. She’d make it.“We’re at capacity,” said her stage manager, Eddie, following her down
the narrow, dimly lit hallway to her makeshift dressing room, formerly a storage closet. Her life
was anything but glamorous.“Sold out for the fourth straight week, then. Why the hell are we
being tossed out of here again?” she asked, still pissed that they were forced to close the show
so unexpectedly. “We play to standing room only six nights a week and Terrance is evicting us?
This space has been our home for the past two years, and then we’re just tossed?”“Maybe
because you only charge ten dollars a ticket in a garage space that only seats a hundred and
fifty? He’s a businessman, Nat,” Eddie explained as he followed her. His glasses leaned off-kilter
on his nose again, and Natalie took a minute to straighten them, ruffling his curly hair for good
measure.“He’s a fucking capitalist,” she said. “Money doesn’t make the world go ’round, Ed.
Assholes like Terrance need to figure that out.” She took a seat in the fold-up chair she’d set in
front of a mirror. Voilà, instant dressing room.Eddie held up a finger as she applied eyeliner just
under her lower lid. “Right. Except that it does. I mean, objectively.”“Yeah, well.” She couldn’t
exactly argue further, as money was the reason the owner was giving her and her cast the boot.
Wheels, the show she’d conceived of, choreographed, nurtured, and now danced in alongside



eight of her closest friends, was playing its final performance that night. The devised dance
piece had not only received fabulous write-ups in all the Los Angeles trades and dailies, but had
a nightly waiting list of die-hards intent on getting tickets to the generally sold-out show. For
some of them, it was their tenth or fifteenth time seeing the piece. And why wouldn’t it be?
Wheels was easily the most kick-ass production Natalie had ever been a part of, incorporating
video projections, modern dance, classical ballet, and even a couple of skateboards (not ridden
by her). They were a hit with the downtown crowd and lauded by the uptown. A win-win and she
couldn’t have been more proud of the work.Yet it had all come crashing down due to lack of
cash.She shook her head in frustration. Sure, she could have upped ticket prices, but it went
against what she believed in. Art for art’s sake mattered more than a big box office take. She
danced for herself and not some guy with a checkbook bigger than his face.“For what it’s worth,
I’m gonna miss working on the show with you,” Ed said to her in the mirror, his cheeks pink with
emotion. Before she could stop herself, she turned and pulled her friend into a tight embrace
because she’d miss him, too, the little nerd. The project had been a labor of love, and that was
exactly what she felt for the show and everyone involved. A tight ball of emotion rose in her
throat, because tonight was the end of something very special.She turned back to the mirror,
reining in the sentimentality. “We’ll do another show. We’ll get started next week. Find a new
space.”Eddie hesitated. “This one is going to have to be my last, Natalie. The rest of the guys are
out, too.”She stared at him, nonplussed. “Wait. What do you mean?”“We had a talk last
night.”“Without me?” She straightened and faced him, aware of the now seventeen minutes she
had until curtain. “Why would you make that kind of decision? This is what we do and we’re good
at it. Everyone?”He nodded. “We all feel it’s time to move on. We made the decision as a
group.”“Minus one,” Natalie supplied. She reached for her pointe shoes. She wouldn’t need them
until the second half of the show when she shifted from modern to ballet, but they needed to
make it to the stage with her.“I’m sorry we didn’t tell you. But we knew you’d talk us into staying
on. Your passion for the work is contagious, but I can’t make my rent,” Ed told her in defeat. “You
can’t either.”“So?” The bravado helped her push past the reality of that statement. “We’ll figure it
out.”“Sadly, I don’t want to figure it out,” Ed told her. “Everything is crumbling around us and all
you care about is the next show, the next gig, the art of it all. As romantic as that sounds, I’m not
twenty years old anymore, Nat. I need to figure out my life.”She closed her eyes against the
statement. She’d heard it before. From her mother. Her father. Her friends. And now here it was
from members of her own dance company.“What does Morgan say?” Eddie asked, pulling her
back from her thoughts.At the mention of her girlfriend, Natalie smiled. “She thinks what we do is
awesome and supports me one hundred percent.”“Yeah, well, she’d say that if you’d announced
you were taking a gaggle of prairie dogs on a field trip to Mars. She’s not just your girlfriend,
she’s your number one groupie.”Natalie lifted a defensive shoulder. “So she’s supportive. Big
deal.”“Exponentially so. To a fault, and you know it.”“Is this a tough-love talk? Because it’s
starting to feel like one.” She’d known Eddie for years. He’d come to her first solo show and had
become an instant fan, attending every performance she’d given for weeks. In the end, he’d



asked to contribute in any way he could and had turned into the best stage manager she’d ever
worked with. They’d become friends along the way.He met her eyes, seeming to give up on the
argument. “I love you. You know that, but maybe it’s time for a little stability in all of our lives.”She
nodded, though sadness tugged. “I better get ready. Twelve minutes till go time. See ya out
there.”Once she was alone, Natalie studied herself in the mirror. Her medium-length brown hair,
now streaked every other strand with blond highlights, was pulled up on the sides and fell freely
in the back. Her makeup was appropriately dramatic for the show, and the overdrawn green eye
shadow matched the shade of her own eyes nicely. She blinked back at herself, willing her head
to get in the game in the midst of the bomb Eddie had just dropped. “Focus, Frederico. You have
a last show to dance.”But the weight of Eddie’s words hung over her like an all-knowing rain
cloud, and she blew out a melancholy breath. She was twenty-seven years old, and in her ten
years as a dancer, she’d learned one key lesson: art trumped commerce. It was the reason she’d
stepped away from a promising career that had her on the fast track to becoming a world-class
ballerina. She cringed at the word even now. She’d had the agent, scholarships from all the top
schools, and the scouts at her feet after winning a national ballet competition at thirteen. The
newspapers had named her the most promising young ballet dancer in the western half of the
country. After that, she’d given professional ballet a whirl, but the structure and the extreme
focus on technique had her unable to express herself in the way she wanted to. Correction,
needed to. To Natalie, dancing was her fix, but dancing her own way was a far more potent
drug.Things had been rough lately. She could admit that.Putting together quarters to come up
with her next meal had grown tiresome. As good as the write-ups had been on Wheels, it was
getting harder and harder to stay one step ahead financially. She loved dancing, but the
scramble to keep her head above water was taking an intense toll. With Terrance evicting them,
and the company scattering, Natalie would be starting from the ground up with a new show and
a new crop of dancers. That would take time.And time didn’t come with a paycheck.Hell, couldn’t
anything ever be easy?“Places, everyone,” she heard Eddie call from down the hall. She gave
her head a little shake and moved to the small stage, taking her place and waiting there in the
dark as the music rose and pulsed around her, the techno beat vivid and all encompassing.
Once the light hit, Natalie was off. The choreography was slow at first, by design, but the tempo
picked up and the projected images behind her were timed to the beat. Robotic lighting followed
her every move. As the show played on, she danced with a fire behind her fueled by desperation
at her present set of circumstances. Feeling like her back was against the wall, she put it all on
that stage. The music moved through her, ushering her steps, wild and carefree, but angular and
accurate at the same time. Fifty-two minutes later, she took her final bow alongside her friends,
absorbing the thunderous applause for the last time. By the end of the performance, she’d made
a decision.This was the end of the road.It had to be.And that just about killed her.*The afterparty
at Mustang Mike’s was in full swing when Natalie arrived. The bar had turned into the go-to spot
for cast and audience members alike to gather after each show and kick back until the wee
hours of the morning. Prior to arriving, she’d taken an extra few minutes in her dressing room to



pack up her things and say a mental good-bye to a show she’d grown to love. With a lump in her
throat and a box under her arm, she’d taken a last long look at the place before switching off the
lights for good.The end of an era, she thought to herself. Sharp. Razor edged. Painful.But she
shook off the blistering sting because it was time to celebrate what they’d accomplished, and it
just so happened Natalie was very good at celebrating—as in A-plus caliber.When she
appeared in the doorway of the bar, the patrons broke into applause and whistles, which
progressed to hoots and hollers that lasted well past when they should have. God, it felt good.
She took a minute to let it settle over her before making her way around the jam-packed room,
hugging her friends and thanking them for a job well done. She also graciously accepted the
compliments from audience members who’d enjoyed the show and stopped her to say so.“Ms.
Frederico, would you sign my program?”“Natalie—can I call you Natalie? That was a kick-ass
show. I loved the skateboards. Was that your idea?”“You were awesome tonight, Ms. Frederico.
I’ve never seen anyone dance like that. My friends were right when they told me to get
tickets.”She smiled, nodded, signed, and answered any and all questions. Interacting with
people who saw value in her vision was one of the perks of the job that never got old.And then at
the end of the bar, she was met with the apologetic faces of her fellow dancers, their eyes
downcast and their expressions guilt-ridden. When she came to Misty, who’d been with her in
the early days before there even was a full-fledged company, she paused.“Good show tonight,”
Natalie told her.“Thanks. So we heard Eddie talked to you,” Misty said, taking her hand.Natalie
nodded and gave Misty’s hand a squeeze. “It sucks, but I get it. All good things have to come to
end eventually, right?”Misty nodded, and Angelo, another dancer, joined the conversation. “So
you don’t hate us?”Natalie shook her head. “You know that’s not my style.”“You’re an inspiring
leader, Natalie. Maybe one day we can all come back together again,” Misty offered. “Restored
and better than ever.”“I hope so,” Natalie said, though she knew the chances were slim to none.
In a way it felt like graduation day, where they all headed off into the boring world and got suit-
and-tie jobs that would put food on the table and kill the adventure forever. “What will you do in
the meantime?”“Work for my dad’s insurance firm,” Misty said with a grimace. “Maybe find a way
to teach a dance class at night. What about you?”It was the million-dollar question. What exactly
would she do? The thought was interrupted when two arms snaked their way around her middle.
She turned to see Morgan’s dark eyes dancing back at her. She wore a black dress that hugged
her curves and left little to the imagination.“You were amazing tonight. And hot. Beyond hot.”
Natalie moved into her girlfriend’s embrace but was intercepted with an open-mouthed kiss that
woke her libido in a big way. Perhaps there’d be a little one-on-one time with Morgan later. For
now, however, there was a larger goal. Drink a lot, party a lot, and forget the future that loomed in
front of her, large and imposing.She pulled back from the kiss. “Let me talk to these people, then
we can kick back with everyone.”“I’m not going anywhere.”In one quick move, Natalie was up on
top of the bar and facing the room. She held up her hands, which brought the rumble of voices to
a gentle hush just as someone killed the volume on the music. She looked down at all the
expectant faces, friends, supporters, and colleagues. The sight tightened her throat with



emotion. “So this is the end of something important, I guess. Wheels was one of those shows
that you’ll always remember, and dancing with you guys,” she said, directing her focus to her
fellow dancers, “was an honor I won’t likely match. I think tonight has to be a celebration of the
work, and I for one, am ready to honor it with large amounts of alcohol. Who’s with me?”The bar
erupted in cheers and the music blared as she jumped down in time to have her first cocktail of
the night placed in her hands. She downed the Crown and Diet and joined her friends on a
makeshift dance floor in the middle of the bar. The night turned into one Natalie wouldn’t soon
forget. They danced, they talked, they hugged, they drank. Just after four a.m. she stumbled into
her studio apartment with Morgan’s mouth on her neck.If it all had to end, at least she went out
with a bang.Tomorrow was the start of something new. She just wasn’t sure what.*Someone was
knocking on the door. The rat-tat-tat had yanked Natalie unceremoniously from her slumber, and
she wasn’t thrilled. Damn it. She glanced around the room with one eye scrunched. The
sunbeams from the skylight ripped across her face and prompted her to glance at the readout
on her clock. Just past one in the afternoon.Rat-tat-tat-tat.“Hold on a sec,” she mumbled, getting
up in search of her robe. Pulling it tightly across her naked body, she made her way to the door,
acutely aware of the screaming muscles she’d earned from last night’s performance.Rat-tat-
tat.“Oh my God, I’m going to have to kill you,” she said loudly and flung open the door. Standing
there on her doormat was a suit. One with a man inside. Which was the best way she could think
to describe the visual. There was definite tweed. And the suit had a hat in his hand. “What’s up?”
she asked him. “What can I do for you?”He stared at her, as if trying to determine her species.
“Natalie Frederico?” He glanced up at the number above the door. “Do I have the right…”“I’m
Natalie. And you are?”“Roger Eklund. Pleased to meet you.”She turned her head to the side and
took a moment to roll the familiar name around in her foggy-from-sleep brain. “As in the
dancer?”“I’m a choreographer now, and was hoping we could talk. I saw your show last night.
Can I come in?”“Um…” Natalie glanced behind her at the disheveled apartment that probably
mirrored her own appearance. No wonder he hadn’t recognized her. Behind her, a variety of
dance shoes and costume pieces littered the floor, and her bed stood unmade from the night
before. Morgan must have headed into work at the coffee shop without Natalie hearing her leave.
But this was an interesting turn of events, and her curiosity was piqued. Roger Eklund was the
real deal, a well-known ballet dancer from the eighties and now a resident choreographer at
New York City Ballet, if she remembered correctly. She’d seen recordings of his work and had
always been impressed. She eyed him now, curious as to what he’d want with her. “Can we
maybe meet somewhere? There’s a café at the end of the block. I could get changed first.”He
didn’t hesitate. “Half an hour?”“I can do half an hour. See you there.”Pulling her hair into a
ponytail, Natalie selected a pair of boyfriend jeans and a black T-shirt advertising the Ramones.
Some mascara and lip gloss later and she was off to meet Roger and figure out what the deal
was. She found him in the corner booth of the sleepy little café that smelled scrumptiously of
waffles and bacon.“I ordered you some coffee,” he said as she slid into her side of the booth. “I
hope that’s okay.”“Thanks. It’s perfect.”“I didn’t know what you take in it, but I’m sure they can



bring whatever you like.”“I take it black,” she said, and eyed him. “So what’s this all about?”“I saw
your show last night.”“Right. You mentioned that.” She grinned until the knowledge that the show
was now closed hit and pulled the smile from her face. “You’re a guy who knows his stuff. I’ve
always admired your work. What did you think?”“I thought it was indulgent and had too much
going on.”Natalie took a moment and sipped her coffee, the criticism rolling off her back. “Well,
everyone’s entitled to their opinion. Yet despite those issues, you’re still here this morning,
meeting with me. So, what gives?” In the back of her mind, Natalie couldn’t resist hoping he’d
come to her because he was interested in investing in the show. Maybe there was a chance to
transfer to another venue, and if this guy had the funds to do it, well, she was all ears.“We’ve met
before,” Roger said. “Do you remember?”Natalie nodded. “I do, but I’m surprised to hear you
remember. It was back when I was enrolled at the School of American Ballet, right? You taught a
couple of master classes. Everyone was in awe.”He ignored the compliment. “You were good
back then. You stood out as a prodigy, a word I don’t often use.”“You mean before I up and quit?”
SAB had been a suffocating institution, and after just eight months in New York, she’d dropped
out and headed home to California, where she could relax and be a human again. Dance the
way she wanted to, sans all the rules.“Before you quit, yes. I was in town earlier this week, doing
some scouting when I saw your name on a flyer and memory struck. I thought I’d drop in on the
show.”“Just so you could look me up later and criticize it?” But she said it with a smile, hoping he
knew she was only ribbing him.“The show was creative, but you were the standout yet
again.”“Thanks. That’s nice of you to say, but we’re an ensemble.”“The ensemble was shit. You
were the only draw.”“Okay.” She drew the word out, not knowing exactly where to go with the
backhanded compliment. The waitress delivered a basket of toast, which gave her a moment to
gather her thoughts. “So you’re not here to talk about the show, then.”“I’m not, no. I want you to
come to New York.” He poured milk into his coffee as if what he said were the most casual thing
in the world.“I’ve already seen the sights, but thank you.”“I’m talking about the New York City
Ballet. I think you’d make an interesting addition to the company.”Whoa. Okay, she took a
moment with that one. “I gave up ballet years ago.”“No, you didn’t,” he said matter-of-factly. “It
was all over your show last night, just mixed in with a lot of other unnecessary style and media.
But quite frankly, that’s what has me interested. That style. The risk taking.”Chapter Two“What’s
the house look like?” Natalie Frederico asked as she raced through the stage door, shrugging
from her size-too-big green cargo jacket and glancing at the wall clock as she passed. She had
never been good at call times, which meant she now had exactly twenty-two minutes to get
herself in costume and makeup for the ten p.m. curtain. Not a big deal. She’d make it.“We’re at
capacity,” said her stage manager, Eddie, following her down the narrow, dimly lit hallway to her
makeshift dressing room, formerly a storage closet. Her life was anything but glamorous.“Sold
out for the fourth straight week, then. Why the hell are we being tossed out of here again?” she
asked, still pissed that they were forced to close the show so unexpectedly. “We play to standing
room only six nights a week and Terrance is evicting us? This space has been our home for the
past two years, and then we’re just tossed?”“Maybe because you only charge ten dollars a ticket



in a garage space that only seats a hundred and fifty? He’s a businessman, Nat,” Eddie
explained as he followed her. His glasses leaned off-kilter on his nose again, and Natalie took a
minute to straighten them, ruffling his curly hair for good measure.“He’s a fucking capitalist,” she
said. “Money doesn’t make the world go ’round, Ed. Assholes like Terrance need to figure that
out.” She took a seat in the fold-up chair she’d set in front of a mirror. Voilà, instant dressing
room.Eddie held up a finger as she applied eyeliner just under her lower lid. “Right. Except that it
does. I mean, objectively.”“Yeah, well.” She couldn’t exactly argue further, as money was the
reason the owner was giving her and her cast the boot. Wheels, the show she’d conceived of,
choreographed, nurtured, and now danced in alongside eight of her closest friends, was playing
its final performance that night. The devised dance piece had not only received fabulous write-
ups in all the Los Angeles trades and dailies, but had a nightly waiting list of die-hards intent on
getting tickets to the generally sold-out show. For some of them, it was their tenth or fifteenth
time seeing the piece. And why wouldn’t it be? Wheels was easily the most kick-ass production
Natalie had ever been a part of, incorporating video projections, modern dance, classical ballet,
and even a couple of skateboards (not ridden by her). They were a hit with the downtown crowd
and lauded by the uptown. A win-win and she couldn’t have been more proud of the work.Yet it
had all come crashing down due to lack of cash.She shook her head in frustration. Sure, she
could have upped ticket prices, but it went against what she believed in. Art for art’s sake
mattered more than a big box office take. She danced for herself and not some guy with a
checkbook bigger than his face.“For what it’s worth, I’m gonna miss working on the show with
you,” Ed said to her in the mirror, his cheeks pink with emotion. Before she could stop herself,
she turned and pulled her friend into a tight embrace because she’d miss him, too, the little nerd.
The project had been a labor of love, and that was exactly what she felt for the show and
everyone involved. A tight ball of emotion rose in her throat, because tonight was the end of
something very special.She turned back to the mirror, reining in the sentimentality. “We’ll do
another show. We’ll get started next week. Find a new space.”Eddie hesitated. “This one is going
to have to be my last, Natalie. The rest of the guys are out, too.”She stared at him, nonplussed.
“Wait. What do you mean?”“We had a talk last night.”“Without me?” She straightened and faced
him, aware of the now seventeen minutes she had until curtain. “Why would you make that kind
of decision? This is what we do and we’re good at it. Everyone?”He nodded. “We all feel it’s time
to move on. We made the decision as a group.”“Minus one,” Natalie supplied. She reached for
her pointe shoes. She wouldn’t need them until the second half of the show when she shifted
from modern to ballet, but they needed to make it to the stage with her.“I’m sorry we didn’t tell
you. But we knew you’d talk us into staying on. Your passion for the work is contagious, but I
can’t make my rent,” Ed told her in defeat. “You can’t either.”“So?” The bravado helped her push
past the reality of that statement. “We’ll figure it out.”“Sadly, I don’t want to figure it out,” Ed told
her. “Everything is crumbling around us and all you care about is the next show, the next gig, the
art of it all. As romantic as that sounds, I’m not twenty years old anymore, Nat. I need to figure
out my life.”She closed her eyes against the statement. She’d heard it before. From her mother.



Her father. Her friends. And now here it was from members of her own dance company.“What
does Morgan say?” Eddie asked, pulling her back from her thoughts.At the mention of her
girlfriend, Natalie smiled. “She thinks what we do is awesome and supports me one hundred
percent.”“Yeah, well, she’d say that if you’d announced you were taking a gaggle of prairie dogs
on a field trip to Mars. She’s not just your girlfriend, she’s your number one groupie.”Natalie lifted
a defensive shoulder. “So she’s supportive. Big deal.”“Exponentially so. To a fault, and you know
it.”“Is this a tough-love talk? Because it’s starting to feel like one.” She’d known Eddie for years.
He’d come to her first solo show and had become an instant fan, attending every performance
she’d given for weeks. In the end, he’d asked to contribute in any way he could and had turned
into the best stage manager she’d ever worked with. They’d become friends along the way.He
met her eyes, seeming to give up on the argument. “I love you. You know that, but maybe it’s time
for a little stability in all of our lives.”She nodded, though sadness tugged. “I better get ready.
Twelve minutes till go time. See ya out there.”Once she was alone, Natalie studied herself in the
mirror. Her medium-length brown hair, now streaked every other strand with blond highlights,
was pulled up on the sides and fell freely in the back. Her makeup was appropriately dramatic for
the show, and the overdrawn green eye shadow matched the shade of her own eyes nicely. She
blinked back at herself, willing her head to get in the game in the midst of the bomb Eddie had
just dropped. “Focus, Frederico. You have a last show to dance.”But the weight of Eddie’s words
hung over her like an all-knowing rain cloud, and she blew out a melancholy breath. She was
twenty-seven years old, and in her ten years as a dancer, she’d learned one key lesson: art
trumped commerce. It was the reason she’d stepped away from a promising career that had her
on the fast track to becoming a world-class ballerina. She cringed at the word even now. She’d
had the agent, scholarships from all the top schools, and the scouts at her feet after winning a
national ballet competition at thirteen. The newspapers had named her the most promising
young ballet dancer in the western half of the country. After that, she’d given professional ballet a
whirl, but the structure and the extreme focus on technique had her unable to express herself in
the way she wanted to. Correction, needed to. To Natalie, dancing was her fix, but dancing her
own way was a far more potent drug.Things had been rough lately. She could admit that.Putting
together quarters to come up with her next meal had grown tiresome. As good as the write-ups
had been on Wheels, it was getting harder and harder to stay one step ahead financially. She
loved dancing, but the scramble to keep her head above water was taking an intense toll. With
Terrance evicting them, and the company scattering, Natalie would be starting from the ground
up with a new show and a new crop of dancers. That would take time.And time didn’t come with
a paycheck.Hell, couldn’t anything ever be easy?“Places, everyone,” she heard Eddie call from
down the hall. She gave her head a little shake and moved to the small stage, taking her place
and waiting there in the dark as the music rose and pulsed around her, the techno beat vivid and
all encompassing. Once the light hit, Natalie was off. The choreography was slow at first, by
design, but the tempo picked up and the projected images behind her were timed to the beat.
Robotic lighting followed her every move. As the show played on, she danced with a fire behind



her fueled by desperation at her present set of circumstances. Feeling like her back was against
the wall, she put it all on that stage. The music moved through her, ushering her steps, wild and
carefree, but angular and accurate at the same time. Fifty-two minutes later, she took her final
bow alongside her friends, absorbing the thunderous applause for the last time. By the end of
the performance, she’d made a decision.This was the end of the road.It had to be.And that just
about killed her.*The afterparty at Mustang Mike’s was in full swing when Natalie arrived. The
bar had turned into the go-to spot for cast and audience members alike to gather after each
show and kick back until the wee hours of the morning. Prior to arriving, she’d taken an extra few
minutes in her dressing room to pack up her things and say a mental good-bye to a show she’d
grown to love. With a lump in her throat and a box under her arm, she’d taken a last long look at
the place before switching off the lights for good.The end of an era, she thought to herself.
Sharp. Razor edged. Painful.But she shook off the blistering sting because it was time to
celebrate what they’d accomplished, and it just so happened Natalie was very good at
celebrating—as in A-plus caliber.When she appeared in the doorway of the bar, the patrons
broke into applause and whistles, which progressed to hoots and hollers that lasted well past
when they should have. God, it felt good. She took a minute to let it settle over her before making
her way around the jam-packed room, hugging her friends and thanking them for a job well
done. She also graciously accepted the compliments from audience members who’d enjoyed
the show and stopped her to say so.“Ms. Frederico, would you sign my program?”“Natalie—can I
call you Natalie? That was a kick-ass show. I loved the skateboards. Was that your idea?”“You
were awesome tonight, Ms. Frederico. I’ve never seen anyone dance like that. My friends were
right when they told me to get tickets.”She smiled, nodded, signed, and answered any and all
questions. Interacting with people who saw value in her vision was one of the perks of the job
that never got old.And then at the end of the bar, she was met with the apologetic faces of her
fellow dancers, their eyes downcast and their expressions guilt-ridden. When she came to Misty,
who’d been with her in the early days before there even was a full-fledged company, she
paused.“Good show tonight,” Natalie told her.“Thanks. So we heard Eddie talked to you,” Misty
said, taking her hand.Natalie nodded and gave Misty’s hand a squeeze. “It sucks, but I get it. All
good things have to come to end eventually, right?”Misty nodded, and Angelo, another dancer,
joined the conversation. “So you don’t hate us?”Natalie shook her head. “You know that’s not my
style.”“You’re an inspiring leader, Natalie. Maybe one day we can all come back together again,”
Misty offered. “Restored and better than ever.”“I hope so,” Natalie said, though she knew the
chances were slim to none. In a way it felt like graduation day, where they all headed off into the
boring world and got suit-and-tie jobs that would put food on the table and kill the adventure
forever. “What will you do in the meantime?”“Work for my dad’s insurance firm,” Misty said with a
grimace. “Maybe find a way to teach a dance class at night. What about you?”It was the million-
dollar question. What exactly would she do? The thought was interrupted when two arms
snaked their way around her middle. She turned to see Morgan’s dark eyes dancing back at her.
She wore a black dress that hugged her curves and left little to the imagination.“You were



amazing tonight. And hot. Beyond hot.” Natalie moved into her girlfriend’s embrace but was
intercepted with an open-mouthed kiss that woke her libido in a big way. Perhaps there’d be a
little one-on-one time with Morgan later. For now, however, there was a larger goal. Drink a lot,
party a lot, and forget the future that loomed in front of her, large and imposing.She pulled back
from the kiss. “Let me talk to these people, then we can kick back with everyone.”“I’m not going
anywhere.”In one quick move, Natalie was up on top of the bar and facing the room. She held up
her hands, which brought the rumble of voices to a gentle hush just as someone killed the
volume on the music. She looked down at all the expectant faces, friends, supporters, and
colleagues. The sight tightened her throat with emotion. “So this is the end of something
important, I guess. Wheels was one of those shows that you’ll always remember, and dancing
with you guys,” she said, directing her focus to her fellow dancers, “was an honor I won’t likely
match. I think tonight has to be a celebration of the work, and I for one, am ready to honor it with
large amounts of alcohol. Who’s with me?”The bar erupted in cheers and the music blared as
she jumped down in time to have her first cocktail of the night placed in her hands. She downed
the Crown and Diet and joined her friends on a makeshift dance floor in the middle of the bar.
The night turned into one Natalie wouldn’t soon forget. They danced, they talked, they hugged,
they drank. Just after four a.m. she stumbled into her studio apartment with Morgan’s mouth on
her neck.If it all had to end, at least she went out with a bang.Tomorrow was the start of
something new. She just wasn’t sure what.*Someone was knocking on the door. The rat-tat-tat
had yanked Natalie unceremoniously from her slumber, and she wasn’t thrilled. Damn it. She
glanced around the room with one eye scrunched. The sunbeams from the skylight ripped
across her face and prompted her to glance at the readout on her clock. Just past one in the
afternoon.Rat-tat-tat-tat.“Hold on a sec,” she mumbled, getting up in search of her robe. Pulling it
tightly across her naked body, she made her way to the door, acutely aware of the screaming
muscles she’d earned from last night’s performance.Rat-tat-tat.“Oh my God, I’m going to have to
kill you,” she said loudly and flung open the door. Standing there on her doormat was a suit. One
with a man inside. Which was the best way she could think to describe the visual. There was
definite tweed. And the suit had a hat in his hand. “What’s up?” she asked him. “What can I do for
you?”He stared at her, as if trying to determine her species. “Natalie Frederico?” He glanced up
at the number above the door. “Do I have the right…”“I’m Natalie. And you are?”“Roger Eklund.
Pleased to meet you.”She turned her head to the side and took a moment to roll the familiar
name around in her foggy-from-sleep brain. “As in the dancer?”“I’m a choreographer now, and
was hoping we could talk. I saw your show last night. Can I come in?”“Um…” Natalie glanced
behind her at the disheveled apartment that probably mirrored her own appearance. No wonder
he hadn’t recognized her. Behind her, a variety of dance shoes and costume pieces littered the
floor, and her bed stood unmade from the night before. Morgan must have headed into work at
the coffee shop without Natalie hearing her leave. But this was an interesting turn of events, and
her curiosity was piqued. Roger Eklund was the real deal, a well-known ballet dancer from the
eighties and now a resident choreographer at New York City Ballet, if she remembered correctly.



She’d seen recordings of his work and had always been impressed. She eyed him now, curious
as to what he’d want with her. “Can we maybe meet somewhere? There’s a café at the end of the
block. I could get changed first.”He didn’t hesitate. “Half an hour?”“I can do half an hour. See you
there.”Pulling her hair into a ponytail, Natalie selected a pair of boyfriend jeans and a black T-
shirt advertising the Ramones. Some mascara and lip gloss later and she was off to meet Roger
and figure out what the deal was. She found him in the corner booth of the sleepy little café that
smelled scrumptiously of waffles and bacon.“I ordered you some coffee,” he said as she slid into
her side of the booth. “I hope that’s okay.”“Thanks. It’s perfect.”“I didn’t know what you take in it,
but I’m sure they can bring whatever you like.”“I take it black,” she said, and eyed him. “So what’s
this all about?”“I saw your show last night.”“Right. You mentioned that.” She grinned until the
knowledge that the show was now closed hit and pulled the smile from her face. “You’re a guy
who knows his stuff. I’ve always admired your work. What did you think?”“I thought it was
indulgent and had too much going on.”Natalie took a moment and sipped her coffee, the
criticism rolling off her back. “Well, everyone’s entitled to their opinion. Yet despite those issues,
you’re still here this morning, meeting with me. So, what gives?” In the back of her mind, Natalie
couldn’t resist hoping he’d come to her because he was interested in investing in the show.
Maybe there was a chance to transfer to another venue, and if this guy had the funds to do it,
well, she was all ears.“We’ve met before,” Roger said. “Do you remember?”Natalie nodded. “I do,
but I’m surprised to hear you remember. It was back when I was enrolled at the School of
American Ballet, right? You taught a couple of master classes. Everyone was in awe.”He ignored
the compliment. “You were good back then. You stood out as a prodigy, a word I don’t often
use.”“You mean before I up and quit?” SAB had been a suffocating institution, and after just eight
months in New York, she’d dropped out and headed home to California, where she could relax
and be a human again. Dance the way she wanted to, sans all the rules.“Before you quit, yes. I
was in town earlier this week, doing some scouting when I saw your name on a flyer and
memory struck. I thought I’d drop in on the show.”“Just so you could look me up later and criticize
it?” But she said it with a smile, hoping he knew she was only ribbing him.“The show was
creative, but you were the standout yet again.”“Thanks. That’s nice of you to say, but we’re an
ensemble.”“The ensemble was shit. You were the only draw.”“Okay.” She drew the word out, not
knowing exactly where to go with the backhanded compliment. The waitress delivered a basket
of toast, which gave her a moment to gather her thoughts. “So you’re not here to talk about the
show, then.”“I’m not, no. I want you to come to New York.” He poured milk into his coffee as if
what he said were the most casual thing in the world.“I’ve already seen the sights, but thank
you.”“I’m talking about the New York City Ballet. I think you’d make an interesting addition to the
company.”Whoa. Okay, she took a moment with that one. “I gave up ballet years ago.”“No, you
didn’t,” he said matter-of-factly. “It was all over your show last night, just mixed in with a lot of
other unnecessary style and media. But quite frankly, that’s what has me interested. That style.
The risk taking.”
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Carleen, “REVIEW: First Position. Today was a day that I most certainly did not want to watch
anything on TV. I didn't even want to be on a channel adjacent to one that might be showing the
inauguration. So, I decided to protest in my own way.I turned off the TV, cuddled up with a
blanket and my cats, and I read a book. A book written by a woman. A book about women. A
book about (*gasp*) lesbians.Today, I wanted a love story. I wanted a happy ending. I wanted it to
last.I chose First Position by Melissa Brayden (Bold Strokes Books). I've had the book for a while
and hadn't gotten around to it quite yet. I thought today was a good day to read it. A lesbian
romance. Yeah, that's what I needed.I think this just might be Brayden's best work to date. If
you've read my reviews of her previous work, you know that I enjoy Brayden's novels. I think she
is one of our most prominent voices in Lesbian Romance. But First Position has gone to a new
level.I love the characters in this book. Ana and Natalie are delightfully different. One uptight,
one laid back. One who is a technical perfectionist, one who dances what she feels. One
introverted and focused, one extroverted and kind of winging it. Real opposites. But, as the
saying goes, opposites attract. What's really delightful, though, is that this is a "slow burn"
attraction. They don't hit it off right away. They aren't secretly lusting after each other right away.
Brayden allows the relationship time to build and grow. They find a path from grudging respect to
friendship to attraction. As they travel that path, they also grow as individuals. Brayden really
upped her character development game here.As always, the secondary characters are just as
richly developed and used well to advance the story. I admit that I wanted a bit more resolution
for Jason. Without giving anything away, let's just say that I wanted to know more about where he
landed at the end of the novel. This was not a big thing, certainly not a deal-breaker. But he was
the one character about whom I thought, "Where is he now?"Overall, First Position was tightly
written and sharply edited. I noticed a real honing of the language. Favorite words and phrasings
were significantly reduced when compared with Brayden's previous novels. But Brayden's
unique voice as an author was not lost in any way. Instead, I think it was more clearly revealed. I
think there is still room to improve with future books, but, again, this was in no way a deal-
breaker. Character voices were distinct, the narrative was clean, and the dialogue was crisp. All-
in-all, excellent.I've become quite the fan of audiobooks. So, I listened to First Position as I read
along. I studied and practiced the performance of literature when I was in college -
undergraduate and graduate schools. So, it's something that's pretty deeply set in me and close
to my heart. While there is definitely a big part of me that likes to just sit back and listen, there is
another part of me that likes to "see" the narrator's performance choices. Reading and listening
at the same time let's me do this.In my review of Firework, I praised Kristin Barnes as the
narrator. I said that she was one of the best narrators I've heard to that point. I hold to that review.
But, I've got to say, Katrina Holmes really hit this one out of the ballpark! Holmes brought life to
the narration in wonderful ways. Each character was distinct without being a caricature (my pet
peeve). Sure, she missed a word or two here and there. But it did not change the meaning of



Brayden's writing. Overall, it was spot-on narration. Now I think she and Barnes should just take
turns narrating for Brayden.So, whether you like to read or listen, you're not going to go wrong
with First Position.”

LM, “Perfectly lovely. This is a Melissa Brayden book, so of course, you're going to at least like it
lot. 'First Position' is no exception. It's a well written, witty, and charming romance.This is an
opposite's attract turning to friends to lover contemporary romance. Ana and Natalie are both
dancers. Ana is a perfectionist ballerina with the New York City Ballet, and Natalie, is an
emotional dancer rather than bothered with proficiency and dances with her own team of
friends.Natalie is a given the chance to dance for the NYC Ballet and immediately clashes with
the uptight Ana.While I really loved Ana, and connected with her, I didn't feel the same way
about Natalie at first. She comes across as a bit immature in the beginning but I eventually
warmed up to her, but it took about halfway through the book for it to happen. Natalie, to me, has
the biggest character development, we see her mature and to start to taking her dancing
seriously.Brayden includes some nice side characters as well, including Adrienne and Jenna
from 'Waiting in the Wings'.There was a tiny bit of angst and drama, which are pretty normal for
this author so it should be expected. However, I didn't think it was too bad compared to some of
her other works.Highly recommend this book for anyone who's a fan of Brayden or anyone who
likes books that are well written with likable characters and a sweet love story.”

Ebook Library Reader, “A Must Read. Two Thumbs Up.. Okay, full disclosure. I love Melissa
Brayden’s books.My head would just about explode as I routinely checked Amazon for months
only to find that her latest book, First Position, was only available to preorder in a printed version.
The teasing went on for far too long before her publisher finally relented and decided to release
the ebook. Here is my official thank you to the book gods. I understand the financial necessity of
trying to sell more printed copies of books, but lets be real, that ship has sailed Mr. and Mrs.
Publisher. Please stop with this recent trend of holding our ebooks hostage.Anywho, lets talk
about Melissa Brayden’s work.As I’ve previously stated, I’m a big fan. Ms. Brayden is one of two
or three authors of lesbian fiction whose work I would be willing to preorder without needing to
read a synopsis. She always comes through. I thoroughly enjoy her writing style, her stories are
always compelling, and her characters fantastic.From the first page to the last, I was cheering for
the two wonderful heroines in First Position to have their HEA and I wasn't disappointed.
(*****SEMI-SPOILER ALERT - Despite the fact that there was a healthy dose of drama, after all
you can't have a good book of any kind without conflict, it was refreshing that one the main
characters didn't have to do something horribly cruel or unforgivable in order to have that drama.
Brooklyn Campbell, you know I'm talking about you. Readers of Ms. Brayden's Soho Loft Series
will get that reference.*****)I should also add how impressed I was by the serious research the
author must have put in to give us such a vivid look into the world of big time ballet. I'm no expert,
but she made it feel real to me.This was, in my humble opinion, Melissa Brayden's best book to



date. (I mean, seriously. You had me at ballerinas.) And believe me, that's saying something.
Heart Block and How Sweet It Is are probably both in my top ten of lesbian romances.Cheers,
Melissa. I can't wait to read whatever you have for us next.”

camceus, “First class. I have to admit that I am not into ballet but romance and Melissa Brayden
go together like toast and butter so I gave it a go. And you know what? It was scrumptious!
Anastasia aka Frozen is more than annoyed when Natalie gets a soloist postion in the company
without having put in the years of slog. But whatever Natalie lacks in technique, she sure makes
up for in passion. Although they rub each other up the wrong way, for the sake of the dance, they
manage to work together and in the process learn a lot from each other. Ana thaws more than a
little and Natalie grows. Passion, tenderness, heartbreak make this a book well worth reading
and it was nice to meet up with some familiar faces at the end.”

Hope Freed, UK, “Exactly what we've come to expect!. You know what you're going to get when
you start a Melissa Brayden book. Light and fluffy and extremely enjoyable romantic fiction with
only low grade angst. This is no exception to the rule. I'll not go into the story as the synopsis
says enough but it's as described: Opposites attract as uptight Ana falls for free and easy Natalie
(and vice versa). There're the usual 'obstacles in the way of true love' stuff in the form of a gruff
and perfectionist father and a horrific (if somewhat unexpected) accident but it really isn't a
spoiler to say that things turn out just as you want in the end. Simply impossible not to like! And
does anyone write 'cute and sexy' banter between characters better than Brayden?P.S Fun to
see cameos from 4 of Brayden's well-loved previous characters in this too!”

echo123, “Wonderful read from Ms Brayden again!. OK, I am a bit of a Melissa Brayden fan. So I
am a wee bit biased.Anyhow, I loved First Position. As all the other books, it very well written and
simply makes you smile.It's an engaging love story, placed in NYC again, and as you probably
gather from the title, it's all about ballet dancers.The characters are great, and I thought they
really came to life.And yes, some of the Soho Loft characters appear very briefly at the very
end.I can't wait for the next Melissa Brayden!”

lc, “Enjoyable. I loved this story from the beginning,has wonderful characters,a great plot and
humorous too ,I found it difficult to put down but eventually the need for sleep became to great .”

The book by Melissa Brayden has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 230 people have provided feedback.
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