
  
    
      Sushi and Sea Lions

    

    
      
        RACHEL CORSINI

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      Published in the United States by Creative James Media.

      SUSHI AND SEA LIONS. Copyright © 2023 by Rachel Corsini. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. For information, address Creative James Media, 9150 Fort Smallwood Road, Pasadena, MD 21122.

      www.creativejamesmedia.com

      978-1-956183-52-8- (trade paperback)

      First U.S. Edition 2023

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

      

      
        Chapter Twelve

      

      
        Chapter Thirteen

      

      
        Chapter Fourteen

      

      
        Chapter Fifteen

      

      
        Chapter Sixteen

      

      
        Chapter Seventeen

      

      
        Chapter Eighteen

      

      
        Chapter Nineteen

      

      
        Chapter Twenty

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-one

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-two

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-three

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-four

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-five

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-six

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-seven

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-eight

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-nine

      

      
        Chapter Thirty

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-one

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-two

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-three

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-four

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-five

      

    

    
      
        Recipes

      

      
        Recipes

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the lost and lonely ones. The dreamers and the dancers.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          UN-BOOTED

        

      

    

    
      I glanced over at . . . Billy? I think his name was Billy. If it was, he’d be the third one since the walking boot came off. Like the Three Billy Goats Gruff. Trip trap, trip trap right into my bed. Especially after one too many Pinot Grigios. Groping in a dark bar before stumbling to my Upper West Side apartment.

      He filled up my time like he filled up my bed, a temporary Band-Aid. Screwing third Billy didn't make me feel better, neither did fucking first or second Billy. It didn't matter who I gave myself to.

      It seemed stupid that I'd held out for something special when none of it was special at all.

      Standing at the edge of my bed, goosebumps on my skin from hitting the cool air, the click click of the radiator echoing in the nearly empty room, I was surrounded by my life scattered in cardboard boxes.

      Billy murmured in his sleep and turned his head away from the light streaming in through the window.

      I stretched; arms raised above my head before looking at my foot. Tiny incision scars marred skin balanced by a pitch-black pedicure. I grabbed a hairband from my nightstand and twisted my long brown hair into a bun.

      Yawning, I pulled a sweatshirt over my head, covering me to my knees. I sat down on the window ledge and spied a stray quarter against the grainy wood floor. Ms. Nettie, my first ballet teacher, used to test her bunheads to see if we were ready for pointe work. She’d put a quarter in front of our bare toes and say, “Pick it up.” The first time I did it I was eleven and was in my first pair of pointe shoes the following week.

      I slid my foot out toward it and curled my toes against the rippled edge of the quarter, pressed tight into the ball of my foot. Still got it. I brought my leg back toward me, without bending it, before retracting it toward my body, bending my knee inward, énvelopé. An entire vocabulary memorized over two and a half decades of training rendered useless.

      I spread out my toes and released the quarter into my open hand. "Tada."

      Billy number three cleared his throat. He’d caught me with my toes by my eyes. I could have kissed them if I wanted to. I dropped my leg to the floor like a hammer driving down a nail.

      He needed to go. This wasn't some magical experience where two strangers met, shared a night together, and ended up happily ever after. I didn't want happily ever after. There was no point. I wasn't that kind of girl. I wanted to be left in my perfect little void. I'd have a few Billys and be done with it. I had to protect myself. Nobody else would.

      "Breakfast?" Billy sounded hopeful. What an idiot.

      "No."

      This was my new cycle. Do something that made me feel alive in the moment and after feel like a piece of my soul was torn out. A hunter impulse to conquer and destroy, fill up and pour out, like a good glass of Pinot.

      I felt the brush of fur against my hand and Regi my cat pushed her wet nose against my fingertips. I stroked her head before she hopped into my lap. I rubbed my fingers against her chin when she sat down and purred.

      Billy climbed out of bed. Oh Jesus, I’d fucked the Lucky Charms leprechaun. Though it was magically delicious, I was mortified.  "It was fun."

      I avoided his eyes as he got dressed, fingers still careening through Regi's fur. I took a final look at the hustle and bustle passing on the sidewalk below. I missed my morning trek to the subway downtown to take company class before beginning rehearsals for the day, leaving Lincoln Center at night, ears ringing from the applause as I walked home. An ache followed me, mimicked by the pain in my foot which startled me back to reality.

      The door shut behind him and I kissed the top of Regi’s head. She needed her medicine. Scooping her up, I walked to the kitchen.

      My phone buzzed and I answered, hitting speakerphone.

      "Morning sunshine." It was my big brother, Gerry and surprisingly it was still morning. I rarely heard from him unless he needed a babysitter, or wanted to steal my Disney Plus account.

      “Everything okay?"

      "Course it is. Why wouldn’t it be?" Traffic roared in the background.

      “Cause you never call me." I rolled a piece of tuna into a ball and shoved the pink pill into it before setting it down on the counter for Regi to lap up. "Good girl.”

      "It's my 35th birthday and we're going old school. Brady's on Friday. Invite the girls." Brady’s was the run-of-the-mill local joint where the same guys got shitfaced every weekend and trolled for the same neighborhood girls. A mirror of my hometown in Queens, a revolving door of the local construction guys, schoolteachers, and MTA workers.

      "The same Brady's you dragged me out of when I was sixteen because I was ruining your night with your friends? Now I'm welcome?”

      “You're not allowed to say no." I heard the blaring of a car horn. "Gas is on the right, asshole!"

      The cars zipped by in the background of our call, and I tapped my toe against the floor. I still had packing and soul searching and whatever else an unemployed heartbroken ballerina was supposed to do with herself.

      "Also, ma's worried."

      Since the event, aka my surgery and the breakup that wasn't a breakup, she'd been calling non-stop. I wanted solitary confinement. Nobody seemed to understand.

      I grabbed a banana, peeled it, and shoved a piece into my mouth.

      “I told her I was coming back home."

      "That's not why—"

      "I'm fine."

      "Anyone who says they're fine ain’t fine."

      "I don't want to talk about this with you, or mom, or anyone. It's over. It happened. The end."

      My thoughts drifted to my shattered foot, bones split like broken wings, clipping me, nailing me to the ground. The same way I’d been stripped naked, tearing away the glittering tutu and crystal tiara, left cold crying backstage.

      I wanted to forget the nausea that rose in my gut from the pain. I wanted to forget the moment I realized Nate didn't love me. Forget it all.

      A heartbeat. A breath. The dying swan beating her wings for the last time, folding unto herself before she relinquished to the sweet release of death.

      “Daniela, are you still there?”

      “Yeah.”

      "Will you be there Friday?"

      I heard the beep of the car locking, the rustling of plastic bags. My nephews shrieked in the background. To be that carefree again, to be happy. How did I get back there?

      "Yeah. I'm moving home anyway so . . ."

      Did I want to usher in my new existence with a night at a local shit hole? It would be appropriate considering the following day I’d be living in my new place in Queens, the place I was born. This was a fucking disaster.

      "You could use a little fun."

      Little did he know what I’d been up to the past few weeks. So much fun.

      Billy grunted as he opened my bathroom door, tucking his shirt into his pants. My brows shot into my hairline. Oh my God, he was still here. Jesus Christ, he heard my whole conversation with my brother. He raked his fingers through his russet hair. We locked eyes. I blinked.

      “I’m going to—”

      “Yep.”

      Poof. Gone. Trip trap, trip trap, right out of my life.

      I made myself a cup of coffee. Pod in, hit the button, easy peasy. Just like Billy number three.
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          MIMOSA MADNESS

        

      

    

    
      I took in the shell of my apartment, my belongings taped away in their boxes except for my private library.

      I picked up the steaming hot mug of coffee and browsed the top shelf. I wasn’t always like this, luring Billys across my bridge. I used to be alive, filled with fire, consuming the world like tomorrow might never come. I relished a good love story, the exertion of leaping across a ballet studio, the sighs a piece of art could emit from me. Since the injury, since my heartbreak, I’d lost my desire. It was time to find it again and the Billys weren’t doing the trick.

      On my days off The Strand became my second home. I spent hours perusing the bookcases, knee-deep in second-hand novels that smelled like people I’d never met.

      My bookshelves were filled with dog-eared copies of Grimm's Fairy Tales, Peter Pan, Pride & Prejudice, Romeo & Juliet, Hamlet, and Wuthering Heights. I devoured books, gobbling up each word like I was bourréeing, hurriedly picking away at the words.

      While I was dancing my ass off in arguably the best ballet company in the nation and earning my B.A. in English online, my friends were marrying Billys.

      I opened my laptop. There had to be something I could do with books, aside from hiding in my parent's basement and writing a novel. Books allowed me to fly before ballet.

      I googled, "careers for people who love books." The first thing to come up was, "Can you teach English?" Another click: Do you stay up late reading with a flashlight? Do you go through novels quicker than a glass of water? English teacher is the right profession for you! This was clickbaity garbage, but got me thinking, could I be a teacher?

      I googled secondary education programs and Queens College's MAT in Adolescent Education showed at the top of my findings. I clicked it and browsed the course catalog. It would take eighteen months, not bad.

      The deadline for the spring passed, but the fall deadline was fast approaching. I could apply by then. I had a plan for this new chapter. The only plan I didn't have was how to cure the ache that lingered in my heart when I remembered I should’ve been rehearsing for the spring season.

      Or when I dreamed of Nate's face and late-night kisses on my neck. It was exactly how I thought falling in love should go, swept away by a dashing prince in his Goldman Sachs carriage. He said all the pretty little things I wanted to hear; “Daniela, I’ve never met a girl like you,” “You’re perfect,” “You’re so tiny. I love small girls.” Nate touched me in all the right places, fingertips stroking the back of my hand, brushing the hair from the nape of my neck, sending shivers down my spine when he unzipped a gown. “I’ll take care of you.”

      It didn't matter. This mattered, moving forward, forgetting about everything that was behind me.

      But there were the boxes, each marked; dishes, clothes, pictures . . . ballet. A ball rose into my throat, choking me. I should leave that one here, the remnants of my lost life, pointe shoes, tiara, portraits of a fallen ballet star. The pain lingered, in the open boxes, flaps exposed, revealing their contents like the discarded pieces of jigsaw puzzles that didn't fit anywhere. I didn’t fit into any puzzle, not Nate’s, not even ballet’s.

      Fighting my way through a ravaged dystopia allowed me to forget the world, forget my feelings, and forget my losses. Escapism at its finest.

      The PlayStation controller in my hand vibrated as a pivotal choice screen appeared. Okay, Markus, what do I do with you? Do you surrender to the humans and be destroyed, or do you become a colony of androids and rule Detroit? I smashed my finger on the A button. Bzz. Ugh, my phone. Ignore.

      I was similar to the robots. I'd hinged my identity on molding myself into a ballerina from my preschool days. Without that finely sculpted self, who was I? Then the Nate fiasco. The way he grabbed hold of my heart and squeezed the life out of it. Romanticism and grandeur crushed at the seams. It was all connected. I danced countless love stories that ended in tragedy, like Odette leaping to her death at the end of Swan Lake or Manon succumbing to exhaustion in Des Grieux’s arms.

      Why was it that everything happened at once? Total life implosion, an atom bomb bursting into a grey radiation cloud. My foot cramped and I leaned down to press my thumb between my big toe and second one, mind flitting back to that night when the permanent ache started.

      My hand clutched James’ shoulder, eyes gazing at him as he thrust me into the air, my leg extending toward the ceiling, the smile on my lips as bright as the lights of the stage. A bead of sweat rolled down my nose. I’d done this a million times, my prince making me fly to bring me back down to earth with his steady hand.

      I hit the ground too early, the box of my shoe beating against the floor. I felt a pain, like a knife shoved between my big toe, right into the center of my foot. James spun me to face him. The throbbing began, a heartbeat. James lowered me into a deep dip and I pulled him down toward me in a more seductive embrace. The hot tears poured down my face, "Carry me off."

      Was that the controller or my phone buzzing? Phone, shut up.

      Bzz. Bzz.

      Didn't my friends know I was busy? I’d almost finished the game.

      Bzz. Bzz.

      I paused the game with a huff and checked the message.

      Mellie: Bruuuuuuuuunch!

      No.

      Mellie: We're already on the train. Put some real pants on.

      I groaned, but since my friends were already schlepping themselves into the city I figured I'd oblige them. As Mellie instructed, I found some real pants, considering I'd been spending all of my time in leggings and sweats, finally put on a bra, and sauntered out onto the streets of Manhattan.

      Once I arrived at my destination I took the booth in the back, tipped the champagne flute, and sipped on a mimosa. The bubbles tickled my nose. Out of the corner of my eye, a couple wandered past, holding hands, honeymoon smiles on their faces. My gut tightened. Wait until it falls apart, then you'll be sitting here in a booth alone drinking at eleven am.

      The ghost of Nate's hand was in mine, a whisper of what once was. My wrist held a never-ending cycle of that pain, a white gold and diamond Cartier love bracelet. He gave it to me after my injury as a consolation prize for not being around when I needed him.  I turned it over on my wrist, the bump of my bone banging against the gold. The sparkle of a diamond stabbing me in the eye like a dagger. Twist, twist. Funny that when it clanged against my bone it hurt, a tiny brown bruise materializing on my skin.

      The ache sent tears to my eyes and in another gulp, I finished my drink.

      My girls strutted into the restaurant, Tricia, small and petite, tan Mediterranean skin and Rapunzel hair down her back. Mellie with curves like hills, luxurious black curls— Frida Kahlo brows waxed into submission. The pair of them rushed me in the booth hugging me tight.

      "Are we avoiding what's happening in our lives?" Tricia folded her hands and rested her chin atop them.

      "Completely." I held up my drink in salute to denial.

      "Excellent!" Tricia waved the waiter over. We placed our orders before I turned my attention to my friends.

      "How’s the consulting business going?"

      "Going. Slowly but surely. I have to build my client base and they have to feel confident that I know how to deal with private equity." Finance speak which sounded a lot to me like the teacher from Charlie Brown, wah wah we wah wah.

      "Tricia, you know we have no idea what you're talking about, right?" Mellie said.

      Tricia took a patient breath. "They have to believe I can consult them on their finances.”

      "Like a money doctor?" I offered. I needed more than a money doctor right now, I needed a fucking defibrillator to bring me back to life . . . and also a money doctor.

      I’d gone through all my paid leave from The Company and was quickly depleting my small nest egg. While I was pirouetting my way through life it was easy to afford my lavish lifestyle, fancy dinners, shopping sprees at Neiman’s, and exclusive parties. Now? I was broke as a joke.

      "Not really. Oh, whatever." Tricia's frustration at our lack of finance prowess or consulting or whatever the hell she did was apparent. She'd explained it to us a hundred times and we still didn't comprehend it.

      "How's Alex?" I asked Mellie.

      "He's so good! I signed him up for karate and he loves it. Soccer on the weekends and karate on Thursdays. His father would have a fit if he didn't play soccer." I was surprised with how flippantly she mentioned Lawrence, her ex-husband.

      Usually, she avoided talking about him, but maybe things had leveled out between them. It wasn’t like that four years ago when he got tired of being a husband, disappeared for the weekend to fuck his ex, before serving my bestie with divorce papers. I don’t know if I could ever forgive someone for doing that.

      The girls stared as I finished off my second mimosa, drumming my fingernails against the table.

      "Dany, how are you doing?" Mellie prompted.

      "Fine."

      "Fine, and?" Tricia chimed in.

      “Just fine."

      The waiter brought our food and I picked up my fork; scrambled egg whites with turkey sausage and Swiss, no potatoes, no toast.

      "Daniela," Mellie urged, "when somebody says they're fine, it's like a cry for help. "

      "Holy shit." I dropped the fork onto the plate with a clink. "If one more person says that to me, I'm going to lose my fucking mind." I wasn't even hungry. I’d ordered food so I wasn’t the weirdo sitting here guzzling a pitcher of mimosas by myself. “Would it make you feel better to know I had a hot, strange man in my bed this morning?” A little white lie never hurt nobody, besides his freckles were cute.

      “I don’t believe you. You don’t do that.” Mellie checked her teeth in her handheld mirror.

      “Billy number three.”

      Tricia squirted hand sanitizer into her palms and massaged.

      The sounds of forks scraping on porcelain filled the air, gentle munching with closed mouths, until Tricia wiped her lips with her napkin, and smiled at Mellie. "How's Charlie?"

      "Date younger, they have more stamina. I knew from the day I saw him doing burpees in the gym with the kids that he was what I needed. I never expected him to be my boyfriend. Funny how that happens."

      I laughed. Mellie and Charlie met at work. It started out as a fling and then morphed into a serious relationship. That never happened, not to me at least, as I learned the hard way when I realized I wasn't in a relationship with someone who I'd spent half a year with. The first red flag should have been that Nate didn’t want me to meet his friends, and hid me away from his inner circle, like a dirty little secret.

      "How did you manage that?" Twist, twist, clunk, a little bit of pain, deepening the bruise.

      "Manage what?"

      "The Charlie situation." I pointed my fork at her before sticking it into a piece of sausage, forcing the food into my mouth. Blah. My mouth filled with saliva, and I felt like I was choking as my teeth ground against the lean meat.

      I set my fork down and pushed my egg-filled plate away in disgust. I hadn't been hungry since the injury, since Nate. I caught Tricia studying my movements and her perfectly shaped brow rose. I looked back at the plate.

      "I dunno. It just happened. It's unexplainable really."

      "Excuse me!" Tricia waved her arm in the air to signal the waiter. When he arrived, she said, "Can we get some fries? Thanks." Tricia tapped the rim of my plate. "You can never resist fries."

      I nodded. Tricia knew I would pick my way through a plate of fries without question, like a pigeon pecking crumbs off the sidewalk. Every demon I’d battled seemed to be rearing its ugly head, egged on by a cacophony of failures.

      "You start talking," Mellie demanded.

      I shut down and was unable to reboot. Everything bottled up inside. One horrific battle raged on, bubbling up to the surface. It started when I entered The Academy, exacerbated by the immense pressure to be perfect. I felt the same as I did then, a fish swimming upstream against a current that I would never beat. When I was in emotional turmoil my body refused to be nourished, instead wanting to fade away.

      Everything happening right now brought back my feelings of inadequacy; not perfect enough, not tall enough, not thin enough. I was never enough.

      "As predicted, you're not fine," Mellie said.

      My breath shook and I stared into the plate of uneaten food, the greasy sausages and bland eggs. My mouth filled with saliva.

      "There’s a reason we asked you for brunch. You locked yourself away and we’re worried."

      Eat, Daniela. I purposely lifted my fork back up and slid the plate closer. I stabbed the utensil into a piece of sausage and forced it into my mouth. I recalled Shakespeare's Sonnet 18; Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? Thou art more lovely and more temperate.

      Swallow.

      "Maybe if it was just Nate, it would be different. But ballet, too?" My voice broke. “I worked so hard, but what was the point? Everything fell apart anyway. It doesn’t make any sense. I had everything I wanted, everything I worked for. It was perfect. Nate checked off all my boxes; rich, gave me compliments, bought me nice things, took me fancy places. He was exactly the guy I wanted.”

      "Sometimes there's a lesson here, you know?" Tricia offered.

      "I haven't figured it out yet." Eat another bite.

      "I love you, Dany, but I tried to tell you." Tricia was being gentle with me because she knew I was hurting, but she was right. "Watching you date Nate was like watching a shark circle a juicy meal. Swimming in a sea of red flags. We've all been there."

      "My ex-husband was a red flag," Mellie offered, "married him anyway. Can you please be kind to yourself?”

      "I know, it's just hard. I've always done the right thing, you know? And because of that, I got everything I wanted and this time it didn't work out."

      "Shitty, huh?" Mellie squeezed my hand.

      "Yeah."

      "So, what will make this less shitty?" Tricia placed her hand on mine while the waiter refilled our mimosas. He dropped off the basket of fries.

      "A distraction. Like a dating app!" Mellie said.

      I groaned. No, I didn’t want to go on a dating app. I needed to figure out my own shit first. Dating while dead inside wasn’t a good idea. "Oh God, here we go."

      "It's so fun! I used to love talking to all the guys on there and going out on dates. It felt so good."

      I shook my head. I wasn’t ready to put myself out there again while everything was raw. Random Billys were one thing, but actively dating? No. I ate another fry. They would be better with cheese and gravy. Ugh, so good. The only time I let myself eat disco fries was when I was hammered at four a.m. from a twenty-four-hour diner. If I was really trashed, they got dipped in a chocolate milkshake. God, I loved this city.

      "Why not?"

      "Because we all know I am not in a good place right now. I have to figure me out."

      "Have you started?" Tricia chomped on a fry.

      "Yes. I looked into going back to school.”

      "Really?” Mellie inquired. “For what?"

      "I already have an English degree, so I figured I’d get my masters in teaching. I looked into Queens College. Three semesters and I'd be done. I already checked out the timeline, application deadline, all that."

      "You sure you wanna do that?" Mellie asked. "The more I think about my career choice and the way I spend my days, wiping runny noses and stopping tantrums, the more I think I should have been a Vet Tech. Then I'd be dealing with allergic reactions and popping Benadryl instead of cleaning vomit." We laughed.

      "The more I look into it the more I'm sure. It's creative. I'd still be on my feet. I think I'd be good at it."

      "When's the application due?" Tricia asked.

      "August 15th, so I have plenty of time."

      "Wait, QC? They have rolling admissions. If you apply now, they might let you in for the spring. You'd have to make up some work, but it shouldn't be too bad," Mellie explained.

      "That would mean I had to apply yesterday." I'd never set foot on a college campus in my life, let alone carried a full course load. If I waited until fall, I would have time to get used to the idea.

      "No time like the present," Tricia replied, "plan and execute."

      What did I have to lose? There was nothing left for me on the Upper West Side, no career, no boyfriend, and no future. Even though I was moving back to Queens, which seemed like a step back, maybe it was a leap forward.

      Mellie glanced down at her phone. "Girls, Charlie invited us to his friend's bar back in the neighborhood when we're done. Free drinks for all. A good way to end our last Upper West Side brunch!"

      "I don't know, I have to finish packing and stuff." When the waiter came by, I motioned for him to bring the check, pretending to write on a notepad in the air.

      "Come on! It'll be fun," Mellie pouted. I really didn't want to go back to my apartment; barren and waiting for my exit. Brunch turned happy hour it was!
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          PARTING IS SUCH SWEET SORROW

        

      

    

    
      We arrived at the next location, a swanky hole in the wall with distressed mirrors covering the walls. Charlie waved, luring us over to the bar. He was a good time. A good time didn't mean a long time, and I worried about Mellie, considering the way her eyes lit up as she floated to his side.

      Mellie threw her arms around him, and they kissed hello. Nope, not today Satan. Seeing their cuteness made me want to slam back vodka shots until Billy number four trip trapped his way across my bridge. I whirled and made a beeline for the bar.

      Vodka, stat!

      "Vodka cranberry." I folded my arms against the grainy wood and leaned over.

      "Hi there," the bartender said with a smile, looking down at me. This guy was a tall drink of water, thick black hair, deep brown eyes. A carbon copy of my ex-thing except with a scar above his eye. I bit my bottom lip.

      "Chad, this is Dany." Charlie glanced over his shoulder to introduce us.

      Chad wiped his hand dry on his towel and held it out to me. I shook. "Well Chad, can I have my drink?"

      "Oh, I’m sorry, you think I'm the bartender?" he teased with a flirtatious sparkle in his eye. He was an easy one.

      "I could climb over and make my own." I hoisted myself up over the bar, fingers outstretched toward a glass. Chad laughed and went to go make my drink.

      "I thought you said no dating," Mellie chirped, resting her back against Charlie’s chest.

      "I won't be dating Chad. He's a fucking bartender."

      Tricia guffawed.

      "Damn," Charlie whistled. "You girls are ruthless."

      "I don’t have patience for bullshit. Your buddy Chad is a one-and-done kind of deal."

      Billy number four. Charlie didn’t need to know that.

      "Are you about to break his heart?" Charlie teased before Chad set my drink down. It was missing a key element, the little red straw that made sipping down alcohol so easy. I grabbed one and added it to the matching red cocktail.

      "So, are you one of Mellie's friends?" my new conquest asked.

      "Mhm," I hummed around the straw nestled between my lips.

      "How come we've never met before?" Chad’s intense gaze dared me to blink or look away, but I held fast. I knew how this game worked. I was ready to eat him up and spit him out, conquer and destroy; wash, rinse, repeat. These boys were so easy. He practically undressed me with his eyes. I wondered if he was as thick as a Nathan’s hot dog, and as juicy too.

      "I used to work weekends."

      I curled a strand of my long brown hair behind my ear, dragging my fingers through it as I did, leaving my lips in a teasing grin. If this idiot fell for me, good. It would be a way to get back at the universe. I knew that was mean, but I didn't care.

      "Glad you don’t anymore, cause we would have missed each other." He smiled, revealing a set of perfect white teeth.

      Trip trap, trip trap.

      A group of Instagram girls down the end of the bar were flailing their arms and swinging their hair to catch Chad's attention. "You're a pretty shitty bartender."

      "Ouch, I’m wounded,” Chad said with a grin. “Be right back." He left to go take their orders. As he talked to the girls, his gaze lingered on me, specifically the bowed curve of my lips. I reeled him in in record time.

      "Oh lord, it's happened. Dany managed to bat those big brown eyes of hers and he's off to la-la land," Tricia said. “IDS initiated.”

      "Huh?" Charlie asked.

      "We joke around that Dany has this thing where sometimes boys talk to her and it's like they were given a drug. IDS. Instant Dany Syndrome.” Tricia snapped her fingers.

      "Chad is the latest. Look." Mellie nudged Charlie's shoulder and nodded toward said bartender who was still staring while he placed shots of tequila in front of the girls. I gave him a little wave and continued to sip my drink through the red straw.

      "That's bizarre. Chad is never like that," Charlie said.

      Before the Nate fiasco, I never went home with anyone and never invited them back to my place. I was too focused on becoming a Prima Ballerina. I didn’t have time for boys. I'd tease and flirt, make out if I felt like it, but now? It didn't matter who I fucked. There was no difference between Nate, The Billys, and Chad. It ended the same way. I sent them packing in an Uber and was left in dismal silence snuggling Regi on the couch.

      "So you're gonna fuck Chad?" he asked.

      "Totally."

      Two more vodka cranberries, goodbyes to the girls, an Uber ride downtown, and I was letting Chad into my apartment. We stood by my kitchen counter before I hooked my fingers into his belt loops, pulling him against me. He was already hard, his dick pressing against my thigh. I tilted my head upward, forever looking up at people.

      As soon as my eyes met his, he kissed me. I closed my eyes, shutting out everything, even who it was. I wanted it to be Nate, but instead, it was Bartender Chad. They were both clean-shaven, both had thick hair, both had a New York Sports Club membership they used (Chad probably worked out at Gold’s Gym, less bougie, let’s be real).

      I ran my hands up his chest letting my fingers slide over the divots in his abs. I yanked his shirt off and flung it to the side. At least I had some eye candy. Yummy. My fingers trickled over his sides, and he shuddered when my lips landed just above his belly button, tongue licking up his chest. When I caught his gaze, I dragged my teeth over my bottom lip.

      He curled his hand into my hair, winding it around the wild strands, wavy, curly, whatever they were, like a damn untamable horse’s mane.

      “I’m gonna take you like a shot of Jack.”

      I chuckled and slid my hands up his abs, licking my lower lip.

      “If you want me to.” Chad quirked a brow as his hands found my hips.

      “I want you to.”

      He smashed his lips to mine, and I bumped into the kitchen counter. The bracelet clanged. I pulled my lips from his and stared at it; cold, clunky, callous.

      Chad took my wrist and brought it to his lips. I blinked. Such a small gesture of tenderness, but why? I pulled it away and tugged off my shirt, letting a smile crease the corners of my lips.

      Nakedness never bothered me. I’d stripped countless times backstage for quick changes in a dark corner. The final time had me stripped from my glistening tiara, sparkling costume, hunched over a foot burning like wildfire, my tears making my tights stick to my thighs.

      Chad’s fingers brushed the skin of my stomach sending ripples up my spine. He opened my jeans, tugging them down over my hips. I stepped out of them before hoisting myself up onto the kitchen counter.  His lips crashed against mine and my fingers fumbled for the drawer handle. I yanked it open and snagged a condom. I gasped for air as I tore my lips from his and held up the blue package with a grin. Chad tore it open and rolled it on his hard penis.

      I hooked my legs around his waist and pulled him against me, ass sliding on the cold granite. Before I knew it, I was getting fucked on my kitchen counter, my fingers gripping the edge, white-knuckled so I didn't fall. His body slammed against mine and I closed my eyes as my hips met his, thrust for thrust.

      “Fuck me.” I grabbed his lats, digging my nails in and he growled. That’s right, Chad, fuck me like I told you too. Do your job. I shut my eyes tight, grunting as I pushed against him, harder, wanting, needing to be filled up from the inside out. Needing to feel anything at all.

      “God, yes.” My carnal desire took over, leaning back on my elbows, I clenched my muscles and pulsed up and down on his dick. Chad grabbed my hips. I lowered my back down to the counter, reaching behind to grip the edge. Yes, right there.

      Chad grabbed my thigh and twisted it over my body, sending my hand slapping down against the stone, eyes closing in ecstasy. When he slapped my ass, I whimpered.

      “That okay?” Chad bent low to ask, his hot breath against my ear made me gasp and moan, unable to stop the guttural sound bursting from my lips. Nate used to do that, relishing the feel of my tight little ass under his palm.

      “Yes.” It was so much of a yes that I moaned again, grabbing the edge of the countertop.

      “This what you want?” He purred before his teeth tugged my earlobe, “To be dominated.” He slapped my ass again and I reached back and grabbed his hair.

      “Yes. Harder,” I demanded.

      Again he thrusted and I realized he was more impassioned than Nate, less mechanical. It wasn’t repetitive, it was filled with an emotional drive. I moaned as he slammed into me again, harder, obeying my command, while his lips caressed the side of my neck. I dug my nails into his ass, pulling him against me.

      “Hard enough, or you want more?”

      “More,” I screamed. Yes, more and more. Fill me up and split me open. Harder. Now.

      “Oh, fuck,” I blurted as a whiff of chicory washed over me blended with a sharp espresso. He smelled so good. I tugged at his hair, pressing my body back against him. Chad crashed against my ass, and I cried out. Before I could contain it, I shouted, bursting with the sweet release of my orgasm. Thank you, God.

      That was a nice quickie. I lay there panting, arms noodle-like against the counter, knees bent over the edge as Chad slipped out of me. The lip of my trash can swung. Chad put on his pants while I lay spent on the counter, hot cheek pressed against the chill. Phew, baby. Thankfully he’d taken my instruction manual and followed each step precisely, just like Nate used to. He gave me the manual on the after-sex emotional void. It was easy to follow. Soon Chad would be out of here faster than a Billy trip trapping over my bridge.

      Bzz.

      My phone glared at me from the counter. 11:58 p.m. It was probably the girls making sure I was all right, especially since I left with Chad. He wandered into my living room as I shuffled it toward me with my fingertips.

      "You're playing Until Dawn? Sick," he said.

      "I like video games."

      Like was an understatement. While I was convalescing on my couch after major reconstructive surgery on my foot, I discovered the wonderful world of GTA, Fortnite, and Dead by Daylight, partnered with marathon sessions of The Sims and indie games like The Wolf Among Us. Overnight I’d turned into an amateur gamer, disappearing into dozens of fabricated worlds which were much easier to stomach than my own.

      Bzz.

      Nate: My dad dragged me to a donor rehearsal today. It was Romeo and Juliet. All I saw was you.

      In a second I was back to our first date. How easily he charmed his way into my life.

      "Dance with me?" My eyes lit up as the jazz music washed over me, the breeze from the cool city night ruffling the hem of my skirt. The lights of the Manhattan skyline twinkled like stars.

      "I don't dance." Nate frowned.

      "And yet, here you are out to dinner with a professional dancer." I tugged his hand, "Come on.”

      "No."

      The music washed over me, upbeat and wild, and I moved my hips to it, rocking them back and forth in perfect timing. "I'll teach you."

      "That's okay." He stepped toward me, placing his hands on my hips. "I know something we can do instead." Nate kissed me.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. Ballet. Nate. I was going to vomit even though there was nothing to puke but cranberry juice and vodka since I’d last eaten like ten hours ago. "You should go. I'm gonna go to bed."

      Chad wandered back to me after admiring my PS5 games. He kissed my cheek. "See you around?"

      I nodded. Chad showed himself out.

      Bzz.

      Nate: Can I see you?

      The text made me hurl a maroon Monet, splattered like blood in my trash can. At least it was pretty. I sunk down the cabinet base, melting into the wood floors. I pressed my cheek against it, tucking my legs into my stomach in a comforting ball.

      Around the corner of the cabinet appeared antennae, flicking back and forth. Emerging from its hiding spot was a damn roach, it skirted around me and fled underneath my front door. He scuttled around just like Nate; reappearing, existing forever, never dying. Like Twinkies. So bad, yet deeply desired.
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      Upon my arrival at Brady’s, I’d stepped in gum with a thousand-dollar shoe, been nearly toppled over by Mellie, and reminded of nostalgic cringe by Tricia who recounted her mother pulling her out of the bar by her hair screaming, “Vasisméno sti zoí! Poté xaná!” It sounded pretty bad, but she was just threatening to ground her forever. Good times.

      I laughed as I pried open the front door, stepping into the raucous white noise of bar patrons enjoying their night out. The girls squeezed in behind me.

      Good old Brady’s. Queens’ finest old man bar, sprinkled in with a heightened sports enthusiasm. When I was a teenager, they didn’t check IDs which was why I was able to slip past the security guard and down shots of tequila, before getting dragged out by my brother while his friends laughed in the background. It was that kind of place.

      Brady’s hadn’t changed, the regulars were still parked at the bar with ice-cold beers, receiving therapy from the bartender. The golden light bounced off the liquor bottles behind the bar casting rainbow shadows on the sticky floor. Each crevice of the wall was filled with Rangers and Mets memorabilia, no Yankees bullshit in this bar.

      We were out of place, looking like we hopped off the Q59 bus from Williamsburg expecting a rooftop lounge. I forgot what a local watering hole was like. The places I frequented were filled with trendsetters, influencers, sometimes celebrities, and financiers. The opposite of strolled in from a day pouring concrete or writing registration tickets.

      My brother and his boys were already seated at the bar. I flicked a stray strand of hair out of my eyes. My brother was fiddling with a cellphone and held it up to . . . was that Vin Vin? The bald, broad-shouldered man narrowed his eyes at Gerry and snatched his cell phone back.

      Thump thump. My heartbeat pounding was only because I’d had three coffees, not because I caught sight of Vin Vin after seven years. He was grinning. He had such a nice smile, one of those big warm ones that made me melt into a puddle.

      Can I say that the years had done the body good? I could tell he had some serious muscles under that T-Shirt and his beard was perfectly shaped around his Romanesque jaw. The fact that he was bald as a bat did not detract from the hotness, if anything it made him cuter, especially when he massaged the back of his head the way he was at the moment.

      He was a head taller than my brother when seated which meant he was a giant compared to me. When I was little, I used to climb on his shoulders so I could feel what it was like to touch the sky. I knew he wouldn’t drop me. I felt secure up there while I giggled my little head off.

      God, he was always drop-dead gorgeous. Major teenage crush over here. In my sixteen-year-old hopeless romantic idealism, his blue eyes were endless like the ocean, his hair golden like the sun, and don’t even get me started on the tight ass from endless hours crouched behind home plate. I used to dream about him professing his undying love for me.

      I forgot him as I pirouetted into ballet-land, struggled through a crush on my gay partner, had my virginity taken by a hit-it-and-quit-it classmate, all while busting my ass to reach the rank of principal by twenty-six. Guess who nailed it? This bitch.

      But here he was, grinning at Karl who held up two fingers. Vinny’s dimples carved valleys into his cheeks.

      “Bro, you got kicked out of boy scouts.” I heard Vinny tell Karl. “I don’t trust you.”

      “I’m just trying to help.”

      He laughed, deep, solid, and gruff. The muscles of his back tensed under his T-Shirt as he folded his arms across his flat stomach. S.O.S. Alert the authorities. Mayday. Abort mission. Vin was looking like a snack, and we had known each other for way too long for me to think that.

      “Earth to Daniela.” Mellie waved her hand in front of my face.

      I swatted it away. I tried to spin on my heel to fling myself back out onto the street, but Tricia hooked my arm in hers waving at Gerry who motioned us over. The last time I’d seen Vinny was at my brother’s wedding seven years ago and he was with his wife.

      It was a teenage crush, there was no way I still got hot and bothered by him. Put on your big girl pants and say hello. Tricia forged the way forward and I was thrust into the company of my brother and his friends.

      I hugged my brother, turning my body away from Vinny and Karl. Before he released me from his grip he asked, “You good?” His hands were against the bones of my shoulders, brows furrowed with concern.

      “Duh.”

      He nodded.

      “Hey girls,” Gerry said, and my friends all pecked him on the cheek.

      “Daniela, princesa rosa!” I hugged the other musketeer in my brother’s friend group, with a mop of black hair and deep-set brown eyes, a smile always playing on his lips.

      “Que es ese olor?” Mellie pressed herself against the bar. What’s that smell?

      “The old man stank coming from Gerry,” Karl replied. My brother punched his shoulder. Mellie laughed and continued their conversation en Español while Tricia used her thumbs at the speed of light to write business emails.

      Vinny glanced at me, a smile beginning to break, the start of the dimples forming in his cheeks. When he squeezed his arms tighter, still folded, his biceps bulged. Focus, Daniela Verdi!

      “Hey, Vin Vin.” I forced my unruly hair behind my ear while my cheeks burned. No, no, don’t be blushing, please.

      “Hey, Dany.”

      "By the way, this is a double celebration,” My brother announced proudly, stealing Vin’s attention. “Dany's back from the big city. Parading her way into Queens for good."

      “Stamata!” Tricia laughed. “You can take the girl out of Queens but can’t take the Queens out of the girl.”

      “It’s why I married someone from Long Eye-Land,” my brother said.

      "Oh stop it!" I slapped my brother on the shoulder then leaned over the bar, stretching to the tips of my toes, hands pressed against the bar top. "Vodka cranberry please!"

      I was hoping the scent of alcohol would drown out the hint of lemon and cedar coming from Vin Vin. When his arm brushed against mine my heart raced and my mouth went dry. I was jittery with nerves and swallowed hard. I needed that drink.

      "You been in the city a long time, huh?”  Vinny asked.

      "Since I was like fourteen." I was served my drink and promptly sucked down some vodka through the little red straw. Thank God for liquid courage.

      “I saw you around here a few times since then.”

      “Yeah, but then things got intense. It got harder and harder to come back.”

      I left out the part about being whisked away by the magic of ballet.

      Vincent raised a brow. “What things?”

      “School.” I shrugged. I didn’t exactly lie, just didn’t tell him the whole truth. Topic change commence! “I just unpacked my life a few hours before I got here, everything is all over the apartment.”

      “I know what you mean. Moving’s like that. Forces you to categorize your life.” Even though he sounded confident when he said it, his eyes betrayed his uncertainty, furrowing into a squint.

      “Is this weird? I feel like I was young and stupid last time you saw me.”

      Vinny chuckled. “I had hair. I think we’re even.”

      “Touché.”

      “Dany, come dance!” Mellie called. I could never resist a good dance session. I plopped my finished drink on the bar and hurried over to my friends.

      Mellie swished her hips to the music in a quick salsa step and reached her hands out toward me. I took her hands and wiggled my hips with hers. Step front, swish swish, step back, swish swish, sidestep. I laughed as Mellie turned me in a circle.

      “Trabajalo chica.” She stepped out to the side and shimmied her shoulders and took my hands again to repeat the sequence. “How come I’m always the man?”

      “You know I’m a good partner.” If ballet taught me anything it was how to be in tune with the intricacies of my partner’s body, allowing trust in the other person to lead me where to go.

      Mellie grinned. “I’ve watched you get paraded around the stage like a poodle six feet in the air.”

      I loved those lifts where I was dangerously close to the sky, leg extended toward the ceiling and my back draped over James’ shoulder. I’d never get that close to flying again. Not in Queens.

      “Excuse me while I interrupt.” Tricia appeared with two shot glasses filled with liquid fire. She passed one to Mellie and me.

      “Party time.” I downed the shot like an expert and hissed at the burn in my throat. We were going hard tonight. Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed a dimpled smile. Was Vin Vin watching me? Karl clapped him on the shoulder, and he laughed before glancing at his phone. His brows narrowed.

      Bzz. Bzz. I flicked my hair off the back of my sweaty neck and glanced at my phone.

      James: I’m issuing a missing person’s report for Daniela Verdi. I miss you. Are you okay?

      Not answering that text. James was the only person from the ballet world who continued to check on me. Cordelia had long since disappeared, especially since she was fucking my ex-non-boyfriend and had probably stepped into many of my starring roles. Very Single White Female. Endless nights spent sipping champagne in luscious gowns and shopping sprees at Bergdorf’s were easily forgotten when your stiffest competition was wiped out.

      The only ones left in my life besides James were my ride or dies, Mellie and Tricia. Tricia handed me another shot and we clinked our glasses together. Friends till the end. From Pre-K through college, through divorce, having a baby, starting a business, and dream careers ending, these girls were my sisters.

      “Stin ygeiá sas!” Tricia downed the shot.

      “¡Salud!” Mellie downed hers.

      “Saluti!” I downed mine.

      “You downing shots over here without us? That is so rude.” Karl hooked his arms around Mellie and Tricia’s shoulders.

      “‘Ey yo! Can we get another round over here?” My brother pointed at the bartender.

      “Gerry, point at me again and I’ll have you banned,” the bartender quipped. Vest, named for his wide assortment of vests he wore to work, had been tending bar in this place since the stone age and everyone knew you didn’t piss him off.

      I giggled and stumbled backward into . . . I tilted my head back and saw Vin Vin. I blew a piece of hair out of my face. His eyes were royal blue, like the gems on my Bluebird costume, and as deep as the Marianas trench. Ocean eyes. Ones I could get lost in.

      “Fireball?” Vin took a step back but that didn’t stop me from catching a whiff of cedar. Sexy. I wavered on my heels, and he steadied me by placing a hand on my shoulder. His grip was firm and sent a rush of tingles down my arm, like an electric shock. Vinny released his grasp and flexed his fingers before shoving his hand into his pocket.

      “Who doesn’t like engine fluid down their throat?”

      “Funny.” Vinny grinned.

      Another round of shots was dispersed amidst the group, and we raised them over our heads.

      “Happy birthday, Gerry!” We cheered before tossing the drinks back.

      A faint rush of air brushed against my neck, and I turned my head—Vinny again. His lips were close to my ear when he asked, “You know that guy?” Like slipping into a glove, his hand found the angular curve of my hip. My heart thumped in my chest, racing a mile a minute. What the fuck was happening?

      I didn’t know that guy.

      “Again? Seriously?” Mellie asked.

      “Huh?” Vin asked.

      “IDS.”

      I lifted my hand and finger waved. Curly-haired cutie nodded back. He wasn’t my type, too scrawny, but apparently those guys had sausage dicks. Potential Billy number four? Or was it five now?

      “I’m clearly not in on the joke,” Gerry said. Karl grabbed Gerry’s face and turned it to the guy who was grinning at me like a fool from across the bar. My brother narrowed his eyes, “Ain’t happening tonight! Not on my watch. Shut down the IDS or whatever the fuck it is.”

      Vinny chuckled and patted my hip with his hand. “He’s got balls to see me standing here with you like this and still eye you up.”

      Heat filled my belly and rose to my face.

      “Do you wanna talk to him?”

      I tilted my chin upward, meeting his ocean eyes, and smiled. “No.” I did not want to talk to sausage dick. I wanted to stay right where I was, with Vinny’s hand gently grazing my hip and the heat of his body against my back.

      “If you did, I’d help you out, although your brother would have a stroke.”

      I laughed, eying the place where Vin was still touching me. “Maybe he should be having one right now.”

      Vin Vin cleared his throat and released his hold on my hip.

      “Is everything okay over here?” Gerry asked. Good old big bro, barging in when he wasn’t wanted.

      “Just chatting.” Vinny turned to the bar, broad shoulders hunched away from me, and ordered another round of drinks from Vest.

      Gerry tugged me over to him. “I have no clue what’s going on, but it’s a bad idea.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Vinny,” Gerry said, “you don’t want to deal with that.”

      Obviously. “He’s married.”

      My brother glanced at Vinny who was answering a text on his phone, his lips drooping into a frown. “Just trust me on this one, Dany.”

      Time passes in a bar like a time capsule. A black hole. No way to tell if the sun is out or the stars. I’d had like six vodkas by then and a zillion fireball shots. I was drunk. Real talk, I didn’t know how I was still standing. My friends were tapping out, but I wanted one more dance especially as the lure of the piano trickled in the background.

      I caught Vincent’s eye and smiled before I reached out and tugged on his wrist. He was a little blurry, but I could still make out his quizzical look. I wondered why he wasn’t out with his wife, and why Gerry made a point to tell me to stay away.

      "Dance with me." I tilted my head to the side like a puppy, hair swishing over my forehead. My fingers slipped into his. Small soft hand with tiny bones meeting harsh calloused worker hand, sturdy and strong, covering mine with security.

      “You don’t wanna see me dance.” Vin gently removed his hand from mine, fingertips sliding gracefully from my grasp.

      “Please?” I dragged a fingertip over his palm, through his lifeline. I just wanted to touch him, an internal need to be close by, feel what my hands felt like against his body. This urge mixed with the copious amounts of alcohol wasn’t helping. When I was sober, I wasn’t touchy-feely at all, but after tossing back shots I relished human contact.

      He averted my eyes before he licked his lips.

      “Last call, kids,” Vest said.

      “Better drop a shot on the bar.”

      “None for me?” I asked through the haze of too much booze and Vin’s smile.

      “You’re done.” Vinny took the shot in one gulp. I pouted, finger swirling in a circle against his wrist. He smirked, looking at me with hazy bedroom eyes. “You take another shot and I’ll be carrying you out of here.” Vin removed my hand from his wrist and stood up.

      “Good call.” I bit my lip as I gazed up at him. “Are you leaving?” I didn’t want him to go, not now.

      “Didn’t you wanna dance?”

      I snatched his hand back into both of mine, spinning my back to him to drag him onto the dance floor in a hurry, like those cheesy #followme Instagram posts. The sound of the piano steadily rose, filling the bar with a calming sad whimsy.

      "I love this song." I faced him, sliding my hands down his arms, over the mounds of his muscles. I curled my hands into his, opening our arms outward together. He studied me like I was a strange science project, standing rigidly still. It was like he didn’t know what to do with his hands, or he did and wasn’t letting himself.

      I moved one of his arms around my waist, nice and snug, before I rested a hand on his shoulder. “You seem lost.”

      He snorted before he pressed closer, his other hand resting against my back, fingertips teasing the back of my neck. “I’m not.” A shiver rippled down my spine and I swallowed.

      Since he was so uptight, I started us off, moving in time with the lilting piano, half-lidded eyes peeking up at Vinny. Gradually he relaxed, his hand on my waist dropping lower, moving down, resting just above my butt.

      “You know the man is supposed to lead right?”

      “Psht, that’s old school.”

      Vincent tugged me a bit tighter, our bodies pressed together like we were melting into one. When he breathed, I felt his abs against my body. Oh, damn. I caught a whiff of orange underneath a musky cinnamon, faint hints of lemon and cedar. Like the end of summer drifting into fall.

      Vinny bent his head, pressing a cheek to mine. "Daniela, who put sadness in your muddy eyes?" He whispered, his breath sending goosebumps down my neck.

      My eyes jolted to his, air going out of me like I’d been punched. How did he know? I felt the water filling my eyes, tears threatening to burst. As I gazed into his eyes, I realized I was looking in the mirror. Pain for pain. Hurt for hurt. Just as sad and lonely as I was.

      I wobbled on my heel, and he gripped me tighter, holding me up, protecting me from hitting the ground.

      “Easy,” he said. “I got you.”

      I steadied myself and bit my lip. “Why are you sad?”

      Vin Vin didn’t answer, instead he raised my hand over my head and spun me before he hooked an arm around my waist, bringing me back to him. I pressed my hands against his chest. My heart pitter-pattered. I craned my neck for him. His lips were inches from mine, and I could feel his breath against them. Oh shit. Was he gonna kiss me? No way. He was married. This was not how a married man behaved. I had to get out of there. Internal screaming. Panic retreat.

      I shrugged out of his hold, like a snail retreating into its shell. He stepped back from me, shoving his hands into his pockets.

      “See you around, Vin Vin.”

      I didn’t wait for a response as I grabbed my bag off my brother’s chair and flung myself out into the early morning. It was still black out, a breeze brushed against my hot face, and I fanned myself. Slow your roll, pheromones.

      Make haste for home. This is not happening. Nope. Forget you danced with Vin Vin with the pretty eyes, hot bod, and strong hands. Forget you wanted him to kiss you and do naughty things to you. One foot in front of the other down to the corner, wait for the light, hurry up car make the left turn, thank you . . . okay, trudge your ass up the hill, fight with the gate, stumble up the steps to the second floor and collapse in bed, clothes still on.

      Bzz.

      My phone slipped from my grasp and crashed onto my face. “Ow.” I whimpered as I looked at it.

      You have a friend request from Vincent LaBate.
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      Surrounded and engulfed by mountains of boxes was what my life had been reduced to. A constant wave of transition, this one to my parents’ rental property on a hilly block beside a cemetery in Queens.

      What was a challenging time in your life and how did you overcome it? I stared at the blinking cursor. Buckle up, admissions committee. I could start with a public and traumatic career-ending injury, or I could talk about the dissolution of my Nate situationship. Which was more gripping? A ballerina losing her ability to dance or heartbroken by self-stupidity?

      My stupidity knew no bounds as I was still texting Nate. Like bait on a fishing line each time a text came through. I kept telling him we couldn’t meet up but knew I would cave. I missed him.

      "Hey, mom." I answered the phone, closing the word document. It could wait.

      "Dad and I wanted to take you to breakfast."

      "Is this an intervention?"

      "No," she snorted, "We just figured you'd want to get out. It's a nice day.”

      "You're worried I won't leave the house all day."

      "Be at the diner in a half-hour." She hung up.

      Bzz. Bzz.

      That’s right. I forgot to accept Vin Vin’s friend request. I'd been trying to avoid my phone, for obvious reasons. I tapped the request and hit accept. From the haze of last night, I remembered he’d moved back to Queens, too. I got no other details than that. He wasn’t exactly a spill the beans kind of guy. It would be nice having someone in the area I knew since Tricia lived in Whitestone and Mellie lived on Long Island with her parents.

      Bzz. Bzz. I glared at my phone.

      Nate: What are you doing later?

      I was going out. I whipped my hair into a messy bun, fought a pair of jeans out of my closet, and yanked on a sweater. When I made it to the diner, my parents were at their standard booth in the back corner, coffees in front of them, and a steaming hot one waiting for me. I plopped down into the booth next to my father and he wrapped his arm around me for a side squeeze.

      "Fun night?" There was judgment in my mom's voice. She didn’t think ladies should party the way I did and I internally eye-rolled whenever she posed passive-aggressive questions. I looked a little more tired than normal, but I wasn't that hungover.

      I shrugged before grasping my coffee mug with two hands and sipping.

      "You haven’t mentioned that boyfriend of yours in a while,” my mom said.

      I choked on my coffee, sputtering before I coughed into a napkin. Nate, the resident roach of the Upper West Side, he’ll persist during the apocalypse just like twinkies.

      I couldn’t tell my mom that he was a grade-A fuck boy who used her daughter to suck dick on Tuesday night instead of putting a ring on it. "Cause he’s not my boyfriend. Not everyone’s like you two. High school sweethearts and going to die in each other's arms like a Nicolas Sparks novel."

      "Your father and I are just lucky to have met each other early." Mom smiled and reached across the table to grab my dad's hand.

      "You’re gross.”

      Watching the love between my parents filled me with sadness. I wasn't sure if I’d ever meet my person the way my parents had. It seemed like they were halves who came together to make up this wonderful whole.

      That two souls recognizing each other was reserved for special people. Some people were put on this earth without their half and made to wander aimlessly searching for their matching soul without knowing they never existed. It was a good thing I was distracted by the Billys, bartender Chad included.

      “What happened to Nolan? The way you talked about him it seemed like it was going great.”

      “Nate,” I corrected my mother.

      Ping!

      Nate: I want to see you.

      “From what you said, Nate was everything you wanted. All the gifts he gave you, the money he spent on you. I don’t understand how he is gone all of a sudden.”

      I swallowed the ball rising in my throat. My eyes were swimming. I was alone, lost on a deserted island. Even though my parents, who loved me unconditionally, were sitting with me.

      "Rae, you take this. You know I’m not good with the tears," my dad said matter-of-factly. I sunk back into the booth and curled into my mother's waiting arms as she kissed my forehead. My dad disappeared to the bathroom.

      "Okay," Mom shushed me gently and held me as I cried, rocking me like she did when I was four and scraped my knee riding my three-wheeler in the yard.

      "Nobody will love me," I blurted through my tears.

      "Daniela, sweetheart, that’s not true." She looked at me with brown eyes that mirrored my own. “Plenty of people already love you. We love you; your friends love you, even your brother loves you." She brushed her hand over my cheek.

      "Not the same." I grabbed a napkin to wipe my eyes.

      "Is this really about Nate?" I nodded and she sighed heavily. "I could ring that son of a bitch's neck. Someone will come along who is better, who you won't have to guess about. Isn't that what you want?"

      "Yeah," I sniffled, "but . . ."

      "But what?"

      "What if he was that person? What if this is really about me? Like, I’m just not good enough for love."

      "It’s not about you, Dany.”

      "Is it safe?" My dad asked as he returned to the table with the waiter. My mother peered down at me, and I nodded. "Good." I stayed by my mom, nestled close to her for comfort.

      "Let's talk about something else," I said.

      "Please." My dad agreed out of desperation.

      "You will never guess who I ran into at the beauty parlor the other day." My mom had her hair set twice a week at the salon. She'd been a stay-at-home mom, and now that her kids had thriving adult lives, okay more like meandering right now, she used her hair appointments as coffee clutch time.

      I stuck my fork into a slice of strawberry and a couple of blueberries. "Who?"

      "Annetta." She smiled.

      "Ms. Nettie?" She was my first ballet teacher and mentored me until it was time to help me move on. She convinced my mother to let me audition for The Academy and when I was accepted my mom panicked.

      I was a fourteen-year-old girl moving into Manhattan to attend an exclusive ballet school, alone, for the cost of private university. Nettie talked my parents into spending my college fund on ballet. Most people spend a hundred thousand dollars to go to Harvard, not me. It paid off, but for a limited time only, for the low price of thin metal rods jammed into my metatarsal, my ballet education was null and void. What a deal.

      "She asked about you, and I said you were doing okay.”

      "Mom."

      "What did you expect me to say? She knows what happened. Everyone in that world knows. Your retirement was in The Times."

      When I finally got the balls to write the statement that I wouldn’t be returning to the stage, each word I typed was like a razor blade against my heart. I admitted defeat with each tap of the keyboard.

      "That I was doing great. That everything was fine. That my whole life didn't explode and catch fire. What did you say exactly?"

      "That it's been a challenge for you since the injury."

      I groaned and set down my fork. "Like I told Gerry. I don't want to talk about it. What if she calls me?"

      "You talk to her.”

      "Or she sends it to voicemail," my father interjected. There was no way my parents could grasp the magnitude of this pain. How I wasn't ready to have the rug pulled out from under me. I couldn't talk about it because if I did, I would be overwhelmed by how sad and angry I was. Whenever I thought about ballet it took me to an empty void, an endless sea of nothing, a fate worse than sadness. I was numb.

      “You don’t understand.”

      "You're right,” my mom said blankly. “I don't know how it feels to lose a career."

      I willed myself to keep it together. I couldn't start crying again, I'd cried once this morning, that was one time too many.

      Everything I’d done circulated around cultivating my career. I worked tirelessly on my body, making sure I was in good physical health. I gave up family parties, weekend trips with my girlfriends, and Saturday nights out sipping cocktails. It would have been better if I had Nate, but even he was a temporary idea. I fooled myself into thinking things could be permanent.

      "And that’s my cue to leave." My dad fled to the bathroom yet again. I managed to laugh through the tears as my mom hugged me.

      “When something ends, there's a new beginning. Who knows what that thing is, but you'll see. Have a little faith."

      "That's really fucking hard right now." I wiped at a tear as it drifted down my cheek, my body pressed against my mother's, needing to be held while I cried.

      “Lean into this new beginning and you will discover things that bring you true joy, new things, and you will build a new wonderful life for yourself.”

      "Teaching?"

      "Maybe. It's going to take time to figure out so give yourself time. Not everything happens right away."

      "This is like going through puberty again, suffering growing pains. I didn't like it the first time." I brushed the tears away and caught sight of my reflection in the mirror, puffy and red.

      My father rejoined us, and the waiter brought the rest of our food to the table. I cut into my omelet with my fork and took a bite, sighing as I chewed, still sniffling.

      "Annetta said if you wanted, there's a place for you at the dance studio."

      "No way."

      "It is something you love."

      "Mom, no.”

      "Rae, let this go," my father said.

      “If you don’t work at the studio, you need to figure something else out. This isn’t high school. You’re a grown woman and need to take care of yourself. Your dad can’t keep depositing money into your account like an ATM.”

      My dad went to protest, and she held up her hand.

      “You take care of yourself because nobody else is going to do it.”

      The same old mantra. I had to be independent, most importantly financially independent. I sighed. I didn’t need this shit right now. When I decided to become a ballerina the lecture about how short-lived the career was almost burst my eardrums combined with the fact that if I didn’t make it I would be destitute and homeless. To the shock of my mother I had not only achieved my dream, but soared, and rapidly.

      A portrait of me dancing Aurora hung on the fucking Metropolitan Opera for Christ’s sake.

      I opened my mouth to speak but ended up scratching my fork on my plate.

      “Any job, Daniela.”

      When we were through with breakfast my father offered to drive me back to the apartment, but I declined. The walk would do me good. It was sunny out. That time of year when winter melted into a green and bright spring.

      Nate: What are you doing?

      I sat down on my front stoop and sighed. What was I doing?

      Nothing

      Nate: Can I see you?

      Why was I answering him with yes? Why did I send him my address?

      When he pulled up to my apartment in his BMW, I was sitting in the sunshine, my face turned up to its rays, bathing in it.

      I felt the sun's warmth fade into a chill, a shadow sucking the heat from my face. My body was covered in darkness and a shiver rushed up my spine. Like Rothbart’s entrance in Swan Lake, confirming Odette’s curse.

      "Elegant and refined as ever. Even sitting on a stoop in Queens.” Each of his words were enunciated to perfection, clipped and sharp, tongue tapping against his teeth like a razor blade. "Can I come up?"

      Nate was the same as I’d dreamed; starched white shirt, perfectly tailored suit, the right corner of his lip upturned into a devilish smirk. Handsome and harmful all at once. A false prince.

      "I wasn’t sure you’d show when you saw the address." I stood up, turning my back to him, taking a deep breath. I didn’t think seeing him would make a well of feelings rush up inside me. Feelings of pain, desire, a desperate need to be loved by him. I remembered the feeling of my lips against his chiseled jaw, wanting to bury myself in the darkness of his brown eyes, fingers dragging through thick hair.

      He followed me up to the apartment. I shut the door behind us with a click. A thump and then the sounds of dainty paws on the tile floor. Regi sauntered into the living room, tail curved haughtily in the air. She froze, green eyes glaring at Nate, a paw raised mid-air. They locked eyes in a stare-down.

      Regi huffed and turned her back to me, disappearing into the hidey-hole at the bottom of her cat tree. She circled before settling into a ball with her head turned away. Jeez, way to let me know how you really feel.

      I looked at the bracelet, diamonds glittering, gold shining, the bruise against my wrist from repeated banging. Twist. Twist.

      Nate licked his lips and tugged at the cuff of his button-down shirt. “They cast Cordelia as Juliet. It wasn’t the same. I kept thinking how much better you were. That you weren’t acting when you danced the part. That it was real.”

      I swallowed hard. The bracelet clanged against my wrist. Nate opened the button of his sleeve.

      “You never pretend, do you? How do you do that?”

      How did I do it? Maybe because I wore my heart on my sleeve like a fucking idiot. I handed it out like those tiny Valentine’s given to kids with a lollipop. Here, take it. It’s sweet and ripe for the breaking.

      “I miss you, Dany.”

      All the pretty things I wanted to hear.

      “No one compares to you.”

      Just how falling in love should be.

      He unbuttoned the other cuff of his shirt.

      “Nate . . .” I saw it in his eyes, how he knew he could have me right now. I didn’t protest, didn’t step away from him. Instead, I waited.

      His lips crashed against mine, his razor blade tongue in my mouth, and I melted into a puddle of desire. Fuck it. I buried my hands into his black hair. God, how I wanted him. I needed him. He made me feel like I wasn’t alone in the world. It wasn’t fair how I craved his attention and desire like it was water, life-sustaining liquid quenching my every need.

      I was his ballerina after all, pulling out all the stops, tricks and turns, to keep him in my bed.

      He growled against my lips and pressed me against the wall. I bit his bottom lip and frantically worked the buttons of his shirt. I yanked it down his arms and he shrugged it off before he slammed his lips to mine again. I unbuttoned my jeans, shoving them off.

      Nate picked me up, hooking his hands under my thighs. I pressed my hands down against his shoulders. His lips dragged kisses down my chin, teeth nipping at my throat. I whimpered.

      “Tell me you’re wet for me. Tell me how much you want me.”

      “I’m wet for you. I want you more than anything in the world,” I murmured with desire.

      Down and down, his lips moved lower and lower until I was settled on his shoulders, his face between my legs.

      “Dripping wet,” Nate’s muffled voice came from between my legs.

      His tongue lapped between my thighs, and I banged my head against the wall. Oh, fuck. I grabbed his hair, tugging. I moaned as his mouth sucked my clit just hard enough. Another involuntary whimper escaped.

      Nate knew how to weaken me into submission, to lure out the part of me that dragged me down into quicksand.

      His fingers dug into my ass.

      I gasped.

      His tongue searched between my legs, flicking like a snake seeking its prey. God, did he catch it. With his lapping between my thighs, his hold on me tightened, a rope, each flick of the tongue pulling me closer and closer to him. A noose of control.

      “Come for me,” he demanded. “And scream.”

      I gasped. My heat rose and I knew I was going to come. I pulled his hair, and he rubbed his face between my legs, a guttural growl emerged from below my waist.

      I slapped my hand against the wall, arching my back, pressing hips against him. “Don’t stop. Harder.”

      At least he knew how to follow directions.

      Yes, yes, yes. I cried out.

      His hands caressed up my back before he held me against him, lips against my neck, teeth scraping my skin, nibbling. His hands came up to cup my face, eyes locked to mine.

      One hand slid down between my legs. “I could do this all day.” His fingers found my clit and my breath caught in my throat. “You never pretend.”

      This was perfect. It was everything I wanted. Then the face of his Apple Watch lit up. A beacon. Two wrists, mine and his, circled in status and contact. Mine in decadent diamonds and gold, his in a feed of ego boost.

      Ignore it.

      But I couldn’t. Who was messaging him? Who was trying to claw their fingers into Nate at this moment?

      It had to be a girl. He had a constant stream of women, like an assembly line, one after the other, ripe for the picking. I was just another one. The same as the one before me, the one after me, all of the girls in a pretty little row.

      Thin. Talented. Tossable.

      “Do you need me inside you?” His fingers were against my face, brown eyes meeting mine. “Tell me.”

      “Please,” my pathetic plea emerged unhindered.

      I kissed him as he tugged me toward the couch. I laid down, displaying my body for him to scrutinize.

      Paint me, Nate. Like one of your French girls.

      Nate was on top of me, sliding his dick inside me, hands pressed into the grey couch cushions.

      I hooked my legs around his waist as he grunted. I gripped the back of his neck, wanting him closer, but he arched away.

      He persisted, pushing and pushing and I whimpered, closing my eyes.

      When I turned my head the face of his watch flashed:

      CM: Nate?

      Cordelia.

      He was fucking my frenemy, Cordelia Mane.

      Swap one famous ballerina for an up-and-comer. Lather, rinse, repeat. He certainly had access to us.

      Back in the day we were called Les Petite Rats and men like Nate, abonnes, exploited the shit of us, financially and sexually.

      Well, still happening kids. And this abonne got whatever he wanted.

      Of all the girls in the world. Of all the girls in The Company. Cordelia.

      She had everything I desired. Everything I wanted. She had my fucking life. A snap. A chip. Finely cracked like the tiny bones of my foot. Shattered. Broken. Forced together with metal rods and pins. Anchoring me in place to keep the glass from cracking.

      I swung my face to the other side and bit my lip as tears sprung to the corners of my eyes.

      Nate pushed my shirt up to my neck, choking me. I couldn't breathe. Not from his grip, but from the pain. From the jealousy, rage, and gut-wrenching despair.

      I grabbed his arm, fingernails clawing at his skin. I gasped for air. I needed to breathe, but I forgot how.

      He thrusted harder, deeper. Damn him to hell. I forced my hips up to meet him, pulsing against him. Take that you son of a bitch. Hips beating against him, spurring it on faster. Pounding back against his heated thrusts.

      “Damn, Dany,” Nate groaned.

      Again and again, I met his hard pounding, pushing back, wanting to be finished. To be finished with him. With this.

      But while I kept fucking him, I wasn’t done. I was connected, with each thrust, pressed further and further into him. I still wanted him. I still craved his adoration.

      How could he pick Cordelia over me? I was the star. I was the one who received standing ovations and accolades. I was the one who smiled prettily at business dinners after being draped in diamonds and silk.

      He should want me. Not her.

      CM: Hello?

      CM: Call me later.

      Not yet. For now, he was mine. I had him in my clutches, tight between my legs.

      I’d taken control, forcing my heat onto him, using my body against the will of his. Listening to him groan and growl, hands clawing my sides to hold himself up.

      That’s right. I would be the one to finish him off, not Cordelia.

      Nate’s thumb pressed against my clit, rubbing in deft circles, “You can’t have all the fun,” he said. Fuck him. Of course, he took back his power; his control over me. I reached down and grabbed his wrist, but it was too late. I came again and gasped with ecstatic completion.

      He pulled out and sat back, panting, looking at me expectantly. I caught my breath, tugging my shirt down to cover myself.

      I knew what he wanted. His hand gripped his dick as he scrutinized me. I wondered what he saw? Was it some pathetic little bird crushed under the weight of his jaws? Or did he see a girl who loved him?

      I’d never know.

      “You know the deal,” he said through gulps of air. “And how I like it. Take your time. I want it to last.”

      All’s fair in love and war, isn’t it? I swallowed hard and bent over, taking the tip of him into my mouth. Like a dog slurping up a sausage, I began my administration to his cock, sucking and lapping like it was the most delicious meal I’d ever eaten. His groans of pleasure ringing in my ears like alarm bells.

      Each time I gasped around his cock, breath caught in the back of my throat, I choked and gagged on my shame.

      Nate groaned, tugging at my hair. “Almost there. Just like that.”

      It was always like this. He expected the grand finale of a blow job with a swallow finish. I’d gotten this down to a science. Another deep-throated groan. His cum went in my mouth like icing on a cake.

      How had I let myself be coaxed into this again?

      “Do you love me?” I wiped the spit from my chin, looking up at him expectantly. There was a tightening in my gut, a prickling of nausea. Because at my core I desired more than anything to be loved by Nate, to be desired by him, to be wanted.

      “Way to put me on the spot, Dany.”

      “Do you?”

      “You know I do.” Nate pecked my cheek.

      But he hadn’t said it. He hadn’t said he loved me.

      “There’s this immersive impressionist painter exhibit touring the city. I know you love The Starry Night. Do you want to go?”

      That sounded like a dream, walking through one of the most whimsical nightscapes of all time with Nate. My stomach churned, knowing it was all to pacify me, to keep me even keeled. My whole body felt like The Scream instead, twisted and mottled.

      The shame ate me up. I knew that Nate was using me, and in a sick way, I felt like I deserved it. I wasn’t good enough to be his girlfriend, so I kept letting him treat me like shit. Each time it wore down a piece of me, grinding down my gears until soon there would be nothing left of my inner workings.

      I wish I had a magic object that could heal my torn heart. What did people say about duct tape? That you could fix anything with it?

      That’s what I needed, some duct tape, for my pussy and my heart.
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      I scooped hummus onto a carrot and took a bite as I read over my grad school application essay. When the applause stops, you're left standing on stage by yourself. I learned you had to like what you were left standing with. Not too shabby for an opener. Nobody wanted to hear about heartbreak but an injury that led to a career change was something more compelling.

      The end of my career happened as shockingly as a heart attack and when I looked back, I was left with nothing. Maybe I was a writer after all? The next Elizabeth Gilbert, but instead of Eat, Pray, Love, it would be Collapse, Cry, Overcome.

      Regi rubbed her cheek against my leg. I picked her up and set her on my lap. "What do you think? Just go for it, right?"

      She placed her paws on the edge of my desk staring at the screen to scrutinize my work.  I kissed the top of her head. It wasn't getting any better than this. No self-doubt. I clicked submit. The application was off to the admissions committee, now I had to wait.

      I tapped my phone to check the time. "Okay, girl. Time for me to go." I hoisted Regi off my lap and set her on the floor.

      An hour later I was standing on the sidelines cheering on Mellie’s six-year-old son, Alexander, as he rushed his way down the soccer field. She screamed beside me. Parents of kids who played sports were nuts. It was like life or death depended on whether they won.

      "Kick the ball!" Mellie screeched.

      "Coffee for you and for you." Lawrence held out two steaming cups toward us and I took mine gratefully.

      Mellie and Lawrence got married in a whirlwind. When they met the earth stopped, a flash of lightning. Then Alexander came and everything crumbled. Aside from the cheating, Lawrence told Mellie he hated being married. Two years later they were divorced.

      "Where's Charlie?"

      "He feels weird about being here with me and Lawrence."

      "Been a while since I've seen you, Dany." Lawrence rubbed his hands together and blew into them. The kids didn't seem to notice the cold but standing on the sidelines turned my toes to ice.

      "I was promised a picnic lunch after," I added.

      "The grilled cheese truck is intense.” Lawrence cautioned. "Run, Alex run!"

      "Run!" Mellie echoed. Alexander ran and kicked the ball at full speed. The rest of the kids came up the rear, like a stampede of wildebeests. "Chad won’t stop talking about you. What did you do?"

      "Girl talk time, earmuffs," Lawrence said. "Damn it!" he shouted. "Can we win one game?"

      "Nothing, we didn't even talk that much. He saw I was playing Until Dawn." I shrugged.

      "He wants your phone number," she said. "Can Charlie give it to him?"

      "I dunno. It was a one-night stand."

      "It doesn't have to stay a one-night stand."

      "Earmuffs aren't working." Lawrence raised a brow. "Dany, you've been randomly hooking up with guys?"

      "Larry, get with the program," Mellie said.

      "I'm half in and out of the program," he admitted. I laughed.

      "Dany had her heart broken and is in her hoe phase."

      "Hey!" I interjected. Mellie raised a brow. I backed down. The hoe phase was real.

      Lawrence blinked. "Why not give him your number? He likes video games, you like video games."

      "He's a bartender."

      "We can't all be perfect," Lawrence replied.

      I groaned. "Fine!"

      I hadn't told Mellie that I'd let Nate come over, about the sex, the embarrassing plea for him to love me. I'd taken a step back into my old life.

      Chad was simple. It was an instant attraction and fucking him had been my call. I turned the tables on him, tossing back to someone else what I’d learned from Nate. An invisible payback to the man who broke down my walls and set fire to my kingdom.

      The kids ran off the field and Alexander hurried toward his mother. He was adorable, with black curls just like her.

      "Hi, Aunt Dany!" He held out his hand to Mellie who placed a water bottle into it.

      "Hi, Alex! You're doing great out there."

      He shared a skeptical glance with his parents before he said, "We suck."

      "Alex, language!" Mellie snapped. Alexander shrugged and gulped water.

      Alex wasn't wrong. His team sucked, but they were six for God's sake! It wasn't like they were going to the World Cup.

      "Next time, I'm bringing wine," Mellie sighed as her son’s team missed another goal.

      "Ms. Nettie told my mom I should stop by," I chewed on the cuticle of my thumb, "but I don't think I can." It would be like slapping myself with a pointe shoe and gazing at a world I was no longer privy to. My heart yearned for the feeling of hard shoes under my toes and freedom that spinning across a stage gave me. My pointe shoes were in a bin next to my television, a relic to the past.

      "You do that when you're ready," she said.

      "The problem is I need a job. I'm not asking my parents for money. They already gave me the apartment."

      "Carlo's," Lawrence said. "They're hiring a waitress. It's close to your house and can't be that hard. Plus it's all cash." he shrugged. "Might as well."

      Either I was a charmer, or Carlo's Pizza was desperate for a waitress because by 3:40 pm I had a job. I started work Monday. The scent of pizza infiltrated every part of me, my clothes, my hair, everything. If I needed to turn into Buffy the Vampire Slayer all I had to do was stand there with an industrial-strength fan and the vamps would go shrieking into the night.

      The title of pizza waitress extraordinaire had reduced my champagne taste to a beer budget. Life's little luxuries, like sending out my laundry to be washed weekly, had to go by the wayside. Now because of my financial crunch, I was stuck inside Go-Go Laundry on a sunny spring Saturday afternoon. I sat with legs crossed, gazing down at the open book on my lap.

      Oh, how the mighty fall. I’d gone from schmoozing celebrities and Goldman Sachs CEOs to listening to the hottest of the 80s countdown on 106.7 FM radio while a bored seven-year-old did sprints up and down the line of washing machines singing the song of his people at the top of his lungs.

      I was trying to read, to distract myself from my pitiful circumstances, and to pass the time.

      Ping!

      Chad: Hey Stranger, want to grab a drink later?

      I didn't. Chad didn’t give me tingles when his name popped up on my phone or make my gut twinge with excitement. After giving Chad my number, he reached out and planned our first date, then the second, now he was onto the third. Three weeks. Three dates. I should have cared, but I didn’t. I didn’t get why.

      Ping!

      Nate: What are you doing later?

      My heart skipped. That would be why. It was a game of Nate Vs. Chad. Charisma Vs. Intent. I should have been going for intent but, I kept falling trap to charisma. I shoved my phone in my purse. Right now, neither was getting an answer.

      A royal blue laundry bag dropped down by my feet.

      I lifted my head to find Vinny standing over me with a smug grin on his face. The sun from the window was in his eyes and he squinted. A bead of sweat trickled down my shoulder blades, reminding me that it was sweltering in this joint, the AC having long since broken.

      "I know you," I said with a smile.

      He lugged the bag over to the washing machines. I turned the page of my book, Darcy and Elizabeth’s drama was way more exciting than watching suds swirl in a soapy hurricane. He opened the bag.

      "Which one is better? Left or right?" Vin asked, pointing to two empty machines.

      "The one on the right," I closed my book. Seemed like Vinny was in a similar financial crisis as I was. He wouldn’t be doing his laundry here if he wasn’t. Nobody enjoyed wasting a day doing their wash. I know I didn’t. Everything about this sucked. How does a person go from making a quarter-million dollars a year to this? Another sucker punch to the gut.

      When he bent down, he grunted and lifted the laundry into the washing machine. He bent the way my grandmother did when her arthritis acted up. Vinny shoved every last piece of laundry into the front opening machine.

      "You're supposed to separate darks from colors from whites," I said.

      "If I do that, I'll be here all day, and I got plans." He shoved a fist into his back and gave it a rub as he stood to his full height.

      "Do you? What plans are these?"

      "A date.” He sounded like he was going to Target to buy socks, not spending his night with the love of his life.

      “That’s so sweet. Where are you and your wife going?”

      He flicked his left hand to me, the ring finger barren. No wedding ring in sight. Wait, he wasn’t married? God, way to go with the verbal diarrhea.

      Vinny stuck his quarters in the machine and dumped in the soap, filling the tray to the top. That was a lot of soap. If he turned that on we’d be swimming in a mountain of suds.

      "When was the last time you did your own laundry?"

      His brows furrowed before he shrugged and said, "It's been a while."

      I unfurled myself from my cross-legged position to take the cap of laundry detergent from him. I scooped half of the liquid soap out of the tray and poured it back in the bottle, "Now we won't have a soap explosion and be barred from the laundromat."

      He chuckled as he closed the soap tray. We both sat on the hard plastic chairs. He glanced at the closed book beside me, “Pride and Prejudice? Isn’t that the one with the guy and girl who hate each other and they fall in love?"

      “Only one of the most romantic stories of all time. Mr. Darcy. Elizabeth Bennett. One let pride get in the way, the other prejudice." I sighed wistfully.

      I curled a piece of hair behind my ear and bit my lip. He picked at a fingernail, trying to scrape out dirt from underneath. Taking a good look at his hands I could tell he’d been doing some kind of manual labor. They looked well used, slightly calloused, with a firm grip. And those hands were very close to me, so close I wondered what it would feel like to have one against the smooth skin of my inner thigh. If his touch was gentle or rough, tentative or self-assured. I felt a tingle between my legs. I needed to not be feeling those tingles. I needed the damn duct tape.

      "Uh-huh.”

      "Couldn't even pretend to be interested. It's one of the best proposals in literature. He tells her, ‘You have bewitched me body and soul, and I love, I love, I love you, I never wish to be parted from you from this day on.’"

      "That’s all well and good until Elizabeth gets bored living in the big house with Darcy’s money and decides she’s going to screw the tutor.”

      That was oddly specific.

      The sound of the machine swirling filled the silence. I watched the sudsy hurricane. Swoosh. Swoosh. White soap smashing against the glass.

      "She cheated on you?"

      Vinny stared at his hands, pressing them down into his knees. A slight nod of his head confirmed it.

      "I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      "No. It’s not fine. That hurts. You guys were so happy.” At least they seemed to be from what I remembered at my brother’s wedding. They slow danced together, stole kisses, and shared lovesick gazes. His wife was this blonde goddess, perfect in every way, from her smooth hair to the tips of her precarious stilettos.

      “We weren’t. But nobody knew that except me and Carissa.”

      "That’s why you’re back in the neighborhood, huh?"

      “I’m staying with my mom until I get on my feet.” He drummed his fingers against his knee and then smirked, “All right, Nancy Drew. I’ve shared enough for one day. What about you?”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah. You’re not the only one who gets to do an interview. What’re you doing back here?”

      I was back under duress with nowhere to go after Dr. Goldman delivered the harsh reality regarding my ballet career.

      Like the flickering lights in a horror film, my X-Ray blinked onto the backlit screen, "This is a normal metatarsal in the right foot," He stated while using his laser pointer to highlight the fine thinned bones of a perfectly formed human foot.

      "And this is what your foot looks like." He clipped up the X-Ray of my foot beside the other one. My X-Ray looked like a web of shattered glass; snips, and snaps permeating through vital bones. "This is a very difficult break. I’m sure you’re in a significant amount of pain."

      "I'm a ballerina, nothing hurts.” That's what I told myself, that physical pain was just a part of the job; that ice packs, heating pads, foam rollers, and jumbo bottles of Aleve were just par for the course. "I mean—it isn't that bad. Is it?" There was nothing a good soak or some pills couldn't help.

      "Ms. Verdi, this is a very serious fracture that requires surgery."

      "What kind of surgery?"

      "With this type of injury, we have to reattach the bones using a series of metal pins."

      Swish swish. The sudsy storm swirled in the washing machine.

      “Career change,” I said. “I applied for grad school.”

      "Get out." He twisted his body toward me, wincing before he dropped his arm around my chair. "What will you be studying?"

      "Education. If I get in."

      "From the looks of it you're nerdy enough." He teased, and I punched his shoulder.

      Vinny flinched and rubbed his arm. "This week made me realize that I’m an old bastard. I started at the union. I swear to God I haven't been in this much pain since college. Everything hurts." I tried to hide my grin, but my eyes gave it away as he said, "Don't laugh at me."

      "I can't help it," I giggled.

      "I thought about soaking in an ice bath but can't bring myself to do it."

      "Ice is for joints. You need to loosen yourself up. A hot bath with Epsom salts and a foam roller to work out the kinks in your muscles." Ballet Care 101. I had stock in heating pads and took steaming hot baths regularly when I was dancing. “And Tiger Balm.”

      Vin Vin looked skeptical.

      "Try it. I can loan you a foam roller.” I’d be happy to help, after all I used to be the queen of sore muscles.

      "Makes sense you’d know this shit. You’re a dancer, right?"

      The sun heated my back, and I glanced out the window. A pigeon swooped down before flapping its grey wings, leading it to settle on a branch in a tree. A breeze passed, fluttering the leaves in a ripple. Spring was beautiful. Persephone returning to earth from The Underworld to breathe new life into the air, a hope of better things to come. Was I in spring or still held in the icy throes of winter?

      "You were going to say something about the whole education grad school thing."

      "So.” Vin Vin picked at a fingernail again and ran his hand over his bald head. “I’ve never told anybody this.” He smiled at me, and I nudged his shoulder.

      “Secret’s safe with me.”

      “When I was in middle school I wanted to be an art teacher, elementary school.”

      The thought of him teaching little kids was cute. Even though he was a big guy, I could see it. Although when I stood next to him it was like a mini horse craning its head at a giraffe, he didn’t intimidate me.

      I went to ask about the art angle but was rudely interrupted by the bzz of the washing machine. Time to empty my carefully curated designer clothes from its metal belly.

      I let my feet drop to the floor before I wandered over to the washing machine. I piled the sopping wet clothes into the dryer. As I lifted each damp item the labels glared at me; Splendid, Nation, Monrow, Joe Couture. I couldn’t believe the amount of money I haphazardly tossed into the dryer, the amount that I’d spent on every article that touched my skin.

      "While my stuff washes and yours dries, wanna grab some pizza?" Vinny asked.

      I raised a brow. "I used to love pizza before I became a pizza waitress. I feel like my skin has the constant aroma of garlic, like vampire repellent."

      "No, it doesn’t.” He laughed. "You smell fresh and flowery."

      Just like how I remembered his musky cedar scent washing over me when we danced at Brady’s. A lingering aroma sending goosebumps down my arms and up the back of my neck.

      He cleared his throat. “Or it could be all the soap in here.” He held out his arm toward me. A sinking gripped my stomach. Silly me, thinking there was something more to it.

      "What about not pizza?"

      “Not pizza wins.” I took his offered arm, letting him lead the way out of Go-Go Laundry. Such a gentleman. I loved spring. It was that perfect weather where it was chilly enough to wear a sweater while the sun-kissed my face back to life.

      "If I had to sit there and watch my laundry spin for an hour, I was gonna lose my mind and you looked hungry.”

      "I looked hungry?"

      "Your whole aesthetic screams hungry," he teased.

      Probably because I was hungry. Ravaged by hunger. I’d been the “meatball” of my class at The Academy, told to shove carrots and almonds in my mouth when I felt too weak to move. I walked the tightrope between starvation and just enough to get by. I looked at the cracks in the sidewalk, shoving my hands into the back pockets of my jeans, shrinking, hunching my shoulders inward.

      Food was my battleground, a choice of which weapon to fuel myself with that day. I ate purposefully, calculated, meticulously cultivating the fuel for my body to run at top speed. I learned the hard way that if I didn’t eat, I couldn’t dance. Now, I couldn’t dance but I still had to eat.

      “I’m kidding! You’re in better shape than I’ve ever been in my whole life. You look amazing.”

      Of course it’d been a joke. He would never be mean. I smiled as I thought about him thinking my body was amazing. That he took notice of how I took pride in it, keeping my dancer physique as best as I could. It wasn’t like how Nate remarked on popping collar bones or hips, this was appreciative and sweet.

      We wandered past the corner deli, a dollar store, a Chinese restaurant, and a Dunkin' Donuts. Good old Queens where I could grab a plate of chicken and broccoli and an iced coffee all on the same block. Vinny walked slowly, like he’d aged ten years.

      "I can find you a cane."

      "Ouch." He laughed.

      We stopped in front of my local diner, and he grabbed the door, opening it for me. We entered and slipped into a booth in the back. When the waitress handed me a menu I said, “thank you” and plopped it open.

      When Vinny ordered cheese fries I grinned. “Your comment about me being hungry is going to bite you in the ass. I’m gonna eat all of them.”

      “Don’t come between a man and his fries.”

      We laughed.

      "So.” I folded my hands on the table and sat up straight, pressing my shoulder blades down into my back, settling into my swan-like posture. “Where is your mom’s house? You have to be close."

      "You know the hill by the cemetery?" The running joke about Queens was that everyone lived by a cemetery or airport. Check! I lived by a cemetery and so did Vinny.

      "You're never gonna believe this! I'm on the same block.”

      "That's weird."

      "Serendipitous," I smiled.

      “A fortunate discovery.” Vin Vin smirked at me. “I think the fact that we both like cheese fries is even more serendipitous.”

      I laughed. He wasn’t wrong, but there was some magic to serendipity, wasn’t there? It was a weird feeling of just meant to be, accidentally thrust into someone’s path without a spell or map. The ease at which I found myself in Vin Vin’s company, wasting time at the laundromat, stealing fries, and bearing souls, said something about the universe at play. For a minute I was able to forget the battle raging in my text messages from Nate and Chad and drift away in the sea of Vinny’s eyes.

      "That too. How did you meet the girl?"

      "Tinder. I don't necessarily have the highest hopes. I thought I should put myself back out there.”

      "I don’t do online dating. I feel like you need to meet in person otherwise you don't get a sense of who they are. Or it's someone you already know for a while, something like that."

      Or you continued to allow yourself to be strung along by a finance bro fuck boy while blowing off the perfectly nice dumb bartender.

      “Beautiful girls don’t need dating apps.” Vin’s eyes were locked to mine when he said it before he quickly broke my gaze, clearing his throat. “Most of the girls I know are married. I needed some help.”

      "I should introduce you to Tricia, she's nice." That could be a great match! I stuck that little gem in my back pocket.

      "I'm gonna take my chances with Annie and see how it goes. It would be weird if I let Gerry's little sister hook me up with one of her friends."

      "Isn't that usually how it goes? You hear stories like that all the time.”

      Ping!

      Chad: I was thinking we could go to The Bonnie. They have these really cool fancy cocktails. You told me you liked Old Fashions, right? I could act all snobby like . . . I could make that drink better. What do you say?

      Ping!

      Nate: Busy?

      "You’re popular,” Vinny said before he popped a fry into his mouth.

      I shifted in my seat, staring down at the two texts. Decision time. Serendipity seemed too sweet and instead, I was left with bumbling intent.

      That sounds great! See you at 8?

      I stole a fry and ate one. Vinny grinned.

      Chad: Awesome
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          RISKY QUIZNESS

        

      

    

    
      I huffed as I dragged my lumbering bag of laundry up the hill toward my front step, blowing hair out of my face. I froze when I saw James sitting on the concrete stoop, grin on, holding out a skinny iced vanilla latte from Starbucks. From the shock, I almost lost the grip on the bag and went crashing to the ground, but James, quick as ever, hooked me around my waist.

      “Girl, this is like we never stopped dancing.” James managed to not spill a drop of the delicious drink. Once he steadied me, he placed it into my hand.

      I couldn’t believe he caught me dragging my laundry back home. James slurped the coffee from the straw and tilted his curly-haired head to the side, popping his hip.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “You weren’t answering my texts and Cordy said you left her on read. I get it, believe me. We all know what she did and who she’s doing it with.”

      That still didn’t explain how he wound up on my front door. I drank some of my latte and sighed. I opened my mouth to ask about The Company, but froze, unable to get the words out. I didn’t want to know, did I?

      “I get why you didn’t answer her, but me?”

      “James, I just . . .”

      He put his hand on my shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze. “Can’t”

      I nodded.

      “Talk about what I’m doing, who I’m dancing with, what roles . . .”

      “All of it.”

      James wrapped his arm around my waist and tugged me close. “Well . . . can I at least help you with that bag?

      “Yeah,” I laughed.

      He hoisted it over his back and marched up the front steps.

      Once we were sipping lattes together on my couch, I felt a twinge of embarrassment. He caught me lugging a bag of laundry home to my Queens apartment. Gone was the doorman, gone was the gorgeous, exposed brick with a view of the city below, gone was all the flash of extravagance he was used to. In its place was a view of the house across the street with its paneled siding and rusting front gate, plain white walls, and cheap laminate flooring.

      I wanted to sink into the cushions and disappear, and I tried to, curling into a ball by the arm of the couch.

      “Did you think I would drop you? Partners until the end,” James sighed. He shuffled closer and wrapped his arm around me, tugging me against him. His hold was familiar. We’d danced so many roles together that his hands knew every inch of my body. I snuggled against him.

      “Look at where you found me.”

      “Stop it. I’m from Texas. I grew up on a cattle ranch. Yeehaw.” James kissed the top of my head.

      I laughed.

      “That’s better. I wanted to give you this.” James dug in his pocket and handed me a fancy envelope. “I thought it should be hand-delivered instead of mailed and since you won’t answer anyone.”

      
        
        The Company’s Closing Gala

        Honoring Daniela Verdi for her artistry in the ballet canon

        Join us as we celebrate her emotional achievements

        After the Rain, Pas De Deux performed by Cordelia Mane and James Cortez

        Medicine Man performed by Leticia Salazar

        Le Cygne performed by Amanda Boel

      

      

      Cordelia was dancing the pas that made me famous? I didn’t know if I wanted to laugh or cry. And I was being honored at the closing of the season. My stardom had risen rapidly, but I didn’t think I’d made that much of an impact with my roles. These things were reserved for the likes of Makarova or Baryshnikov, not me.

      “You have to come.”

      “I dunno. This is a lot.”

      “I get that, but this is a once-in-a-lifetime achievement. You’d be crazy to let it pass you by.”

      I would be. I just didn’t know if I was ready. I still refused to discuss the sudden destruction of my career. My instant fall. The broken bones. The broken dreams. A life left in shambles. How could I sit there and watch other ballerinas dance my parts? How could I sit there and watch other girls live my life?
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        * * *

      

      Foray #223 into a discovery of workouts at eight a.m. I hated running, Zumba, and step. Thank God Tricia was willing to be my workout buddy while I figured out what I enjoyed. I’d noticed the degeneration of my muscles. The mountainous indentations of my calves and valley dips of my biceps faded away.

      "I hate yoga," I grumbled, ass up in the air, heels pressed into the mat.

      "Stop," Tricia whispered.

      “It's too easy.” I walked my hands backward toward my feet and wrapped my palms around my ankles. I released a breath as I hugged my chest to my knees, cheeks resting against them like a pillow.

      "You're like fucking Gumby."

      "It took me twenty-six years to get this way.”

      "Ssh," the yogi hissed as she wandered by.

      I rolled my whole body through, pressing my abdomen down into the mat and arched my back, lifting my head to the ceiling. "Vinny’s dating again."

      Tricia stretched back into downward dog. I followed her, flicking my eyes to the front of the room to check if the instructor heard us chatting.

      "Who, you?"

      Why would she ask that? I wasn’t interested in Vinny.

      "What? No! For you."

      I was still transitioning while waiting on my Grad school application. Besides, I was still fucking my ex-thing while kind of dating Chad. Maybe I needed yoga? The zen might be good for me.

      "Seriously? When you saw him, your eyes lit up like someone surprised you with a kitten.”

      "Not true." Maybe it was a little true. I did have a panic moment where I fled back into my internal sixteen-year-old self and lost all self-control. But it wasn’t like an oh em gee I want him in my pants moment. That’s crazy talk.

      "Ssh!" The yogi growled.

      I was still in love with my non-ex. I kept letting him come back around and every time he walked away another piece of me chipped off. I was a beautiful accessory, just how Nate dressed me to be, with the Chanel bag and Louboutin’s.

      "Besides, I'm seeing someone."

      "What?" My butt was back in the air, heels on the ground.

      Tricia walked her hands back toward her feet and winced. Was she having a flexibility competition with me? Tricia was in this yoga class every morning at eight am. It was a miracle she'd gotten me here. I was a notorious night owl. Video games weren’t helping that situation. I just started playing Dead by Daylight and most players logged on at night.

      "Who is he?”

      "This guy I met at Starbucks." We lowered ourselves in unison like synchronized swimmers.

      "That's sweet." I closed my eyes. Achieve Zen, Dany. Ohm. We changed positions, moving backward onto our knees in a ball.

      "And you?"

      "It's complicated."

      Remember zen? Ohm. I wasn’t in the mood to be judged for my actions. I didn't want Tricia to be disappointed in me for going backward.

      Her stare bored into me like a laser until I relented. "I'm seeing Bartender Chad."

      "You don't sound excited about it."

      "I think he’s more into it than I am.”

      The class ended. We both stood and rolled up our mats before heading over to the cubbies where we'd stored our stuff. I grabbed my water bottle and took a sip before tapping my foot against the floor.

      "I'm going to tell you what I tell my clients when I coach them on using emotional intelligence skills. Practice empathy! Are you stepping into his shoes and considering what he’s feeling?"

      That hit hard. I wasn't thinking about Chad’s feelings. Instead, I was too wrapped up in my hunt to get Nate to love me that I was stringing along a nice guy who liked me. We were going to a food festival later in Astoria and I was just happy to have something to do. Last weekend we'd hung out with Mellie and Charlie, and it was clear he wanted more.

      "He’s not who I want."

      Tricia peeled her eyes from her phone to give me a stern stare.

      "I'm still fucking Nate."

      "Why are you doing that?"

      "Because I'm not ready to let him go.” The first step to moving on was admitting why I couldn't, right? I waited for Tricia's lecture on kicking his ass to the curb, wishing to God that it would be motivation to do it.

      "You remember Dimitrios?"

      "We thought you were going to marry him."

      "So did I. It took me years to get out of that loop, even though I was dating other guys, it didn't matter. He was always in the back of my mind. It'll be easier as time goes on, but you can't keep sleeping with him. It keeps renewing it."

      "I know.” I'd been reading articles online and watching relationship guru YouTubers and they all said the same thing.

      "You have to be ready."

      Chad: We still on later?

      I didn't tell him I wouldn't see him. I didn't tell him I didn't feel the same way about him. Like a coward, I agreed to another date.

      I checked my Gmail. When I looked up Tricia was giggling as she answered a text. Had to be Starbucks George. In my inbox was an email from Queens College.

      "Tricia."

      Her thumbs paused before she tapped again.

      "The email."

      "Open it!" She flung her phone into her bag.

      I tapped on the email, bouncing on my heels. "We would like to inform you that you have been accepted into Queens College's Secondary Education Program in English 7 to 12."

      She reached out and hugged me. We stuck together, sweaty as we were from yoga.

      "Gross," I laughed and continued to scan the email. “They want me to start now. They have spots left for the spring, but I'd have to make up six weeks’ worth of work."

      "Do it!"

      "Do you know how hard that will be? I don't even remember what it's like to sit in a classroom. I haven't done that since high school," I nibbled my lip. Everything was uncharted, like an endless sea before me.

      I loved my Upper West Side apartment. However, with the career change, there would be no way I could afford to live there again. No more late-night treks down the steps of Lincoln Center with James on my arm going through each detail of our performance, mulling over how to make adjustments for the following evening.

      Back home, Regi hopped up onto my desk and I put her into my lap for head scratches while I officially enrolled in Queens College. Ready or not, it was too late now.

      "Mama's going back to school," I cooed. "Think I'm gonna do okay?" She didn't answer but looked at me imploringly with her clear green eyes. "You're hungry, aren't you?" Regi patted my chin with her paw. "I love you, too."
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        * * *

      

      I stretched onto the balls of my feet and looped my arms around Vinny and Karl. I kissed Karl’s smooth cheek and then Vinny’s scruffy one. The prickle of his beard made me shudder and a whiff of cedar overtook me.

      "Do you two ever go anywhere else?"

      The boys’ attention was directed to the flat screen above the bar as the Mets fumbled what was set up to be a perfect play.

      Vincent seemed more relaxed since I saw him at Go-Go Laundry. He also seemed more chatty, which was nice. I didn’t like the one-worded ogre grunting.

      “Well, you have fun crying over how bad the Mets are while I get a burger to go.” I waved my hand to get the bartender’s attention.

      “You’re staying for Trivia. The girls are meeting us here.”

      Karl snagged a beer from the bucket. Vinny’s brow shot into his hairless forehead, locking eyes with his childhood bud, he flung a carrot at him from the empty plate of chicken wings before them. Karl flicked it back at him.

      Weird reaction.

      “Doesn’t girls mean girlfriends? I’d be like the fifth wheel,” I said as Karl tapped my arm with a cold beer. I took it. “So, the date went good?”

      “Mhm.” Vinny stared at me for a brief moment before he clanked the bottom of his beer to the top of mine.

      “You asshole,” I shrieked as the froth foam burst from the mouth of the bottle like a volcanic eruption. I hurriedly put the bottle against my lips and began to gulp as quickly as possible. Oh God. Oh no. This was terrible. I wanted to choke or die or gag. I made it through half the bottle before I gasped and sputtered. It reminded me of Nate's nasty jizz after a Jager night. “I really can’t stay. I have a shit ton of homework.”

      Vinny clapped me on the back. “A for effort.”

      “Too late,” Karl smirked as the front door opened. Two blondes came in chattering. The girlfriends. I subconsciously tucked my half-wavy hair behind my ears, raking my fingers down the long strands, rivulets cascaded down to the center of my back, thick and unforgiving.

      A blonde with blue eyes approached Vinny, unceremoniously parking her ass between us and pressed a kiss to his lips. I shifted closer to Karl.

      “Dany, this is Darlene.” Karl introduced his girlfriend and she smiled warmly before pulling me into a hug, like a normal human being as opposed to the lycra-clad human barrier.

      Lycra Blonde leaned against Vinny’s lap and turned to scrutinize me with an immovable grin. This girl had a full beat on, pancake-like, how I used to paint my face for a performance. If I tapped her forehead too hard would the foundation crack like a porcelain vase? The eyelashes were impressive though, long and feathery, while her lips were overdrawn.

      Vinny had his hand against her hip, beer bottle to his lips, eyes averted.

      Lycra stared down her contoured nose at me, a microbladed brow rising, blue eyes unblinking.

      “I’m Dany.” I held out my hand. No response. I’m Vinny’s girlfriend. Nice to meet you too. Let’s be friends. Best friends.

      Darlene patted the seat beside her, and I settled in next to her. Did I do something? Did I smell? I did a quick pit check. Nope.

      Karl motioned the waitress over and got us set up with standard trivia bar fare: wings, burgers, fries, and plenty of beer.

      I picked at my red nail polish. Since I couldn’t perform anymore, I’d been experimenting with colored nail polish, for the stage nails had to be natural. It was nice to have more freedom of expression.

      “All right Brady’s, are you ready for some Trivia?” The host announced. Karl hollered and whooped, and Darlene shook her head.

      “First category, sports.”

      “That leaves us out.” Darlene said. I nodded in agreement.

      “Against what team did Babe Ruth hit his first career home run?”

      “This is a Queens bar!” Karl yelled to the host. Laughter filled the room. He turned to Vinny, and they began to battle out the answer to the question.

      “Totally brave to come out with no makeup,” Lycra said.

      I wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or not. I had makeup on, just not a lot. I didn’t like it. I used to have to pile on the makeup for the stage, looking more like a hand-painted porcelain doll than a human being, so in my personal life I wore very little; a light gloss, natural-toned eyeshadow, and a bit of blush.

      I dipped a carrot into the blue cheese and crunched.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Darlene glaring. She pressed her hand to my shoulder, “Don’t mind her. Annie’s jealous.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      I reached for a chicken wing and brushed knuckles against Vinny’s. Apparently, we had our eyes on the same prize.

      “After you.” I picked up the fattest one I could manage and dunked it into the blue cheese.

      “Point to Risky Quizness. Babe Ruth hit his first career home run off the Yankees.”

      “How the fuck did you know that?” Karl asked.

      “Baseball’s my thing.” Vinny shrugged.

      “Traitor.” Karl sighed.

      Vinny laughed. “Because I knew trivia about a team from the Bronx?”

      I chuckled before I slurped all the meat and blue cheese off the chicken wing. Yum yum.

      “You look like a hamster.” Vinny laughed.

      My mouth was so full that I couldn’t answer him, instead I shrugged. He laughed again. Annie bounced her way over to him and gave him a smooch. Okay, I get the hint. Stop talking to your boyfriend.

      "Heading into the final round, Risky Quizness is tied with Trivia Twisters. The category is the arts." The trivia host announced.

      "We're in a fucking sports bar?" Karl blurted.

      "Some culture would do you idiots some good," Darlene said.

      Karl burped.

      "Depends what it is, start talking about Banksy or Pollock and I’m good, anything else; I’m useless," Vinny said.

      “What are they?” Lycra asked.

      “You don’t know who Banksy is? The graffiti guy who paints rats and balloons?”

      “Made an epic commentary about how destruction and creativity go hand in hand when he shredded a million-dollar painting after it sold at auction,” I added.

      Vinny grinned, his dimples pressing deep into his cheeks. “Impressive.”

      Annie glared at me.

      “I might know a little about art shit.” I shrugged. Take that, Annie.

      "In which country did ballet originate?"

      "Isn't ballet French?" Karl reasoned. "It's gotta be France."

      Non.

      "Like Europe France or America France?" Annie looked dumbfounded.

      We all stared. We couldn’t help it. I don’t know if I’ve heard anything that dumb in my life. How? I blinked, looking at Annie with bewilderment. It was time to rescue everyone from the Twilight Zone.

      “Hun, do you mean when the French colonized the south before the Louisiana Purchase or French Canada?” Vinny patted her hand.

      “It’s Italy,” I said.

      "That makes no sense," Karl blurted. "If they teach it in French, how did it originate in Italy?"

      "Trust me."

      “I’d listen to her. Sounds like she knows her stuff,” Vin Vin said. Annie huffed at his side. I’d earned another glare.

      Of course I knew my stuff, ballet was my domain. Karl opened his mouth to shout France, but I reached over, clamping my hand over his mouth, stretching across the rest of the group, holding myself up in a precarious balance with one hand on the bar.

      “Italy!” I collapsed back onto the stool.

      "What the hell did you do that for?" Karl groaned. "We just lost."

      "Game goes to Risky Quizness!"

      I held my hands high above my head and wiggled my fingers, adding in a shimmy for good measure. “Because of my winning answer, I am taking the last chicken wing." I snatched it from the dish and happily slurped the chicken from the bone.

      Karl clapped.

      “Dany, you should totally let me do your makeup.” Annie smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You could use a little sprucing up. Some highlighter. A little contour. It would change your whole face.”

      Was she trying to say I wasn’t pretty?

      Annie and I were like night and day. It was clear she spent hours on the way she looked, from the eyelash extensions to the fillers. I did none of those things to enhance my looks. I swallowed hard. Vinny liked that sort of thing I guessed, opting for ideal beauty instead of natural. “I don’t really like makeup.”

      “I can tell. Anyway, I have to go." Annie hugged Vinny tight. "I have school super early, and I have to put in hours at the shop." She puckered her lips for a kiss. Vinny obliged.

      “It’s been fun, but I’m out too.” I wiped my hands on my napkin.

      “The night is young,” Karl said.

      “Not for a grad student.” I got up from my seat and smirked at Annie.

      "Look at you Miss Smarty Pants," Karl teased.

      I’d rather be a smarty pants than a dumb ass like Annie.

      “Some of us have better things to do than fiddle around with translucent powder and setting spray.” I took a twenty out of my wallet, “Oh, and by the way, if you added white liner to your waterline it would open up your squinty eyes.” I put the money on the table. Take that bitch.

      Annie raised a brow. Not a clap back to be had. Smarty pants won. Annie made her exit. Ciao.

      "So, did you know she was stupid?" Karl said.

      "Shut up."

      “I can understand not knowing about the Louisiana Purchase, but not knowing there aren't two Frances? Vinny, it’s like asking if Europe has the same moon as us,” I said. I generally didn’t care if girls were stupid, but it bothered me that Vinny was willing to put up with idiocy. He deserved someone on his intellectual level, not a bimbo.

      "She’s sweet, okay," Vinny said in his defense.

      Annie was beautiful so it didn’t matter, that’s what he was saying. A sinking in my gut, reminding me of how Nate selected his ballerina trophies. A line of twirling dolls ripe for the picking.

      After another round of beers and goodbyes we made our way onto the street. Vinny stuck his hands in his pockets as he strolled beside me, heading toward the corner. One foot in one sidewalk square, hop, one foot in the next one. Leap. One foot. Jeté. One foot. I made sure to miss the cracks and let a smile play at my lips as I leaped from box to box like a gazelle.

      Stopping at the corner for the red light I stood with my heels together, waiting for the red hand in the box to switch to the white walking man.

      "Don’t touch the cracks, you’ll break your mama’s back." Vin was smiling from ear to ear, deep-set dimples as he gazed down at me.

      "Ha! Yeah," I giggled and felt the heat in my cheeks. Caught red-handed. I curled my hair behind my ear as we crossed the street. Vinny paused at his front stoop; one foot pressed against the step.

      “How far up are you?”

      The sun was disappearing over the red brick buildings, casting a golden haze in the sky. His blue eyes were so clear and inviting. I tilted my head to the side, staring, probably for longer than normal. Dum. Dum.

      A beat. A tingle.

      “Mom waiting up for you?”

      Vin chuckled. “Nah. I moved. One of my dad’s old buddies cut me a deal.” He pointed at the brown door of his new abode. “Home sweet home.”

      The breeze fluttered the strands of my hair, and he raised his hand for a moment like he was going to brush it from my face, but he stopped. He glanced at the front door, licked his lips, and looked back at me.

      "Night, Vin Vin," I whispered.

      “Night, Daniela.”

      I turned away from him and stepped into the sidewalk square.

      “Hey!” Vin called out.

      I twirled around.

      “Don’t touch the cracks.”

      I smiled.

      Hop. Hop. Hop. Jeté. Jeté. Jeté. All the way to my front door.
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          GOODBYE

        

      

    

    
      Pavlov’s Dogs. Vygotsky's theory of cognitive development. Piaget. My head swam with Edu-speak I didn’t understand. I was already behind. I spent the entire class blinking while the professor lectured. When I left, arms weighed down by a textbook and thirty page syllabus, trudging my way past the rust colored clocktower of the library, my phone buzzed.

      Chad: Falafel?

      Hmm, Pavlov had a point, stimulus and response. A text. A reply. Homework or food? Food won. I found myself sitting across from Chad and it was like watching a hologram, someone there who wasn’t real. A man that was pretty to look at but didn’t have much else going for him. I tore a piece of my falafel apart, popped it into my mouth, chewed, and nodded. Blah. I should probably tell Chad this wasn’t going to work out, but it felt good to have some kind of distraction.

      More trudging, this time up the hill to my apartment, still carrying the heavy textbook as well as the horrifying thought I hadn’t started any of my homework and that I had a shift at the pizzeria tomorrow. One thing at a time, one step, the foundations of everything, just like learning first position in ballet. Without first position other steps like gargouillade were impossible.

      A sharp whistle drew my attention to look up towards the row of apartments. I grinned when I saw Vinny waving from his balcony, a cigar between his lips.

      "Good evening, sir!"

      "Where are you coming from so late?" He took the cigar from his mouth and leaned against the railing.

      "School and dinner with this guy Chad.” Chad was like eating vanilla ice cream when I wanted chocolate chip cookie dough.

      "Who's Chad?"

      "Nobody."

      "Now I really gotta make sure you get home alright. Your brother would kill me if he knew we lived on the same block and I didn't make sure you made it in the door. You could get robbed, mauled by a stray dog, or kidnapped by Chad."

      "Of course," I laughed.

      Ping!

      I glanced down to see a text from Nate. Like whack a mole, I should smash him down into his burrow, but I kept letting him pop up. A look of dejection crossed my face because Vinny called to me again.

      "Hey, you good?" He asked.

      I adjusted my bag on my shoulder. Everything felt so heavy, from the pile of homework to my pending shift at the pizzeria, to the empty moments spent in bed with Nate. I looked down at my phone again and sighed once more.

      Nate: Can't do dinner tomorrow but I can come over later. What do you say?

      I say that I should be deleting his text messages and his phone number. I was getting things back on track by becoming more stable and not some emotionally driven maniac. Nate wasn’t helping with my mental stability. I stared at my phone at a loss and Vinny whistled again.

      "Dany?" He paused and I waited, perched underneath his balcony, gazing at him like a lost puppy.

      “It’s my ex. He’s . . .”

      "Don't let him keep doing this to you. When a guy really wants you, he’ll let you know. Trust me."

      "You mean like Romeo?" A glimmer of hope echoed in my voice.

      Vin Vin took a puff of his cigar, glancing thoughtfully at the smog-filled night sky. “Romeo was a sex-obsessed teenager. You don’t want that. Instead, it should be purposeful. A guy showing you they want to spend time with you because being with you is the best moment of their day and it has nothing to do with getting in your pants.”

      "Being in night, all this is but a dream.”

      "You’re a hopeless romantic.” He laughed before taking a puff of his cigar. He made a smoke ring, a perfect swirl disappearing into the night sky.

      "I am.”

      "Night, Dany," he said and waved again.

      "A thousand times goodnight," I said and left him chuckling on his balcony.

      When I opened the door Regi scolded me with an impatient meow. She was hungry and needed her medicine. I put my bag down and scooped her into my arms, kissing the top of her black head before carrying her into the kitchen. I set her down on the counter and took out a can of Fancy Feast. After scooping out her portion of food and mixing her pink pill into it I set it down in front of her.

      Nate: Ignoring me? What did I say?

      I stroked the top of Regi's head as she gobbled her dinner. I didn't need him to come over. I was going to snack on some carrots and hummus, get my homework done, maybe squeeze in some gaming. I'd borrowed my brother's copy of The Last of Us. He was shocked when I asked for it.

      I have homework. Another night.

      Nate: Come on Dany. I want to see you. Just for an hour.

      My stomach churned. He wanted to get laid and have his dick sucked since he kept ignoring attempts at real dates and just wanted to “hang out.”

      I drummed my fingers on the counter and glanced at my empty couch, listening to the silence of my apartment. Did I keep letting him come around because I didn't want to be lonely?

      If that was the case, I could stick with Chad.

      But . . . I didn't want Chad! I wanted Nate! I wanted it to go back to the way it was before, to believe that the gifts and sex were a sign of love and not a tool to make himself feel better.

      Fine.

      When Nate arrived, he kissed my neck. I closed my eyes and imagined he felt something. That it wasn't all meaningless. It wasn't meaningless to me. Why couldn’t he give himself to me?

      It didn't take him long to get me into the bedroom, to have me naked and vulnerable before him. While he went down on me, I squeezed my eyes shut so tight I saw stars. I wanted it to be real. I wanted him to love me. I wanted the person between my legs to feel what I felt. I wanted to feel loved and secure, not like I was grasping at straws and begging to be cared for.

      While he made my body feel like it was soaring over the moon, I was filled with incredible sadness. When it ended, tears pricked, and I turned away from him.

      "Are you crying?"

      "It happens."

      "Jesus." He sighed, and the weight of the bed shifted.

      Alone even with Nate there. I wiped at my eyes with both hands, trying to make the tears stop. Why did I need him to love me so badly?

      Once I stopped crying, I reached over to the bedside table to pick up my beloved copy of Romeo and Juliet. I’d written in the margins, nearly broken the spine, and lovingly dog eared the pages of my favorite passages. Love is heavy and light, bright and dark, hot and cold, sick and healthy, asleep and awake...it is everything except what it is.

      "Reading? Really?" Nate asked as he came back from the kitchen with a bottle of water.

      I looked messy, with red eyes and tangled hair. I didn't care. I didn't want to feel like this! I wanted to escape my tormented heart by slipping between the pages of a book, like a warm blanket. I disappeared, the words I knew so well engulfing me in a gentle calm.

      Nate wasn’t Romeo. He was Paris, and nobody liked Paris. Was I Rosaline? Everyone forgot about Rosaline, the girl that Romeo chased until he laid eyes on Juliet. Forever Rosaline.

      "Nerd.”

      What would he say about the video games? If he was even remotely observant, he would have seen the PS5 connected to my TV. I regretted letting him come over instead of playing The Last of Us. It would have been more fun and less self-deprecating.

      I lifted my eyes from the book. What was I expecting him to say? Dany, I'm wrong. I love you. Please let me make it up to you. That only happened in movies.

      "I should probably go."

      "Oh, right." I looked at the page, words blurring in a thick black smudge, tears drifting down my cheeks.

      The sound of soft paws against the hardwood floor alerted me to Regi’s arrival. I shifted in the bed to catch sight of her sitting patiently by its side. She was ready for bed and wanted him gone.

      "Why does it look at me like that?" Nate asked.

      "Like what?"

      "Like it hates me.”

      Regi got the memo on that one. I should’ve hated him too.

      "What’s your problem with Regi?" I scooted to the edge of the bed, tossing my book to the side.

      "She’s a dumb animal and you don't care that she doesn't like me."

      "Are you kidding me? Of course, I don't care cause you don't even fucking like me."

      I stood up.

      He stepped toward me.

      "Maybe if you weren't so preoccupied with books and cats, I'd like you."

      With a jolt of electricity, I realized I liked who I was. I liked that I’d played amazing roles on stage for over a decade. I liked that I loved my cat, the zoo, books, and romance. I liked me! I liked me more than Nate.

      "But that's who I am."

      "It's stupid," he hissed. A yelp pierced the air and I caught sight of Regi’s outstretched claw swiping across Nate’s leg. Pink angry skin bubbled up and red swelling blood. He deserved the scratch. Served him right for being an asshole.

      "Fucking cat!" He slapped her, sending Regi sliding against the floor, disappearing underneath my bed. She hissed, clamoring at a run out of the bedroom.

      My rage bubbled over like a volcano in a violent eruption. “Fuck you!" I shoved him out of my bedroom. "I never want to see you again. You want me to love you more than Regi when you can’t even admit you like me! Get out!”

      "Dany, hold on." He held his hands up defensively, trying to push back toward my bedroom.

      "No! I am done with your bullshit!" Not this time, Nate. I forced him toward the front door, hands pressed firmly against his chest. I yanked it open.

      "I never want to see you again!” Angry tears flowed. I felt the cold gold against my wrist. The bruise. That mother fucking consolation prize of a bracelet! He could give the bracelet to Cordelia. Let it bruise her.

      I yanked it off my wrist and flung it at his face before I slammed the door leaving Nate open-mouthed trying to get in another excuse to dig his claws in me. Goodbye, Nate! Nobody hurts my baby. I cherished her dearly and that prick tried to hurt her. That was the last straw.

      "Regi," I called softly. I bent down to peek under the couch, but she wasn't there. I wandered into the kitchen to check for her. Nope. I made my way to the closet.

      The door was open a crack and I knelt down. She was curled in a ball in the corner, licking at her hip where Nate's dirty hand slapped her. I reached out and she lifted her head, tongue sticking out between her lips. I sniffled. She flicked her tongue against my finger, and I stroked the top of her head. I lifted her into my lap and buried my face in her fur.

      "I'm sorry. No more. I promise. Just you and me against the world from now on." Regi didn’t answer, but she started purring.

      Vin Vin just said, when a guy wanted me, they’d want to be around me because it made that moment the happiest moment of their day. It had nothing to do with blow jobs or showing me off like a Picasso. Instead, it was like how Regi relaxed into my arms, reassured that I would protect her from being hurt ever again. True love at its finest.

      My one true love deserved a drink. So did I. I carried Regi to the kitchen and put her on the counter before I grabbed a wine glass for me and a goblet for my girl. I retrieved a bottle of MosCato, a delicate blend of yellow beet juice and catnip, and filled her cup. When I turned to get my own bottle, I noticed I was out.

      While Regi happily slurped up her treat I sunk down onto the floor. I picked up A Midsummer Night’s Dream from the coffee table. I spread my legs to the side in a side split and pressed my stomach to the floor. I flipped open a page; O, when she’s angry, she is keen and shrewd! She was a vixen when she went to school; and though she be but little, she is fierce.

      Regi nudged her head under my arm and rested her paws on the book. “We are fierce, aren’t we?” I kissed the top of her head. For once, I felt it. That I had grown sturdy and fiery over these months. I’d taken on grad school, chucked Nate out of my life, and was living a new adventure. It felt good.

      It didn’t mean it wasn’t lonely forging my new path, but I’d rather be lonely and content than with someone who didn’t make me feel less alone. Regi lifted her head and rubbed her nose against my chin. I smiled. Well, I wasn’t entirely alone. I had my girl with me. Unconditional love at its finest.

      Regi got a treat, and I deserved one too. I sat up and rubbed her cheek. “Mama’s getting some chocolate and wine. We’re having a party.”
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          LAY OFF THE NUTS

        

      

    

    
      One glorious thing about living in Queens were the 24hr bodegas on every street corner. The bell above the door jingled as I entered. Did I want Twix? A Hershey bar? Mounds? Big decisions here. I did know I didn’t want any nuts.

      No nuts, Dany. Lay off the nuts.

      Oh my God, bodega cat. Perched on an assortment of chips was a mini tiger with gold eyes. “Hello, cutie,” I squealed. I tempted the tangerine kitty with my hand, and I was blessed by it allowing me a few pets. Regi would be pissed that I betrayed her, oh well. More MosCato would help with forgiveness.

      Stay on task, find chocolate. I spun to the candy counter and was face to face with Vinny. He clamped his hand down over a pack of condoms and a bottle of Aleve and shoved the items into the pocket of his sweats.

      "Hey Vin Vin," I grinned. Serendipity or coincidence? He did live down the block from me.

      “Cute slippers.”

      Yes, I left the house in my tuxedo cat slippers. I didn’t think I was going to see Vincent standing there buying condoms. I scanned the candy counter and snatched a Twix from the shelf.

      I started digging in the pockets of my sweats. Keys were there and my phone. Where was my cash? Come on, there was no way I left the house without money.

      “I got it.” Vinny tossed a dollar on the counter.

      “Thanks,” I said as he got the door for us.

      Outside I unwrapped the Twix bar. Right or left? Right. I took a gargantuan bite, nearly downing the whole thing in one chomp. “Oh my God.” I glanced skyward, closing my eyes, stopping mid-stride. Vincent crashed into me from behind, like a fender bender, and I stumbled. He grabbed my shoulder. I tilted my head back to look up at him, giving him a chocolatey grin. His other hand rested on my waist. His touch sure of itself and grounding. He smelled so good, like a fresh summer day. I chewed quickly.

      He chuckled when he met my eyes. My what pretty eyes he had. The better to hypnotize me with.

      “You look like you’ve died and gone to heaven.”

      "You have no idea. I never eat candy." I took another bite, leaving a third of the bar behind, trapped in its cellophane wrapper. Vinny licked his lips and I stared at them, calling me like a moth to a flame. He needed to do something else with his mouth. "Have some."

      I teased the chocolate by his mouth, and he snagged the final bite with his teeth. He walked me to the corner.

      “Thanks for chaperoning, but I’m heading in there.” I nodded to the liquor store.

      “Chocolate and alcohol? Living on the edge.”

      I laughed and grabbed the door. Just as I was about to step inside, I slammed my foot against the doorframe.

      “Shit!” I cried out and slammed my hand against the wall, foot instinctively curling toward my hand. I yanked my slipper off and squeezed the ball of my foot. Tears sprung to my eyes.

      If it had been my left foot, it wouldn’t have been a big deal, but it was the right foot. The one that was sensitive to any touch, let alone a smash of a door jam.

      “Are you okay?”

      I bit my lip, shaking my head. I saw stars and my life flash before my eyes. I tried to put my foot down on the floor, but Vinny was already there, grabbing my arm. I noticed he had my cat slipper in his hand.

      “We’re not far from your place,” he said. I tried to point my foot and hissed through my teeth. Vin crouched down in front of me. “Hop on.”

      This was so embarrassing, having to be rescued by a man since I couldn’t walk home. Someone kill me. I hopped onto his back and looped my arms around his neck. I rested my chin against his shoulder, holding tight like a happy koala.

      He began the march up the street, turning the corner and trudging up the hill. He gave me a bounce and I smiled.

      “Which one is yours?”

      “The one with the red door.”

      "Three houses past mine."

      "Serendipity." My head drooped to the side as he carried me, cheek pressing against his. The stubble of his beard scratched against my smooth face, and I smiled. Vin grinned and hopped me up on his back. I laughed.

      “If you were still a kid you’d be on my shoulders,” he said.

      “Mhm . . . Vin Vin make me touch the sky,” I muttered wistfully.

      He laughed. “Boy, did I try.”

      “S’okay. I figured out how to do it.”

      “You did?” He asked, face turning to mine. I lifted my head and nodded, a gentle smile playing on my lips. The dreamy look in his eyes made my stomach soar and my heart pound. A rush of blood to the head. I was flying already, wasn’t I? A little further and I’d be over the moon. I swallowed hard.

      A breeze brushed a chunk of hair across my cheek. Vin Vin reached over and gently brushed it away, curling it behind my ear. He gazed into my eyes which sent me to outer space. I sighed. The creek of the gate brought me back to reality.

      I dug into my pocket and handed him my keys. “Silver one for the front door, gold one for the apartment on the second floor.” He let us in and started the ascent. I kicked my legs as he mounted the stairs, the throbbing in my foot subsiding slowly.

      “Shut the door, Regi will get out,” I said.

      He did as instructed and locked the door behind him. Good thing, because Regi was in the process of finishing up her cat wine by the side of the couch. She looked up at us with a mystified expression on her face.

      “Did you give your cat liquor?”

      “It’s MosCato,” I explained. “Catnip wine.”

      We both watched her languidly saunter to her cat tree where she hopped onto the second tier. She rolled onto her back and rubbed her face into the carpet.

      Vinny cleared his throat. “What was the chocolate party about?”

      “Celebrating kicking my dick of an ex to the curb once and for all.”

      Vinny set me down on the couch and I pressed my back into the arm, stretching my legs out in front of me. I pulled off my other slipper.

      “What happened?”

      "He hit my cat. Who hits a geriatric cat? There were a lot of other things, but I ignored it.”

      “Whoa whoa whoa, he hit that derp?” He pointed at Regi who had twisted herself into a pretzel. She snored. “People like that deserve a special place in hell.”

      "I agree."

      Vincent retreated to my kitchen. I craned my head back to see him rooting around in my freezer. “Remember what I told you. You'll know when it’s the right one.”

      "I dunno about that. I feel like I shouldn't even try anymore. I’m not sure if any of it is really that special like I thought.”

      “You don’t have to try. It usually just happens.” Vincent returned with a clump of ice wrapped in a towel. He sat down at the far end of the couch and lifted my pins and needles foot onto his lap. He looked down at it, the web of scarring over the top, a weave of jagged lines paler than my ivory skin.

      Vinny rubbed his thumb over it tenderly and his touch sent a shudder up my leg. I swallowed hard. Don’t ask me, please. I couldn’t handle an interrogation on the Franken-foot. I avoided his eyes. His fingers moved to my ankle, and he held down the freezing towel to the top of my foot. I sighed with relief.

      “I just wanted him to love me. Was that so bad?” I whispered. Hearing that aloud, how sad and pathetic it sounded, broke my heart all over again. How desperate to need to be loved so badly by someone who was so terrible.

      “It wasn’t bad, Daniela.”

      “Then why does it hurt?” A dull ache, not sharp and stabbing anymore, but still there, like how the pain in my foot gradually subsided by Vincent’s careful ministrations.

      “Because it wasn’t the right one. I know how that goes. Sometimes you don’t know it’s not right for a very long time. It doesn’t mean you don’t keep trying. Square peg, round hole. You know?” I wiggled my toes and pulled my ankle back toward me.

      He chuckled. I pointed the foot toward him, my arc de Triomphe nearly folding the foot in half. Vinny rubbed his hand over the raised scars, and I shivered. “What happened here?”

      “I had to be put back together like a robot,” I said. “Bee boop.”

      He snorted. “Your feet are pretty fucked up. You think I didn’t notice?”

      “Dancer thing. We all have messed up feet.”

      “You’re missing a toenail.”

      “It stopped growing back in high school.”

      “I dunno whether to be grossed out or impressed.” Vinny grinned and I smiled. Damn him, he was good at distracting me from my misery. How had that happened? “But I know you’re not giving me the whole story.” He stood up. “Keep icing that.” He handed me the homemade ice pack.

      “Where you going?” I pulled my foot back toward me.

      “Gotta get back to my girl.”

      I pressed down hard against my foot with the ice pack, wanting to freeze it up into a perfect unfeeling ice cube.

      "Annie, right." I felt my eyes gazing at the back of my head. He stopped, hand on the doorknob before he turned his head back to me.

      “You don’t like her.”

      "She’s not very nice,” I lifted the ice pack off my foot and waved my big toe. This little piggy went to market . . .

      “She’s nice to me.”

      I put the ice pack against my foot again. “Well duh, you’re her boyfriend. I don’t even know what I did.”

      “What do you mean?” Vinny was back on my couch.

      “At trivia. She makes pretend compliments. You know the kind. She did it to me all night.”

      “She’s not good around new people, that’s all.” He shrugged.

      “Vin Vin, why are you with her?” It bubbled out of me, a desire to know what he saw in her that he didn’t see in me.

      What made Annie special and me just little Daniela?

      “Because for now, she makes everything feel a little bit better,” He sighed and ran his hand over his head.

      “Like Chad. And that’s not a good reason.”

      “I know, but I need a distraction from all the shit in my life. Honestly, probably the worst tactic to go about moving on, huh?”

      “Everyone goes through that stuff. I did.” I shifted closer to him, toes pressing against his thigh, and squeezed his shoulder.

      “Still. It ain’t her fault my life is in shambles.”

      “Does she make you happy at all?” I wondered aloud.

      “Sometimes.”

      Vinny jumped when Regi landed on the back of the couch, right beside his head. She sat down and patted his head with her paw. He side-eyed me. “What do I do?”

      “Pet her.” I smiled. He did, gently stroking her cheek with his fingers. Her eyes closed in bliss, helping him to find the right spot by rubbing her head against his hand.

      "Even though you’re cute I can’t do this all night,” he said. Regi jumped down onto the couch, walked in a circle, and laid down.

      Vinny glanced at my foot again and using his pointer finger traced one scar from my big toe up to my ankle. I gulped. Tingles trickled in my toes. “Dany, whatever did this had to hurt.”

      I glanced down at where his finger was moving over the scarring, tracing it carefully, tip of his fingers over each line. My eyes brimmed with tears. He had no idea. I couldn’t speak, frozen, as he continued his gentle touch.

      “When someone loves you. It doesn’t hurt like this. It doesn’t break you open where you need to be put back together. It’s not hard.”

      My cheeks were wet with tears, and I sniffled. He reached out and brushed away a falling teardrop.

      “When someone loves you, they don’t make you question yourself. Everything that was chaos in your life slows down and smooths out.”

      “You sure about that?” I choked out.

      “Trust me.” He brushed his thumb over my cheek. “And when it’s the real deal, they love every part of you, the sad parts and the jagged edges because those are the best parts.”

      I shook my head. “No. They’re not. They make me so much harder to love.”

      “You’re not hard to love.”

      “I am.” I sobbed.

      I pressed my feet against him, trying to push myself away but Vinny moved with me. I found myself in his arms, face buried against his chest while I cried. He was wrapped around me, like a comforting blanket, trying to shield me from the ache inside.

      “No you’re not,” he whispered, “you’re easy to love.”

      Vinny didn’t push me away, instead, he held me close and let me sob against his chest until I felt I could finally breathe again.
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          DIVORCE PARTY

        

      

    

    
      Sweat dripped down my back as I sat in a squat. My foot ached but it wasn’t terrible. My physical therapist would tell me to scale back, but I needed to push myself. I missed physical activity. My two decades in front of a mirror assured me that I knew every crevice of my body. Sometimes I felt I was as big as a hippo, and other times like an elegant crane. Par for the course. Nothing compared to ballet class, but pure barre was close.

      I took a deep breath and released it slowly as I closed my eyes. My shaking thighs felt good, letting me know my muscles were working hard. I let my weight drop into my heels. Breathe and let go, just like I used to when I gripped the wood grain of the barre. Sweet release. This was the closest to grounded I’d felt since my injury.

      Class ended and I collected my things with Tricia before I re-tied my hair into a messy bun. I grabbed a tennis ball from my bag and pressed it into the floor with the ball of my foot, rolling it back and forth, down into the floor.

      Tricia glanced at her phone before shoving it angrily into her bag.

      "What?"

      "George. He's stopped answering.”

      "Maybe he's busy?"

      "I know when I'm being blown off.” Tricia looked ready to burst into tears. I hugged her. "I thought this was it. Think about it. A standard meet-cute in Starbucks. Boy asks girl out; the girl says yes. Happily ever after! I like him." She sighed heavily. "Why does this happen?"

      "I don't know.”

      I didn't know why it seemed easier for some people to find love, while Tricia struggled. Being in love made life less lonely, less difficult. "I should have seen this coming. He kept saying he’d meet you guys eventually and making excuses to not meet my parents. So stupid."

      "You're not stupid." I rubbed her arm. "You’re one of the strongest people I know, and you keep trying and opening up your heart. That's brave."

      Tricia hugged me close. "Whatever. I'm not going to stress it. I have to sort out some travel for work. I'm in Miami on Monday for a conference and have a dozen webinars to film."

      "Look at you, boss lady.”

      "It's what I should be focusing on and not my love life."

      "That's what I'm thinking, too. I kicked Nate to the curb.”

      "Good riddance. You're better off and you know it."

      Ping!

      Chad: Want to see Hello Brooklyn, later? Sick cover band.

      I lured the tennis ball back in with my toes and swirled it around, staring blankly at the text. A cover band sounded fun, but I didn’t want to go with him. I’d had this feeling for a while, I knew deep down that Chad was a distraction, a placeholder. He waited in the wings hoping I’d reach out to him and let him be my partner. It wasn’t going to happen.

      Ping!

      Brother: Apparently, you're friends with my friends now? Vinny's having a divorce party, you're invited.

      Thump. Thump. My heart raced. Was that anxiety?

      "Gerry’s going to be at Brady's later. Vinny's having a divorce party. Wanna go?"

      "If it's anything like what our divorce celebration was like for Mellie, I'll pass."

      Flashback nightmare. Mellie screaming outside the bar. Lawrence pleading with her to understand. Us dragging her away. I shuddered.

      After reliving that horror show, I said, “maybe I shouldn't go.”

      Tricia laughed, "Go." She nudged my shoulder. "You know you're going to.”

      Ping!

      Chad: Show starts at 8.

      I have other plans. Another time?

      Chad: Damn. Okay.

      "How do you get rid of a guy that you know really likes you but you’re not really liking him?” I squeezed the tennis ball hard against my toes.

      Tricia raised a brow. “First off, you just have to do it. Like pulling off a Band-Aid.”

      I groaned, “I feel bad. Chad’s so nice -”

      “But he isn’t doing it for you?” Tricia made a yanking motion with her hand and shrugged.

      I went to agree but my phone started beeping an incoming facetime call. Nate began flashing on my screen. My eyes widened. End call. Now I was blocking him. For good. Done. Goodbye, sir. Nobody hits Regi and gets away with it. Ciao.
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        * * *

      

      When I strolled up to the bar Vinny was outside on the phone. His eyes were narrowed, face set in an angry scowl. I held back, waiting. This wasn’t a good time to offer congratulations on the dissolution of his marriage.

      “What is your problem, Carissa? We just finalized the divorce and now you wanna play games?”

      I bit my lip, glancing at the dirty sidewalk, scuffed with shoe marks and littered with black circles of old gum.

      “I said no to the travel league.”

      I scraped off my purple nail polish.

      “Why? Because Matty’d be away almost every weekend I’d get to have him.”

      I shuffled my feet.

      “You know what? Fuck you.” Vinny hung up and shoved the phone into his pocket. Now I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to approach him since he seemed so frustrated. When I finally firmed up my resolve to join the party, Annie appeared and wrapped her arms around him from behind.

      “Everything okay?” She purred.

      “Yeah.” Vincent allowed her to embrace him, releasing the tension he’d been holding in his shoulders. “Let’s just get back inside.”

      I bit my lip. I wasn’t sure if I belonged at this party anymore. Maybe it would be better if I went home.

      Too late.

      Spotted, the elusive Daniela, trying to hide behind the chalkboard menu of Brady’s. Both of them stared at me and I waved.

      “Hey guys.” I forced a smile as I made my way over to them.

      Annie kept a firm grip on her man while she glared down her nose at me.

      “I was wondering when you’d get here.” Vinny smiled.

      I curled my hair behind my ear. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Babe, give us girls a minute.” Annie kissed his cheek. Vinny stepped inside the bar. I was left with perfect Annie and her perfectly painted face. “You know he probably invited you because he feels bad.”

      Ouch. I felt the heat rise from my gut. “I mean, I don’t know anyone else who lives here— ”

      “That’s so sad.” She spun on her heel, grabbing the front door. She didn’t hold it open for me, letting it swish closed. I took a deep breath and gripped the metal handle before walking inside.

      “Get princesa rosa a drink,” Karl said.

      “Do I have to watch out tonight, too? That IDS stuff can’t be happening,” my brother said.

      I chuckled. “I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      Karl bumped Vinny with his shoulder. “Bro, let’s do a round.”

      “Already on it kids.” Vest presented us with the row of shots and Karl passed them out, “One for you and one for you . . .”

      I took mine and held it up to Vin’s, the rims of our glasses nearly kissing. He studied me for a brief moment. The smell of citrus fought its way through the whiskey haze. He tapped the glass to mine. I smiled. So did he. The indentations of his dimples broadened his grin. Annie rested her hand on his shoulder, glaring at me.

      I cleared my throat. “So, how’s it feel to be divorced?”

      “Don’t ask him, it just happened today. I can tell you.” Karl passed out beers from the metal bucket on the bar, nodding to Vest in gratitude. He took a gulp, cleared his throat, and shouted, “Freedom!”

      "Alright, William Wallace, keep it under control." Darlene patted his arm.

      “It doesn't exactly feel like that.” Vinny tapped his finger on the edge of his beer bottle.

      “C’mon bro.” Gerry squeezed his shoulder. “Don’t tell me you feel like shit after all this.”

      Vinny shrugged before taking a gulp of beer.

      “Vin.” Annie brushed her hand over his cheek. “It’s okay to be upset.”

      She was the supportive girlfriend, holding him up. It felt like the other night was a delusion. That we never shared that intimate conversation on my couch. I couldn't understand why he continued to see Annie when he knew she was distracting him from the pain of his life. I could have done better. I knew him better.

      Vinny managed a smile and kissed her.

      “It’s one of those weird things, even though you know it’s over it doesn’t mean you wanna admit it. Joining the divorced club is a big deal,” Karl said.

      When I scanned our group; Karl and Darlene, Vincent and Annie, my brother and his wife, I realized I was the only one alone. The odd one out. Always the single girl, relegated to the corner while everyone paired up.

      It was lonely out there, dancing on my own, solo spotlight bright as the sun with the rest of the stage dark and desolate. Looking at the three pairs, the loneliness I felt seeped below my skin and deep into my veins. “It’s nice that you guys have each other to lean on though. Especially today.” I forced a smile as I motioned for a refill from Vest.

      "Daniela, let me teacher you.” Karl gripped my shoulders, “It should be the right person to lean on, not some fly-by-night hottie that makes you think with your pants, but your lobster.”

      "Did you just make a Friends reference?”

      “Fuck yeah, I did. Focus Princessa. Back to the lecture. The person who’s your teammate even if they beat you at your own game sometimes. You don’t wanna wake up next to them one day and go, how the fuck did this happen?”

      I wondered if it was better to be alone or to just pick someone, like Chad, and call it a day. I was tired of being alone. Of being trapped in my silent apartment. Of being the only one who never had a date to a party. Of being the girl who didn’t understand why love never came her way. I wanted what everyone else had. But it seemed like I would never get it.

      "Is it possible that my cat is my lobster?”

      "You know only crazy people talk to animals, right?" Annie smirked. Ouch. “Or like really lonely people, like the weirdos on hoarders.” Double ouch.

      Brewing from deep in my abdomen was a rage I didn’t know I possessed. What gave her the right to tell me I was crazy? She didn’t know me. She knew nothing about my life, what I’d been through, and what I’d lost. I was done with being shit on by people who treated me like gum stuck to the bottom of their shoes.

      “I’d rather be crazy than stupid.” The words tumbled out in a hiss.

      Vinny spun on his stool to face her. “That wasn’t nice.”

      “I’m just saying . . .”

      “Dany told me you said stuff like that to her before, but I didn’t want to believe it. What’s your problem?”

      “When did she tell you that?” Annie crossed her arms and raised a brow.

      “Never mind.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      I parked myself next to Darlene. She had an arm around Karl who reached over and squeezed my shoulder.

      “I told you what happened.” Vinny’s voice carried through the air, angry and frustrated.

      “You were alone in her apartment.”

      My brother whipped his head around. My mouth dropped open like a fish and I went to explain but didn’t have the time.

      “You expect me to believe that all you did was drop her off and you did nothing? Seriously? I see the way you look at her.”

      “I’m not a fucking cheater!” Vin slammed his beer down on the bar.

      He didn’t look at me in any kind of way. He just looked at me like a friend in need. Vinny didn’t get that lovesick look in his eyes when he glanced at me across the bar or when he iced my defective foot. Annie didn’t know what she was talking about. I didn’t have a shot with him. He didn’t like girls like me. Short ones with messy brown hair, bony wrists, and big eyes.

      I stared into the bottom of my beer bottle wishing I could eat one of those magic crumpets from Alice in Wonderland, shrink to the size of an ant and disappear inside.

      “We’re leaving.” Vincent stood and stared down his nose at Annie.

      “I’m not ready yet,” Annie quipped back. She snapped her fingers in my direction. “Dany, do you like my boyfriend’s dick?”

      “Whoa!” My brother shot out of his seat. “What the fuck is your problem?”

      Karl stood facing my brother and grabbed his shoulders. “Calm down man.” Lisa and Darlene sandwiched me.

      Never has telling someone to calm down ever worked.

      “Your sister is my problem.” Annie shot out of her seat and stepped forward. “Just admit it. You want my boyfriend.”  I shrunk back, like the coward I was, into the arms of my sister-in-law and Darlene. All my gusto from before, gone. “You think you could hold onto someone like him? You don’t measure up to his standards. Pathetic.”

      If I had been drunk I would have cried. I wasn’t, so I held it together. She didn’t have to be so cruel and remind me that a man like Vincent was out of my grasp. I got the Chads and Nates of the world.

      “You don’t say that to someone,” Vinny yelled. “What’s the matter with you?”

      “She’s the matter. I know you two are fucking behind my back.” Annie bleated like a sheep.

      “Shut,” Vincent growled, “up.”

      Annie jerked her jaw up at him and pressed her finger to his chest. “Fuck you.” She stormed out of the bar. He charged out behind her.

      The rest of the group inched toward the window to watch the scene unfold outside. I wasn’t above spying either. Vincent peered down at Annie while she yelled at him, finger pointing up at his face. When she finished Vincent held up his hands in surrender. None of us could hear what he said, but I saw Annie shaking her head, stepping closer to him. He stepped back. An Uber pulled up to the curb and he stepped over, opening the back door for her. I noticed her mascara running down her face in a black river. She got in and Vinny slammed the door shut behind her.

      “I’m glad it wasn’t me,” Karl said. Darlene slapped his chest.

      Vinny’s fight with Annie put a damper on the mood and we all decided to call it a night. I said my goodbyes and began the trek toward my house. I passed by the bodega where Vinny rescued me, smiling at the ginger cat in the window licking its paws.

      Mid-stride I paused when I saw Vinny sitting on his front stoop, head in his hands, the porch light shining down on him in his hunched-over position, elbows pressed into his knees. I sat down beside him, and slid my arms around his waist, squeezing tight as he dropped his head against mine. “Square peg, round hole,” I whispered.

      Vin took another deep breath before he settled his arm around me.
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          SPRING HEAT

        

      

    

    
      Super aunt activated. I was tasked with babysitting my nephews, Gerard the older one, Joey, the toddler, for the weekend which led to me daring to take the kids to the aquarium. On my way there I got distracted by the best ass I’d ever seen. That ass belonged to Vincent. Before I knew it all of us, Vinny and Matty included were at the Brooklyn Aquarium.

      In the depths of the overhead water tunnel, the sharks lurked, tails swishing as they glided light as feathers through the water, surrounding us in a mystifying circle. I held Joey and pointed, eliciting a gasp.

      Vinny had taken Matthew off to the side to chat. "I'm having fun. I'm just sad," Matthew whispered. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Vinny crouched in front of Matthew who diverted his eyes from his father.

      "It's okay."

      "I feel stupid.”

      "This is hard." Vincent squeezed Matthew’s shoulder. "It's normal." Matthew lifted his head and stepped into Vinny's arms. His father hugged him tight and kissed the top of his head.

      "You feel better?"

      "A little," Matthew whispered and I saw the start of a smile.

      Vinny sent him off to join Little Gerry who had his palms flat against the glass, nose pressed against it in fascination.

      "You okay?" I asked when Vincent stepped beside me.

      He didn't look okay but caught in his own thoughts. Did he blame himself for Matthew’s confusion? He shouldn't. He was a good father, especially with how tenderly he attended to his son’s feelings. Vinny was good at making difficult decisions and he seemed to be good at life in general. I admired that, especially since I was a work in progress.

      He shrugged and stuck his hands in his pockets. He was staring, watching as Matthew held Little Gerry's hand and pointed out the sharks to him.

      I nudged Vinny's shoulder. "Look up."

      I figured Vinny could use magic in his life. Magic was all around us after all. I smiled as Vinny lifted his head, glancing at the domed aquarium. When he did, a great white shark swam its way overhead. Vincent smiled in this deep-set warm way that revealed his adorable crescent moon dimples. Who knew sharks could make a grown man smile like that?

      "'Ark," Joey shrieked. I kissed my nephew’s cheek while he grinned. "Down." I set him on the ground.

      He toddled over to his big brother and Matthew, forcing his way between them to step over to the glass wall of the Aquarium. Matthew had his arm around Joey and was pointing to the sharks as they swam by.

      "When Matty was six. I lost him at the park." The sharks continued their synchronized swirl, floating in a mesmerizing dance. “I got a work call. Took my eyes off him for one second and he was gone. My heart dropped to the floor. I knew I should have been paying attention. The call wasn’t that important, but I took it anyway.”

      “But you found him.”

      “No.” Vincent watched his son who had his arms firmly around Little Joey. My toddler nephew was squirming, making like he wanted to run for it. “Someone else’s grandma did. When she brought him over he was crying, saying I wasn’t looking.”

      I went to speak, to say something that would reassure him it was all okay, but Vinny checked his watch.

      "Hey, the sea lion show is starting." His eyes never strayed far from the boys gazing in wonder at the aqua waters and fluttering marine life in the aquarium, zeroed in on Matthew like a sharpshooter’s target.

      "Oooooooooh." Joey clapped, "Up! Go!" I laughed and picked him up.

      “Matty.” Vincent held out his hand and his son trotted over to take it. He grinned at his father. Vin stretched his other hand to Little Gerry who grabbed it. We hurried them out of the shark tunnel and into the sunshine toward the sea lion amphitheater. We marched our way up the bleachers and Vinny directed the kids into a seating arrangement.

      "What a sweet family," an elderly woman said as she shuffled into the bleachers behind us. I glanced at Vinny wide-eyed and caught the same look on his face.

      The stubble of his beard brushed my cheek, and I felt my face flare in a red hot glow. Was I sweating? The baby hairs on my neck stood on end.

      I didn't look at him after that. While the sea lions burst from the water and clapped flippers, my heart raced. My face needed to calm the hell down. This wasn't happening. I wasn't all flustered by Vinny sitting next to me.

      Arf! Arf! The sea lion balanced a ball on his nose before tossing it into the water.

      He was looking damn good, the tight ass, scruffy beard, and sigh dimples. Those fucking dimples. After the show ended with a hearty round of applause and shouts of joy from the boys, Vinny asked, "All right, who wants hot dogs?" The kids shot their hands up and I laughed. "You don't want a hot dog?"

      "I don't remember the last time I ate a hot dog,” I admitted as we shuffled out of the seats.

      "We're getting you a hot dog, no question."

      Our band of merry men, and one lady, left the aquarium and wandered our way down the Coney Island boardwalk.

      Vinny's eyes lingered on Luna Park as we sauntered by. There was something brewing in those eyes of his, but I couldn't tell what it was.

      After we bought enough Nathan’s Famous Hot Dogs to feed a baseball team and settled down at a picnic table, I nestled Joey firmly in my lap and helped him eat his hot dog, holding it up for him to take a bite. I had to make sure he didn't choke to death otherwise I’d be in deep shit. The ocean beckoned in the background, waves crashing against the sand. Shouts of happiness and excitement echoed from the carnival rides and screams of adrenaline roared through the air.

      "Nothing like a Nathan's hot dog," Vinny said before taking a huge bite, nearly devouring the thing in one chomp.

      I watched Matthew laugh at something Little Gerry said. Matthew would have made a good older brother. It seemed like he had the patience of a saint.

      "Hey, why didn't you have any more kids?"

      “By the time I got home Matty was usually asleep, sometimes my wife too. She wanted another one, but it was probably a good idea we didn't, now that I think about it." After finishing the second half of his dirty water dog, he collected our garbage from the picnic table and tossed it in the trash. He collected Joey from my lap who snuggled against him.

      "We can't leave here and not take these Long Island kids on the Wonder Wheel," Vinny said.

      “Maybe some carnival games too." Vincent gave Joey a bump upward in his arm and my nephew giggled.

      "Oh! I like the one where you toss the dart and it pops the balloons," Matthew said, taking his father's outstretched hand.

      "I love the water guns," I admitted.

      I liked this boyish side of Vinny and that his dimples had been on display all day long. I thought our day was going to end at the aquarium. I never would have dared to take the kids to Luna Park on my own. I didn’t want this day to end. It was perfect.

      Was it because of who I was with? Nope, I was having fun, it had nothing to do with Vinny at all. I liked this stuff. I was enjoying myself and it had nothing to do with alcohol or boys. Maybe a man. No. Stop. I wanted to play the water guns and win a deformed stuffed animal.

      "Dad, what's the Wonder Wheel?" Matthew asked as we walked to Luna Park. Vincent pointed at the historic monument. It was circling, as a Ferris Wheel does, but the inside cars slid forwards and backward as it turned.

      "It's fun, trust me. Grandpa used to bring me here all the time as a kid.” Vinny nodded toward the waiting hoard of children and parents, “Get in line, I'll grab the tickets."

      "Come on boys," I said, and they followed me .

      Before we knew it, we were in the air over Coney Island circling, the cool breeze refreshing against my skin. Joey clapped and giggled while Matthew had his fingers between the grate, grinning as he gazed out at the never-ending sea.

      Vinny was smiling while he watched me. Our eyes met for a brief second before he tore his from mine, but there was no mistaking he'd been staring. I bit my lip and my face flushed again.

      After the Wonder Wheel, we walked through the fairgrounds. The bells of the games popped, ding ding! The hawkers beckoned for us to try our chance. It was getting late, the sun dipping down below the horizon, casting an orange glow across the sky.

      Vinny stopped walking and said, "Let's play."

      Matthew hurried to the water gun stand. All of us lined up and got ready to go. Vinny won toys for each of the boys, handing Joey a stuffed penguin, Matthew picked a giraffe, and Little Gerry a duck. Joey rubbed his tired eyes.

      "One more." Vinny grinned.

      "All right," I agreed. Vinny plopped Joey down in front of him and held the water gun over his tiny hands.

      "And go!" The vendor called. I pressed the trigger of my gun and started spraying into the dime-sized hole, watching as the balloon began to fill and fill and fill. Pop! It wasn't mine though. Damnit!

      Ding! Ding! Ding!

      The winning bell rang, and the vendor shouted, "We have a winner!" The winner was Vincent. He beat me even with Joey helping him. That man had impeccable aim.

      "All right, whatcha want?" The vendor popped his gum.

      "Pick one." Vinny smiled.

      "Seriously?" I asked. He nodded. Getting one of those stupid toys made me giddy. I laughed to myself and pointed at a stuffed grey sloth. The vendor handed it to me, and I squeezed it.

      "Welcome to the tribe, Rosaline," I said.

      "Rosaline?" Vinny asked. "That's a weird name for a sloth."

      "Romeo and Juliet reference." I shrugged, still squishing my sloth to my chest, pressing it up under my chin. It was cute. Was it going on my bed to be cuddled to death in my sleep? Most definitely.

      When we got home the only lights shining were the streetlamps. Joey had fallen asleep in the back seat and Vinny lifted him out of the car seat for me. After unbuckling himself, Little Gerry took my hand as we wandered toward my apartment.

      "I can take him." I held an arm out for Joey. Little Gerry rubbed his eyes and yawned.

      "Nah, I got it," Vinny said.

      I didn't argue as I was grateful for his help. Trying to maneuver a sleepy kid and sleeping toddler into my apartment alone wouldn't have been easy. After I let everyone into my apartment Vinny set Joey down into his crib in my bedroom.

      Regi popped her head out of her hidey-hole as Matthew stretched his hand toward her. “She’s not friendly.” I warned. I helped Little Gerry into his PJs and into bed.

      When I came back into the living room, Regi was in Matty’s lap having her cheeks stroked, purring like a car engine. What alternate universe was I living in?

      "Thanks for giving up your day with your dad."

      "I had fun." Matthew smiled. "I like Little Gerry and Joey."

      "Do you want ice cream?" I asked.

      I didn't want them to go. I didn't want to spend the rest of the night alone watching shitty TV, thinking back on all the changes in my life. I wasn't ready to let Vinny go yet either. I kept thinking about the way he looked at the aquarium, with that beautiful, dimpled smile of his. The three of us, well four if you counted Regi, started watching Big Hero Six and scooped ice cream into our mouths. Midway through the movie, Matthew fell asleep, his head in his father's lap. When the movie ended, Vinny held up his hand for a fist bump which we both ended in an explosion.

      "See you around, Dany," Vincent whispered as I walked him to the door.

      He put one foot into the hallway before he turned back to me. "This was fun," and there it was, that dimpled smile. My heart skipped. A tiny flutter.

      If I had dimples of my own, they’d be showing, too.

      I shut the door behind him and looked at my phone. I had a text from Chad, from four hours ago. I forgot about him. Yikes.

      The next day I found myself sitting on the floor while the world above me turned in blues and yellows. The image of Van Gogh’s Starry Night engulfing me in a painted world. I lifted my hand as the deepest blue dyed my skin. The swirls moved in a gentle circle and the lights from the houses blinked. A burst of yellow overhead mimicked a firework.

      Chad smiled beside me. I knew I didn’t want to be here with him. I wanted to be immersed inside the painting, watching the impressionist stars overhead with my head pressed against Vin Vin’s arm. His strong fingers gripping mine. Little whispers of kisses against my hair.

      But that wasn’t supposed to happen. I wasn’t supposed to fall for Vin Vin. He was the kind of solid stand-up guy that Tricia ended up with. The kind of guy that took care of everything, who was constant, strong, who didn’t make the girl worry about whether he hopped into bed with someone else.

      “Chad,” I said. His hand held mine in a crushing grip. "Can we talk?"

      “Sure, what’s up?”

      Nobody likes to be the dumper and if they did, they were a sadist. I was trying to figure out what I could say that would make this any better, but there wasn’t anything really.

      He looked at me like I was as beautiful as the night sky drifting around us. Like I was his star. Chad deserved someone who looked at him the same way. “This has been nice—”

      “It is. Dany, I was thinking . . .”

      “Wait.” I took a deep breath. “I know you really like me, but I can’t do this anymore.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well . . .”

      “Mellie said you haven’t been this happy in ages. We’ve been going out for months. I was going to ask you to be my girlfriend.”

      The thought of being Chad’s girlfriend made me squirm and not in the toe-curling orgasmic way, more in the realizing there’s a spider climbing up my leg way.

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No, I just . . .” Tell him. Stop being a coward. “I don’t have feelings for you like that. I thought I did and was trying to figure it out, but I don’t. I’m sorry.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It’s not fair to keep lying to you.”

      “I think you’re scared. I think you’re terrified of finding someone who’s a nice guy, who treats you good and wants to give you the world.” Chad pushed himself up from the floor and glared down at me.

      The painted world we were in shifted, moving into the clasped hands and warbled head of Edvard Munch’s, The Scream. The creature’s mouth opened in a voided oval, bulbous yellow eyes looking blankly at us.

      “Chad -”

      He didn’t let me finish before storming off.

      The creature continued to drift overhead, his black robe stretching over me in a chilling blanket, the empty eyes latching onto mine.
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          SERENADE

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to spend my night in blissful quiet reading A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I needed some Shakespearean comedy in my life. As I turned a page, that's when I heard the music. Was that a violin? I pulled open the curtain and stared at the street below where I saw Nate pulling a bow against the strings, staring back at me.

      I swiped the curtain closed.

      He’d lost his mind. I made one bad decision, and it was haunting me forever, just like the classical rendition of Wildest Dreams lilting through my windowpane.

      He was worse than a ghost, he was a poltergeist. I couldn’t take it anymore. I flung my blanket off my legs, yanked open my apartment door, stormed down the steps, and flung open the front door. I leaned against the doorway, arms crossed over my chest, glaring down at him.

      “What is wrong with you?”

      He lowered the bow down to the concrete and settled the violin against his hip. “Just hear me out.”

      “No.”

      “Daniela, please.”

      “What could you possibly say that I haven’t heard already?” I stepped toward him, hand against the railing in a vice grip. “I’m sorry. I’ll be different. Daniela, you know I love you; I just can’t say it because I’m a scared little boy. You know I care about you.”

      I enjoyed mocking him, watching him look at me with brown puppy dog eyes.

      Nate’s eyes fell to the ground.

      He held out the bracelet. The diamonds shone like stars, glinting in the sunset. “Take it back.”

      If I had been paying attention, I wouldn’t have left the door open.

      If I had been paying attention, I would have noticed a white paw against the concrete step, then the other one, a black head with a sniffing nose and white whiskers inching toward the front garden.

      If I had been paying attention Regi wouldn’t have hopped down into the small patch of grass in front of my house before traipsing her way up the street.

      But I wasn’t paying attention. Instead, I was here, with Nate, staring at my ten-thousand-dollar bracelet.

      “I don’t want it.”

      “Please take it.” Nate stepped toward me, begging me with his eyes. It wasn’t about the bracelet. It was about him. He wanted me to take him back without changing anything. Just like a rehearsal.

      Repeating over and over the same variation until my feet bled and I couldn’t breathe. In a breath, I was back in the studio under the glaring lights.

      “Again Daniela.”

      My chest ached from heavy breaths, hands gripping my knees, sweat dripping from my nose to the grey Marley floor. My legs shook. Again.

      I stood up and faced the mirror. The company director was watching, studying each movement. I had to be perfect if I was getting the promotion to principal. The music came on.

      Lean, spin, head back. Yes. Like air.

      Step out, leg rise and rise to the ceiling, run.

      Feel it. Feel everything. Toe against the floor, down, hands crashing against the floor. Head down.

      Look at him. Make him see you. Leg slide against the floor. Get up.

      Leg to the side turn. Run! Freeze. Spin the wind, faster, tornado. Boureé, hurry, catch them. Reach for them. Make them want you.

      Make him want you . . .

      The director stood up. The music stopped. He whispered to the choreographer who smiled and nodded.

      I stood frozen, panting. Please pick me.

      “They’re going to love you,” my director said, “make sure it’s perfect.”

      My gaze snapped back to Nate. No more. I wasn’t that Daniela anymore. Driven to madness with perfection and a craving for acceptance. I didn’t want him. I loved myself too much to look at that bracelet and choose that over me. I loved myself too much to be perfect anymore.

      “No.”

      “What am I supposed to do with it?”

      “Give it to Cordy.”

      Nate had the decency to look ashamed as he nodded. “You knew.”

      “Course I did. You’re not that slick.” I pointed at the bracelet. “That doesn’t impress me anymore. And you don’t either.”

      He put the bracelet back in his pocket. “I do miss you.”

      “You’re going to have to keep missing me. Goodbye, Nate.” I stepped back into my hallway and shut the door. My head fell back against it, and I took a deep breath, releasing it with relief.

      It was Regi’s dinner time. I grabbed her food and popped open the can. Silence. There was no pitter-patter of paws on the floor as she came running to eat. Weird. I grabbed the tuna from the fridge, took out her pink pill, and made her tuna pill pocket. Tuna always elicited excitement from my girl.

      “Regi?” I left the tuna ball in my outstretched palm as I began the search for the tuxedo highness. She wasn’t in her cat bed in the living room, or on the cat tree. She wasn’t on my bed. She wasn’t hiding in my closet. And she wasn’t perched in the bedroom window.

      Panic set in immediately. Did I forget to shut the doors when Nate started blowing up my doorbell like a bomb blast? I forgot to shut the door. Both doors.

      I took the steps two by two and ran out into the street. “Regi!” My heart raced like cars zipping around a racetrack. I climbed into the front garden and started searching through the bushes. Tiny paw prints were pressed into the dirt. “No!”

      I held out the ball of tuna in my hands, “Regi! Please come back.” I climbed out the other side and crouched down to look under the parked cars. From up the hill, a truck lumbered down at a dangerous speed, and I had the sudden horrific thought she’d been hit by a car. It screeched to a halt at the red light. I fled to the blacktop, my eyes darting all around me.

      She was gone.

      How could I have been so careless? How could I let that man distract me enough to lose the being I loved most in this whole world? How?

      I looked down at the tuna, her favorite snack, and my eyes welled with tears. I broke. Completely shattered as I sobbed in the middle of the street. I forced myself to walk back to my apartment, sinking onto the stoop in a blubbering mess. My precious baby girl. She’d been with me for so long, through my first apartment, through losing and winning roles, through the end of my career, through Nate, through the start of my new life, and now she was gone.

      When I got inside, I stared at her cat tree, empty, missing its companion. My companion. My little partner in crime. I swallowed hard, more tears falling. I shuffled into the kitchen and washed the warm tuna from my hand. Her container of pills was still open on the counter, and I closed it.

      The next morning I had a text from my brother inviting me to karaoke with his crew. I didn’t feel like going. I’d been outside all night looking for Regi and she was nowhere to be found. I couldn’t stop crying. My head throbbed.

      My brother called and I answered in a sobbing mess.

      “What happened?”

      I couldn’t speak, coughing and sputtering.

      “Daniela. Breathe!”

      “Re—” I sucked in a breath and gushed out, “gi.”

      “She died?” Gerry sounded confused, yet sympathetic.

      “No! She’s gone.” I tried to ease my shaky, thick voice. “She got out and I can’t find her. I have to keep looking.”

      “Is this why you won’t come to karaoke? Look, you can’t wander around pining for her and hoping she’ll turn up. She’ll find her way back.”

      I knew he was right, but it didn’t ease the pain of her loss. It was like she’d died since I didn’t know if she’d ever return. I decided to get it together and go to karaoke with Tricia as moral support. This also gave me another mission, setting up Tricia with Vinny since she kept getting ghosted by Starbucks George.

      If she and Vinny got along and dated, it would be great. So great. The greatest thing to ever happen ever. She was the kind of girl he was looking for. They were both more serious than I was, both responsible unlike myself, and Tricia deserved someone who wasn’t a flake.

      She was the kind of girl he should be with. Not someone who was still figuring their shit out and lost their cat because they were fighting with an ex on their doorstep. He didn’t need that nonsense in his life.

      Once at Brady’s I made all of the necessary introductions and then meandered away from Vinny and Tricia to see if the magic took. I stole glances at them from over Karl’s shoulder. They seemed to be getting along, not overly flirty, but Vinny was talking a little more than usual. That was good. I sipped my vodka cranberry through the red straw. Oh, Tricia laughed. Good sign.

      While I watched them getting closer there was a deep gnawing at my gut, maybe telling me that I was doing a bad thing. I stared at the melting ice cubes, watching the water drip lazily down the sides of the glass. Gerry nudged my shoulder. “What’s the matter with you?”

      “Nothing,” I muttered.

      “Bullshit.”

      I glanced at Vinny who was deep in conversation with my bestie. Tricia looked equally engrossed. I looked down into my drink. Gerry’s gaze followed my own and he nudged my shoulder.

      “I know what you’re thinking. It’ll happen, Dany. You won’t even expect it to, and you’ll be talking to someone in a bubble like that.”

      I lifted my head. “I dunno but I want everyone else to be happy. I think that counts for something.”

      He wrapped his arm around me. “It does.”

      Vinny turned his head and his brow furrowed with concern. He went to speak but got distracted by Tricia’s hand on his shoulder. He put his back to me, facing her. This matchmaking thing was going better than expected, but that tightening in my stomach happened again. I slurped more vodka.

      I felt like a hawk, spying on the two of them. I watched Vin Vin shake his head, staring down at his beer. Tricia smirked at him, curling her hair behind her ear. She placed her hand on his arm. She whispered in his ear. My cheeks grew hot and there was a ball rising in my throat. This was what I wanted though. I wanted my best friend and Vinny to be happy. They both deserved it. I shouldn’t feel this way.

      “Guys, karaoke is starting.” I interrupted their conversation.

      Vinny’s eyes widened and he blinked at me in alarm, like a deer caught in the headlights of a car. “Did you hear any of that?”

      “Any of what?”

      He sighed with relief. “Nothing. Nevermind.”

      "Vinny it’s time you gave in to the lure of the stage. Karaoke time." Karl grinned.

      "With Tricia," I said. Tricia smirked at Vinny.

      “Karaoke isn’t my thing. I come to sit and watch people make asses out of themselves. Not make an ass out of myself,” Vin said.

      "It'll be fun!”

      "I don't think so."

      "Gerry dragged me to this local shit hole with a promise of karaoke and now I will accept nothing less than watching you perform. I dragged my poor best friend here so that we could have fun together.” I crossed my arms and raised my chin, standing my ground. “You will do karaoke and you will like it.”

      “For someone the size of a chinchilla she makes you want to listen to her,” Karl said. Darlene snorted.

      “Before anyone does any singing, I have to use the restroom.” Tricia patted Vinny’s back and hopped down off her stool to find the lady's room.

      “So, what do you think?” I sidled close to Vin Vin and nudged his shoulder, grinning all the while. My cheeks were starting to hurt from the forced smiling. I had to stop doing that.

      “She’s great -”

      “I told you.” Happy, be happy Dany. You’re like the happiness train. Choo choo.

      "Yeah, but I mean—”

      “Did you get her number?” That’s what he should be doing. Asking out my bestie for coffee, or ax throwing, or taking her to the zoo so they could bark at the sea lions. He should be doing that with Tricia, even though the zoo wasn’t her thing, it was mine.

      “Dany—”

      "Next to wow us with their vocal skills is Vinny and Dany."

      “Oh no.” Tricia shrugged. “Someone accidentally paired you with someone who isn’t your date. That’s too bad.”

      What was she doing? I felt like my eyes were about to pop out of my head like a deranged cartoon character. Vinny grabbed his beer, and I grabbed my vodka. We locked eyes.

      “Vinny and Dany?”

      I tapped my glass to his and chugged the rest as I walked up to the front of the bar where the host was waiting with microphone in hand, I caught Tricia’s eye. She winked at me. This was not what was supposed to be happening right now. I took the mics from the host and held one out to Vinny.

      “What’re we singing?”

      “I Wanna Dance with Somebody.”

      “Seriously?”

      The music came on full blast. I wanna dance with somebody— I always wanted to dance with somebody. And that someone was Vin Vin, right now. I grabbed his hand and jumped to face him, mic against my lips, singing with a goofy grin on my face. He wasn’t singing at all, instead, he was smiling down at me and trying not to laugh. I forced him to spin me and then stepped against him, back to chest as I sang, tilting my head back to look up at him.

      He pressed his hand against my hip and finally put the mic to his lips. We moved together, stepping side to side. I twirled to face him again, pressing my hand to his chest, feeling the strong sturdy muscles underneath my palm, his heart beating quick.

      He kept singing, which made my heart rush as fast as the pounding beat of the song. In between trying to sing he was laughing, dimpled smiling, broad and wide, full of joy. I was a puddle of mush when he smiled like that. He covered my hand with his, swaying from side to side.

      The music stopped. I took a breath, eyes glancing upward. Vin Vin’s baby blues were on mine, expansive like the sky, clear and pristine. I couldn’t look away. The heat radiating from him made my breath quicken, heart pound, and knees feel like Jell-O.

      I stepped back from Vin and curled a piece of hair behind my ear before I curtseyed to the audience. “Vin, I wanna hear you howl like a cat in heat every week from now on. Sounded like you were dying,” Karl laughed, “Mrow! Mrow!”

      “It was the best thing I’ve seen all year,” Darlene said, “because Dany is such a natural.”

      “Why thank you,” I laughed.

      Tricia handed me a glass of vodka. “Vinny, you should come to my birthday thing Friday.”

      If she was inviting him to her birthday extravaganza, she had to like him. I stared down into the cotton candy pink drink. Why did it make me feel sad? I wanted this, didn’t I? For two of my good friends to want each other, to be happy together, to fall in love?

      “I dunno—”

      “You should come.” I forced myself to sound cheerful. “It’ll be fun.”

      The screeching of “Livin’ on a Prayer” echoed in the background, I put my drink on the bar, avoiding Vinny’s eyes, and grabbed Tricia’s hand. “Let’s dance.” Without waiting for an answer I pulled her away from my friend.

      It didn’t matter how I felt. I could just dance it away. There was no reason to be jealous. They should get along. I wanted them to get along. That was my goal for today. I just didn’t count on the pang in my heart and the dread that filled me when they actually did.

      When I looked back at the bar Vin Vin was staring at us. He had to be looking at Tricia because when he caught my eye he quickly turned to Karl, grinning at whatever he said. He shoved his shoulder and shook his head.
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          BIRTHDAY REVELATIONS

        

      

    

    
      It was day five of Regi’s disappearance. I’d posted about her on a Facebook group for lost animals and put up flyers around the neighborhood. I also left her litter box outside and one of my old t-shirts. Each day she was gone I lost hope she would ever come back.

      Vin Vin: Where am I meeting you?

      8:00pm. Sire LIC, Dinner, Drinks, Dancing

      Vin Vin: I'll be sure to wear a suit

      This was the perfect time for Vinny to get to know Tricia more and to get further ingrained in my social group. It didn’t hurt that I would get to spend more time with him, too. I found that I would daydream about his dreamy eyes, alluring dimples, and perfect ass. Thinking about his butt was a better use of my time than worrying about impending finals, career uncertainty, and my missing cat.

      I liked being with him. Wait. Did I like him? No. I couldn't like him like that. That would be way too complicated. He was my brother's best friend, divorced, had a kid . . . I mean really. Besides, he was perfect for Tricia.

      Don't you dare

      Vin Vin: Watch me

      Vinny didn’t turn up wearing a suit but in a white buttondown and black slacks. All that catch in the park and handball with Karl was doing the body good. He looked great. Thump. Thump. No! Stick to the plan Dany!

      "Looking good."

      "Thanks." He offered his arm, "Shall we?"

      "Of course." I looped my arm into his and we walked into the restaurant together. "I think they're in the back," I said as we walked past patrons grabbing drinks at the bar and headed toward the hostess. "Hi. Reservation under— " before I could finish, I heard a shout from the back of the restaurant.

      "Dany!" Tricia waved. She waved over a guy I’d never seen before and slipped her hand into his. "This is George." Wait, Starbucks George? I thought he'd disappeared. Introductions all around. Everyone sat at the dinner table, opened their menus, and munched on bread.

      "Vinny?" Mellie whispered. "You're seeing each other?"

      "We're just friends.”

      "I can't believe you didn't tell us!"

      "I tried to set him up with Tricia," I whispered.

      "That worked well.” She crossed her arms and flicked her eyes to George. “You never bring guys around us, even friends." She had a point. I didn't bring anyone around who wasn't going to last. However, here I was with Vinny, my friend.

      I watched George rest his arm on the back of Tricia’s chair and couldn’t believe he managed to weasel his way back into her good graces after disappearing willy nilly the way he did. I took my seat beside Vinny.

      “You sure you wanna be a teacher? These two keep talking about school horror stories," Vinny said.

      “Do I even wanna know?” My eyes widened.

      “Nope,” Charlie laughed. “If you did, you would quit while you were ahead.”

      After the waiter poured us hefty glasses of wine, I picked mine up to sip. As I did, our arms brushed together. The hairs on my arm stood and I lifted my hand to curl a piece of hair behind my ear. My cheeks were on fire, and I bit my lip as I looked at him. Vinny cleared his throat and looked away, laughing at something Charlie said, shifting slightly away from me.

      I excused myself to the restroom, staring at myself in the mirror. I took a deep breath, swallowing hard. I only liked Vinny because he was around so much. This couldn't be real. The two of us were so different. Besides, I wasn’t the kind of girl Vinny went for. He liked Barbie blondes while I was Whitney.

      I emerged from the restroom to head back to the table. I stopped when someone grabbed my shoulder. When I turned around there was Bartender Chad. Oh no . . .

      Chad stepped into my personal bubble. "Okay, this is my dance space, this is your dance space." I made the Patrick Swayze circle with my arms, holding him at bay.

      "Charlie mentioned you’d be here."

      "Did he?" I had to talk to Charlie. "Well this has been great, but . . ." I went to step around him but he blocked my path, using his arm like a barricade.

      "Hear me out.”

      "Chad look, I'm sorry but I told you how I felt." Alarm bells started ringing as he stepped toward me. I crept back.

      "I don't think you meant it. You're scared of us having something together."

      "Chad, that's not it. We had fun, but I don't . . ." I wanted out of there.

      "Fun? Just fun?" Chad bellowed. Whoa. I’d never seen him angry. He came across as this goofy bartending gamer dude.

      When we met, I was ripping at the seams and figuring out how to sew myself back together.

      A hand pressed against my shoulder, secure and comforting, and I knew it was Vinny.

      "Is there a problem, babe?" He looked at Chad from the corner of his eye. I caught on quick and leaned into him as he slid his arm around my shoulder.

      "No." I grimaced.

      "Who the fuck is this?" Chad pointed to Vinny.

      "Her boyfriend.”

      Chad moved to grab my hand and I pressed myself against Vincent.

      "I wouldn't do that." Vinny warned.

      "What are you gonna do about it? Doesn't Dany get to decide if she wants to talk?"

      "I don't want to talk to you, Chad!" I blurted.

      Chad took another step inside my bubble. "Just give me a minute."

      "Bro, she told you to let it go."

      Chad pressed forward again, and I planted my hand against Vinny’s stomach. Vinny turned me away from him, protecting me from his attempted grab.

      "You weren't a good fuck anyway."

      Vinny unfurled his arms from me and pulled his fist back to let a punch fly. Whoa! I reached both my hands up and grabbed Vinny's forearm, yanking downward like it was a slot machine.

      "Not worth it!" I shouted.

      "You're right,” Vinny growled.

      "You need to go," I said to Chad who glared at us before stalking away. I looked up at Vinny, hands still gripping his arm.

      "You can let go now. There's nobody punchable in close proximity."

      I cleared my throat as I let go. "Were you really going to lay him out?"

      "Absolutely. Right in the middle of this place." He draped his arm around my shoulders. "Girlfriend."

      "My hero."

      Vinny laughed. "You know how to pick 'em Dany."

      "Come on, let's get back to the party." By now my friends had found their way to the bar and were grabbing their first round of drinks. "You ready for this?"

      "Oh yeah." He laughed and ordered himself a beer, "and a vodka cranberry.”

      "Look at you remembering my drink!”

      "Can't help it." He handed me the drink.

      “Was that Chad?” Mellie asked Charlie as he handed her a drink. “What was he doing here?”

      “I told him to stop by to see Dany. He’s been going on and on about her dumping him, so I was like just come and she’ll take you back.”

      “What?” I asked. “You told him to come?”

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t I?”

      Mellie stared at him. “Because my friend told him she was no longer interested and you should have respected that.”

      Charlie scoffed. Mellie glared. I fled to the other members of our group. I did not want to bear witness to a fight. They could handle that on their own.

      I grabbed Vinny’s shirt and pulled him down to me. I nodded my head toward Charlie and Mellie. The conversation between them was growing into a crescendo of verbal battle.

      "You started that?" he whispered. Tricia crouched down next to me, and George joined her. We formed a little huddle in the middle of the dance floor.

      "About Chad and now I don’t think they’re fighting about Chad."

      "What did you say?" Tricia asked.

      I went to tell her about the Chad situation but stopped when I heard Mellie yelling something about boundaries and how he shouldn’t have interfered in my life that way.

      "We need more drinks." George ordered us another round.

      Break! George fled the huddle to the bar, and we all stood up. Upon his return, we drank.

      Mellie joined us and with a thick voice said, "Charlie’s going home." She wiped her eyes and grabbed Tricia’s hand. “Let’s dance!”

      The music grew louder by the minute. The beat pounding and thumping in time with my heartbeat.

      "You heard her." Vinny took my arm. "Let's dance. Though I gotta warn you, I’m a terrible dancer. More like a slow dance kind of guy."

      "Don't care as long as you dance," I said, smiling back.

      The music was quick and light, fun and bouncy, and I moved to it. Our hands were clasped in each other’s as I swayed my hips and bent toward him. Vinny couldn’t keep a beat. I laughed as he two-stepped and shook his head. "No slow dancing here," I said as I hopped toward him.

      His hand found its way to my waist.

      "Like this." I instructed, moving my hips toward him. His arm snaked around my back. I tilted my head upward, eyes locking to his crystal blues. Our bodies were melded together and when his dimples appeared I smiled.

      "So, Miss Verdi, do I get an A?" His breath brushed against my cheek and my body shuddered. I wanted to kiss him, two left feet and all.

      "Let's take a shot!" I screeched. "Birthday shots!" I flung my arms up flailing backward. My heart raced as I scurried to the bar, leaving him standing there bewildered.

      That's when everything got blurry. One birthday shot turned into two birthday shots, then three birthday shots. We were dancing, we were laughing, we were fucking drunk. The bar rang last call, and we stumbled out onto the street sweaty and giggling.

      "Bye-bye Charlie!" Mellie shouted to the sky. She brushed her hands under her eyes, "Fuck him."

      "Fuck him!" I yelled back in agreement, and we laughed. "Ubeeeeeer."

      Vinny caught my arm as I stumbled to the side.

      I wrinkled my nose and shrugged myself out of his grasp. He didn't need to keep saving me or protecting me. That was my job, but it felt so good when he did it.

      "I get myself home alone all the time without anybody. So, bye-bye, Vin Vin." I wiggled my fingers at him and then tapped my finger to his nose.

      "That's what getting home by yourself is." When I stumbled again, he looped his arm around my waist. "Just want to make sure you get there okay."

      I blinked at him through my drunken haze and brushed the stubble of his beard. "You have dimples." I giggled. He was dimpled smiling a lot lately and I just loved it. Gah! I was not allowed to get googly-eyed over Vincent LaBate!

      He lifted his hand and brushed a piece of hair away from my forehead. There it was again, a moment. Did he want to kiss me? Or did I really want to kiss him so I thought he wanted to kiss me? Fuckity fuck fuck.

      "You're cute." I squealed, placing my hands on his cheeks. He had the prettiest blue eyes I’d ever seen. I sighed. "I mean, it's cute!"

      "Uber's here." He tucked his arm over my shoulder. I waved goodbye, letting Vinny help me into the backseat.
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      Ping!

      Vin Vin: Are you busy?

      My laptop was open, cursor blinking, as I worked on a mid-term for my ed psych class. Another tab open revealed my student teaching application which was due in two days. An open copy of Midsummer Night’s Dream, notes scribbled into the margin, post-its littering the page, was stacked on a copy of Walden Pond which resembled a series of origami waves from all the folded pages. I’d look at that one later. I couldn’t even start thinking about finals.

      Nah. I wasn’t busy. I was just drowning in homework and wishing I could fling my laptop into the street. It was fine. Everything was fine.

      Besides, avoiding the amount of work I had to accomplish was way better than actually doing it. Going out with Vinny tipped the scales here.

      Nope

      Vin Vin: See you at Brady's later?

      You bet!

      Fifteen minutes later, I plopped down on a stool beside Vinny. He already had an empty bottle of beer in front of him and was starting another one. That wasn’t like him. Usually, he waited until everyone showed to get started. I assumed Karl and Darlene would be walking in any minute. Vin seemed more tense than normal, shoulders hunched, lost in thought.

      “Hey, grumpy.” I bumped him with my shoulder.

      Vinny glanced at me and grinned, showing off his dimples. “Not grumpy now.”

      I smiled, a warm flutter filling my belly. “How was your week?”

      “Aside from the usual passive-aggressive texts from my ex-wife and accidentally drilling into a water main, totally fine.”

      “Yikes,” I said, wincing.

      “Looked like Old Faithful on Flushing Avenue. Karl flipped shit.”

      “Have I been summoned?” Karl clapped Vinny on the shoulder, followed by Darlene who hugged me. “What’re you doing here?”

      “Drying off.”

      Karl snorted. “We’re gonna grab some wings in the back, you two coming?”

      “Su—” I started, but Vinny cut me off.

      “Can you give us a minute?” Karl grabbed Darlene’s hand and they went on their merry way.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah.” Vin glanced at the ceiling before he twisted to face me, a vice grip on his beer bottle. “Do you want some air? It’s fucking hot in here.”

      It was definitely not hot in the bar. If anything I was a little chilly. I nodded. Vinny gulped down the rest of his beer and got up, signaling for me to follow him outside. He was acting so weird, like a little creature was in his brain controlling his movements. Vin Vin bot activated.

      When we hit the air, a breeze brushed my hair over my cheek and I pulled it away with my fingertips. Vinny stared at me; blue eyes glazed over in a hazy sheen. I licked my dry lips. He rubbed his hand over his smooth head and took a deep breath.

      “Did you get possessed by aliens?”

      “What? No.” He laughed, still massaging his head. He went to speak and then stopped.

      I tilted my head to the side, brows furrowing with concern. Vin shifted his weight from foot to foot, a strange dosido and my head switched to the other side.

      “You know the serendipity thing? I've been thinking about that a lot lately.” He stopped pacing and stood directly in front of me. “Where we live, the cheese fries, the sharks, the soap...”

      My brows shot into my forehead. I blinked. “That’s very existential for a Tuesday.”

      Vinny let out a nervous laugh. “Tuesday’s a good day for a crisis.”

      “I mean, I have so much homework my head hurts and my eyes are bleeding. I haven’t finished my student teaching application yet. I have two twelve-page papers due. I also haven’t finished reading Walden Pond for my final paper. I have four shifts at the pizzeria this week.” And Regi was still missing, which I was desperately trying to forget.

      “Serendipity, Dany. Stay on topic.”

      To be honest, I’d never seen Vincent LaBate this animated in my entire life, and I’d known him since I was six. The last time he’d been this worked up was when he chucked a PlayStation controller at the floor after dying during the final boss of Resident Evil.

      “Dany, stop looking at me like that. You’re making this very difficult.”

      “I don’t know what this is.” I motioned between the two of us. “You never get this flustered, by anything. You’re always Mr. Cool.”

      Vin rubbed his hands over his head once more. He opened his mouth, closed it, opened it. Then he stepped up to me, pressing in close. His head tilted down to mine, his calloused hand on my shoulder. My breath caught in the back of my throat, eyes widening as I stared up at him. The heat radiating from his body seemed to melt every part of me, turning me into a puddle of water.

      What was happening? Was I living in some kind of dream? He was looking at me like he wanted to devour me.

      The cool breeze blew a whiff of cedar my way, along with the scents of lemon and spruce. He smelled like the sun. I swallowed hard and licked my lips. Thump. Thump. The wings in my stomach erupted. There was a millimeter of space between my lips and his.

      He was going to kiss me. I knew it. I could tell in the way his hand moved around to my back, the way his body pressed closer to mine. With each breath the heat in my face rose, my heart thump thumped, and my knees felt weak.

      “Dany, this is serendipity.”

      “I think you have the whole thing twisted. Sure there is a little coincidence in us moving back here and running into each other all the time. But you’re Vin Vin—” The nervous chatter bubbled out of me.

      “No more talking,” he whispered.

      Vin Vin’s lips brushed against mine, flipping my world onto a new axis. His axis. My world spun, a tornado spiraling out from the pit of my stomach. A whirlwind of light, electricity shooting out of me. I pressed my hands into his chest, curling my fingers into his shirt. He held me tighter, embracing me like he could shield me from the whole world.

      What were we doing? We couldn’t do this. We were friends. He was my brother’s best friend. I was just little Daniela, and he was Vin Vin. But when we kissed, I felt like I was soaring above the clouds without any sign of landing.

      I pulled away with a sigh, fingertips raking through the scruff of his beard. “I thought we were just friends?”

      His breath swept down my neck and I shuddered. I brushed a thumb over his bottom lip. His ocean eyes were dreamy and gentle as he looked at me.

      Thump. Thump.

      “Daniela.” Desire dripped from his lips as he said my name. "What're you afraid of?"

      Everything. I was afraid of jumping into an abyss I couldn’t climb out of. I was afraid that I didn’t measure up to what he wanted, that I wasn’t everything he imagined. I was afraid that I would lose myself in those eyes forever and if he turned them away from me I would be crushed, unable to repair myself again.

      His hand cupped my cheek, a worker’s hardened hand against my soft skin.

      Secure, warm, tender.

      The way he held me, let me know that he wouldn’t let me fall. He wouldn’t let me snap in two or launch myself into the unknown without him there to catch me.

      I gripped his cheeks and kissed him again. The world melted away in a warm haze, leaving me and Vinny the last ones standing, alone amidst the chaos of cars honking and kids zipping by on bicycles. The two of us, holding tight to each other against the madness of the world.

      I never wanted to let him go.

      His finger twirled around a strand of hair before tracing the curve of my jaw. I breathed.

      One more kiss.

      Later that night, I floated home on a cloud, my lips tingling from having Vinny’s against mine. It was like walking in a dream, everything around me full of wonder and light. He kissed me, and I kissed him, and it was perfect.

      A familiar meow beckoned from the front garden. I froze. “Regi?”

      Her black head emerged from the bush and she blinked her emerald eyes. I crouched down to the floor just as she hopped out onto the sidewalk. Crying, I reached out my hand as she pressed her face against it. I picked her up and squeezed her against my chest which heaved with sobs.

      “You’re okay.” I kissed her. “I missed you so much.” I held her close, listening to her purr, her fur soft and silky underneath my hand. “I love you.”
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          SUSHI SHOWDOWN

        

      

    

    
      I wouldn’t trade Regi patting my nose at five-thirty in the morning to wake me for breakfast with anything in the whole world, except maybe more late-night Vinny make-out sessions. God, he was a sublime kisser. Regi patted my nose again and I couldn’t resist grabbing her fluffy face and kissing her nose. This was the best week of my life, even better than completing all thirty-two fouettés during Black Swan and finishing with a triple pirouette. There was always the dread of being unable to finish, of my legs giving out halfway through and getting booed off stage.

      The intricate variation reminded me of entering into romantic territory with Vin Vin, and I realized I was scared I wouldn’t make it to the end. The fact that he’d taken me on a date right after our stolen kisses was positive. On our very first date, he’d bet me to cluck like a chicken if I lost at beer pong, which I did thanks to his baseball perfect aim. We laughed our asses off and ended up kissing like teenagers for the rest of the night. Still, I couldn’t be sure. Nothing was ever certain even when we planned a second date immediately.

      Regi slapped me in the cheek. Right. Feed the cat. Eat breakfast. Do homework. Get haircut. Date night part two.

      When I cut my hair, it felt like I cut away the thick velvet curtains of the Metropolitan Opera. The unruly waves tumbled around me like the fluttering rose petals from final curtain calls. Looking at it in the mirror, the weight of my old life was literally off my shoulders. The strands bounced just beneath my chin in sweet curls. I smiled.

      Due to a series of unfortunate or fortunate events, Brady’s was shut down to film an episode of Law & Order: SVU. The street cordoned off so Mariska Hargitay and Christopher Meloni could investigate a crime. Looked like we wouldn’t be getting chicken wings.

      I looked up at the sign for Red Dragon Sushi and squeezed Vin’s hand. “How serendipitous.”

      “Serendipity be damned. I don’t eat fish. The murky eyes freak me out and make me nauseous.”

      "They have chicken teriyaki for weirdos like you." I nudged his shoulder. “Come on, it’ll be an adventure.”

      I thought Vin Vin looked paler than usual when he said, “An adventure in digestive pyrotechnics.”

      He glanced down at me and my lower lip jutted out.

      “Alright, fine. Red Dragon Sushi it is.” He opened the door for me. “I’m warning you; I won’t eat anything with googly eyes.”

      “Deal.” We situated ourselves at a table by the window and I pulled out my chopsticks, scraping them together to brush away the fine splinters before our food arrived. When I looked up, I caught Vin Vin staring at my new short hair. For whatever reason, heat filled my cheeks and I immediately thought he must hate it. Nate would have hated it. He liked my luscious long locks, having compared them to the feminine beauty of Rapunzel.

      “I needed a change,” I said. Embarrassed.

      “I like your hair.” He reached across the table, brushing a wayward curl behind my ear. “Short like that. You can see your muddy eyes better.”

      I bit my lower lip. I’d never thought muddy could be a compliment, but when Vin said it with sincerity it felt like my brown eyes were precious.

      When our food arrived—chicken teriyaki for the weirdo sitting across from me, and me with my salmon roll—I picked up my chopsticks and clicked them together in anticipation before picking up the rice wrapped delicacy, bringing it to my lips. Vin was staring at me again, watching me as I took a bite.

      “I noticed you don’t talk about yourself a lot,” I said after swallowing.

      He chuckled, “What will satisfy your curiosity? Do you wanna hear about my years as a frat boy?”

      I could tell he was dodging my real question. Maybe Vin was just like me, hiding the parts of himself he didn’t want me to know about. So, I tried asking it a different way. I didn’t go to college in the traditional sense, instead doing everything online. “Tell me more about college.”

      “Business management major.” Vin wiped his mouth on his napkin, drawing my eyes to his plump lips. “I uhh . . .  switched from Fine Arts.”

      Fine Arts? Vinny? Now I was fascinated. “Why the switch?”

      Bzz. Bzz. Saved in the nick of time. Vin’s phone started ringing, and he quickly reached into his pocket and peeked at the caller. “It’s Matty.” The apology in his eyes was clear.

      “Take it.”

      When he answered, I heard the muffled high-pitched chatterings of Matthew from the other line. Vin’s son didn’t sound happy, he grew more distraught and panicked as he continued. I glanced at my plate.

      “It’s gonna be okay. Matty, put your mother on the phone.”

      The sound of Carissa from the other line was cheerful like she was dancing on clouds and sliding down rainbows.

      “Carissa, don’t you dare.”

      More muffled sweet talk.

      I chewed slowly. Suddenly very interested in my salmon roll.

      “Father’s Day? Are you kidding? That’s my day. Tony ain’t his father.”

      Vin’s brows knitted together, forming deep wrinkles in his forehead. His mouth creased into a firm line; head angled down at his teriyaki glazed chicken.

      “Don’t do this, Carissa.”

      The voice on the other line stopped and Vinny licked his lips as he set the phone on the table. He sighed as he looked across at me. I reached across the table, placing my hand in his, rolling my thumb against his wrist. His eyes softened slightly, but I could see the pain behind them.

      “What happened?”

      “Father’s Day is on her weekend. She said I could have him anyway, but now she’s changed her mind.” He sighed. “We go to a Mets game every year. It’s a tradition my dad started when I was a kid, and I kept it going. Now she’s trying to take it all away.” Vin paused, and I wanted to say something to comfort him, but couldn’t. “The baseball glove I still use to this day is my dad’s. From when he played ball. You know, he passed it down to me when he couldn’t play anymore. My old man and I were close like that. I used it through college, too. Ever since he died, I’ve never played with another mitt. Now, I use it to play catch with Matty.”

      Father’s Day wasn’t just about going to a Mets game, it was deeper than that, a bond between three generations.

      “Vincent,” I said, squeezing his hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’s not your fault she’s acting like this. Since Tony moved into the house she’s been trying to turn him into super dad and Matty ain’t having it. Carissa has no idea how bad this is gonna backfire.”

      It made no sense to me that a woman who used to love the man sitting in front of me could treat him this way, especially after seeing what kind of father he was. He loved Matthew more than anything in the world.

      “But why?”

      “Probably payback.” Vin curled his fingers into mine. “Look, you gotta understand something. She cheated but it wasn’t only her fault. I worked all the time. There were nights I got home in the middle of the night and hadn’t seen my family for two days. My father taught me that you provide for your family no matter what. So I did. At the expense of my family.”

      “Is that why you quit your job in the city?”

      Vin nodded. “My marriage imploded. I realized I never saw Matthew. And I looked at my boss and realized I was turning into that miserable weasel of a man. Threw in the towel. Now, Carissa is pissed cause I have a life, and didn’t do this for her. I did it for me and Matthew.”

      “Square peg, round hole?”

      “Way before Matty even arrived.” Vin ate a piece of chicken. When he lifted his arm, his shirtsleeve moved up his wrist and I saw what seemed to be a tattoo that had cartoonish fur.

      “What is that?” I poked it.

      “You’ve never seen my tat?” Vin Vin grinned. He unbuttoned his cuff and rolled up his sleeve, holding out his forearm for me to see. On the heart of a well-loved Teddy Bear, button eye drooping, a patch of fluff poking out of his knee, and a torn ear, was Matthew written in a rainbow of colors, designed by a child’s scrawl.

      “Vin Vin.” I ran my finger over the heart, looking at him with wide eyes. “That is the most precious thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “That’s Matty’s first teddy bear. Smush. He still sleeps with him.” Vin grinned. “Don’t tell him I told you.”

      “I would never.”

      The two of us shared a smile, his ocean eyes and my muddy brown ones locked, and for the first time ever, I felt a connection with a man—a real connection. I wanted to kiss him, fling myself over the table at him, and press him against me. But it was so much more than that.

      My heart slammed in my chest the longer I stared at him. Vin smirked and leaned over the table. “The way you’re looking at me right now has me dying to kiss you.” Goosebumps rippled down my arms and I swallowed, daring to steal a glance at him. His lips grazed my cheek. Thump thump. “But I’m gonna make you wait.”

      Make me wait? Oh, he was?

      I snagged a salmon roll in between my chopsticks and held it up. “Payback for chicken beer pong.” I inched the piece of sushi closer to Vinny’s face.

      He yelped and covered his face with his hands before he immediately started laughing. He recovered the roll from his lap and grimaced at the contents, staring at the pink blob in the middle. He flung it back to me and it pegged me on the cheek.

      I pressed my hand to my face and feigned shock while Vin snorted with laughter.

      I grabbed another one with my chopsticks and he stood up, leaning over the table. His hand gently grabbed my wrist. “Oh no, no more.”

      “Wanna try?” I angled the chopsticks toward his mouth with the rice-covered morsel waiting to be eaten.

      “No.”

      I thought he was going to kiss me, the edge of my lips curled upward, but he tenderly kissed my cheek. His beard brushed against my jaw sending tingles of excitement down my arm.

      When he sat down, I settled my chin in my hand. I smiled and popped the sushi roll into my mouth. Vin Vin’s dimples were showing, his smile broad and genuine. His shoulders were relaxed as he leaned against the table. He’d never looked this comfortable before, this easy-going. I liked it.

      “You look at everyone like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re learning about them in one glance?”

      "No.” I blushed. “But I am a quick study. I had to be.”

      Vincent waited for me to continue but instead, I placed a piece of pickled ginger on my tongue.

      “This a dancer thing?”

      I nodded.

      He crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “You know, you’ve started me talking. One of these days you’re gonna have to tell me more about you.”

      I looked at my plate. I’d eaten one roll, tossed another at Vin, and eaten another two. Two left. I picked a piece of rice off the seaweed and dropped it into the soy sauce. Like the snow falling onto the stage during Nutcracker. Beautiful and dangerous. I did it again.

      “Not today,” I whispered.

      “Okay.” Vin’s hand was on mine now, fingers entwined with my own, a light squeeze, but firm and solid. “But when you’re ready, I want to know more about the real Daniela Verdi.”

      The real Daniela Verdi? Was it the ballerina? The grad student? The book nerd and gamer girl? Or were those all superficial things that I thought about myself so I didn’t have to dig down into my gut and find who I really was?
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        * * *

      

      The reverberating tinkling of a guitar filtered through the speakers in Carlo’s. The familiar Italian crooner’s voice tilted throughout the place just like the hints of garlic and fresh squeezed tomatoes. I hummed along as I made place settings in the kitchen, wrapping forks and knives into paper napkins.

      I swayed and waltzed toward Carlo who widened his meatball eyes. “How do the stars make you drool?” I held a wrapped napkin up to his lips and rolled my shoulder.

      “Oh no, Dany.” Carlo shook his head. “We’re not doing this.” He laughed and waved me off.

      I swished my body back and forth, hands pressed out in front of me. Carlo took my hand and spun me around before side stepping with me.

      “You’re a nut.” I laughed and took a sliding step backward before I made a grand curtsey. “Finish those set ups and get outta here.” He waved me off and grabbed a lump of pizza dough. He slammed a fist against it and flour burst into the air.

      I started to stack up the napkin wrapped silverware into their neat space in their cubby home, one on top of the other, a smile still lingering. The real Daniela Verdi, huh? This was the real me. Here. In Queens. Surrounded by the smell of tomato sauce, the warmth of my family and friends, the comfort of home that I had lost and neglected for so long. It was more welcoming and less lonely than a theater full of people applauding while I curtseyed in gratitude. This was a piece of me that was missing all along, that I forgot amidst the stage lights and crisp white tutus.

      There was a twinge in my foot, and I wiggled my toes. The ache was ever persistent but not as painful as before. It would always hurt. A chip in my heart forever, like a broken cup. When did I show that to Vinny?
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          SEA LIONS

        

      

    

    
      The Bronx Zoo, one of my favorite places in New York City. I loved to get lost there, meandering down the winding tree-lined paths to spy on the giraffes or hear the lions roar. Vin Vin held my hand as we walked up toward Astor Court. My smile was a mile wide as I swung his hand, a bounce in my step.

      “How did you know I love the zoo?”

      This was the best date of all time. Of my entire life. It trumped rooftop cocktail bars, chic restaurants, and trendy nightclubs by a mile. Being out in the sunshine and traversing the forest paths of the zoo made me feel like Dorothy skipping down the yellow brick road.

      “Full disclosure?”

      I stopped walking to watch the buffalo graze, realizing our hands were still connected, fingers entwined. It was like we’d formed a direct link. Easy. Simple.

      “Your brother told me.”

      Gerry? He’d told Gerry?

      That was like diving into the deep end of an Olympic sized swimming pool. A grand jeté into the realm of more than casually dating.

      I’d been conditioned by Nate to doubt all gestures. That douche canoe played a violin under my window, and I still hadn’t believed him. Let that sink in, Dany.

      I reminded myself that Vin Vin wasn’t Nate, and nothing he did mimicked anything I’d had before. To Nate, I was the crown jewel of an accessory, a diamond to show off to others. Vin Vin, by taking me to the zoo, made me feel like being me was enough, that I wasn’t just a pretty adornment to show off to others.

      “You admitted to Gerry we’re dating?”

      “He noticed me texting you and then it went belly up when I told him the boys liked hot dogs.” Vin shrugged. “It went better than I thought. He only threatened to castrate me if I fucked it up.”

      I laughed. “You better listen to him. He doesn’t go back on his word.”

      In the distance the sea lions bellowed, barking their gruff refrains into the air. “Come on,” I tugged Vincent up the steps to Astor Court. He trudged up behind me. I adored the sea lions with their blubbery bellies and whiskered snoots.

      My chin dropped into my hands, smiling as I watched the sea lions sunbathing on a rock. He lifted his flipper before his head craned upward and he barked, “Arf! Arf! Arf!”

      "Arf. Arf. Arf,” I whispered. I couldn’t be too loud, or Vin Vin would think I was a lunatic.

      When the sea lion “arf-arfed,” again I grinned. He heard me after all. I felt the coarse bristles of a beard by my cheek, and I peeked at Vinny from the corner of my eye.

      “What’re you doing?”

      My eyes widened. Caught red-handed barking at the sea lions like a five-year-old. My face burned. I swallowed. “Barking at them. When you do, they answer you.” I pointed to my basking sea lion friend, wrapping my other arm around Vinny’s waist.

      “Do they?” He wasn’t looking at the sea lion, he was looking at me in a way I hadn’t seen before. The ice in his eyes melted. I felt the breath catch in my throat. His gaze turned into one of pure adoration in an instant and I had no idea what the hell I did to deserve it.

      “Do it again.”

      “Seriously?”

      Vinny pressed his nose to my cheek and then kissed it. I reached my hand up and ran my fingers through his beard before I turned my head and called out, “Arf! Arf! Arf!”

      A brief pause before the giant sea lion screeched, “Arf!”

      Vinny’s hand slid up my back, fingers tugged at the edge of my hair as it cupped the back of my neck. He pulled me toward him for a kiss. Another sea lion joined in. Vin’s lips melted to mine, sweet and tender, before deepening into an impassioned blaze. I wound my arms around him, holding him close.

      I was the one melting now while the sea lions continued to sing in the background. I heard music alright and it wasn’t the romantic strings of violins swirling in my head. Nate could keep his violin and wildest dreams. This was what I wanted.

      This was the last place on earth I expected to be swept away, and yet here I was, being whisked off to the balking sounds of sea lions with Vinny’s lips on mine. Their bleating turned into a love song, the plucking of Cupid’s lyre.

      Keep singing, keep playing away in the distance while my heart is pierced by the arrow.

      “You’re staring.” I told Vinny when we finally broke apart. Those dreamy blues studying my mouth. “Wait, do I have lipstick on my teeth?”

      Vin laughed. “If anyone has lipstick on their teeth, it's me.” His fingers brushed up through the back of my hair before he kissed my forehead.

      The arrow seeking my heart landed true.

      As we wandered past Madagascar and the Children’s Zoo, hands held, Vincent’s eyes on me, his lips curling upward in a closed mouth grin, we talked. About everything and nothing. I held back. I still hadn’t talked about my injury, the pain of losing ballet forever, or how I’d let Nate treat me like shit and destroy my confidence.

      It wasn’t fair, but I wasn’t ready. Vinny hadn’t done anything to show me he would be Nate 2.0, but I still couldn’t hand over the keys to my heart unwaveringly. I had to protect myself, even if Cupid was intent on stabbing me. If I spoke my whole truth, Vin would own every part of me. I’d open the door and let him in completely with no way to close him back out.

      The delightful sounds of children giggling and carnival music filled the air. "The carousel is open, let's go!"

      Around and around under dimly lit yellow bulbs went the bugs; grasshoppers, caterpillars, and beetles in an endless revolution.

      “Have you seen the size of me? I’ll break it.” He laughed. Okay, he was pretty tall, but Vinny was in excellent shape. I stole a glance at his perfectly round ass. I’d kill for that butt. Don’t even get me started on the flat stomach and finely chiseled biceps. Yummy.

      "Come on, it'll be fun."

      "I’m too old for this.”

      "Nobody is too old for a carousel." I yanked him up the path with determination, forcing him around the cue and then finally up onto the platform. I mounted a caterpillar and patted the grasshopper beside me. “Giddy up.”

      "I'll stand here and make sure you're safe."

      "Come on,” I tapped the grasshopper’s saddle. The platform started to move and I was about to give up on Vinny riding with me when he climbed on.

      The lights bounced off the mirrors like shooting stars. I tossed my head back and smiled, letting the swirling of the carousel carry me away. Maybe it was carrying both of us away.
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          PAS DE DEUX

        

      

    

    
      I found myself standing in front of Vinny, outside his apartment. A spring breeze blew my hair across my cheek and he curled it around my ear, hand cupping my cheek. Vin kissed my nose while gazing into my eyes.

      “What?” I whispered. He had that look again—dreamy, half-lidded, almost dazed.

      “Do you wanna come up?”

      I nodded, rubbing my nose to his. We climbed the steps, and a sense of anticipation and excitement swelled inside my chest.

      "Want a drink?" Vinny asked after he let me inside.

      "Sure.”

      For a guy living alone, he was definitely neat. Everything seemed to have its place. While he went into the kitchen, I sat down on the couch.

      Drinks. A clean apartment. I knew what was happening here. It was sexy time.

      I raked my fingers through my hair and puckered my lips, looking down at my breasts. I shoved my hands into my bra, lifting my boobs up to my chin. Stay. Then I kicked my shoes off before reclining on the couch like a renaissance madame, ready to be fed grapes. Too much? I flung a leg over my knee and arched my back, leaning my elbow against the arm of the couch.

      Seductive, or trying too hard? It was hard to tell, but theatrics were kinda my thing. Or had they been Nate’s thing?

      My nerves were exploding, sending me into an anxious tailspin. My heart was going to pop out of my chest and land on his living room rug in a bloody mess. Call 911. I needed the paddles.

      "Vodka for you.” He handed me the drink and I set it on my lap.

      Vin sat down on the ottoman and set his hand on my knee. "You know, I invited you up cause I wanted to keep hanging out, right?"

      "Well yeah! I mean, of course.” I curled my hair behind my ear, avoiding his eyes.  “It's not like this is my first time coming up.”

      Vin eyed me suspiciously. “What’s the matter?”

      “You know how it goes, Vin Vin.” Or I did. I’d hopped on enough dick this year to know that sometimes, even being physically connected to someone didn’t mean they cared about you. It didn’t mean they loved you. Desired you. It just meant they wanted to fuck you. I licked my lips.

      “My ex . . .” I began. Hesitant. “Well not ex, he used sex to convince me he cared about me. That he liked me when he really didn’t.” My nerves were getting the best of me, knowing that he could potentially disappear once I opened up.

      "Well, that is not what this is.” Vinny squeezed my hand. “I’m not him.” I avoided his gaze. Unsure. “And we don’t have to have sex to if you don’t want to. We can sit here on my couch while you talk my ear off. I don’t care. I just want to spend time with you, Dany.”

      The earnestness in his voice made me want to believe him. “Really?”

      He nodded. “Really.”

      My heartbeat calmed, and I reached up and cupped his face. Vin was so warm, so steady. After stroking his stubble, I slid my arms around his neck, wanting to be closer.

      It didn’t take long before I scooted onto his lap and Vinny wrapped his arms around me.

      He rested his forehead against mine, sturdy hands moved down my back in a gentle massage. I closed my eyes, letting his touch wash over me in a wave. His gentle touch eased me into a sense of calm and security I never felt before.

      “What do you think about moving to the bedroom?”

      I kissed him hard. “Only if you carry me.”

      His hands traveled down to my thighs and he stood up, lifting me easily, holding me tight against him. I kissed him, letting him walk me to the bedroom. I couldn’t believe this was happening. That I could possibly be everything Vinny wanted. That this was real life and I was here being carried to Vinny’s bed like a princess. Like his princess.

      He laid me down on the bed like he was setting me down on a cloud. I sat up, reaching for my shirt, but he stopped me.

      “Let me do it,” Vin whispered into my ear, his lips against my neck. “Let me treat you good.”

      Kiss by kiss, touch by touch, Vin was teaching me how to be intimate--truly intimate.

      He sucked on my skin and tingles shot down my back. I pressed my hand against his shoulder and closed my eyes, feeling the steady beat of his heart. Strong hands slipped under my shirt, teasing skin before finding the clasp of my bra.

      Pop. Just like that, I was bare for him.

      Each touch, each kiss undoing the defenses around my heart.

      He wrapped me up in him again, his lips against mine. This wasn’t a laser light show. This was slow and sweet and so good.

      He was taking his time. I’d never been treated like this, like I was special. A present being opened to be savored and adored.

      I wanted to adore him, too, and so I reached for his shirt. He let me peel it off.

      I drew my hands over the divots in his abs, dragging my nails over his skin before kissing his stomach. Vin twisted fingers into my hair, fingers trickling down my face before he turned my chin up to him.

      His gaze was filled with . . . kindness. Not emotionless lust. Not expectation.

      “You’re beautiful, Dany. Truly. Every part of you.”

      I was mush. My mouth parted, waiting for his kiss, and when it came, I felt like I’d been dunked in a warm pool. Cedar and lemon overtook me, and I wanted more and more of him. There would never be enough of him. Of this feeling.

      His kisses drifted down the side of my neck, and I let out a sigh.

      Vin’s hand moved over my body like he was painting a fine piece of art sliding down my neck, over the lines of my shoulder, trailing under my collarbone. Tingles shot through my body and I bit my lip while he painted long lines over my skin. His fingers drifted over my nipple before making their way to the button of my jeans.

      I moved my hands to help him and he took my nipple into his mouth, sucking. I closed my eyes, involuntarily arching against his mouth. The wetness between my thighs slick. Nobody had ever touched me this way, taking in the whole of my body the way he was doing. It was terrifying and electrifying all at once.

      Vin was doing too much. I had to do something, didn’t I? An HJ? The world’s best blowie?  Then his tongue dived inside my belly button, and everything went blank. Never mind.

      I bit my lip and moaned as he tugged off my pants. His lips kissed the side of my breast and moved down my stomach, butterfly kisses moving between my legs. His lips pressed to the edge of my thigh, moving inward and then the other leg.

      It was driving me crazy. I gripped his shoulders. Nails digging into flesh.

      How did he know what to do? How to make me feel like I mattered to him? Was it the touching or kisses? I didn’t know.

      “How do you like it?” Vin asked, his face between my legs.

      “Not too hard.”

      “Let’s see what I can do for you.” The vibration of his mouth made me moan and I curled my fingers into the comforter. His tongue was against me again, just the right amount of pressure to make me feel tingly from the inside out. My breath quickened, hips pushing against him. He sucked my clit a bit harder, urged on by my moans.

      This was nothing like when Nate did it, this was purely for my enjoyment. I reached down and grabbed his hand, whimpering. Vinny curled his fingers into mine, licking between my thighs.

      “Keep going.” I urged him, squeezing his hand. He slowly pressed his finger inside me and I gasped before emitting a deep groan. “Yes, like that.”

      “Let go, Dany.” Vin breathed against me. “Let me have it all.”

      The pressure of his finger inside me, mixed with the expert licks of his tongue sent me soaring over the edge of a cliff. I cried out, unable to contain it any longer. Vinny lifted his head to look at me with sky eyes and I reached down to grab his face, pulling him toward me.

      “It’s your turn,” I whispered against his lips before kissing him. I could taste myself on his lips and I didn’t care. He wrapped his arm around my back, pressing close to me with a groan. His other hand started to undo his pants. I helped him shove them off and my hands found his ass, squeezing tightly.

      I’d been dying to do that for ages.

      He was all firm muscle, so strong and secure under my hands. I pulled him down to me. I wanted him more than anything in the world. I needed him to be closer, to be inside me. I couldn’t wait anymore.

      "Hold on." Vinny broke the kiss. He twisted and reached into his nightstand, removing a condom. I took in the glory of him. The way his chiseled chest moved when he breathed, how his arms tensed, muscles curving, the rippling of his abs. When he turned back to me he was smiling, the crescent moon dimples in his cheeks. I crawled over to him and slid my hands up his chest.

      “You’re so sexy,” I purred before I pressed a kiss to the stubble of his beard. His arms wrapped around me, covering my nakedness in his embrace. Vinny shielded me, covering me with his body so I didn’t feel exposed to the world. He was the only one I’d let do that.

      His hands found my ass and he lifted me gently, setting me down on his lap. A kiss to his jaw, his neck, his shoulder. I wanted him to know I cared just as much as he did, to show him that I wasn’t selfish or unappreciative of his touch.

      “That’s my job,” Vinny said, his thumbs rubbing my cheeks. “I got you.”

      I kissed the base of his neck, just by his collarbone. His hands massaged into my hair. I felt his cock between my legs and I moved my hand between us, shifting to take all of him in. He looked down at me as I lowered myself down.

      Another arrow hit my heart. Piercing deep. I sighed and closed my eyes. Content.

      “Don’t you dare close your eyes,” he moaned, “look at me. I want to see you.”

      His thumb brushed my lip and I opened my eyes, whimpering as he held me, angling into me, deep, so deep like he was trying to become a part of my soul. I wanted him. I wanted the two of us to become one being, melding together, never to break apart. I wanted him to rip me open, to make me show him my heart, reveal all the beautiful and ugly parts of myself. I gasped as I felt him hard and deep, pushing into me.

      I grabbed his face. “More,” I whimpered against his lips, clinging to him desperately.

      This was what making love was. Feeling protected, safe, calm in the midst of the storm. I wanted this. I wanted this forever. Over and over again, like the waves breaking against the sand. More and more. Again and again.

      “Don’t stop.”

      “Never.” Vinny kissed me. “Now give it all to me. Cum for me again, Dany.”

      My legs started shaking as I felt my orgasm starting. I dug my nails into his shoulders and broke the kiss, pumping down against him. The heat in my belly started and rose, rising up into a brilliant crescendo before I finally cried out. He was my pas de deux partner, the one I was always meant to dance with.

      After we finished, I curled up against him, fingers dragging idly across his chest, running through his light chest hair. I yawned and felt Vinny’s gentle touch through the strands of my hair. I swirled my fingertip over his heart.

      “I like that.” He angled his head down to me, eyes half-lidded, lips curled in a dreamy smile. His after-sex face was adorable, and I brought my hand up to rub against his bristled cheek.

      “Vin Vin.”

      A garbled acknowledgement. He was still semi-alert.

      “Sea lions basically mate for life, they do everything together; travel, hunt, and defend their habitat. That's why I love them.”

      “Mmph.” He pressed his lips to my hair, fingers tenderly slipping through the strands. “Just like us.”

      Like us? Why did that sound so good?

      I smiled and kissed his chest. While sex drunk he admitted he believed that too, that we could do that. I could see everything now, how serendipity played a part in our story, paired up like the sea lions, ready to take on the world together. I wanted it, and I wanted it with Vin Vin. I could see our own pups in the future and the two of us defending our habitat.

      “Our slice of Queens,” I whispered, fingers trickling up and down his arm.

      I slipped my leg between his as his hand dropped to my shoulder, his breath against the top of my head. I drifted to sleep, content in his arms.
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          CHICKEN PARM

        

      

    

    
      If one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours. For a philosopher, Thoreau could be cheesy, but boy did it make sense. Being philosophical myself, I realized that I was in the process of following his advice. Hmm, good fodder for a final paper. Mellie was coming over later in the week to help me with my Ed Psych final, cause lord knew I needed it. This one though, this was all mine.

      I was writing this from the approach that I had lived the life I imagined and when reality hit, more like smashed my foot into pieces, sometimes a different success appears. When I looked back I was successful beyond my wildest dreams, but I wasn’t happy. I didn’t have a sense of peace or contentment that I had now. I was used, like a ballerina in a music box, opened up and spun for the world to see, and when I closed the lid there was nothing left. Now, I had time. Time to live. Time to breathe. I tapped away at my keyboard, letting my professor know just that and sprinkled in some of Thoreau to support my ideas.

      Regi hopped onto my desk and patted my cheek. I glanced at the time and nearly fell out of my chair. Shit! I told Vinny I could only hang out if he came over for dinner because I was swamped with this damn paper. Whatever possessed me to cook for Vinny, I’ll never know. I didn’t know how to cook anything, let alone chicken parmigiana.

      To the kitchen where I stared at naked chicken breasts on my cutting board. Regi licked her lips as she stared at the raw meat.

      "Stop it.” She reached out her paw and tapped my arm. "I know. I don't do this. This is horrible." She patted my arm. "No, you can't have any chicken."

      When I lived in the city I survived on take-out and now that I was back home, my parents dropped off food for me. I vaguely remembered how my mom went about doing this. I began the breading process, dipping the chicken in the eggs and the bread crumbs before tossing them into the frying pan.

      I peered at the cutlets crackling in the pan and shrugged, thinking they must be done. I took them out and set them on a tray. This should work. I smeared the tomato sauce over them, plopped down a piece of mozzarella, and called it a day. I ripped open a bag of salad, dropped it into a salad bowl, mixed it with oil and vinegar, and set it on the table.

      Bzzzzzzz!

      I rushed over to my buzzer and pressed the button to let him in. I flew back to the kitchen so I could set the table; plates, utensils, wine, and cups.

      "Hey!" I swiped a piece of hair from my forehead.

      "You have uh, is that bread crumbs? On your face." He brushed the powdery flecks away before he kissed me. He rested his hands on my hips, "You cooked?"

      Cue the blush.

      "Should I be worried?"

      “Why would you be worried? "

      "Because I remember a conversation that went ‘I have no idea how to cook and I don’t wanna kill anyone by trying.’"

      I waved my hand at him and then motioned toward my beautifully devised table setting, with rose-patterned placemats and all. I led Vinny to the table, and we took our seats.

      Regi, however, sat by Vincent’s leg, gazing at him adoringly.

      "You little traitor," I whispered. She ignored me.

      Vinny peeked at her and laughed, "Hi Reg," before patting the top of her head.

      "Don’t get too cocky, she just wants your meat."

      “Is that so?” Vinny said with a grin. He looked down at Regi. “Sorry, I’m only sharing my meat with Dany. You understand.”

      I couldn’t hold back my laugh as I cut into my piece of chicken. Wait. Was it supposed to be pink on the inside? God, I fucked it up.

      I watched Vinny's face as he cut off a piece. “On second thought, maybe I will share with Regi.”

      "I tried!” I pouted. "I don't get it. I fried it in the pan and then covered it with sauce. It was supposed to be done."

      Vin gave me an amused little smile. "Did you bake it?"

      "Did I bake it?”

      I stared at him blankly.

      He nodded. "Easy fix. We’ll just throw it in the oven."

      This wasn’t how this meal was supposed to turn out. "But I wanted to do it for you."

      "I get that, but we can't eat raw chicken." He collected our plates. "You have any more cutlets?" I nodded. He took my hand, forcing me to stand. "First step, preheat the oven," He turned the dial to 400. "You gotta bake chicken parm after, that's why you only fry it for a little bit.” I started whipping up another egg batter to swathe the cutlets. "Shouldn't take long." He hugged me from behind and kissed my shoulder. "Look at that expert chicken dipping," He said and I elbowed him while he laughed.

      Vinny turned the stove back on, poured olive oil into the frying pan, and dropped the breaded cutlets into them. I prepared a baking pan for him to put the cutlets onto when they were done. The oven timer went off. I opened it and stuck the pan inside. "Tada!" I announced as I shut the oven door.

      "These will definitely be cooked." He grinned.

      "I feel bad." I leaned against my kitchen counter. "I really tried." I lowered my eyes to the floor as Regi brushed her body against my leg.

      When I lifted my eyes he was standing in front of me, sliding his arms around me. "I know you did and it was really nice." He pressed a kiss to my forehead. "Especially since this isn't your thing."

      "It isn't.”

      "Though I gotta say, I snuck a taste of that sauce and it was delicious." He kissed my cheek.

      "Grandma's recipe." I slid my arms around his neck.

      "See? You can cook." He kissed me softly.

      "You're just trying to make me feel better."

      "One hundred percent," he said and we both laughed.

      Vinny uncorked the wine and poured us glasses. He clicked his glass to mine and took his seat. I had a weird sense of deja vu as Regi appeared at Vinny's side. I bit my lip as I watched her pat his leg and raise up onto her hind legs to look at him longingly.

      I nodded toward her and said, "Chicken."

      He put down his wine glass and stroked the top of Regi's head before he cut her a piece of chicken and tossed it onto the floor. "Better?" He asked her, to which my cat did not reply, instead she slurped chicken off my kitchen floor.

      After dinner Vinny flopped onto my couch, turning on the TV.

      "Hey, you want another drink?" I asked over the splatter of water pouring into the sink.

      "Nah, I'm good.”

      Once I finished washing and drying the dishes I sat on my couch and stuck my feet into Vinny's lap. He took a foot in his hand. "Coming over tomorrow for dinner again?"

      "Yeah, maybe not for dinner but to see you, definitely." He massaged the side of my foot and I sighed.

      His fingers moved to the ball of my foot, but he was massaging gently enough that I didn't bother to warn him about squeezing there. That spot was sensitive from scarring and the metal rods that permanently connected my bones.

      The laugh track of the sitcom playing in the background combined with Vinny’s gentle touch relaxed me. I reached over my shoulder to grab the book I was reading and opened it to the dog-eared page. Regi jumped onto the sofa and I lowered the book to see her sitting on the arm of the couch next to Vinny. I smiled.

      He pressed harder than expected and I felt a jarring flash of pain shoot up through my foot. Reflexively, I kicked upward as I cried out in pain, tears springing to my eyes.

      "Whoa!" Vinny let go while the cat leaped from the arm of the couch to run away in terror.

      I pulled my legs into myself, curling into a ball, swallowing hard as the tears rippled down my cheeks.

      "I'm sorry. What did I do?" He shifted over to me.

      I wrapped my hands around my throbbing foot, pressing my thumb into the space between the second and big toe. I sniffled as the tears continued to fall.

      "It happens sometimes," I whispered. "Like if you hit a certain nerve or something."

      Vinny gripped my chin with his fingertips. “I’m not scared, Dany. You can tell me what happened.”

      I didn't know where to start since I’d avoided this for so long. I didn't know if I could start without falling to pieces. Especially after I just ruined our dinner. I was finally happy and this was ruining everything. "I don't want to talk about it."

      "This is me here. You know you can talk about anything." The earnestness in his eyes made me believe it. Was I ready? Once I told him, I'd let him in completely and there was no turning back.

      I bit my lower lip. "I know you know I was a dancer, but I wasn’t just any kind. I was a ballerina, like super famous ballerina. Enormous poster on the Metropolitan Opera famous."

      He reached out and curled my hair behind my ear.

      "Anyway, that's why I disappeared. I went to ballet boarding school."

      That was the simplest way to describe what I'd committed myself to. For four years, I took three hours of class a day amidst my regular high school requirements. It was grueling, to say the least, but it was my dream so I didn't care.

      "I dedicated my life to ballet—to being a ballerina. Perfect and graceful. And I made it Vin, I was living my dream. It was amazing.” I chanced a look at Vin, and instead of seeing judgment, all I saw was adoration. I swallowed down the sadness and kept talking. “And then last year I came down the wrong way from a jump. It felt like knives were shooting out through my toes. I had to tell my partner to carry me off stage. Turns out, I shattered my foot and I had to have major surgery. They put metal pins in. Dream over." I felt the tears sliding down my face again and before I could get to them Vinny brushed them away for me. "You can't dance en pointe with pins in your foot. So, all the posters at the opera came down, and I moved back to Queens."

      His fingers played gently with my hair before his knuckles grazed my cheek. I hadn't spoken to anyone about this. I decided it was a past life and I needed to let it go. But maybe healing from the wound on my foot was just the beginning. Maybe I still needed to heal the wound on my heart, too.

      "You gonna tell me more?" Vin asked, opening his arms up to me. I curled myself into the crook of it and he kissed the top of my head, settling his arm around me. I curled my hands over his forearm, burying my face against his chest.

      "I can," I mumbled. His other hand ran through my hair, calming and gentle, fingers brushing away stray tears.

      "What was it like? Being a famous ballerina."

      "Magic,” I said and smiled a bit before I lifted my face to his. "There's so much stuff happening all the time, but there's a moment, briefly, when that curtain opens and it's just you, and you know everyone is watching. The lights are glaring and woosh completely swept away by the music. There is no rush like that from anything else."

      "What did it feel like when it was over?" Vin asked.

      The smile that had been on my lips wilted. "Like dying.”

      "So, you never wanted anything else? Nothing besides ballet?”

      "It took me a while but I realized there is so much more to life than just that. It was the only thing I’d ever wanted but now I want something more meaningful."

      "Funny how that happens. After everything, I realized I wanted something simpler."

      "Serendipitous." I felt his rough hands against my face, thumbs on my cheeks. He kissed my cheek. I settled into the quiet, letting the sadness wash over me like a waterfall. I allowed Vinny to comfort me, breath matching in time to his beating heart, sweeping me away.

      When I opened my eyes I was looking at the tattoo on his forearm. I let my finger trace the crayon scrawl of Matthew in the teddy bear’s heart.

      "I don't have any tattoos. Part of the ballet gig. It would take too long to cover up so I could perform. I've always wanted one though."

      "So why don't we get you one?"

      “A tattoo?” Years of conditioning and striving for perfection crept back in. Cutting my hair and wearing nail polish was one thing, but permanently changing my body?

      “What's stopping you?”

      I laughed. What was stopping me? The hair had been the first to go, so why not? "What would I even get?"

      Vin’s thumb swiped over my cheek again. "You'll figure it out, but it should be something that means something to you. When you’re ready I'll set up an appointment."

      Thirty minutes later, my coffee table was littered with paper, pens, and notebooks, a mess of schoolwork. I couldn’t keep it together. I liked to call it organized chaos. Keeping his arm looped around my shoulder, Vinny reached over to the table and scooped up a notebook and a pen. I settled myself against him as he rested the book on his knee. He gazed at me for a minute and I tilted my head up quizzically.

      "Stay there." He grinned, adjusting my face a smidge to the right. He opened the pen with the pop of the cap before he set it to the paper. He was going to draw for me. I’d caught a glimpse of a sketch he’d drawn of me once before, but I never thought he’d do an on-demand drawing. "Don't look."

      I kept still. In between light strokes against the pad, he would glance at me before returning to his work. I tried to sneak a peek and he kissed my nose before covering the notebook with his hand. I had a feeling the wait would be worth it.

      "Okay," He rested the edge of the notebook on his knee revealing the portrait, "Something like this. On your leg maybe? Badass.”

      It wasn’t my replica, but a windblown version of me with long hair flowing and spinning like a tornado. I took the notebook to look closely, her nose even resembled mine. “Vin this is amazing. You are so talented. Why did you wait so long to show me?”

      He tapped the pen to the notebook, "When I started college I was a fine art major. I was there on a baseball scholarship so it didn't really matter, you know? I wasn't thinking about my future all that much, then I met Carissa. I wanted to draw, maybe be an art teacher, animator, make comics, kids’ books, something like that. But I realized she wouldn’t look twice at me if I did that and I wanted to impress her. I switched to business management. I tried to keep drawing but it wasn’t the same."

      "You gave up your dream for a girl?"

      "I deemed the girl more important than my own dream. Stupid, right?"

      I pressed my hand to his cheek, shaking my head. "No, I get it. Love makes you do crazy things. But someone who loves you back should never ask you to give up your dreams."

      "Carissa never asked me, but I knew what was up. She wouldn't give me a shot if I didn’t." Vin shrugged like it didn’t matter, but it did. He never got the chance to fulfill his dream, meanwhile, I had the chance, succeeded, and was sad because I couldn't do it anymore. We both looked at the picture he'd drawn and I tapped her arm, "Her hand needs to be more like this," I lifted my arm above my head in a perfect oval, eyes gazing at the inside of my wrist, framing the curve of my face.

      Vin studied the way my arms were held before glancing back down at the picture.

      "And." I took the notebook off his leg. "I want more of this. More of the art. More of the real Vincent LaBate. " I held the notebook up, moving it over my face so he could only see my eyes.

      "Done.”
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          TAKE ME OUT TO THE BALLGAME

        

      

    

    
      I needed a second set of eyes on my Ed Psych final and Mellie was just the one to do it. She’d been through all of the courses I was taking. I filled up her glass of wine while she sat in my chesterfield chair. She squinted while staring at my laptop screen.

      I’d settled on the floor, legs spread open in a second split, elbow on the ground while I scribbled more notes on Piaget into a Moleskine notebook. Regi squeezed herself under my arm and sat down, head pressed under my chin which she licked. I kissed her head.

      “What’re you worried about? You discuss Piaget’s cognitive stage theory and Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development like the task asked and use it in relation to growth mindset. Based on the rubric it’s an A.” She shut the laptop.

      “Yeah?”

      “If the professor even reads the whole thing. When I grade I just scan for the rubric check points and then give it a score.” She sipped her wine. “Saves a whole lot of time. And this thing is twenty pages.”

      I laughed. I scratched behind Regi’s ear as she purred.

      “How have you been?”

      “Fine.” Mellie shrugged.

      “Just fine?” It seemed like there was something Mellie was itching to tell me, but couldn’t bring herself to. We locked eyes. Stare down. I raised a brow.

      “So, Charlie and I have been talking . . .” Mellie checked her teeth in the reflection of her wine glass.

      “Talking?”

      “More than talking.”

      I straightened my back and twisted into my right hip which released a pop! “Wait, did you get back together?”

      “By the way, whatever that sound was, was gross.”

      “Don’t ignore the question.”

      “We did. Under some very specific conditions. He is to prove to me that he wants what I do. He’s to show up. And by that I mean spend time with me and Alex. He has to prove that he’s not some little boy pretending to be a grown up.”

      “Mellie, as long as you’re happy. That’s all that matters.”

      “So far so good.” Mellie sipped her wine. “What are you up to this weekend?”

      “Vinny has a baseball game.” Cue the dopey lovesick grin.

      “Wait, does he wear a uniform?”

      “Totally.”

      “Baseball butt!”

      We both laughed.

      “So, it’s ready to submit?”

      “Yep. Press Send, Dany.”

      After Mellie left I reviewed the paper one more time before I took a deep breath and sent it off to my professor. The week left me waiting with baited breath for my final grades while I went through the motions at the pizzeria, delivering greasy foldable pizza slices to middle schoolers and balancing ceramic hot plates of raviolis.

      Seeing the two fours on my grad school transcript elicited an involuntary squeal. 4.0 in my first semester. Now, I was waiting on my student teaching. My advisor warned it could take some time before I got a call.

      Saturday found me in the sweltering heat sitting on weathered wooden bleachers at the park. Vin Vin in a grey baseball uniform was the definition of fine. From my seat on the bleachers, I had a perfect view of his tight ass crouched behind home plate. He slammed his fist into his father’s mitt and adjusted his baseball cap. In true girlfriend solidarity, I was wearing a uniform T-Shirt that sported a howling wolf on the back. If I thought kids' sports were intense, I was in for it now, adult leagues were even worse. The spectators were ruthless and my brother was no different.

      “Catch the round thing flying at your face!” Gerry shouted.

      Vinny gave Gerry the finger before he faked chucking the ball at his head. He glanced back at home plate. I snorted.

      Lisa shook her head and handed me a bottle of water. I gulped some down. “Aren’t you glad this is how you’re spending your Saturday morning?”

      “Yep,” I laughed. “I’m seated in the perfect spot to see all the action.”

      “You mean stare at your boyfriend’s ass.” Lisa grinned.

      I paused. Wait, was he my boyfriend? We’d gone from zero to sixty in no time. It happened effortlessly, especially after revealing to him the ballet trauma after trying to give him salmonella.

      “Don’t tell me you haven’t had that talk. Vinny told your brother he liked you. There’s no way you’re not together.” Lisa checked her phone to see if my parents texted about the kids.

      “We haven’t yet. When did he tell him that?”

      “Last weekend when he brought Matthew to hang out with the kids.” Lisa chewed the inside of her cheek. “I shouldn’t have been listening, but I have to tell you, Vinny mentioned marriage is off the table. He wants to focus on Matty.”

      My heart fumbled just like the bumbling idiot in the outfield trying to capture the ball. What did that mean for Vin Vin and me?

      “That doesn’t matter. I’m super busy with grad school. I can’t be thinking about that right now.” But now I was thinking about that. I was thinking that I wanted to be sealed to Vinny in marriage. That I wanted the happily ever after that everyone seemed to get but me.

      “You’ve always been like that, Dany. Maybe this is exactly what you need. Just to coexist the way you are.”

      Maybe, but was it what I wanted? I wasn’t so sure anymore. My eyes jolted back to the game as shouts erupted from the rival team’s supporters.

      Vinny launched himself to his full height and rushed backward, baseball mitt stretched toward the sky. I shot up into the air, climbing onto the bleacher, arms raising above my head.

      The baseball slammed into Vincent’s father’s mitt, and he careened backward further. Groans echoed from the other side of the field while I shrieked with happiness. “They won!”

      Vinny reached me with a huge grin plastered on his face. I climbed up onto his back, hugging my arms around his neck before I kissed his cheek. “MVP.”

      He laughed. “Dumb luck winning on a foul tip.”

      Vin handed me the game-winning ball.

      “Sign it for me later?” I quipped.

      He laughed and hooked his arms under my knees. “We’re going to lunch at the beach, wanna come?”

      “Yes. I need liquor while I’m childless,” Lisa blurted.

      “You heard my wife. Let’s go get day drunk.”

      The four of us found ourselves at an outside table on a pier by the water. The sun reflected off the waves and a cool breeze cut through the humidity lingering in the air. I held a Bellini as I glanced at the water. The wind whipped my hair across my chin.

      "Why you so quiet?" Vinny wrapped his arm around my shoulder. Mulling over what my sister-in-law said at the baseball game and thinking that I might never be his wife when that was what I wanted. Nothing like an existential relationship crisis on a Saturday. Not telling him that, I’d seem like a crazy person. Wasn’t I different though? I wasn’t his ex-wife or Annie. It was me, Daniela. Shouldn’t that be enough?

      "Just taking this all in. It's really pretty out here. When you live in the city it's hard to make it out to the beach. I didn't have a car and the train ride was so far I stopped coming."

      "Carissa's dad had a beach club membership. Matty loved the water. He’d come out of the ocean like a prune.”

      "Vinny's father-in-law was this real estate superstar. Super rich," Gerry said. "We were all jealous. Tell her about Hamptons parties."

      I used to be that rich, well in the sphere of that wealth. I knew all about Hampton's parties with celebrities. It was astounding to me how much my life had changed from last summer. This time last year I would have been lounging by a pool in a mini-mansion. Sometimes when I was alone, trapped in my little Queens cave, I thought about how glamour and glitz were par for the course for me. How I bumped elbows with Jennifer Garner and took photos with Sarah Jessica Parker. It was all so fancy and ego-boosting. A small piece of me wished that I could still have that and have the calm of the new life I’d fashioned for myself too.

      “I’d rather not,” Vin said.

      Ping!

      James: Paging Prima Daniela. Did you make a decision? Would you say yes to the award if I told you I’d drop Cordy on her ass?

      As much as I’d like to see Cordy on her ass, James should know I’d never wish that kind of pain on anyone. Even on the girl currently banging Nate. I noticed Vinny watching me when I looked up, his brow raised.

      “Sorry. It’s James again.”

      “Who’s James?” He asked, his voice dipping into a subtle growl.

      “You know, my ballet partner from The Company,” I explained. I stole a cheese fry from him and munched. Vin was still making a face. Oh, so this was jealous Vinny. “James is gay.”

      My sister-in-law grabbed her purse and stood up from her chair. "Dany, I have to go to the bathroom. Wanna come?" I nodded while replying to James.

      I’m not sure yet.

      James: Boo.

      I left my phone on the table, kissed Vinny’s cheek, and retreated to the restroom with my sister-in-law. After we came out from the stall and found ourselves in front of the mirrors, Lisa glanced at me.

      “I was surprised when Gerry told me about you and Vin.”

      “Why?” I asked, drying my hands on a paper towel.

      “You’re total opposites and he’s not into the commit for life thing anymore. I can’t blame him, not after the affair and stuff.”

      Why did Lisa think she knew who I was anymore? Or who Vin wanted to be? “Why do you keep bringing this up?”

      Lisa’s brow shot into her hairline. “Because I see the way you look at him.” She pressed her back against the counter. “It’s like you’ve swapped ballet with Vinny. That’s not good.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” I chucked the paper towel into the trash. “You don’t know me that well. You don’t know anything about me or us or even Vinny.”

      “I know Vinny. He means everything he says so you need to listen when he’s talking to you.”

      “We’re still figuring things out. This is none of your business.” My hand pressed against the bathroom door, ready to storm out -

      “Dany, when you figure out what you want, you need to tell him. You’ll be mad at yourself if you don’t.”

      Lisa was right. If I knew I wanted something I had to ask for it. I had to speak up for myself. What if I didn’t get the answer I wanted? What if I wasn’t enough?

      Upon our return to the table, the boys were cracking up.

      "Should we be worried you're laughing?" Lisa said as she sat down across from her husband.

      "Nope," Vinny said, but there was a mischievous look in his eye. He handed me my phone and I shoved it into my purse.

      “Did James say anything else?”

      Vin Vin shook his head. We finished our brunch without a hitch and said goodbye to my brother and Lisa.

      "Let's go to the beach." I took Vinny’s hand as we walked the boardwalk.

      It was a gorgeous day. Not a cloud in the sky, sun bright, beaming down its radiating heat. The slight breeze blew the earthy smell of Vinny toward me. He paused to kiss me, but I smirked at him, holding him out at arm's length.

      "Catch me." I slipped off my scandals, scooping them into my hand quickly. I skipped down the boardwalk steps before I leaped off the bottom third. My legs expanded into a split midair as I arched my back, bursting my arms open wide as I tried to tickle the clouds. When I hit the warm sand I trotted backward, grinning at Vinny as he watched from the top of the stairs. I kicked sand at him. I ran for the breaking waves.

      Tag, you’re it, Vin Vin. Once I got to the water I stripped to my bra and panties, dropping my clothes to the sand.

      I shrieked in surprise as Vincent’s strong arms wrapped around me from behind, hauling me up into the air. I kicked my legs and laughed when he spun me around.

      “You said to catch you,” he said. I arched my back, letting my legs clasp around him. My fingers brushed through his beard as I kissed him. “So here I am, Dany. I got you.” Yeah, he did. He’d caught me alright. It seemed like when he did he would hold on forever, tongue and groove, clicking into place. But, he didn’t want that.

      I shivered as the waves washed over us. Vinny taking us deeper and deeper into the ocean.

      “You’re going down.” His hands gripped my waist as he lifted me into the air. Vinny wanted to be able to unhinge himself, to let go when he needed to. He hadn’t really caught me after all. He let me go.

      I flew before crashing down into the water, white bubbles bursting around me. When I broke the surface Vinny was in front of me, taking me into his arms, drawing me back against him. We swayed gently in the water as he held me against the bobbing tide.

      "This wasn't how I expected our day to end," he said.

      "Me either.” I kissed his nose. I looked into his eyes that matched the ocean, trying to read his mind. I wanted to know what he was thinking, what he was feeling, what he desired. “Vin Vin?”

      “Yeah?” He embraced me, pressing me tight against his chest as a wave brushed up my back, rocking us toward the beach.

      “What’s tomorrow look like?”

      His smile faltered, he stumbled in the sand but didn’t lose his hold on me. My fingers pressed against his cheeks. A wave slapped at my back.

      “I dunno, Dany.”

      I shifted my eyes to the beach. A sea gull screeched overhead before it swept down to a blanket and snatched a potato chip out of a golden-haired girl’s hand. My chin found his shoulder, cheek resting against it.

      His lips pressed the top of my head. I could feel his heartbeat against mine while we drifted in the water. The sun bouncing diamonds in my eyes, blinding me.

      “Daniela.” His breath against my damp skin caused a ripple of goosebumps. “Nobody knows what tomorrow looks like, but I hope I wake up next to you. Tomorrow. And the next day. And the next. As long as you let me.”

      Speaking of tomorrows, well more like the middle of the following week. I found myself sitting across from Matthew LaBate while he shuffled macaroni and cheese around on his plate. It was going horribly wrong. Vinny had broached the subject of introducing me as his girlfriend and not just the shark girl, figuring it would be fine. It was not fine. Whenever Vinny tried to get Matthew to talk he shrugged.

      I wondered if Carissa told him not to talk to me on purpose or if he was just angry. I couldn't imagine what it must feel like having two parents who weren't together anymore and who were dating other people. People that you were forced to talk to just because your parents said so. It was unfair. So I got it. What did nine-year-old boys like? I drummed my fingers on the table.

      "I heard the new Fortnite update was out. Didn't they bring back the floating island?" I picked up my glass of iced tea and sipped. Vinny looked at me like I was an alien, blinking. He knew I played video games but didn’t realize I was a closet gamer girl.

      "I didn't download it yet,” Vinny said.

      Matthew perked up, lifting his shoulders, back rigid in his chair. "You play?"

      "Yeah, when I have time. I have my headset and everything. Fortnite superstar over here."

      "You sure about that?"

      "How dare you question me?"

      Matthew ate a bite of macaroni and cheese. "You play campaigns and stuff?"

      "Course!"

      "That's cool. You like other games?"

      "I do." I handed Vinny my empty plate and Matty did the same. He retreated to the kitchen to let the two of us get acquainted.

      "What ones?"

      "I like the new Super Mario and Red Dead Redemption."

      "I'm not allowed to play Red Dead yet. I'm too little."

      "That’s a good call.”

      "You wanna play now? Dad and me usually play after dinner."

      "Sure."

      Matthew grinned and fled to the living room to set up the game.

      "Hey! What is dad supposed to do?" Vinny called from the kitchen.

      "The dishes!" I laughed and Matthew giggled.

      We played the rest of the night. In-between blowing things up, we laughed and talked to each other. Vinny left us to it. In what felt like minutes it was time for Matthew to go.

      I shut down the game as Matthew grabbed his backpack from near the front door. Vinny was messing with his son's hair while Matthew tried to fix it. They were nearly identical, except Matthew still had blonde hair on his head.

      "Dad, wait.”

      "All right." Vinny had his car keys in his hand.

      "Dany, can I friend you on PlayStation?"

      "Course," I said. Matthew hugged me goodbye. "See you soon, okay?"

      “Totally and we're gonna play together anyway."

      "Yep.”

      He trotted back over to his father who looked at me like I'd just hit the lottery. They left. I busied myself by putting the sparkling clean dishes away. For a guy who lived alone, Vinny was a neat freak. Everything had its place in comparison to my apartment which looked like a bomb went off.

      When he came back from driving Matthew, I was grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. He stepped up behind me and ran his hand over my ass, the other circled my waist. I grinned as I shut the fridge door.

      "Hello there." I turned my head for a kiss. His hand moved around to my front, fingers tugging at the fabric of his T-shirt that I wore.

      "Matthew is obsessed with you. He couldn't believe how good you were at Fortnite and that you want to play with him when we're not all together." He nibbled my neck and I closed my eyes.

      "Good. That was the goal. He's adorable. I started playing when I was laid up after my surgery." I turned in his arms to face him, "Video games turn you on?" I wiggled my eyebrows and he laughed.

      "Yeah." He lifted me onto the counter.

      I cupped his face in my hands and kissed him as I tightened my legs around him. Go ahead, Vin Vin, take me to the moon.

      Vinny pushed the shirt up over my legs and I undid the button of his jeans, slowly pulling down the zipper. As I did so I kissed his throat and then moved my lips to the center of his chest. He was so sexy and he smelled like lemons. I slid my hands over his pecks, down the ripples of his abs, admiring his body with my hands. I smiled up at him.

      He tugged me closer to him, sliding my ass against the counter before he slid his dick inside me. I sighed. He kissed me, hands against my ass, holding me against him as he pushed deep into me. I hooked my arms around his neck, letting him take care of me, giving me all that I desired.

      I broke from the kiss, moving my lips against his neck. He buried a hand in my air, the other pulling me harder against him.

      My hands found the counter and I pushed my hips up against him, thrusting up and down. I still had it, able to use my core to ride him. I wanted to show him I could give just as much as he could.

      Vin grabbed my ass, lifting me, helping me as he pressed hard against me. I looked into his eyes and they were dark like a thunderstorm. He shuddered and I moaned.

      I panted and gasped as my orgasm came over me in a rush. He grabbed my hips and slammed into me hard, finishing with a satisfied moan.
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          FATHER’S DAY

        

      

    

    
      The roar of the crowd echoed around the stadium. The smell of the fresh-cut grass filled the air. “Welcome to the field number 23.” More cheers from the stands. Mets game. Father’s Day. I was sitting in what was supposed to be Matthew’s seat. That wasn’t lost on me. I glanced at Vincent who had his elbows on his knees, intently watching the baseball diamond eons away from us. There was something to be said for watching the game from the nosebleeds with the beating sun on the back of my neck.

      He reached down to the concrete floor, grabbed his beer, and took a gulp. He was six beers in, not that I was counting or anything. His eyes had taken on a glassy sheen, and he was even less chatty than usual for Vin, a man of few words.

      I shoved my hand into the box of Cracker Jacks, removed a scoop of caramel-coated popcorn, before tossing a piece back into my mouth. Bullseye.

      “Want?” I held out the delicious treats to him.

      Vinny shook his head, drank more beer, and returned his eyes to the field.

      I sank back in my seat, squinting my eyes against the blazing sun.

      “Alright, all you lovebirds. It’s time for the Kiss Cam.”

      The Megatron across the field showed a scan of the crowd before landing on a couple who seemed in their early sixties. The man grinned at his girl before kissing her sweetly. The camera moved away from them, finding a pair of high school sweethearts. The girlfriend turned beat red, but her guy fist pumped and kissed her eagerly.

      The heart-shaped ring revealed my face on the screen and the blue-eyed man beside me, who wasn’t paying attention. I nudged him with my shoulder.

      “What?” He grumbled. I nudged him again. He looked up. “No.”

      I grinned, turning my body to him. Vinny shook his head before he smiled. He cupped my cheek, looking into my eyes. “Thanks for coming, Dany.” He whispered, “I’m not fun today.”

      “It’s okay.”

      His lips found mine and I closed my eyes, letting my arms wind around his neck. The members of our section whooped and hollered. I broke away laughing. Vinny’s hand gripped mine, giving a secure squeeze.

      “Beer! Hot dogs! Cotton Candy!”

      Vinny’s hand shot up and the concession vendor hurried down the steps to us, his big box of goodies trembling before him.

      “Two beers,” he said. He dug into his pocket for his cash. “Want anything?”

      “I’m good. Still eating these.” I held up the Cracker Jack box with the blue sailor-suited boy on the front. I was almost at the prize at the bottom. I had to make it.

      “Let’s go Me-ets!” Clap clap, clap clap clap. I joined in the shouting, clapping along to the beat. Mr. Met, his enormous baseball head, blue and orange uniform on, was dancing his way onto the field, while the teams traded places.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Vinny shotgun his beer like he had been navigating the Mojave Desert for six days.

      Now, I was concerned. Vincent’s phone sprang to life with the sound of FaceTime. He immediately answered.

      “Dad!” Matthew shrieked, “I’m so glad you answered. We’re at the beach with grandpa and it sucks. I’m super hot and there’s no Cracker Jacks. Are they winning?”

      “They’re losing,” The sadness in Vinny’s eyes broke my heart. Matthew should have been sitting here with a Cracker Jack box on his lap. I’d reached the end of my treat, fingers finding the prize. It was a miniature plastic T-Rex. I put it in my pocket to give to Matty later.

      “Score?’

      “Six to two.”

      “Damn it!”

      “Who are you talking to?” His mother’s voice was shrill in the background.

      Matthew groaned. “Gotta go. Love you, dad.”

      “Love you too.”

      The screen went black. Vin stared at it. Empty and silent.

      “Vin.” I touched his arm. He turned his head. Eyes blurry. He swallowed hard once. Then again. A head shake. I brushed my knuckles over his beard before I leaned in close, pressing my lips to his cheek.

      “Our day.” His eyelashes tickled my skin, and I felt the damp of tears against my face. He was trying to hold back. We were in the crowded stands, people clapping and shouting, and he was trying to keep himself together. He squeezed his fingers to the bridge of his nose. “Happy fucking Father’s Day.” Another shake of his head before it dropped lower. His hand covered his eyes as he cried.

      I wiped away his tears, just as he’d done so many times for me, holding him against my chest. I wanted to get him out of there, take him home, wrap my arms around him and make it all stop hurting. I couldn’t. There was no way I could help him escape, hide his pain from everyone sitting around us.

      “I miss my dad. I miss my son. What am I doing?” He blurted. It didn’t help that he was drunk. I knew he was. He’d started the second we got into the stadium. Vin’s eyes met mine, red and swollen. “I shouldn’t have dragged you here. I’m a fucking mess.”

      “You’re fine.” I cupped his face. “Vin -”

      “The one thing we did together no matter what. My dad, me, Matthew. Three of us up here, cheering on the shittiest team in baseball, stuffing our faces. God, it was so much fun. It’s all gone. My dad’s gone. Matthew’s gone. What the fuck, Dany?”

      “It’s not all gone. You still have it.” My hand found his chest, pressing flat against his heart. “That’s why this hurts so bad, Vin Vin. Cause it’s stuck there. You know that.”

      “It’s not just the game. It’s that this was the one thing I made time for. The one thing my dad made time for so we could be together. My dad’s dead. There’s no more time. What happens when Carissa takes all my time from Matthew? I’m basically dead.” The tears came for real, like rapids gushing, chest heaving. It was as if the dam finally burst and he couldn’t seal it back up.

      I held him against me, his face against my chest as he sobbed. His arms gripped me so tight I’d lost the ability to breathe. It didn’t matter. It just mattered that I held him close, comforted him as much as I could, and tried to make it hurt even a fraction less than it did at that moment. This was what I could do for him. I wished I could do more. I wished I could wave a magic wand and make the pain disappear with a spell.

      In the background, the 7th inning stretch was announced. Vinny’s tears calmed and instead we were just hugging close to each other. This was the perfect time to go, everyone was rising from their chairs. Nobody would notice.

      “Let’s go home.” My hand ran down his smooth bald head. “We can watch the rest there.”

      He didn’t argue as I slowly rose, hand slipping into his. He stood up, hand wiping at his tears, the other held firmly in mine. We had to make it down to the exit. I walked beside him, taking the steps carefully until we found our way out. The roar of the crowd was at our backs, and we left behind the smell of fresh-cut grass.

      Back at my place, we didn’t watch the rest of the game. Vinny took himself off to bed. I couldn’t blame him. I watched him from the doorway, eyes shut tight, breathing heavily in his drunken sleep. I decided he was taking tomorrow off. No back to business as usual. He needed a damn second to breathe.

      “Yo, Vin.” Karl answered on the first ring.

      “Not Vinny, it’s Dany.” I stepped back from my bedroom and wandered into the living room.

      “Is he alive?”

      “Kind of. Bad hot dogs. He won’t make it to work tomorrow. It’s really bad.”

      “You know this is the excuse everyone uses -”

      “He’s not working tomorrow.” My voice dropped an octave as I hissed.

      “Okay. See you soon, Dany.”

      “Bye Karl.” My cheerful tone returned. “Thanks.”

      There was a brief pause - “It was bad, huh?”

      I licked my lips, hand running over Regi’s black fur. She looked up at me with sad eyes. She must have known something was wrong, but not quite what. “Yeah.” I hung up.

      “Someone else needs me right now.” Regi lifted her head in acknowledgment as I got up from the couch. I tiptoed into the bedroom, not wanting to wake Vinny. I carefully climbed into bed. I slid up against him, wrapping my arm around him, hugging him from behind, letting my hand rest against his chest, placing a kiss against his neck. Vin’s hand covered mine, finding it in the dark. I rubbed my hand gently over his chest and his harsh breathing eased, relaxing under my touch.

      I knew that I had fallen in love, hopelessly, utterly, wholeheartedly in love with the man in my arms. This broken, wonderful, strong man who let me hold him when he needed me to. This man who held me when I needed him to. Vincent was more than just a dream I’d created in my head as a kid. He was real, wounded, and raw, just like I was. It made me fall even deeper in love with him than I thought I could. This was real, this was what it felt like to love so hard that his pain was mine, that his ache was mine.
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          HISTORY LESSON

        

      

    

    
      He woke up close to eleven the next morning. I'd left him a bottle of water and three Aleve on the nightstand. I was at the dining room table with my laptop open trying to prevent my sims from setting their house on fire. I sipped my coffee with Regi lazily sprawled out, head resting on my arm.

      I heard him shuffle out of the bedroom and turned around to face him. "Hey," I said with a slight smile. "You feeling all right?"

      "I'm dying," He rested his hand on my shoulder and leaned down to kiss the top of my head. He turned his face away from the garish computer screen. "What time is it?" He looked back at the screen, "Are you playing The Sims?"

      "Yeah," I laughed, "I love it."

      "I used to drown them in the swimming pool."

      "Oh, we've all done that.”

      That's when he looked at my cat clock with panic in his eyes.

      "It's okay, I called out sick for you. Told Karl you had food poisoning.”

      "You're a lifesaver.” He sunk into a chair. He glanced at the cat who lifted her head to study him adoringly. He held out his knuckles to her and she sniffed lazily before leaning her head against his palm. He smiled and stroked her cheek. "Hey, pretty girl."

      "Aw, Vinny thinks you're pretty," I made sure to save my game and quit, watching Regi as she closed her green eyes. She purred happily thanks to the Vinny love. He rubbed both cheeks at once. Regi had ascended to heaven, and she relaxed her head into his hand. My adorable chomp monster was just as obsessed with him as I was.

      As I got up, I let my hand brush over Vinny's shoulder, grinning at him before I opened the fridge where I stored a bagel with cream cheese. I took out a plate from the cabinet and set it down on the table.

      “Breakfast of champions." Vinny stopped petting Regi. She sat back on all fours tilting her head at him, she craned her neck to sniff at the cream cheese before flicking out her tongue.

      “Nope,” I said as I grabbed her and put her on the floor. I took in Vinny’s hunched shoulders and bags under his eyes. “Are you sure you're feeling okay?

      Vinny shrugged. "Course."

      "You're a bad liar.”

      He chuckled and rested his chin on my shoulder while I massaged the back of his neck. "Having a meltdown is easier when I’m wasted.” He kissed my jaw.

      “You didn’t have a meltdown. You were hurt.”

      “I didn’t want you to see that.” His hand slid down my side, wrapping around my waist. I kissed the top of his head. He grabbed the bagel with his free hand and took a bite. He grimaced. Maybe that wasn’t the best choice for a hangover. “You know I think about the fact that I'm not around a lot. For Matthew. I wonder if he's gonna be all fucked up."

      "He won’t be. You were there for his entire life. That means a lot."

      "But I wasn't. Sometimes I wouldn't see him for days at a time cause I worked so much." The guilt dripped from his voice. "Now I have a job where I have all this time to be with him and I can't."

      Divorces were tricky. Carissa had become vindictive withholding Matthew's time through the hockey league and what happened yesterday. That poor kid, being pitted against his father, and for what? Carissa had the life she wanted, why couldn't Vinny?

      "Okay, but things are different now."

      "Doesn't make me feel less guilty. You know, when my father died, I had all these amazing memories to look back on and I'm worried that Matty won't have any of those."

      I massaged the back of his neck, trying to relieve the tension I felt gripping his muscles. How long had he been thinking this without having anyone to reveal it to?

      "I think about what would happen if I died as young as my dad did. Would Matty say the same things about me that I do about my father? If I hadn't pushed for the divorce, he would still have me there all the time."

      "You think if you didn't leave, because of this new job, everything would be better?" Was he thinking Carissa would have loved him again, would have left Tony, and come back to their marriage with open arms? I doubt it. She didn't strike me as the kind of woman who gave up anything she wanted. What she wanted was her husband and her boyfriend all at once.

      "Do you think you would have been happy doing that? You're telling me you would have stayed in a loveless marriage just so Matthew could have you around. Unhappy isn't good for anyone, Vin."

      I had no idea what was swimming behind those ocean eyes of his, but it didn't seem good. "Do you want your old life back?"

      "What? God, no."

      "That's what it sounds like. You even said it wasn’t so perfect when you think back on it."

      "You don’t get it. This is about Matthew.”

      "You think Matthew wants you to be miserable?"

      Silence.

      “Vin—”

      “That ain’t what I said.”

      “From here it sounds like you would have stuck around so you could spend time with Matthew and live a horrible existence with your ex-wife until you died.” I got off his lap,

      Vinny groaned and rubbed his hands over his face. “Carissa and I have a lot of history.”

      “And sometimes it’s history for a reason.”

      “We study it for a reason too.”

      "What is that supposed to mean?" I crossed my arms, furrowing my brow.

      "Okay, this went off the rails. What I’m saying is that I wish things hadn’t imploded the way they did.” He groaned and pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose.

      “If they hadn’t you wouldn’t be sitting at my kitchen table.” I snapped. “Vin, we study history so we learn not to repeat the same mistakes. Have you figured that out yet?” I stormed off and slammed the bathroom door behind me, effectively shutting him out. Wasn’t like I could walk out of my apartment in a huff. I mean I could have, but where was I going? The cemetery?

      There was no movement in the kitchen, no sound. I figured he would leave, walk out and never come back, but I was surprised by a light knock on the door.

      "Dany," he whispered, "so, I know I’m a stubborn ass, but try to understand, sometimes I miss things about my old life. I don’t miss Carissa. And I’m just trying to figure out how to create a new life with you. So far it’s pretty great." The door creaked as he leaned against it.

      I cracked open the door. "Only pretty great?" I thought he was going to walk away from me, because of a one-off the cuff blow up.

      Vinny gripped my chin and kissed me. "No. Spectacular."

      "You stink," I mumbled.

      "Yeah?" He asked. "Hmm, seems there's a shower right behind you."

      "You could use it.”

      He stepped forward and I walked backward, the tiles cold against my bare feet.

      Vinny cupped my cheek, clear blue eyes locked to mine, lips bubbling with words he wanted to say but didn’t. He kissed me. "Don't ever think I'm not right where I want to be because I am."

      "You'd tell me, right?"

      "Yeah." He slipped his hands under my shirt, fingers sliding over my ribs. I shivered. He pulled it off and tossed it to the floor. Vinny reached over and turned on the tap, the mist careened around us. He scooped me into his arms stepping into the hot waterfall of the shower. "No fun showering alone.”

      The heat of the water washed over my body as Vinny kissed down my back. My hand pressed against the cool tile as I pressed my ass back against him. He reached a hand down between my legs, rubbing a finger against my clit and I moaned. I was ready for him; it didn’t take much for me to want him.

      The shower steamed up, filling the air around us with a thick fog. I gasped when he entered me, hard and strong, slamming into me with a guttural moan.

      I reached a hand back and gripped his ass, pulling him harder against me. “Hard.” I managed to gasp. His teeth were against my shoulder as he pounded into me, thrust after thrust. I gasped for air. The water rushed against my face, dripping down my body, a stream.

      He slapped my ass and I whimpered, pressing back against him.

      “Yes,” I moaned. He wrapped his arm around me, pulling me against his body, thrusting upward. He turned my face to him and kissed me roughly, groaning against my lips.

      I clung to him desperately as I felt my whole body bursting like a crashing wave. An explosion of heat, just like the water the shower rained down over us.
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          FALLEN

        

      

    

    
      The rag danced over the table, swishing cleaning solution in a figure eight. I imagined it was sliding across a stage, a run back to the center before it took a deep bow. Ah, a fresh clean table. It smelled better than I did after almost finishing my shift at the pizzeria. Garlic. Such a distinct and permeating smell. I couldn’t wait to get home and shower. My rag stopped dancing as my phone buzzed in violent bursts in my apron.

      Karl: Dumbass told me not to text but he got hurt at work. We’re leaving the surgeon’s now.

      Brother: Dany, did you see this? Karl’s an ass.

      Cue receiving a picture of Vinny sprawled on the black top by a crackled pothole.

      Lisa: You’re all idiots. All seriousness. Is Vinny okay?

      Vin Vin <3: Why is this a group chat!?

      Karl: I had to show them evidence that I didn’t push you to your death.

      Vin Vin <3: I ain’t dead!

      Karl: Bro, your knee looks like a meteor.

      Vin Vin <3: Okay, this is worse than I thought.

      Lisa: Stop sending pictures! Jesus, Vin are you alright?

      Brother: Ice?

      Vin Vin <3: Karl, I’m gonna kill you.

      Karl: A grave mistake

      “If you don’t stop staring at your phone, I’m firing you.” Carlo blurted from behind the pizza counter as he removed a perfectly square sauce-covered Sicilian pie from the oven. I stared open-mouthed at the group text that waterfalled down my phone’s screen.

      “I have to go.”

      “You still have two hours left.”

      I was already untying my apron and hurrying toward the kitchen.

      “Daniela!”

      I grabbed my bag from its hook and hurried out the back door. Carlo’s Pizza wasn’t far from my apartment. I walked there almost every day for work. As I fled toward my street my heart was racing with worry. I scurried my way down the avenue, impatiently waiting at stop lights for the walk sign to appear until I ended up in front of Vinny’s house.

      He sat on the stoop, glaring up at Karl, a set of crutches beside him.

      “What the hell happened?” I said as I approached.

      “He went down like a ton of bricks,” Karl said. “I thought he was gonna black out.”

      “And you think this asshole would have helped me? He left me there on the floor while he took a video,” Vin grumbled.

      “Okay, let’s get you inside. Thanks, Karl.” I bent down to help Vinny off the stoop, but he jerked his arm away from me.

      “Jesus, let me do it. I’m not an invalid.” He grabbed the railing and tried to pull himself up without bending his knee.

      I crossed my arms and raised a brow. “Alright.”

      He glared back at me.

      “Go ahead. Get yourself up all those stairs.” I handed him the crutches.

      “Fine.” He stretched his hand toward me, and I got myself under his arm. I helped him to stand up and we made our way up the front stoop. Once in his apartment, I got him down onto the couch. He flopped his head back against the cushions, wincing.

      “When it’s swollen through your pants it’s pretty bad.”

      “Torn meniscus. I’m on office duty for six weeks. I fucking hate everything right now.”

      I retreated to the kitchen, filled up a glass of water, and collected some ibuprofen. I brought it out to him. “Take.” I held out the capsules in my outstretched palm. He didn’t argue.

      “You need to elevate that. It’ll help.”

      He glared at me. I got that he was in pain, but he didn’t have to be such a grump about it.

      “I’m going to run home, take care of Regi, and grab some clothes -”

      “I don’t need a fucking nurse. I can handle this.”

      “You can barely walk!”

      He grumbled.

      “I know you’re in pain, but it doesn’t mean you have to be an asshole. Will you let me take care of you?” I pressed a kiss to his forehead. “Stop being a meanie and just let me do my thing.”

      I went to leave but Vin grabbed my hand, pressing a kiss to my palm. “Babe,” he sighed. I glanced back at him; his blue eyes were glossy with pain and his mouth was set in a firm line. From around the back of the couch, I settled my hands against his chest and kissed his bald head.

      “This ain’t the first time something like this happened. When I was in a playoff game in college a ball hit me in the face. Smashed out my front teeth and broke my jaw.”

      “Those aren’t your teeth?”

      “Nope. Focus, Dany.” He half-smiled at me, “My jaw had to be wired shut and I was missing two teeth like a six-year-old. Carissa couldn’t be bothered making sure I was alright.”

      The more I heard about this woman the less I liked her. It seemed like she was always out for herself and had a complete disregard for the needs of others. How had Carissa gotten her claws in him?

      “I am going to make sure you’re okay and stay here for as long as you need me to.” I patted his chest. I wasn’t Carissa. I would show him that love worked both ways. That he deserved to be looked after when he needed it. “I’ll be right back. I promise.”

      At home, I packed up enough clothes for the week. When I went to leave Regi plopped herself in front of my feet, rubbing her face on my toes. She’d be lonely if I stayed by Vin’s to help him recuperate. He wouldn’t mind, right? Nah.

      “We’re taking a vacation.” I retrieved her carrier from the hall closet. Her green eyes flashed with terror, but I caught her quickly and shoved her in the bag. I made sure I had everything else I needed, her pills, litterbox, and of course my toothbrush.

      Back to Vin Vin’s I went, lugging Regi and the rest of my shit up the two flights of stairs. When I opened the door, he glanced back at me.

      “Dany -”

      “Hear me out.” I set down the litter box on the floor. “She’d be lonely there by herself and she needs her medicine twice a day. It’s just until you get better.”

      I put her bag on the couch and unzipped it. Regi popped her head out of the bag, staring at Vincent. She leaped out and stretched her paws toward him. She nudged his leg with her head.

      “Hey girl.” Vin petted her. Regi curled into a ball with her white tummy fluff showing and promptly purred.

      "You want pizza?" I called from his bedroom. I opened one of the dresser drawers and found it empty. Had he been preparing for this? Making space for me in his apartment? I bit my lip as I placed my clothes in the drawer.

      "Sure!"

      I sat down next to Regi on the couch, my fur-daughter having claimed Vincent’s leg as her personal chair.

      "I did nothing to encourage this." Vincent cleared his throat while he massaged Regi’s stomach, “Did you see the drawer?”

      I nodded and kissed his cheek. “Already filled up.”

      Vin grinned. “You know I’m not good at talking about this stuff. Toothbrush in the medicine cabinet too.”

      “A toothbrush! Vin Vin, do you want me to stay over more?” I kissed under his earlobe.

      “You brought Regi’s litter box. I think that’s a given.” He grinned. “Okay, enough mushy stuff. Can we get pizza?”

      I laughed.

      Regi uncurled herself from her place beside me and jumped off the couch, wandering toward Vinny’s bedroom. Vinny groaned and rubbed his knee.

      “It hurts.”

      I kissed him softly and he rubbed his hand down my arm, “I can make it better.”

      “I was told no strenuous activity.”

      I looked down between his legs, clearly second Vincent didn’t agree as he was standing at attention and ready to go.

      “Let me do the strenuous activity,” I grinned and slid onto his lap.

      “I’m starting to think being taken care of ain’t such a bad thing.”

      I laughed and kissed him, sucking on his bottom lip. He pulled off my shirt and tossed it to the floor. I shivered as his thumb rubbed over a nipple before he sucked it gently. I sighed. He knew how to touch me, tender and assured, each flick of his tongue sending ripples down my back. I arched against him.

      “I’m supposed to be taking care of you,” I sighed. He chuckled against my breast. “Let me.” I lifted his face and kissed him, slow and deep, before I reached my hand back, sliding his dick between my legs. I nipped at his lip and lowered down onto him. He groaned against my lips.

      The pressure of him inside me made me moan and I rolled my hips against him, sliding my body against his chest. His hands traced their way down my back and his mouth found my shoulder. Again I rocked against him, taking my time, one push and another. His hands were on my ass, helping me, lifting me up.

      “Just like that,” he groaned in my ear, the stubble of his beard brushing my jaw. I whimpered. It was slow and deliberate, each press of my body against him filling me with pleasure. I gasped, pressing my hands into the couch cushions.  His hand against my back forced my body down onto him. I was almost there, and he was too. I could tell by his heavy breathing and the way his thighs tightened against mine.

      I cried out, tossing my head back in pure ecstasy. I unhooked myself from his lap and he opened his eyes in surprise as I slid down between his legs. My hand wrapped around his dick, and I grinned as I licked the tip.

      Vinny brushed his hand through my hair to hold it back as my mouth slid over his cock, taking in all of him. I sucked and licked my tongue up the side of it, my hand twisting at the base. When I looked up his head fell back. Again I took him deep into the back of my throat. Over and over, sucking and licking, using my hand at the base of his penis.

      “I’m gonna cum,” he warned me. I didn’t stop. Instead, I let him finish, bursting a salt spray into the back of my throat. When I lifted my head, he grinned down at me and wiped his thumb under my lip.

      “I didn’t expect that.”

      I shrugged. “Do you still want pizza?”
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          EVERYTHING IS BEAUTIFUL AT THE BALLET

        

      

    

    
      Being with Vin made it easy to forget the old wounds. But, as I stood outside the Lincoln Center, I had to admit I missed the comradery of company life. As much as I was in love with Vin, and as much as I was proud of my new life, I still missed the glitter of the stage and being held in James’ arms high in the air.

      The gushing of the fountain behind me drowned out the rush of traffic, the calls for taxis, and the clicking of high heels on the concrete floor. Sitting in the center of my former home felt strange. I spotted the pair of ballerinas instantly, hair in tight buns, penguin walking toward the street.

      I closed my eyes. I remembered running out of classes on a summer evening into the sweltering humidity of New York City, arm curled into James', laughing our way down Columbus Avenue. This was back before I knew he wasn’t interested, of course, and I had a raging crush on him! When I told James Marcelino Bustos, one of the most famous danseurs to ever live, was the hottest man alive, and he agreed with me, that ended that. After we both made the Company, we squealed with excitement knowing we'd get to spend our careers together.

      Now, what were we to each other?

      "Dany!" James squealed as he approached me. In a giant swoop, he had me spinning over the edge of the fountain before he set me on the ground. He twirled me and then dipped me into a fish dive. I flung my arms and head back, laughing before he looped his arm around my waist, my leg instinctively stretched behind me in arabesque as he set me back down. “Girl, you still got it.”

      How easily I slipped back into a pas de deux with him, being led by his secure hold, never dropping me, unwavering in his grip. A part of me still loved James for who he was and how he embodied the best parts of ballet. The partnership and the trust it entailed.

      I whipped my hair out of my face, grinning like a fool. “So, what was the emergency?”

      James wrapped an arm around my shoulder and started leading me toward the Metropolitan Opera.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Don’t ask dumb questions. You’re far too pretty for that, Daniela.”

      "James - "

      He put his finger over my lips. “Hush and let me do what I do best.” Then James slid his finger down my chin before pulling his phone out of his pocket and squealed, “You’re going to have the best night ever.”

      “What the hell is going on?”

      James held up a finger while he quickly typed a text and hit send. He absently ran his fingers through my bobbed hair. “I love your hair.” He twirled a strand. Before I knew it, we were standing in front of the stage door. “You look like a sexier Mila Kunis when she went all short.”

      I had no idea what James had planned, but I knew I wanted no part of it.

      “We are not doing this, James. I don’t watch other people dance anymore. I need to go.”

      “No no.” James wagged his finger like a windshield wiper. Suddenly his face broke into a huge grin, and I could tell he was trying to withhold an excited shriek. “You misunderstand the situation, Daniela.”

      I felt a tap on my shoulder.

      I spun around and saw Vinny held up by his crutches but looking fine as hell in a pair of black slacks and white button-down shirt. He smirked.

      “Vin!” I flung my arms around him and kissed him. He wavered and I made sure to keep him upright. “What are you doing here?”

      “Girl, you’re gonna die— “

      Vinny cleared his throat.

      “Sorry.” James covered his mouth with his hand.

      “James, can I have the surprise?” Vin stretched his palm toward my former partner.

      James squealed and pulled two tickets out of his duffel bag, fanning himself with them, “Daniela Verdi, you and your sexy man are going to the ballet.” He held them out to Vinny.

      No, I was the fuck not. This wasn’t happening. Not tonight. Not ever.

      “Cute, but no.” I shook my head. “You know what would be even better? Magnolia Bakery. Cupcakes! It’s right around the block.”

      “Dany, you’d never eat a whole cupcake,” James said.

      “Do we know the same girl? I’ve seen her devour a whole hot dog,” Vinny said.

      James’ brow shot into his hairline, “Girl, I think you do more than that.” His eyes flicked to Vincent’s crotch. “With someone’s hot dog.”

      Vincent turned red from his neck to his ears, eyes widened in shock. James snorted.

      "Guys this is sweet but." I took a giant step back.

      "Just listen."

      “Vincent do the thing.” James urged.

      “I’m getting there,” He snapped. Vinny swung and scooped forward, balancing on his crutches. “I don’t know shit about ballet, and I thought taking the woman I love, who used to do this for a living would be the best way to learn. Besides, James here thinks it’d be good for you to come back. He mentioned something about you being—”

      “Honored at the closing gala that she keeps saying no to.”

      My jaw dropped before I glared at James. “That is my business!”

      “Focus Dany, he said something really important in there.”

      Love. He said he loved me. Well, kind of. He didn’t specifically say Daniela, I love you. He said the woman I love, but still.

      Vincent had the tickets between his fingers, a dimpled smile on his face. “Romeo and Juliet,” He whispered. “The whole stupidly romantic stuff you like even though I think he’s just a sex-crazed teen. I pay attention.”

      He was taking me to see Romeo and Juliet. My favorite ballet to dance. The one I always danced with James. My eyes welled up with tears. This was too much. I was overwhelmed by emotions. I was afraid of what feelings being in the audience would unveil, at what listening to the opening strains of the overture would bubble to the surface.

      “You helped?” I fought the ball in my throat, turning to James.

      “Mhm.” James smiled.

      "You said you loved me." I looked back to Vinny and he nodded.

      “I’m gonna cry.”

      “Please don’t cry.” Since Vinny had mobility issues, unable to let go of the crutches keeping him upright, I pressed myself to his chest, burying my face against his cotton shirt.

      “Ugh, this is so cute! I want to stay forever but I can’t. Makeup, warm-up, hold Cordy up.” James winked at me, and I wiped the tears from under my eyes. He grabbed the handle of the stage door and then turned back to Vinny before he checked out his ass. He slapped it.

      “Jesus!” Vin shouted.

      “I really needed to get that out of my system. Daniela, that is one fine ass.” James disappeared backstage leaving Vincent speechless. I laughed.

      I wandered through the front of the house at the Met, with Vinny swinging beside me. I'd forgotten how luxurious and regal it was, with its marble floors and velvet-lined steps. It was odd to be one of the masses, a mere patron instead of waiting with anticipation behind the closed curtain of the stage.

      As we headed toward our seats, I noticed a little girl staring at me and trying to hide it as she looked away embarrassed each time I caught her eye. She pointed at me as she whispered to her mom. I smiled and waved. She didn't wave but tiptoed behind her mother's back.

      After we were handed programs and sank into the lush velvet seats, I looked down at it. I felt a twinge in my gut as I'd been replaced with a former colleague as the image of Juliet on the cover, grasping James as Romeo to her chest in agony. I opened the cover, wishing desperately that my name appeared inside, but it didn’t. How could it? I was here watching, instead of there, waiting backstage. The velvet curtains fluttered from the rush of ballerinas behind the scenes dashing to their places.

      The overture began and I swallowed. The curtains parted and my heart beat a thousand times in my chest. When James appeared as Romeo, admiring the fair Rosaline, my eyes welled up.

      At that moment I would have been watching in the wings, nervously checking my costume and shoes. Instead, I was here, miles apart from the dark corners of the backstage world. I pressed the program to my chest and held back the tears as best I could. I missed it so much that I was aching to launch myself out of the seat and run to the stage announcing that I was here. I could do it. Please let me dance. Please.

      At Juliet's playful entrance, the music childlike and gleeful, the tears drifted down my cheeks. Pouring out of me as I watched someone else dance my favorite part. I remembered the joyful steps, excitedly waving the doll at my nurse, the innocent nervousness at meeting Paris.

      I was there with her, moving exquisitely across the stage, balancing on the edge of my toes as I reached for Paris' hand. But it wasn't me, it was another girl flying through the steps of my former life as easily as if it never belonged to me at all. Oh, how I cried.

      When Juliet finally succumbed to the dagger in her heart, dying in the tomb with her love, my tears echoed her pain. I longed for this world in futility, but it needed to be left behind, just like a death. Goodbye. As the final curtain came down, I smiled through the tears. I grabbed Vinny's hand and squeezed before I whispered, "Thank you."

      Leaving the Opera house I noticed the same little girl following behind me with her mother. She was adorable and chatting happily as the crowd dispersed into the city night. It had cooled off just enough that I didn't feel like I was walking through smog. I slowed my pace as I heard the pitter-patter of little feet chasing after me. I paused when I felt a tap against my arm.

      "Are you Ms. Verdi?" she said softly. When I looked down at her feet her heels were touching and her toes faced outward, her hair was also in a nearly perfect bun. They must have come right from ballet class to see the performance.

      "I am.”

      "Mom! I told you!" Her smile broadened and she held out her program. "Can you sign it? You were the prettiest Sugar Plum fairy. Nutcracker was my Christmas gift last year and then I got ballet lessons because I begged and told mommy I wanted to be just like you!"

      "Vin, do you have a pen?" I looked at my boyfriend who was surprised by my little fan. He patted down his pants pockets, producing a pen, which he handed to me. I took the girl's program and signed my name on the inside.

      "Thank you!"

      "Do you want a picture?" I crouched down as she nodded. She hugged me and I smiled while her mother took the photo.

      "Bye, Ms. Verdi!" She waved as she rushed back over to her mom who took her hand.

      "My girlfriend’s famous," Vinny said as I wrapped my arms around his waist.

      "Ballerina famous." I stopped walking in front of the fountain, sliding my arms around his neck. “Vin Vin, this was amazing. I never would have done this on my own.”

      “We all need a little push sometimes,” Vin said. “So, what is this about you being honored at a gala?” He brushed his thumb over my cheek.

      “I don’t think I’m gonna go.”

      “Why not? You just sat through a whole ballet without flinging yourself onto the stage. I think you can handle an award. Besides, you don’t have to go alone,” Vinny smiled, “you got me.”

      “You sure? It’s a lot of suits drinking champagne.”

      “Yeah. Just let me know when it is.” Vin kissed me and the rushing water from the fountain echoed in my head, a wave of love washing over me. The smile couldn’t be stopped, and I looked up at him, hunched over his crutches, balanced like a flamingo on one leg. My hands rested against his back.

      His tongue slid over his plump bottom lip, eyes an endless sea blue. “I love you.” The gushing water almost drowned out his words and I pressed closer. My heart stopped. He did mean it. He meant it when he said it before, and he meant it now.

      “What?” I didn’t believe it. It couldn’t be. Vincent didn’t want that. He didn’t want that forever kind of love that I spent hours sifting through books to find. Yet, he said it.

      Louder now, above the roaring fountain. “Daniela, I love you.”

      I squealed and jumped up to him, flinging my arms around his neck. He staggered and laughed, nearly toppling over. A crutch collapsed beside us, and he hooked his arm around me.

      “I love you, too. I love you, Vin Vin.” I covered his face with kisses while he laughed, holding onto me so he didn’t fall. I wouldn’t let him. Not now. Not ever.

      Using public transportation with a man on crutches was no small feat, but we managed to navigate the New York City Subway system and the bus like champions. Dany and Vin Vin one, MTA zero. By the time we got home all I wanted was a glass of wine and a good snuggle on the balcony. As I reached for the wine glass, I saw it. An ivory wedding invitation with gold filigree swirls embellishing the outside. I set the glass down on the counter. I picked up the invite.

      
        
        You’re cordially invited to the wedding of

        Carissa LaBate and Anthony Capo

      

      

      My heart dropped. Vinny hadn't mentioned this to me. Why would he hide this? When I saw the date, the same as the ballet gala, my breath quickened. There was no way he’d be going to her wedding and not the ballet gala. He would never do that. It didn’t make sense. Not after today. Not after saying he loved me. That was impossible.

      I stopped behind the sliding glass door. He had his knee elevated, leaning back in his chair, puffing on a cigar. He looked content, serene even like everything had settled. I was the one who wasn’t settled anymore. I was the one who was reeling with a horrible revelation that maybe he didn’t quite mean what he said. I pulled open the door and stepped outside. The humid summer air settled in thick around me.

      "Were you going to tell me about this?" I flipped the invitation to face him, a violent swish.

      He lifted his head, eyes immediately going to the wedding invitation. “I didn’t think I needed to.”

      “It’s the same night as the gala.”

      “Which we’re going to,” he sighed.

      “Why did you keep this?”

      “It came in the mail yesterday. I didn’t throw it out yet.” He shrugged.

      Something nagged at me, a gnawing. It was probably me being paranoid, especially after the way Nate lied and cheated his way through our situationship.

      “Why did she invite you?”

      Vinny shrugged again. “Throw it out if it makes you feel better.”

      I looked at the fancy invite again, Vincent’s last name still attached to his ex-wife, and my stomach churned. I couldn’t have a drink now, not after this.

      I walked to the edge of the balcony, leaning my elbow against it. His brow rose as he watched me, waiting to see what I would do.

      “You’re not going?”

      “I can’t be in two places at once.”

      I opened my hand, letting the pretty gold embossed card flutter away on the breeze. It drifted downward in an ivory spiral, swooping, swaying, never to be seen again.

      The score of Romeo and Juliet kept playing in my head like a broken record. While washing dishes I found myself going through a series of tendus in first position. When I bent down to pick up laundry I let my leg drift upward, stretching to the ceiling in a six o’clock penché. It was time to do the one thing I had put off since the injury, stopping at the ballet studio and seeing Ms. Nettie.

      The studio was where it had always been, right on the avenue down a flight of stairs in the basement. It never seemed dark or intimidating to me. Maybe because Ms. Nettie was a great mentor who brought such joy to teaching that her spirit was contagious. I was nervous, the prodigal daughter returned.

      When I opened the door strains of Tchaikovsky drifted through the air. I shifted my bag higher on my shoulder and stepped into the studio.

      Ms. Nettie clapped along to the waltz as the girls glided their way across the floor with swooping arms, brushing feet, and the clak clak of pointe shoes. I was hoping she wouldn't catch sight of me, but she did and waved. I waved back.

      She held up her hand to stop the class . . . Oh no . . . I tucked my hair behind my ear and lowered my eyes, "Girls, we have a special guest tonight, Daniela Verdi."

      I turned pink, catching sight of the blush in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors of the studio. For someone who'd lived the better part of a decade on stage, I hated being called out in public. I'd become excellent at masking it when required though. Ms. Nettie motioned for me to step onto the floor. When I reached her, she pulled me in for a welcoming hug. I squeezed her back.

      "Took you long enough," she muttered, "now." She turned me toward her students who were staring in shock. "Show these girls how to waltz properly. They refuse to take up the space they need."

      "I don't think that's a good idea, I'm not dressed . . ."

      "Please!" One of the girls blurted and then clapped her hands over her mouth.

      "Okay." All it took was one bunhead and my guilt kicked in. I couldn't disappoint them. I slid off my shoes, putting them and my bag by the mirror.

      I took my place in the corner before waltzing to the opposite side of the room, one two three, one two three, arms swooping, leg stretched toward the far end of the studio, traveling as far as I could in as few steps as possible. When I stopped at the opposite end the girls clapped.

      "See? One set and she made it across the room. You should be aiming for that." Ms. Nettie said. "Class dismissed."

      The girls rushed toward me. I glanced at Ms. Nettie for help, but she retreated into her office, leaving me with a gaggle of teenage girls.

      "I saw you two years ago in Romeo and Juliet, and you were so beautiful!" The aspiring ballerina standing before me couldn’t have been older than fourteen and had stars in her eyes.

      "We went as a class and saw you in Swan Lake! When you died, I cried," Another one sighed.

      "I watch all your videos on YouTube!"

      "You girls are very sweet.” One would think I was used to this kind of praise, but I wasn't. Ballet never praised, instead it pushed for perfection. There were very few "good jobs” in ballet.

      A smaller dancer shoved her way to the front. "Can you sign one of my dead shoes?"

      "Of course! Girls, go get your old shoes and I'll sign them." They rushed to get them, and I did as asked.

      Ms. Nettie emerged from her office. "Alright ladies, time to go, tell Ms. Verdi thank you."

      In an excited chorus, the girls screeched, "Thank you!" Before they hurriedly packed up their things and headed out toward the waiting room to their mothers.

      Ms. Nettie stood beside me as I stared at the expanse of the studio. I remembered how enormous it felt as a little girl while I struggled to bend my knees over my toes, squinting at the floor while Ms. Nettie guided me, like the Obi-Wan to Luke Skywalker.

      "I see you’re doing better than last year.”

      "I wouldn't be here if I wasn't."

      "Well?" How did she sense why I was here?

      "You're going to make me ask right away?" I laughed. She waited, folding her hands behind her back. “I was wondering if you . . .”

      "I would be a fool if I told you I had no classes for you to teach. I'm getting older and don’t have the stamina I used to. These girls would die to have you teach them. I will gladly give them to you."

      "Really?"

      “You can have these girls on Wednesdays moving forward. I'll be here to help you if you need, but you'll be fine."

      "Thank you!" I didn't resist the urge to hug her again. She laughed and patted my arm.

      "Next week, five o'clock sharp."
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          HOME COOKING

        

      

    

    
      After Vinny gave me the drawer and toothbrush, I rarely felt the need to go home. Vincent let Regi have her own litter box and cat bed at his apartment too. I still carried her back and forth, since I wasn’t leaving her at his place without me. I wasn't ready for that kind of commitment!

      "Spicy or no spicy?" I yelled into the living room as I twisted pepper into the pot of red sauce bubbling on the stove.

      I was working on the cooking thing, especially since Vinny's knee had taken a month to heal. I’d gotten used to Gordon Ramsey, oh excuse me, my boyfriend, dictating directions to me from his couch throne. I no longer served pink chicken. Goal achieved.

      "Spicy!"

      "No," I pleaded, "I'll die."

      "Oh Jesus, fuck, Regi." He stumbled, banging into the coffee table with a grunt. I lifted my eyes to the ceiling praying to God that he hadn't reinjured himself. I heard my cat go bounding off through the apartment.

      Vinny came up behind me and slipped his arms around my waist, kissing my neck before he said, "I swear she's trying to kill me."

      "It's cause she knows she's the sole inheritor of my will. She's afraid that if this gets any more serious, I'll write her out." I shrugged. "She wants to make sure she can live a comfortable life after I'm gone."

      "So she's actively plotting my murder while I rub her belly every night." He grinned against my cheek before kissing it.

      "Completely," I dipped the wooden spoon into the sauce before I turned in his arms and held it up to his lips. "Try."

      He slurped red sauce from the spoon. "Delicious. Your sauce is always good."

      I beamed with pride. I'd mastered tomato sauce thanks to grandma's ancient recipe. “I’ve got meatballs ready to go.” I rubbed his bearded cheek.

      "Uh . . .”

      "They're in the oven and then they go into the sauce to cook while it simmers."

      "Okay, I trust you." He gave my ass a tap and I wiggled. He laughed.

      After dinner, while Vinny washed the dishes, I grabbed my copy of The Night Circus off the side table and opened up the dog-eared page. I heard the squeak of the sink knob and the water stopped running. I yawned.

      Vinny sat down beside me and moved his hand up my calf to my thigh before pressing a kiss against my shoulder. I closed my book and put it back where I'd retrieved it, remaining on all fours over the arm of the couch. I dragged my fingers over his jawline. He pulled down my pants, pressing a kiss to my ass before he moved his hand between my legs. I bit my lip.

      I glanced over my shoulder, giving him bedroom eyes. He tugged down his pants before he used his teeth to drag my shirt toward my neck, his bottom lip tickling my spine. His finger stroked forward and back against my clit. A sigh emerged from my lips.

      I reached back to grab his ass, pulling him against me. When he entered me, I moaned feeling the pressure of him inside me. He wrapped his arm around me securely, the other hand bracing my hip as he plunged deep. I was wet and eager, moaning as I pressed my ass back against him.

      "Fuck!" He blurted; all motion frozen instantly. "My knee!" He pulled out and collapsed back onto the couch, leaving me with my pants around my knees and ass up. Vinny straightened his knee out with his eyes squinting in pain, his penis erect.

      Oh no! I was going to laugh. I couldn’t laugh. This wasn’t funny!

      I laughed. I knew what this felt like. I had aches and pains a girl my age shouldn’t have, but the decades of ballet had worn away cartilage in my joints.

      "Stop it," He growled, continuing to rub his knee. How could I keep it together with his hard-on staring me in the face? It was ridiculous!

      "God, we are so old," I giggled, "my knee!" I mimicked him.

      "You're evil," He pouted. I chuckled.

      "It's funny!" I scooted over to him, and he turned away from me, like Regi when she was having a tantrum.

      "No. It's not." He crossed his arms.

      "Oh stop it." I tapped his arm. Vinny kept it up. Now I was worried that I upset him. "Seriously? You're really mad I laughed?" Maybe I took it too far? "Vin." I’d inched my way right up against him, peering my face up toward his, any closer and I would’ve been on his lap.

      "Ah!" He shouted. I shrieked when he wrapped his arms around me, pushing me back onto the couch. "I'm not fucking old," He expertly guided his penis inside me.

      "Oh fuck," I gasped as I grabbed his shoulders.

      I grunted and closed my eyes as he rested his forehead against mine. His breathing was ragged and strained, and I gasped for air as he continued. No, he was not old. I clutched his forearm, moaning shallowly. I gasped as I came, clinging to him, holding tight while he finished with a shout and a shudder.

      We curled up on the couch, his body a cocoon around me. Vinny poked at the tiny flap of skin on my stomach, and I swatted his hand away. "Stop." I avoided his eyes.

      "Oh come on, there's nothing there." He kissed my temple.

      "Yeah, there is. It isn't flat." I turned in his arms, pressing my chest against his. Like a Kraken bursting from the sea, my warped view of my body crashed into me. I was still active, but not in prime physical condition like before and the taut muscles of my stomach had smoothed over.

      Vinny raised a brow before he moved his lips to my stomach, kissing just below my belly button before settling his hands on my hips. “Daniela, you’re beautiful. I like you just how you are.”

      He kissed his way up between my breasts before letting his lips press against my jawline. When his lips found mine, he kissed me tenderly, hand curled against my cheek.

      As he pulled away, he said, "I love you.”

      “All of me?” Even the flabby jiggly parts that I couldn’t stand either? The parts that I tried to fix over and over again.

      “All of you.” He kissed my shoulder and my neck, letting his hand slide back down over my stomach, over my hip bones, and down the back of my thigh. “All of this. There’s nothing about you I don’t love.” His hand found my ass and squeezed.

      I chuckled as I curled my arms around his back. “It’s hard to believe that sometimes.”

      “Why?”

      “Cause you’re the first one to say it. It’s never been enough before.” Not with ballet, not with Nate. Not even with myself as I stared in the mirror, looking at my body covered in a skin-tight leotard and unforgiving pink tights. Ballet attire revealed every flaw in every part of my body.

      “Dany, tell me something. What do you see when you look at yourself?”

      “Not what you see.” I saw a girl who needed to fix herself, needed to change her reflection to suit a mold she didn’t fit into.

      “I wish you did.” His knuckles brushed against my cheek. “Cause I see a woman who fits perfectly right here.” Vincent settled me against his chest, arms holding me close, fingers tracing over my shoulder blade. “And that’s all I care about.”

      “I love you, Vin.” I kissed his throat. He pressed his lips to the top of my head. I listened to the beat of his heart, thump thump, and found that mine had settled into the rhythm of his. Relaxed. Even keeled. I’d stopped racing.

      "Gonna tell me about that book you're obsessed with?"

      "It’s good. Two warring magicians fall in love with each other and build these beautiful circus tents to express it. One of my favorite books ever."

      "They're all your favorite books," he chuckled, "and all love stories."

      "Let's be real, what greater thing in life is there?"
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          ELECTRIC

        

      

    

    
      I loved Tuesday nights. Vin Vin, Matty, and I had our scheduled Fortnite showdown. It was extra time with him that neither Vinny nor myself would have otherwise. We’d turned into a tripod on Matthew weekends doing things as a family, from arcades to cookie baking.

      We were ready, battle armor on in the way of headsets and buzzing controllers. Regi licked the back of Vinny’s head. He’d given into the grooming by this point.

      "You’re kicking my ass," Vin said as he directed his character away from a barrage of bullets I fired on him. "Aren't you on my team Matty?"

      "You don't make me cookies," Matthew chirped through the line.

      I laughed. “All it took was chocolate chips for him to switch sides.”

      "You don't even eat cookies. That kind of willpower is unnatural," Vinny said. Matthew attacked him with another round of bullets, defending me against his father’s strike. "How did you get so good?"

      He was right there, out in the open. The time to strike was now. I fired. Boom. Vin’s character went down. I cheered. Vinny growled and tossed the controller to the couch.

      "We've been training," Matthew said. I heard Carissa calling Matthew in the background and he sighed heavily, "I gotta go, mom's calling. I have to finish my homework."

      "You didn't finish?" I scolded. "What did we talk about last week? Homework first, play later."

      "Yeah, yeah sheesh, I'm not sure how I feel about this now. It's like having two moms," Matthew muttered and then shouted, "coming!"

      Vin laughed. "And you thought Dany was the cool one, huh?"

      "That's what I get for thinking a teacher’s cool," Matthew remarked.

      "Almost a teacher," I explained.

      "Whatever.” I could picture the eye roll. “Dany, are we still going to Gerry’s on Sunday?”

      “Course we are.”

      “Awesome. Night dad. Night Dany. Love you."

      "Love you too, kid."

      There was a pause, the line still connected. "Love you too, Matty." My heart grew three sizes too big. He ended the game.

      Regi climbed down into Vincent’s lap, and he petted her absently. His free hand reached into a bag of chips. He munched. "You think he says I love you to Anthony?"

      “He doesn't. He thinks he ruined his life." I let my hand rest on his shoulder.

      "He told you that?"

      "Yeah. He tells me things.”

      "What things?"

      "How he feels about stuff."

      "Specifics."

      "You can't say anything. That's a breach of trust."

      "Fine.”

      "He misses you being home and thinks if Anthony went away, you would come back. He's a kid, he understands, but then he doesn't. He likes talking to me, but he wishes things hadn't changed.”

      "That’s not good."

      "You need to wait for him to talk to you about this stuff. He's a nine-year-old boy whose entire life changed. He went from having two parents to his mom marrying another guy who he doesn't like. His dad moved out, then dad brought around this other girl that his mom probably told him to hate. He's all messed up. Let him process it."

      He took a deep breath. "What about the ‘I love you’?"

      "It's not a big deal."

      "Mhm." Vin’s fingers rubbed Regi’s tummy as she rolled onto her back. “What did Gerry say about Sunday?”

      “That it was about time you showed up.” I remarked.

      Vin snorted and avoided my gaze, instead he focused on Regi who gazed up at him like he was the love of her life.

      “Don’t do that.” I pressed my knuckles into his shoulder. “I hate when you do the thing where you don’t say something you should say.”

      Vincent licked his lips and took my hand in his, curling his fingers into mine. “Am I the first guy you’re bringing around your family?”

      “Yeah.” I admitted. Nobody had held a candle to him, and I kept them hidden away like secrets. The only one who got within an inch of meeting my mother was Nate who dodged that bullet so much I stopped asking.

      He swirled his thumb over the inside of my wrist, tingles shooting goosebumps up my arm. “What’s that mean to you?”

      “What’s that—” I blinked at him. “That we’re in a relationship that I see continuing for the foreseeable future.”

      The edge of his lip curled, and he nodded. “Okay.”

      Was I supposed to be a mind reader? He wasn’t giving me very much to work with here and I was starting to panic. There was no way that Vin would back out of Sunday dinner. He wasn’t like Nate, but I couldn’t help but see the reservation in his eyes. “What are you worried about?”

      “I’ve been here before.”

      I went to move my hand away, but he curled his fingers into mine.

      “But not with me.” I shuffled next to him, resting my head on his shoulder. “Vin, it’s not a big deal. It’s just Sunday dinner with my family who you’ve known since you were eleven.”

      "It comes with expectations."

      "I don’t have expectations.” Maybe I was lying a little bit. Okay, I was lying a lot. I was head over heels in love with this man and I wanted to sail off into the sunset with him and die in his arms like a Nicolas Sparks novel. I couldn’t tell him that though. He’d run out of his apartment and fling himself into a grave in the cemetery.

      Vinny chuckled. “Daniela, you’re so full of shit.” He cupped my cheek in his hand and kissed me softly.

      When he pulled back, I smiled and ran my finger over his lip. In my most seductive voice, I asked, “Do you know how to install mirrors?"

      Vinny laughed and pinched my side which made me giggle. "Are you trying to distract me?”

      “Yes,” I laughed, “but Ms. Nettie needs a mirror. Be at the studio Wednesday.”
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        * * *

      

      The gentle tinkling of classical ballet music danced around the room as I watched the girls stretching their legs to the ceiling in front of them, glancing at the mirror from the corner of their eyes. They bent the knee of their standing leg and their toes reached higher.

      “Keep your backs tall.” I encouraged them and found myself behind Marty, holding my hand between her shoulder blades. “Press against me, it won’t be as hard,” I explained. Marty grimaced and pressed her shoulders down into her back. Like a clock hand ticking forward her leg lifted higher. “See?” She smiled and a bead of sweat dripped down her nose. Little Marty’s cheeks turned bright red, and she swallowed hard before she giggled.

      “What?” I checked the mirror to see what my students were distracted by. Ah, Vinny and his tuckus installed the mirror while he talked to Ms. Nettie. His back muscles rippled under his shirt while he applied the mirror mastic to the wall. “Girls . . .” I gave them a no-nonsense stare down.

      “He’s cute,” Marty whispered.

      “Jumps,” I clapped my hands and the girls all rushed into a straight line behind me, like a ballet army. “Glissade assemblé, glissade jeté,” as I spoke, I demonstrated, one foot brushed out into the air to the side and the other followed. Right after I landed, I brushed my leg out to the front, jumping and connected my feet back together. I finished giving them the combination. “It’s fast. Be ready.”

      I turned on the music, a petite allegro sprang into action, sending the girls hopping, the clank clank of their pointe shoes bouncing against the floor.

      “Point your toes,” I screeched, creeping backward toward my boyfriend.

      Ms. Nettie laughed and clapped in time to the music. “Daniela was telling me that you’re a talented artist.”

      “She’s lying,” Vinny said as he slid a chair over to the wall and pressed it under the mirror.

      “I saw the dancer you made for her. I want one.” Ms. Nettie pointed at the white expanse of wall along the back of the studio. “For that space.”

      “That’s a lot of space.” Vinny peered down at me. I shrugged.

      “I think you can handle it.” Ms. Nettie winked at me and then retreated into the office.

      The music stopped and my girls turned to face me, panting from the exertion. “Good class girls.” They all collected their things and hurried off to their waiting mothers.

      I leaned against the mirror, looking into the empty studio. The grey Marley floors. The pristine white walls. The mirrors, my friend and my enemy combined. It was a ghost inside me, a constant calling to return, even when I knew I couldn’t. Not the way I wanted to. I saw myself as a little girl, struggling for the perfect first position, staring down at my heels and forcing them to stick together. A kid, rising en pointe for the first time and feeling the weight of my body on the tips of my toes. And my farewell, hugging Ms. Nettie, bawling my eyes out while she told me I would be a star.

      “How many hours did you spend here as a kid?”

      “More than at my own house.” I leaned back against him, and he squeezed my shoulders.

      “Am I ever gonna see you dance?” He pressed a kiss to my cheek.

      “It’s not perfect anymore.”

      Ms. Nettie re-appeared from the office, leaning against the doorframe. “Daniela, it is never perfect and you know it.”

      I bit my lip and curled my hair behind my ears, tucking the short strands back tightly. “Okay.” I walked to the center of the studio and closed my eyes. I hadn’t performed since the injury, and I was in ballet slippers. It wouldn’t be the same. It couldn’t ever be. I released a breath and opened my eyes, studying myself in the mirror, setting my body into perfect ballet posture. Shoulder blades pressed down into the back, hips forward, ribs tucked in.

      Ms. Nettie hit play on her iPhone. I died as the familiar lilting violin of Juliet seeing Romeo for the first time sprinkled throughout the studio. I knew this choreography the way I knew each mottled scar on my foot. Memorized eternally.

      I raised my arms above my head, a subpoena to the sky, as I drew my foot to my knee. I lengthened it outward before I spun in a whirlwind, sweeping around myself. Vincent was my Romeo and I reached out to him longingly before I rushed forward. I stepped to arabesque, my fingers almost grasping his hand as my leg stretched behind me. A pause, balanced on one foot.

      And then I was lost, taken away by the music as it filled me up and poured out of me like a fountain gushing. I spun a tornado before I froze, staring at him again, he was mine and I was his. I reached down to the floor, sweeping my arms upward and back to my chest, my heart thump thump. The music grew in playful beats, and I pricked the floor with my foot, a flirty childish romp, the fluttering of new love.

      The way Vinny looked at me like I was the moon and stars, a dream, as I moved made me freeze. My arms dropping down to my sides. It was only us. The room dissolved. The music faded away. I was lost in him.

      “Call me but love and I’ll be new baptized.”

      "What does that mean?" His hand found mine.

      "He would put everything aside to be with her.”

      The music stopped.

      We turned our heads to Ms. Nettie who was standing by the door. “Come on lovebirds.”

      Vinny pressed his hand to the small of my back and led me to the door. I paused, glanced over his shoulder as I looked into the empty studio space, a void, expansive and weightless without the music and dancers filling it with life.

      Ms. Nettie turned out the light.
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          SOUL

        

      

    

    
      I curled my hand around the smooth wood of the barre and took a deep breath. It was solid and secure underneath my palm.

      "And pliés . . ."

      I opened my arm to the side, heels pressed together, toes facing outward in a perfect first position. My knees drifted to the floor, arm floating down gently like drifting through water.

      I knew I would never put on a pointe shoe again, but I could hold tight to the barre and breathe through anything. I agonized about returning to ballet class and dancing for Vincent affirmed that I needed to. It was time. I missed leaping into the air with reckless abandon and stretching my body beyond its limits.

      James was behind me sinking down into grand plié. I followed suit, my knees popping in a ripple-like bubble wrap. Directly across from me was Cordy, opening her arm to the side with tired eyes and a yawn. She looked paler than I remembered and swollen.

      “I have gossip,” James whispered.

      “Ssh,” I hissed through my teeth, “or they’re going to throw me out.”

      “It’s good.”

      I snapped my feet together in sous sous, ankles zipping together so tight even a slip of paper wouldn’t fit between them. My arm stretched above my head.

      “I am no longer a member of this company. To be allowed to take class is a privilege,” I reminded him.

      James bourréed closer and I could feel his breath on my neck. “Cordy’s preggers.”

      I craned my head back to him, eyes bulging.

      “That’s how I felt. Girlfriend can’t dance the fall season cause she’ll be a pumpkin.”

      I studied Cordy. We were nearly carbon copies of each other, except she was taller with wider hips and of course the standard long sweeping hair of a ballerina tucked into a neat bun. Upon closer inspection, I could see the start of a pouch in her lower abdomen.

      She caught me staring and I whipped my head back to the front of the room.

      We moved through the rest of the barre exercises and the instructor announced the move to the center. The men took the barres away while the ballerinas all retreated to put on their pointe shoes. I sunk down to the floor, stretching my legs into a split. No pointe work for me, ever again. I knew I’d be sore tomorrow, but damn did it feel good to be back in class. I rested my chest against my thigh, cheek laying on my knee. When I opened my eyes, tips of pink satin faced me. I glanced upward and came face to face with Cordy.

      “You look great, Daniela. I would have thought you’d lose some of your talent.” She pressed the tip of her pointe shoe into the floor, the hard shark bending into a curve. I missed being able to do that. The feel of the hard box against my toes. The way it was dangerous and wonderful all at once. Elevated on a square, the weightless illusion it created.

      “It’s good to see you too.” I rubbed my hand against the top of my foot, pressing down the toes before pulling them toward me.

      “I hope we don’t have any hard feelings; you know with Nathaniel.” She ran a hand over her hair and the glitter of a diamond on her finger caught my eye. Ah, of course, he would have to stand up and do the right thing. No baby mamas for a man like Nate.

      “No. I wish you all the happiness in the world. You got everything you wanted.”

      “I can’t wait to dance After the Rain. James is such a great partner. Mr. Atkinson says that he thinks I’ll be a bigger sensation than you were.”

      I swung my back leg around to the front of me, forcing Cordy to step back, reaching down to my toes. “It’s a shame you can’t dance it for the fall season. Nobody will see it except The Company and the donors. No Times review.” I shrugged and laid down on my thighs. “The rest of the world won’t know you danced it better, which is what you really want.”

      The instructor clapped and I stood up, taking my place at the back of the class to start the adagio. I studied the combination and then began to mimic, leg in arabesque, fingertips reaching to the far wall. I began a promenade, shifting my heel ever so slightly in a circle until I made it around. I swept my arms over my head as I stepped back and reached down to the floor, fingertips grazing my toes.

      The class continued, moving through quick jumps for petite allegro where I hopped myself to death before rushing to the corner for grand allegro, large leaps across the floor. I felt like I was flying as I leaped into the air, legs reaching a split high above the ground. I smiled. It felt so good to soar again.

      "All right, let's turn," The instructor said and I stepped into the center for a round of fouettés.

      I used to be able to do thirty-two of them en pointe without batting an eye. I loved the feeling of spinning like a top. It was pure freedom, reckless abandon, with just the right amount of control.

      I let myself spin, one after the other until I couldn't turn any longer. The class ended and I clapped, panting and sweating. Some of my former colleagues approached me as I hoisted my bag over my shoulder, doling out hugs and happiness at having me back even in a superficial way.

      I made it to Vinny’s place, red-faced and sweaty. "Hey!" I announced my arrival, and he glanced up at me with a dimpled smile from the couch. Regi brushed against my leg, and I bent down to pick her up, letting her curl into my arms.

      "You look happy."

      "I am." I kissed Regi's black fluffy head.

      "Ballet class becoming a regular thing?"

      "I think so.”

      "If it makes you happy, I'm all for it."

      I did a double take at Vinny. Was he reading? Sure was. He was propped up on the arm of the couch, legs crossed as he turned a page. I leaned over his shoulder, Regi's whiskers brushed his cheek and Vinny wrinkled his nose.

      "Wuthering Heights?"

      "You were so enthralled last night, and I wanted to know why." He tilted his head back and I kissed him. "I still don't get it."

      "Keep reading, you'll see.”

      He opened his arms and I climbed into his lap, cat and all. Regi settled herself down into my lap and made gentle biscuits. Vinny stroked her chin eliciting blissful purrs.

      "Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same. So romantic,” I sighed.

      "And idealistic." He closed the book like he was done forever with one of the greatest love stories ever written. It was also creepy. It wasn’t a gothic novel for nothing.

      "Oh stop. Isn't that what it is though? Two souls meeting and recognizing each other?"

      "You mean love?"

      "Yeah."

      He curled a piece of damp hair behind my ear. "If you believe in that. How do you explain being in love more than once?"

      "I think there's a difference between love and what appears to be love. I've definitely been in 'appearance' love before."

      "Explain.”

      "Some people embody things that you want or think you need, and you attach to them like a magnet. Take Nate, right? He was an asshole, but he didn't care what anyone thought of him if he hurt people's feelings, or whatever as long as that thing made him happy. There was something about that I gravitated toward because secretly, I wished I could be like that. I appeared to be in love with him, but I wasn't. I could live without him. When it's real love, true complete soul love, I think you can survive without them, but nothing is ever the same after that."

      "So, love guru, what kind are we?"

      I was afraid to tell him what I thought we were. I thought he was the soul meeting my soul. That would scare the living hell out of him. I’d never felt this way about anyone. I was green when it came to love, but I believed we would be in it for the long haul, even forever.

      "I don't like it when you're quiet." He sat up and pinched my side. I squealed before giggling and sliding off his lap. Regi hopped away from us in annoyance, her feet hitting the ground with a thud.

      "Don’t.” I tapped the top of his penis. It bounced back at me, like a door stopper, poing.

      "Did you just?"

      I did it again.

      "This is fun." Tap, tap against his penis, the flaccid muscle reflexively popping back toward my hand. I giggled.

      Vinny laughed. He pressed his fingers against my sides and wriggled them up and down.

      "Oh, God! Stop! I won't do it again!" I cackled, "No!" He stopped after I forcefully swatted his hands away. He kissed my neck then my shoulder. His fingers slid under the strap of my leotard.

      "I'm all sweaty and gross. I just took class." I tried to swat his hand away, but he was already pulling my leotard down over my arm. I shrugged out of it, helping him with the other strap.

      "Does it matter? We'll just get more sweaty." When I turned my head, my lips connected with his. I laid down on the couch and he tugged the skin-tight material down over my hips, replacing cotton with kisses. Soon the leotard was forgotten on the floor while Vinny kissed every inch of bare skin, sending fire shooting through my body. His fingers found the wet between my legs, massaging gently while he sucked on my inner thigh.

      Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same.

      I pushed all doubt away as he kissed me and used his fingers against me. When he touched me, it made me lose all sense of reason. When he pressed his dick inside me our souls were the same, him and I, together, in a perfect pas de deux. I wound my arms around him, holding him down to me, wanting to feel his skin on my skin. He looked into my eyes, brushing damp hair from my face.

      When I looked into his eyes, a deep-sea blue, connecting intimately with mine, joining us together. I moaned and kissed him. He filled me up, pouring into me, erasing any emptiness or uneasiness I felt. He was everything that I ever needed.

      I cried out as I came, holding him against me, stuck together as one.
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          SUNDAY DINNER

        

      

    

    
      Sunday dinners in my family were sacred. The dining room table at my brother’s house looked like an Italian feast; burrata ensalada, brasciole, meatballs and sausage, and a bowl filled to the brim with spaghetti slathered in my grandma's famous sauce.

      “Eat,” Lisa said as she held a piece of meatball up to Joey’s mouth. My nephew's lips were in a tightened line, and he turned his head away from her.

      “Did you make backup hotdogs?” Vin asked Gerry.

      “Yeah, I did.”

      I slid my fork into the basciole, and the meat crumbled. Oregano and garlic filled the air, making my stomach grumble.

      My father finished munching on a twirl of spaghetti, wiped his mouth and glanced at Vinny. “You know you never asked my permission.”

      Was he being serious right now? This wasn’t the 1800s where I required a chaperone to date.

      Vincent wiped his mouth. “Uh—”

      “I’m just kidding.” My dad grinned. “The two of you are old enough to make your own decisions. I’ve known you since you were Matthew’s age.”

      I glanced at Matthew who was peering at Little Gerry’s iPad helping him play Minecraft.

      “I’m not surprised. You’re similar to Rae and me. We’ve known each other since we were kids, you and Dany are the same. Even though you never asked, I’ve given my blessing. Enjoy each other.”

      “Daddy.” I blushed and looked down at my plate. Though when my dad put it that way, we had been circling each other since we were children right up until I fled to the bright lights of Manhattan and the ballet world.

      “Serendipity.” Vincent took my hand under the table and squeezed.

      “How’s the union?” My brother asked as he wiped a napkin over Joey’s face eliciting shrieks of protest from my nephew.

      “Karl likes to torture me because he’s my boss. Other than that it’s good.”

      “Dad is way nicer now since he’s not tired all the time.” Matthew wiped red sauce from his chin with the back of his hand.

      “Napkin.” Vincent ordered and Matty obeyed. I smiled.

      “Mom’s working for grandpa now and hates it.”

      “When did that happen?”

      “Like two weeks ago when Tony got mad and said he wasn’t an ATM.”

      “Surprised your mother didn’t try to take me to court for alimony.”

      “What’s that?”

      “An ex-wife salary.”

      “You’re lucky she didn’t.” Gerry lifted Joey out of his highchair and set him on the ground. He went running off toward the living room.

      “Come on Matty, let’s do Legos.” Little Gerry took Matty’s hand, dragging him toward his bedroom.

      “She’d never get it cause of the affair.” Vincent took a sip of beer.

      Once everyone finished dinner Lisa and I cleared the table, carrying the dirty dishes to the sink. I turned on the tap before I squeezed Palmolive onto a sponge.

      “You still have stars in your eyes, that’s a good sign.” Lisa nudged me with her shoulder.

      I laughed. “Yeah. He’s a good one. He’s coming with me to the ballet gala.”

      “Is he? That’s a big deal.” Lisa dried a plate.

      “He gave the final push for me to go.” I massaged the sponge into the plate, washing away the remnants of red sauce.

      Lisa wiped the dish towel over the newly cleaned plate, “Have you talked? About what you want?”

      “Don’t you think it’s too soon?” I craned back to see Vinny laughing with my family. It felt like he fit in seamlessly, weaving into our unit, a thread holding the fabric together.

      “No. Him sitting at our table today means it’s serious, but do you want to get stuck like this forever? I know you don’t, Dany. I know you better than that.”

      She was right. I didn’t want to just be “the girlfriend” until the end of time. I wanted to create a life with him and build my own family the way my brother had.

      The night wound down and we said our lingering goodbyes. My dad forgot to mention a retirement party, I forgot to ask about a cookie recipe, and my house keys. At the door, my mom shoved a foil-covered tray into Vinny’s hands. “Now you won’t starve to death. I know Daniela.” She kissed his cheek.

      “Mom!”

      We climbed into the car and Vinny started the drive out to Syosset to drop Matthew off at his mother’s. The exits spread out further, the side of the highway a wall of trees.

      Matthew sighed, "Dad."

      "Yeah?"

      "Can I stay with you guys?"

      "You stay with me every other weekend.”

      "Not like that." I caught his baby blue eyes in the dashboard mirror. As we rode closer to the house, he grew sadder. Traffic zipped by, lights like laser beams on the black top. “Like always.”

      "Matty, you know you can’t. We get every other weekend, your games, school stuff. Your mom would lose her mind."

      "I know Tony and mom are getting married." Matthew kicked the back of my seat. "But I don't like that Tony tries to tell me what to do and stuff and that mom lets him. He's not my dad, you are. I feel like Tony thinks I’m bad." He wiped under his nose with his sleeve.

      "I don't think that's it. I think he just wants to have some kind of relationship with you."

      "He doesn't ask me about stuff I like, not like Dany."

      "Maybe he doesn't know how," I offered, "Remember our first dinner together? You were so quiet, and I thought I was messing it up."

      "He doesn't even try." Matthew sniffled. "And mom just spends time with him."

      The squeak in Matthew’s voice broke my heart. I wished I could wave a magic wand and make it all go away, but I knew how unrealistic that was.

      A heavy silence settled between us. “Matty, if I could I would take you. You know I can’t.” Matthew nodded. Vinny pulled up to the front of the house. He twisted in the seat. "I love you to the moon and back. Whenever you need me or just want me, call, Facetime. Do whatever you need to do. I’m here.”

      Matthew nodded and held out his pinky. “Pinky swear you’ll always answer.”

      Vinny hooked his pinky with Matthew’s. “Always.”

      “Come on.” We all piled out of the car.

      Matthew held up his arms for a hug and I crouched down to squeeze him. “Love you, Matty.”

      “Love you too, Dany.”

      Carissa appeared like the Wicked Witch of The West, materializing out of thin air. I peeked up at her over Matthew’s shoulder before I released him. Even if I hadn’t been kneeling, I would be staring up at her. She was the epitome of suburban mom; clad in Lululemon’s, perfectly highlighted blonde hair, Botox flattened forehead, filler plump lips, and a boob job. Very Stepford Wife.

      The opposition between us couldn’t be more striking; brunette bob, ripped jeans, petite, a hint of mascara, and clear gloss. I rarely enhanced my features with anything unless it was a big night out. Vinny slipped his hand into the back pocket of my jeans, tilting his head down to his ex.

      "Hi, mom!" Matthew chirped and scampered into the house.

      "I'm Carissa." She glanced at her pink manicure. "You play video games with my son.” Condescension dripped from her voice.

      I slid my arm around Vinny’s waist. “Yep.”

      "So fun." She turned her piercing glare to Vincent. "What was going on out here?"

      "Just saying goodnight."

      "Lots of “I love you” getting tossed around lately.” She flicked her gaze back to me.

      “Calm down,” Vinny sighed.

      “Don’t tell me to calm down. He barely knows her.”

      “Well that’s bullshit,” Vinny snapped, “Daniela’s my girlfriend and I’d go out on a limb and say Matthew knows her better than Tony who can’t seem to be bothered with our kid.”

      “That’s my business and it’s also my business who is around my son.”

      “Our,” Vinny hissed, “son.”

      "I was just hugging him goodbye; we always do. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Carissa plastered a fake grin on her face, “Seems like you two are super close. Must be nice spending so much time together as a little family. Matthew talks about it all the time. Very sweet.”

      “Lay off,” Vinny said, “don’t try to start a problem with my girlfriend when you have a problem with me.”

      She scoffed, “I don’t have a problem with you. I won. By the way, Matty has a game in two weeks. Sorry, he can’t play Fortnite and binge eat cookies.” Carissa sent a final pointed glare in my direction before she stormed off into the house.

      Vinny opened the passenger door for me, and I got into the car, buckling myself in. I heaved a sigh. What was it about my mere existence that ignited hatred in Carissa? She couldn’t possibly be jealous, could she?

      He got in, started the engine, and off we went, heading back to our safe little block in Queens that lacked a fuming ex-wife. The silence was deafening as we zoomed down the highway, passing by three exits.

      “You’re stewing,” I said.

      “Am not,” Vin said, changing lanes.

      I reached out and touched his forearm. “Vin Vin—”

      “What a bitch,” he snapped. “Would it have killed her to have been nice to you?”

      “She doesn’t have to be nice to me. I took her place. It’s like how I feel about Cordy.” I shrugged. It was the only thing I had to compare it to.

      Buildings began to appear along the service road of the expressway, the AMC movie theater followed by rows of houses.

      “She ousted herself, but I see your point.”

      “Remember what you told me. She doesn’t get why you have all the time in the world now and didn’t when you were married. She’s just angry. I get being angry that someone else has your life. I was angry too.”

      Vinny sighed. “She didn’t want to get divorced. She wanted me to let it go. Maybe she thought I would change and stay, but when I left and changed -”

      “It pissed her off.”

      “Yep.” He pulled off our exit. I could see the Manhattan skyline approaching from the distance, the window lights glittering like stars. “And she was forced to change. Carissa never wanted to work, that’s what we fought about a lot of the time. She likes all the perks money gets you but doesn’t want to hustle for it.”

      “The grass isn’t always greener on the other side.”

      My grass was, but Nate’s and Carissa’s had turned a bristly brown with dirt patches.

      Vinny parked the car by the cemetery at the top of the hill. He curled a piece of hair behind my ear. “What were you and Lisa talking about?”

      Put up or shut up. Lisa said it wasn’t too soon to bring this up. “That we were serious. That I wanted to build a life with you, have my own family. All of those things.”

      Vinny brushed his fingers along my jaw and nodded. The uncertainty in his eyes made my breath catch in the back of my throat. He sat back in the seat and looked out at the white gravestones, hands on the wheel before he unlocked the door and got out of the car.

      Vin Vin finally had Matty for the weekend and we’d spent Friday night having dinner together and playing video games. As I was waking up I felt like someone was watching me. It wasn’t Vincent as I was currently spread-eagled across his chest, drooling. I wiped the spittle from my mouth and groggily turned my head, opening my eyes. They widened when I saw Matthew standing there with Regi in his arms.

      “Regi wants breakfast.” He smiled. She gave him a loving gaze.

      “Does she? Or do you?” I whispered. Vinny had another hour of sleep before he had to get ready for work. Karl called him in for overtime and he couldn’t refuse. Me and Matty were having a day to ourselves. I was nervous and excited all at once.

      “Both.”

      “Give me one second. I don’t wanna wake your dad.”

      Matty nodded. I carefully slid myself off Vincent’s chest, out from under the covers, a finger over my lips.

      When Vinny finally emerged from the bedroom, I was at the stove flipping a pancake while Regi lapped up her tuna pate and Matty sipped orange juice.

      “Morning kiddo.” He pressed a kiss to Matty’s cheek before he came over to me. He wrapped his arms around me from behind, resting his head on my shoulder. “I’m usually the pancake flipper in this house.”

      “Not today.” I turned my head and kissed him. It wasn’t lost on me how this appeared to be a picture of domesticated bliss. It was sweet and wonderful and filled me with joy. When I was done cooking the pancakes I set them down on the table and took my seat across from Matty. Vinny was collecting his lunch and keys from the ring by the door.

      “See you two later. Matty be good for Dany.”

      “I will.” He waved goodbye to his dad before he cut into a syrupy pancake.

      I sipped my coffee. “So, what do you want to do today?”

      “Play catch at the park. I have to work on my aim.”

      “Uh—”

      “Dad already told me. Grandpa’s mitt will save us.”

      After we cleaned up breakfast, we found ourselves at the park. Shrieking kids in the distance, the roar of a busted fire hydrant from the street, and chimes of Mr. Softee filled the air. Vincent Senior’s mitt on my left hand with Matthew at a distance across from me. He sent the ball careening toward me, and I tried to stretch to reach it. I missed and the ball went rolling in the dirt.

      “I’ll catch.” Matthew trotted over to me, and we switched positions. I tossed the ball to him, and it slapped into the center of the mitt. “Good throw!”

      I laughed, “Is that how your dad coaches you?”

      “Mhm. Positive re-in…” He narrowed his eyes.

      “Forcement.” I finished for him, and Matthew nodded. He rolled the ball to me.

      “Are you guys always like that?” He kicked up the dust from the ground.

      “Like what?”

      “Nice to each other? Kiss and stuff?”

      “Yeah.” I chucked the ball to him, and he caught it again.

      “Oh.” He twisted the baseball in his hand, fingers rubbing over the raised red stitches. “Mom and dad weren’t and Tony and mom aren’t.” He looked down at his feet. “It’s nice. I like that.”

      I bit my lip. “It’s good to be like that, Matty. It means you care about each other. That’s how it should be.”

      Matthew lifted his head and smiled. “Yeah? It means that dad’s happy right?”

      “It does.”

      Matthew pitched the ball to me, and I stretched out my arms, opening my hands as I stepped forward. It smacked into my palm. My jaw dropped as I blinked at the baseball clasped in my grip. Matthew shrieked, tossing his arms into the air. He jogged over to me.

      “Dany, what’s your favorite thing? Show me.” He grabbed my hand.

      Next stop, the ballet studio. Matthew’s brow furrowed as he stood with his arms stretched to the side, knees buckling as he tried to hold his heels together in first position. I bit my lip as I demonstrated for him. “And this is a tendu.” I dragged my toe out beside me, pointing my foot against the floor, heel twisting toward the mirror.

      “How do you do this? This is hard.” Matthew tried to mimic my movement but wiggled trying to keep his balance.

      “It’s taken a long time. Like baseball.”

      “And it hurts.”

      I laughed. I heard the sound of giggling and turned my head to see Marty peeking around the corner. She quickly disappeared.

      Matthew gulped and his cheeks flushed pink. “A girl.”

      “It’s okay.” I held back a laugh.

      Marty strode out into the center of the studio, smiling. “Ms. Daniela, are you teaching my private today?”

      “No.”

      Matthew waved shyly at my student. A minute later Ms. Nettie walked into the studio. The gang's all here.

      “Dany, what a nice surprise! How did you know Marty has to work on her partnering?”

      “What?” Matthew balked.

      A half-hour later I was adjusting Matthew’s hand against Marty’s waist while her leg was stretched behind her in arabesque on relevé. Matty was chalk white and looked like he was about to faint while Marty kept giving him the side-eye. Ms. Nettie had her arms folded against her chest while she grinned with approval. “Okay now walk slowly. She will promenade with you.” Matthew shuffle stepped in a circle, turning Marty like she was a ballerina in a music box. She brought her leg into passé as she reached the front.

      Nobody realized Vinny had arrived until he was standing next to Ms. Nettie, watching his son partner a strange girl. “Does he have a future in ballet?”

      “Possibly. Good balance,” Ms. Nettie said.

      “He plays hockey.”

      They both smiled. When the kids finished their partnering session, Marty giggled and kissed Matty’s cheek before she darted off to the changing room. Matthew flushed and stared bewildered at his dad.

      “Come on, let’s get pizza.” Vinny laughed.

      The three of us sat with slices of pizza at Carlo’s, my old place of employment. I took a bite, making sure I left myself some cheese to pull away like taffy from my mouth. Matty laughed and then did the same, the both of us with a dipping bridge of cheese from pizza to mouth.

      Vinny dumped red pepper on his before he took a bite. We waited. Would Vin Vin play along? He did, making a cheese bridge just like we did.

      All of us slurped the cheese into our mouths and started laughing. I went to wipe the sauce away from my chin, but Vinny swiped it away with his thumb before he kissed me.

      “Gross!” Matty didn’t mean it, cause he was smiling.
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          MANICOTTI MONDAY

        

      

    

    
      Gaining Amelia LaBate’s approval was my sole mission in life. On Monday the pilot light on the hot water heater went out at his mother’s house and, Vinny being Mr. Fix It, popped in to work his magic. He took me with him. While he cursed in the basement, I stood in the living room, holding a bottle of Pinot Grigio, with shower damp hair. This wasn’t the first time we’d met, but I was still nervous.

      Hello, baby! Peek-a-Boo! The toy elephant's ears flopped down over its eyes and Vinny's nephew jostled with surprise in his mother's lap before squealing when the eyes appeared again.

      "He is so cute!" I mimicked the baby's squeals while Vinny's sister Kathleen laughed.

      "Thank you. Hi Dany." She reached out one arm to me, and I stepped in for a hug.

      "I brought wine!" I held up the wine to showcase it to Amelia like I was selling it on QVC, cheesy grin and all.

      “That’s my girl.” Amelia hugged me as well before she took the wine. “It sounds like my water heater is being murdered.” The room grew quiet except for Vinny’s nephew’s clapping and the clang clang of metal from the basement.

      "Hi Enzo," I cooed and little Enzo reached out to me.

      "Me?" I asked and beckoned to him. Kathleen wasted no time in placing the baby into my arms.

      "You two have fun. I'm going to pre-heat the oven." She waved goodbye and fled to the kitchen. Enzo wiggled in my arms before sticking his hand into his mouth to suck on. I couldn’t resist his chubby cheeks and plastered them with kisses making Enzo shriek.

      “Daniela.” Amelia hooked her arm into mine and began the short walk to the kitchen, “Not to pry, but I’d like to know where this is going with my son. You know he comes with baggage that you don’t, the financial instability, Matthew . . . I’m just concerned.”

      “Um . . .” It felt like a deer caught in the headlights of a car. Amelia stopped walking and raised a brow. “I love him.”

      "That’s it?”

      I nodded and Enzo did too. “I don’t care about all that stuff. That doesn’t matter to me.”

      "And what about Matthew?"

      "I love him to death." Matthew was as much a part of me as Vinny was. I was bonded to him and loved him like a surrogate mother.

      “Okay.” Amelia patted my back.

      The basement door opened to reveal a sweaty Vincent, wiping his hands on a towel, “You have hot water.” Vincent’s magic hands managed to fix another broken thing for someone he loved.

      We stared at him with alarm, not expecting him to emerge so fast from the basement. Hopefully, he didn’t hear the interview his mother gave me.

      “What?” He flicked the towel over his shoulder.

      Enzo patted my cheek and made wet kissy noises. “I’m sorry. I’m ignoring you.” I kissed his nose. I caught Vinny staring and the look in his eyes was one I couldn’t place. I smiled.

      "Ma! Ready to cook?" Kathleen called from the kitchen. "Brother, watch the baby! Elliot should be home soon."

      "Looks like you're on baby duty." I passed his nephew to him.

      "Look at this guy!" He tickled his stomach gently. The baby giggled and flailed his arms. My ovaries exploded. He blew raspberries against the baby's neck, eliciting a fresh batch of giggles.

      From my gut welled a creeping desire that I wanted this. I wanted this with Vinny. Slow down biological clock! Vinny never answered me after I told him I wanted to get married and have kids. We’d make cute babies though! Stop it!

      Us ladies found ourselves in the kitchen, each suited up in adorable gingham aprons, Amelia's embroidered with Super Nonna.

      "Kathleen took care of the first step, pre-heating the oven," Amelia said.

      "Unlike me who forgets to bake chicken parm," I admitted.

      "We all know about that." Kathleen patted my arm. "Why do you think we're making a pasta dish?"

      "It's also my specialty," Amelia said proudly.

      Amelia was our instructor. Kathleen started the boiling pot of water and I put the flattened pasta into the water to cook. While we waited I mixed up the filling, stirring ricotta, mozzarella, and Parmesan cheese into a mixture of eggs and parsley before sprinkling salt and pepper in.

      While I worked Kathleen popped open a can of freshly jarred sauce to heat on the stove. Vinny helped his mother jar sauce every year and she kept it frozen so that all she had to do was defrost it and use it whenever she liked. Smart woman.

      We patted down the pasta with paper towels before filling them. We rolled the cheesy mixture into pasta tubes and placed them on their red saucy blanket. We spread more sauce on top.

      "My trick? Instead of Parmesan on top, thin-sliced mozzarella," Amelia instructed. We all laid down the pieces of cheese. Amelia placed the tray into the oven. She opened the bottle of wine, filling up our glasses while we waited for our dinner to cook.

      "Kathleen, I decided to make the appointment." I took a sip of wine.

      "Really? When are you going?"

      "What appointment is this?" Amelia asked.

      "For a tattoo. I could never get one before and I've always wanted one. Vinny gave me his guy's number. He's pretty booked up, so I have to wait. I don't mind."

      "My son's a bad influence. He knows how I feel about those things."

      "Come on, Ma, give it a rest." Kathleen nudged her mother's shoulder. "Let me see?" I handed her my phone to show her what Vinny drew for me. The dancer caught in her swirling tornado. She showed her mother.

      "Vinny drew that?" Amelia studied the image her son created, and her eyes creased with joy.

      "Yeah."

      "Even though I can't stand them, it will be beautiful," she said.

      The oven timer went off signaling it was time to eat. I slipped on some oven mitts to retrieve our manicotti masterpiece. It smelled incredible, tangy tomato and strong parmesan filled the kitchen. Kathleen disappeared to set the table.

      "My son started drawing again?" Amelia asked as I set the tray down on the kitchen counter.

      "Yeah." I sniffed our accomplishment and felt a grumbling in my stomach when Amelia stepped over to me and kissed my cheek. I was taken aback and turned my head to catch her eyes. She was smiling the way Vinny did when he was unquestionably happy, deep dimpled.

      Once dinner was on the table and the wine glasses refilled, we all took our places. Vinny occupied what I assumed to be his father's old seat, at the head of the family. Elliot had come home from work by then and was beside his wife, an arm over her chair.

      "Dany helped with this?" my boyfriend asked.

      "She was under strict supervision and there's no meat." Kathleen laughed as she set Enzo down in his bouncer, turning it on to jostle the baby into a nap.

      "I’m missing a joke," her husband said.

      "When we first started dating I almost killed him with uncooked chicken. The joke will never die."

      "Vin, you sure about this one?"

      Vinny laughed. He stuck a fork into his manicotti and took a bite, as he was pulling it away the mozzarella cheese stuck to his fork. He dragged it out, creating an infamous cheese bridge. I did the same.

      "Victory is mine," Vinny said after he finished chewing.

      "One day Vin Vin, I will win." I munched.

      "What was that?" Amelia chuckled.

      "Cheese bridge competition," Vinny explained, "It's a thing."

      "Matty loves it," I said. "We eat eventually but it's fun."

      "My brother plays with his food, now?" Kathleen laughed. "Cause let me tell you before Vinny was always like, stop doing that." She mimicked Vinny's gruff voice and made a sour expression. "We don't play with our food. Matthew just eat."

      Vincent went to protest but was stopped by his mother’s hand on his arm. “I like the change; it looks good on you.”

      The rest of dinner went smoothly. We drank our wine, enjoyed the conversation, and teased each other. I felt more at ease the longer we stayed. I loved them all already. Especially little Enzo who stared at me with wide blue eyes and babbled.

      "Me again?"

      "Take him." Kathleen laughed. "He’s mine all the time. You can have him for a while." She lifted him out of her lap and plopped him down into mine.

      "We got the dishes ma," Vinny said as he got up from his chair and collected them from the table. Elliot joined him.

      He grinned when he caught my eye, staring while I entertained his nephew. "What? Do I have something in my teeth? Cheese stuck to my chin?"

      "No." He kissed me. After everything was cleared from the table, the boys retreated to the kitchen to get scrubbing. I liked the division of labor in this house.

      The way I had been so drawn to her son must have been a dead giveaway because Kathleen asked, "You want kids?"

      "Kathleen," Amelia scolded. "That's personal. You don't ask that."

      "Ma, I just wanna know. I mean this is serious. The last girl he brought home he married. Matty’s turning ten. This is a shit or get off the pot kind of deal."

      "I don't think Vinny wants more kids." I bit my lip. "But I do."

      Amelia sighed, "Have you talked to him?"

      "A little. He didn't bare his soul. That hasn't changed."

      "Time to talk again. I love my son, but you need to know if you're on the same page."

      Amelia sent us home with enough leftovers to last us the week and gave me a big squeeze before letting us leave. Once home, we crawled into bed with full tummies. Regi hopped up to join us, curling up on Vinny's stomach to get her nightly pets. Her breathing relaxed and she snored gently.

      "What a way to end the day. My two favorite girls in bed with me." Vinny smirked.

      "You're lucky I know you're talking about Regi or you'd be in trouble." I kissed his cheek and went to reach for my book but stopped when Vinny cleared his throat.

      "Can we talk?"

      "Should I be worried?" I shrunk down into the covers, tugging them up to my chin, like a security blanket.

      "Depends on how you take it," He sighed. "You told me the other night you wanted to get married and have kids." His eyes shifted to the ceiling. "I did that already. I'm not sure what I think about marriage anymore. Matthew is almost ten years old. I'd be starting over again. What we have right now is good, really good. I like this. I'm comfortable with this. I don't want anything else."

      "Oh," I said meekly. "Okay."

      "Just okay?" He turned onto his side forcing my sleeping cat to retreat in annoyance, leaping off the bed. "I love you. I just can't imagine doing that whole thing over again. It's too much of a risk."

      My hope crumbled. I brought the blanket up to cover my mouth. This hurt. I was too much of a risk. I felt my chest tighten. I willed myself not to cry.

      "It's okay,” I lied. It wasn't okay because that wasn't what I wanted anymore. Instead, I said it was because I loved him too much to tell him the truth.

      "Dany, don't lie about this. It's not fair to you if you lie."

      "No, it's fine. I get it." In a way I understood, but it shattered my romantic mind that he didn't believe this time could be different. That I would make it different. I was afraid of how painful it would be if I told him it wasn't fine and the consequences of that. I knew I would be heartbroken.

      So instead, it was fine.
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        * * *

      

      It was hot. New York summers were like a fucking volcano. I had no idea why my friends enjoyed an outside brunch. I massaged 50 SPF into my cheeks and squinted. This was a special kind of hell.

      "Guys, I'm dying,” I whined. “My face is on fire.”

      "Stop it. You're a vampire, hiding in your house all summer." Mellie filled up my glass with a mimosa.

      "I prefer see-through, thank you very much."

      Tricia halfheartedly chuckled and released a drawn-out sigh, a faraway gaze in her eyes.

      "What's going on?"

      She munched on a French fry. "George ghosted me. Again."

      "What?" Mellie said. "I thought you were done with him?"

      "I was and then he texted me all sweet and apologetic. I just," another long sigh, "I don't know why I keep doing this. Giving second and third chances to guys who don't give a shit."

      "It's okay.” I empathized.

      "It isn't. It makes me feel horrible." Tricia's eyes glistened in the sun's rays. "I don't understand. We just got back from Mexico and then he was gone."

      "Do we know where he lives?" Mellie growled like an angry mama bear.

      "Yeah." Tricia sniffled.

      "Give me his address. I'm sending him a glitter bomb." Mellie brandished her phone like a sword. "Glitter never dies."

      Tricia shook her head. "Don't."

      "We could name a cockroach after him." I grinned devilishly. "Live on in infamy as a vile insect." I hissed.

      "Stamata." Tricia wiped at her tears. She looked up at the clear blue sky before blowing a puff of air from her lips. "I'm done. For a long time. Self-partnering. I need to focus on myself again. I let my business falter. I'm overspending. I have to stop."

      "Hey." I grabbed her hand and squeezed, "Remember what you told me? Be kind to yourself."

      Tricia nodded. Mellie waved her hand in the air to get the waiter's attention, and something sparkled blindingly in the sunlight. My eyes widened and I pointed at the ring on her finger as she ordered another pitcher of mimosas.

      "Mellie!" Tricia shrieked.

      "Yes?"

      "When were you going to say something?"

      "Oh? About this?" She flipped her hand around to us, revealing the shimmering engagement ring on her finger. "After Tricia finished letting it all out." She wiggled her fingers, giggling like a little girl.

      "When did he ask?"

      "Yesterday."

      "Tell us the whole thing!"

      "He asked for Alex's permission which was the sweetest thing. He took us to Central Park for a picnic. When he asked me to get some cups from the basket, the ring was inside one of the cups. It was so cute! I cried." Mellie’s joy echoed the beautiful summer day. "I'm so happy. Alex is his best man and he’s so excited. Engagement party coming soon!"

      "I can't wait." I clapped before I hugged her.

      "You're next Dany," Tricia said.

      "Probably not.”

      "Vinny’s madly in love with you."

      I gulped my mimosa, the bubbles tickling my nose.

      Mellie nudged my shoulder. "Dany . . ."

      "Hmm?"

      "What happened?" She bumped me again.

      I groaned. "We had the talk. He doesn't want to get married again and definitely no kids."

      “I thought you didn’t care about that?”

      I raised a brow. Not now. I wanted it all. And with Vinny, my sea lion, the one who understood me more than anyone else in the world.

      "Oh boy.”

      "I lied to him."

      "Dany that was a dumb thing to do," Tricia said. I knew that! My stupid ass was too afraid to voice what I wanted because I was terrified of losing him.

      "You think I don't know that?"

      "When are you going to stop lying?"

      Never, Tricia.

      Brunch ended. We said goodbye and congratulated Mellie again on her engagement. I wandered down the street, heading toward the corner, digging through my bag for my phone. It rang as I yanked it out of my purse.

      "Hello?"

      "Daniela Verdi?"

      "Yes?"

      "This is Christian, the principal of Head Start Academy South."

      "Hi! How are you?" This was my top choice for a student teaching assignment, even though the kids came from difficult situations and were going to eat me alive, this was the kind of teaching I wanted to do.

      "I’m calling to let you know you’ll be student teaching with us in September.”

      I almost dropped my phone in shock. I'd been here before, everything seamlessly stitching together. A nagging doubt tapped the back of my mind, wondering when the shoe would drop.

      "Daniela?”

      "Yes!” I squealed, “Thank you so much!”

      Christian laughed, "Come in on Monday and we’ll go over our expectations, introduce you to your cooperating teacher, and prepare you for September.”
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              [image: ]
            

          

          THE GALA

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t wait any longer. Vinny told me he would be here by four. He promised. I crossed my ankles, Swarovski covered heels faded into black suede, a subtle bow at the tip of the shoe. The feminine curvature dainty around my ankle bone. I opened my crystal clutch and checked my phone. 5:30 pm. I had to leave.

      I hoped he would come running up the street at the last moment, singing a soliloquy of an apology. I’d laugh it off and get into the car. His lateness forgotten.

      That’s not what happened. I knew where he was. I knew what he’d done. I knew who he chose. After everything. He didn’t choose me.

      I glanced in the mirror, fixing my red lipstick, pressing my shoulders back, collarbones pronounced in my off-the-shoulder black silk gown. I looked like my old self, hair pulled back into a sleek bun, my great grandmother’s antique rose hair comb at the underside. I felt like a ballerina again and felt just as dejected as I did the night I broke my foot.

      This time because the man I loved abandoned me for someone else. Just like when I did this for a living, I forced myself into a regal silence, gentle upward curve of my lips, a permanent smile.

      After parking the car I made my way into the Metropolitan Opera, walking into a sea of opulence. I took a deep breath as I approached the staircase leading to the theater. A few late comers dressed to the nines in ball gowns and tuxedos rushed through the theater doors to take their seats. The program started at seven and everyone must have been seated already.

      I took my seat, glancing down at my celebratory program, my most famous roles, my list of accolades. The seat beside me was abandoned. My heart ached. He should have been here, sitting next to me, holding my hand, looking at the beautiful things I used to be able to do. Congratulating me on showing up here and facing my old life.

      But he wasn’t here. Instead, he was at the Long Island Sound watching Carissa exchange vows with Tony. Watching his ex-wife choose someone else over him. The same as he had just done. In a perfect world, just before the curtain went up, he would have plopped down into the seat, made it just in time, kissed my hand. Again, I would have forgotten it if he had.

      The curtain rose. Standing on stage were Cordelia and James waiting to move before the tinkling piano keys started. As they swayed to the side, the background behind them came to life, and there I was, in a recording, echoing their movements. I swallowed hard, eyes brimming with tears as I was able to watch myself dance on stage for the first time in my life. If Vinny had been here, he would have seen it too, seen the love pour out of me as I folded myself against James, opening my arms, bending backward. My eyes were glistening, elated to be sharing my joy with the world.

      I was so young, so wide-eyed and naive and it was so beautiful. I danced like James and I were the only people in the room and I could see now that he allowed me to drift off into my dreamworld and carried me through it. I flew, held up over his head, arms stretched toward the wings as he turned me. I had figured out how to fly.

      I wiped a tear away as the pas de deux ended. Cordy took her curtsey and James his bow before their hands motioned to the audience, directed at my seat in the center of the orchestra. I bowed my head to them in respect. The applause rang out in the theater, heads turning toward me. I mouthed “thank you,” courteous and grateful as always.

      At the end of the program, the director of The Company appeared on stage. “It is with great pleasure that we honor Ms. Verdi this evening for her exceptional artistry, artistic expression, and beauty of movement. All of us are grateful for the unabashed way you expressed yourself on the stage. It was a great loss to us and the ballet world that you could no longer dance. We thank you.”

      I stood up, hands pressing against my chest. My former colleagues appeared on stage, applauding. The audience shouted, “bravo.” Yet, my heart was broken. I was alone in a sea of people who pretended to adore and love me. I didn’t need them. I just needed one person and he was nowhere to be found.

      The reception was in the gallery, a large balcony with sleek marble floors and golden chandeliers. Waiters walked by with h'dourves and champagne. I waited by the balustrade, looking out the floor-to-ceiling windows, watching the expanse of Lincoln Center. Vinny still had time. I wanted to see him running his way up the steps, dashing through the crowd of people outside, careening his way up the stairs. That only happened in movies.

      "You look beautiful!" James’ voice had me spinning around. He pulled me to him for a warm hug. “Where’s hot buns?”

      “Sick. You’re my date tonight.” I hooked my arm into his, smiling so forcefully my cheeks hurt.

      James' pout reflected how I felt. My heels clicked along the floor. I could barely make it a step before I was stopped by a former colleague, a major donor, or the director, each singing my praises. James’ hand pressed against the small of my back for encouragement and I thanked God he was there. He placed a full champagne flute in my hand.

      “One of the finest ballerinas of our generation.” He was an older gentleman with salt and pepper hair, well-defined crinkles around his dark eyes. His demeanor dripped of money. “Nathaniel, don’t you agree?”

      Nate turned to face me while Cordy peered over his shoulder to see who the other man had been talking about.

      “Absolutely,” he said.

      “Thank you.” I took a sip of the champagne, the bubbles drifted to the surface and tickled my nose. Nate was still staring at me. Cordelia pressed her hand against his shoulder and there was my bracelet, diamonds glaring.

      “Son, didn’t you say you were acquainted with Ms. Verdi?”

      “I used to be.” Nate’s eyes locked to mine.

      “Please excuse me.” I set the champagne on a passing tray. I felt more like an outlier now than ever, a visitor amidst the glitz and glamour. Cordelia could have it. This veneer of beauty left a bitter taste in my mouth.

      “I hope that Cordy keeps watching that video so she can perfect the part the way Dany did. I’m tired of doing all the heavy lifting. Won’t matter in the fall though.” James grabbed a piece of bruschetta from a passing tray and popped it into his mouth. Cordelia narrowed her eyes at him.

      I heard his dig as I wandered off from the group. This was a decent goodbye. A time machine allowing me to step back into a vision of my past. I let my hand run along the gold balustrade, making my way to the winding velvet steps. It was time to say goodbye.

      “Daniela.” My name fell from Nate’s lips like the wind was knocked out of him. He gripped the railing as I did, his fingers not touching mine. He glanced at them before looking back to me. “How are you?”

      “That’s what you ran over here to ask?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      I patted his hand. “Goodbye, Nate.”

      “Wait,” he covered mine with his. “I’m sorry.” He glanced over his shoulder, looking at Cordelia who was glaring daggers at me while she nibbled on a piece of plain bread. “It should be you. She should be you.”

      I bit my lip. “No. You and her are exactly where you’re supposed to be. I was a conquest. You didn’t love me. You don’t love me now. I’m just nicer than Cordelia.”

      “That’s not true. I loved you when I watched you perform that pas de deux for the first time. I waited by the stage door for you to come out and when you did you were smiling so big the world lit up. I couldn’t even speak to you.” He stepped closer and I pressed my back against the railing, glancing up at him. “Then you were mine and I didn’t know what to do with that feeling. So, I did what I always do. I got mean. I’m sorry.”

      I put one foot on the step, walking away from him. “It’s too late.” My hand pressed against his chest.

      “I was too scared to love you.”

      My other foot followed and I turned away from him, fingertips dragging along the banister.

      “Nate,” Cordelia called in the background. “Your father is asking about wedding plans.”

      One step, another step, walking away from a world that did nothing but break me.

      Sitting on Vincent’s sofa in the dark, still in my pretty dress, I pressed my bare feet into the carpet, rubbing it against my toes, folding them over until they disappeared. A twinge of pain in my right foot made me press my heels back down. The only light came through the sliding doors of the balcony, a moonlit glow.

      The key turned in the lock.

      The door opened.

      A footstep on the wood floor.

      The click of the light.

      "Did you have a good time?” My voice was a breath above a whisper. I didn’t sound like myself. I didn’t feel like myself either. I felt like I was a statue, frozen in a horrible moment in time.

      Another footstep on the floor. His hand pressed against my bare shoulder.

      "Don't." I jerked away from his touch like he seared my skin with a hot iron. He knew that I would feel alone and abandoned even in a theater of thousands. "Why’d you do this?”

      I looked at him, hands curling around the back of the couch to keep a grip on reality. “Why?”

      “I tried to make it.” He ignored my question. He wasn’t saying why. He couldn’t. “You were already gone.”

      “That’s not why.”

      “Dany, please -”

      “You can’t let it go.” The realization slapped me in the face like the back of a pointe shoe. “The perfect wife. The perfect house. The perfect son. The perfect way things were before. I’m nothing like any of those things. You can’t imagine having anything that doesn’t fit into your perfect world.”

      “Me? What about ballet?” His blue eyes turned into a storm, his voice a growl. “Lingering around in a world that was ripped out from under you. Whining about a lost dream that was killing you. I lost my marriage and my fucking kid, not some prance around on your toes frilly tutu shit.”

      I was out of my seat, head tilted up toward him as the tears burst from my eyes. My heart broke open in an explosion, pieces flying in fragments. Pain like I’d never felt before beat against my chest. Now I understood why Giselle had gone mad. Now I understood why she ripped her hair from her head and collapsed. It hurt more than broken bones and dead dreams.

      “Asshole.”

      “I’m not prince fucking charming.”

      “I never asked you to be. I had a prince and he wasn’t charming.” I swerved my way around the edge of the sofa, flicking black silk behind me. “None of that was more important than us.” I stepped up against him, the tears drifted down my cheeks in a clear waterfall. “That world, that excessive over-the-top nonsense was a mirage compared to this. You’re the one who can’t see the new life that was right in front of you.”

      “That’s a dream, Daniela,” he snapped and stormed over to the desk in the corner. “Like my stupid sketches of you twirling around the ballet studio.” He held up the drawings, paper crumpling in his hands. “This is nonsense compared to the real world.”

      “It’s not nonsense!”

      “It is!”

      I sobbed. Where was Regi? He was right. He wasn’t prince charming. He wasn’t anything anymore. He wasn’t that soul-deep love that I foolishly thought existed. I was leaving and taking my cat with me. She was the only thing I could count on. Cats didn’t break hearts. I found her in the bedroom and snatched her from the bed. She looked around dazed and confused while her legs swung wildly like a metronome.

      I almost crashed into him when I spun around. I dodged him and stormed back out into the living room.

      “Dany, wait.”

      “I’m so stupid. I can’t believe I thought I found that soul-deep love that I read about in all of my dumb love stories.” Where was her carrier? Regi growled in my arms and kicked her legs as I stomped barefoot on the floor. The tears flooded my vision, everything blurry and blinding.

      “That’s only in books and movies. This isn’t a fairy-tale where true love conquers all. You knew I felt like this. Deep down you knew!” He followed behind me. “What are you looking for?”

      “Don’t accuse me of that. You told me that when someone loved me I would know. How dare you pretend!” I faced him again, Regi yowling and clawing at my arm. “Her carrier!”

      “What for?” His eyes widened in shock. “Wait—”

      “You chose. You did this. You chose the real world and misery over me. Go back to her if that’s what you want. You already did.” I hissed, mimicking Regi’s angry growls.

      “Stop.” He held up both his hands.

      “What for? It’s all the same. You’re the same as Nate, maybe worse. At least he didn’t pretend.” My fantasy collapsed. My fairy-tale dreams ended the way a ballet did, with the heroine crushed and destroyed, dead after losing herself to the fallacy of love.

      “It’s not the same. I’m not pretending.” Vinny tried to take my arm but I twisted away from him. Regi wriggled, panicked in my arms, and meowed. “I love you. It’s just different for me than it is for you. I don’t believe in this divine intervention that forces two people together into this one thing. It’s not magic. It’s two people choosing to be together.”

      "Then explain us.”

      “Because I wanted you!”

      More tears. A river of a broken heart. “It would have been better if you fucked me after the zoo and left me alone. Everyone wants to fuck a ballerina. You could have bragged about it.”

      I shoved my hissing cat into the carrier before zipping the bag. I hoisted her over my shoulder and grabbed the doorknob.

      “Stop,” he begged.

      I pulled open the apartment door.

      “Don’t go. I love you.” He was so close to me, his chest pressed against my back as he breathed. I wanted to forgive him, to take it all back, but I couldn’t. He didn’t believe in us the way I did. He showed me tonight when he left me alone in the theater giving my last farewell to ballet. When he watched Carissa marry her new husband.

      "Let me go," I whispered.

      It was time to stop lying to myself and to realize that he wanted me the way all the others did. I was something to be claimed. A prize. Nothing more.

      “Please.” He tried to wrap his arm around me but I fled into the hall. Tears coursed down my cheeks, salty on my lips. I charged down the steps like a marathon sprinter. Regi howled.

      “Daniela!”

      I emerged into the dead of night, murky black clouds drifted overhead, a grey smudge against a navy sky. Everything swirled and blurred together. The blinking red lights of a plane streaked into a red line across the sky, a streak of blood. It’s how I felt, torn open, split into two pieces, oozing out in all directions. A blur. Mottled and melted.
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          THE ENGAGEMENT PARTY

        

      

    

    
      I never thought I’d be the friend who found it hard to enjoy someone else's happiness. Watching Mellie and Charlie dance together at their engagement party was one of the most painful experiences of my life, especially this soon after a breakup.

      It wasn't just sadness that got to me, it was envy. When I saw them swaying in each other's arms I thought about being pressed close to Vinny. I missed how safe and warm I felt in his embrace. I thought about how this could have been our moment. Stupid delusions of love.

      I watched one of the people I cared about most in the world be completely and utterly happy. After being divorced and a single mom, she deserved it. I just wasn't happy myself at the moment.

      I got another drink at the bar and sighed heavily as I watched everyone around me enjoying themselves. I could burst into tears at any moment. I'd turned my phone off, knowing I couldn't handle a text or call from Vinny while I was here. Then I really would burst into tears. How pathetic. I was fucking pathetic.

      I could hear Mellie from earlier, "Just get back out there! Start dating. It's not a big deal."

      It was a big deal. I was done feeling this way. I didn't want to date ever again. While we sipped on wine and ate burnt steak I shrugged. I didn't have the energy to tell her no.

      It didn't help that Vinny went into panic mode about contacting me, but I couldn't talk to him. Nothing that he could do would make any of this all right. It was better we went our separate ways. I could go back to the old me, the free spirit that I was before I allowed myself to attach to Vinny. I was fine alone. I was used to it.

      "Look who it is." Fucking Chad. Of course, he was here.

      "What do you want?" I side-eyed him. I wasn’t in the mood for this. He'd turned out to be an asshole too. I sure could pick them.

      "Just thought I would say hi." He ordered himself a scotch on the rocks.

      "Hi." I scooped my vodka cranberry off the bar. The music at the party was great, upbeat, and fun. I watched Tricia and Mellie dance with each other, smiling and laughing. Normally, I would have been the first one out there, shaking my booty and stepping to the beat, but I couldn't. I didn't feel like dancing.

      "I couldn't help but notice you're here by yourself. What happened to Mr. Clean?"

      "None of your business."

      "I struck a nerve," he said with a satisfied smirk. "The guy you ditched me for ditched you. Classic."

      I had a weapon at hand, a mixed drink and I wasn't afraid to use it. "That's not what happened and like I said, none of your business."

      "Let me guess, you wanted something serious?" He leaned against the bar smugly.

      I dreamed of dumping my drink over his head. I restrained myself and started sipping. As I drank, I grew armed with liquid courage. This time it wasn't that flirty fun courage, it was that sharp-tongued nitro courage.

      "It was a lie," I quipped. "But you're all good at that, right? Just to keep someone around you will lie, lie, lie." I took his glass from his hand and stole the final sip of scotch before setting it back down on the bar.

      "Hurts, huh?" His stare bored into me like a laser beam. Chad thought I lied to him just to keep him around? Winding him deeper into my spiral of chaos that used to be my life.  If he did, that wasn't what I intended at all.

      "Yep." I ordered another drink. "Chad, I didn't mean to do that to you. I had no idea what I wanted."

      "You should have just told me that instead of leading me on."

      "I didn't even realize I was doing it." I sighed heavily, lifting my eyes toward the ceiling to take a deep breath. Every action had a reaction, a cause, and a consequence. I didn't know he felt dragged through the mud. I couldn’t believe I almost treated someone as poorly as Nate treated me, especially someone who didn’t deserve it.

      "Okay." He held out his hand to me and I raised a brow at him, "Let's take a shot, have a dance, and forget it all." I eyed his hand skeptically before I took it.

      I didn't know what his end goal was, but I did know I needed to try something to get me out of this funk. I couldn't wallow in my sadness and jealousy all night.

      "Tequila," he demanded from the bartender. Once the shots were in front of us he said, "On the count of three. One. Two. Three." We both lifted the shots to our mouths, took them expertly, and finished it off by sucking a lime and licking salt.

      "Now, we dance!" He pulled me to the dance floor.

      The girls cheered as I approached them. I had to smile. They were so happy that I couldn't let myself stay so damn sad.

      As I swayed and wiggled to the music, I caught Chad's eye and he winked at me. He was a better dancer than Vinny. He was still cute of course. There was a reason I slept with him and dated him. I knew I could take him home tonight if I wanted to by that one wink and grin. Did I want to? I'd done that after things ended with Nate.

      My heart pounding echoed the thumping music surrounding me. The bump of the base deepened and I realized I didn’t need a night with Chad to feel better. I had other things that would heal me. My tattoo appointment was approaching. I still had Regi. I’d be okay. The pain would subside.

      "Come here, baby!" Charlie shouted and grabbed Mellie around the waist, tugging her against him. "I fucking love you!"

      I laughed. I locked eyes with Tricia before she reached out her hands to me so we could dance together. The two single girls, taking on the world.

      "More drinks,” Charlie announced to our group. Mellie shrugged in response.

      Our little crew trotted happily over to the bar where we got our refills and congratulated the happy couple before disappearing to the dance floor. As I enjoyed spending time with my friends and Chad I forgot about my pain. It was as fleeting as the lyrics to Don't Stop Believing, which Chad shouted along to. I felt less alone in my heartache.

      At the end of the night, we all waited for our Ubers to pick us up by the valet. Charlie tugged a giggling Mellie into their car and Tricia waved goodbye before signaling for me to call her when I got home. I nodded as my car pulled up to the curb. Chad stood awkwardly beside me.

      I patted his arm before I said, "Get home safe."

      A sheepish grin crossed his face, and he shrugged before taking out his phone. I started my descent into the backseat.

      Chad gripped the car door and leaned inside. "Why wasn't it me?"

      I recognized the look of longing that I'd shared for someone a lifetime ago that never longed for me. "I don't know why one person fits better with someone than others."

      Chad didn't speak, instead he closed the door. As the car pulled away, I glanced at him, watching me disappear into the dark.
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          ON REPEAT

        

      

    

    
      Vin Vin <3: Dany I'm sorry.

      Vin Vin <3: I didn't mean what I said.

      Vin Vin <3: Please answer.

      Vin Vin <3: Daniela, talk to me.

      Missed call Vin Vin <3 8:30am

      Missed call Vin Vin <3 2:15 pm

      Missed call Vin Vin <3 6:52 pm

      Vin Vin <3: Answer the phone. Let me explain.

      Missed call Vin Vin <3 3:18 pm

      Vin Vin <3: I love you. You're right. I'm wrong. Please.

      I reached the point of no return in this breakup, more like wallowing miserably in a deep pathetic depression. I sat on my couch, cocooned in a fluffy blanket, snuggling a bottle of wine like a newborn. Every few seconds between sobbing and subtle tears, I took a hefty sip.

      There was an empty bottle of wine on the floor. I neared the point of alcohol poisoning but nothing could stop me now. This was bad. I let myself get too attached to him. I let myself dream, allowing my head in the clouds to continue to drift toward a never-ending life together. Vinny and I became so merged that I felt like a piece of myself was missing, a limb torn off and flung to the wolves.

      With him, my dreams changed. Instead of Sugar Plums and stage lights, my head filled with waking up every day next to Vinny LaBate and his stupid bald head and pretty blue eyes. He made me feel like a star without the tutu and pointe shoes.

      I discarded the other boys because they got in the way of my dream, but that dream died when my bones broke, and stupidly I laid another dream on someone else's shoulders. I sobbed and yanked out the cork from the bottle of wine before placing it against my lips. I chugged heartily.

      It was ringing again. My phone. It never stopped. The endless stream of missed calls from him chipped away at me further, carrying away pieces of my heart as I forced myself not to answer. Why couldn't he stop? I needed him to stop. I needed everything to stop.

      "No," I cried out in a desperate wail. "Stop calling me!"

      I looked over at Regi who lifted her head from the crook of her arm in alarm, blinking at me from atop her cat tree.

      "Stop ringing.” The phone stopped its swan song, and I flipped the blanket over my head. Two seconds later it started again. Where was my phone anyway?

      I unfurled myself from my fluffy shield and climbed off the couch. I began the search for my phone. Regi’s eyes trailed me as I stumbled my way around my apartment. It wasn't in the bathroom or closet. I only realized that after I flung countless articles of clothing from the shelves and was standing in a heap of dresses and jeans.

      To the bedroom! I yanked off the comforter and stared at my clean sheets. No phone. Next was the kitchen sink, lord knows I was drunk enough to have washed it like a coffee mug. Again, no cell phone.

      I spun around, forcing my eyes to focus amidst my drunken haze. Regi licked her paw. I staggered over to the cat tree. I smoothed my hand over her belly fur, lifting it slightly, and saw Tricia on the phone screen. I slipped the phone out from underneath my cat who nipped at my fingers. I answered it.

      "What?" My voice was hoarse and mucous choked.

      "Oh, girl . . ."

      "What?" I burst into tears.

      "Open the door.”

      "No, I just want to be alone. Leave me alone," I blubbered.

      "Hell no."

      "We're not leaving you alone like this," Mellie's voice came through the line.

      My bell started blaring like I was in the pit at a rock concert. I relented and pressed my shoulder helplessly against the buzzer. I heard footsteps marching up the stairs. Before I could collect myself, the girls were in my apartment. I was standing there with just my eyes peering out from my blanket.

      "Mellie, you're on comfort duty. Take the wine away. I got the other job," Tricia said as she disappeared into my closet.

      Mellie's hands moved to grip the bottle of wine I hugged to my chest like a life vest.

      "No." I sounded like a toddler having their favorite toy taken away.

      "It's okay." Mellie gripped it with both hands. "And we're going to shower."

      "No." I pouted. Mellie started to nod her head, and mine followed.

      "A shower will help, and you smell." She slid the bottle of wine out of my hands. I sniffled.

      "Dany, I know how it feels." She set the bottle of wine down on the floor and held her arms out to me. I fell into them. Mellie hugged me tight. Her comforting squeeze was exactly what I needed.

      "What happened in here?" Tricia uttered from my closet and something fell with a clunk to the floor.

      "What is she doing?"

      "Packing." Mellie petted my greasy hair. "This is why we need you to shower."

      "I am so confused."

      "We're disappearing.”

      "We're going to Greece!" Tricia announced as she rolled, what I presumed to be a full suitcase, out of my closet.

      "With what money?"

      "My money!” Tricia exclaimed, but when I tried to protest she stuck her finger against my lips. "Ssh, shower now. Airport in an hour. Your mom is watching the cat." She glanced at Regi who eyed us with disgust. She wasn't enjoying this little rescue mission.

      "You even took care of Regi? Aw, you guys." I sniffled again and hugged them both at the same time.

      "You stink, please shower." Tricia wrinkled her nose and I laughed.

      JFK was a nightmare when traveling on a planned trip, when running away at the spur of the moment, in the summer, it was torture. I yanked my sunglasses off and fished my passport out of my bag. Thank God it was still up to date.

      Since I’d traveled so much with The Company my passport was stamped from Shanghai to London. It’d be nice to travel and be able to enjoy it.

      I grabbed my rollie bag and tugged it up over the curb. I pulled up beside Tricia and Mellie who motioned for me to add my bag to theirs. A familiar buzzing in my pocket made me pull my phone out. I glanced at the message.

      Vin Vin <3: Dany, please answer me. I'm sorry. Let me explain.

      I swiped left on the message and tapped delete before I hoisted my bag onto the pile. I knew I should block him, but I couldn’t do it.

      "Let's get this show on the road." Despite how powerful it felt to delete him, I was filled with sorrow.

      I was out in the world, about to fly to Greece, but the emptiness lingered. Without being triggered by a text or call I would be caught unaware by the grief, chest aching, my breath catching in my throat, forced to hold back a scream. It was a void. Just endless blank space where once there was light.

      I felt my eyes welling up with tears. I put my sunglasses back on. After the curbside check-in guy took care of our bags Tricia and Mellie grabbed me by my arms and hustled me into the airport.

      The airport security resembled a cue at Disney World, winding round and round until the passport check. We made our way through just fine until we hit scanning. I made sure to empty my pockets as instructed, tossing everything into the bin and shoving it into the metal box.

      The girls made their way through without any problems. I had my passport and ticket in my hand before it dawned on me that I had a card that explained I had metal in my body which could activate the metal detectors.

      The remnants of my injury would remain with me until I died, physically manifested deep into the slim bones of my right foot. The wallet which contained the handy dandy card was sailing through a tub being scanned for liquids and potential weapons.

      I handed the TSA agent my passport and ticket with resignation, preparing myself for the forthcoming embarrassment. She checked it off quickly before I moved into the security line. I took a deep breath and walked through the metal detector. It beeped obnoxiously.

      "Is everything out of your pockets?"

      "Yes, look I have . . ."

      "Go through again," The agent said, pointing at the metal detector.

      "Let me explain . . ."

      "Go through please."

      I took another breath and went through my second pass of the metal detector. Beep! Beep! Beep!

      "You sure everything's out of your pockets?" The TSA agent popped her gum and placed a hand on her hip.

      "Yes, let me explain . . ."

      "Go through again," She pointed again. It was an ominous beast repeating my failure to me. My failure to be a ballerina. My failure at my relationship. Beep! You're a mess! Beep! Everything's falling apart! Beep!

      "Hold on a sec."

      "Again." The attendant raised a brow at me and I glanced at the ceiling for a moment, trying to hold back my tears. I couldn't hide behind my sunglasses this time. I turned and made my third pass through the metal detector. God! Please stop beeping! The Agent waved over one of her colleagues.

      "Wait! Listen. I forgot my card." Mellie and Tricia watched, their looks of concern growing larger as I kept having to go through scanning. "I have pins in my foot from a surgery."

      It didn't matter if one of the agents heard me or not. I was being taken off to the side to be scanned by a wand. As she swiped, the wand wooshed back and forth, emitting a cracking radio signal.

      "I have metal in my body." I tried to remain calm as I held my arms out the side. I was under intense scrutiny, judged based on my existence. The agent started clamping her hands down my leg.

      "I forgot the card," I muttered in desperation. Everything was so raw, this open wound that continued to grow beyond my control. I cried. Any semblance of control that I tried to maintain snapped like a twig. I broke down into a blubbering mess.

      The onslaught of tears made both agents pause. The agent down by my feet looked up as I gushed like a fountain.

      "This was a last-minute trip. I wasn't prepared."

      The agent blinked uncomfortably and moved the wand over my foot to the right. Beep. Then back to the left. Beep. Swish right. Beep. Swish left. Beep.

      The agent nodded at her companion and crept up from the floor. I was released to collect my things from the conveyor belt. I clutched the handle of my bag in my two hands like a security blanket. I wished I was home curled up with Regi, forcing snuggles and affection.

      I used my arm to wipe at my eyes before Mellie collected my bag. She patted my back. We wandered toward the gate in silence before I spoke, "My life is like a series of unfortunate events kept together by duct tape."

      "Okay, let's scale down the dramatics. Let's get some dinner," Mellie said. She glanced over at Tricia who nodded. When she saw the look of disdain on my face she asked, "Or wine?"

      "Wine," I replied.

      "Okay, we're doing the no food thing. Sure," Mellie said as we dipped into one of the restaurants.

      "I didn't say that. I'm kind of hungry. Maybe a salad."

      "No sad salad," Mellie replied as we took our seats at the table.

      When the waiter arrived, I turned to him and said, “Bottle of Riesling."

      "Start at the beginning, love." Tricia patted my hand.

      I took a deep breath and began my crushing monologue. The only thing my friends knew was that we'd broken up. I didn't explain the details. I was too upset and too mad at myself to get into the minutiae of it. I spilled the whole deception, outlining in detail our argument.

      "He said that? I can't even picture Vinny being like that," Mellie chimed in as the waiter filled our glasses. "It was pretty clear he was in love with you.”

      "He said all of it." I leaned back in my chair, arm folding against my stomach, glass of wine perched precariously in my hand. I was angry at how I allowed myself to be strung along by another man.

      "Maybe he got freaked out. I'm not excusing his behavior, at all. It's just rare for two people to fall into place the way you did. It's hard to let go of an old life, you should know that better than anyone," Tricia offered.

      "He went to his ex-wife's wedding without telling me and blew off my ballet gala," I hissed through my teeth.

      "That's pretty bad." Mellie drummed her fingers on the table. "It's deceptive. Like he could hide anything from you. Lawrence wasn't even that bad, and he was a cheating shithead."

      "Where did this even come from? It's totally out of his character!" Tricia blurted.

      "I don't know. It was like looking at a stranger.” When the waiter returned to refill our glasses, I snatched the bottle from him and set it down on the table. "I feel dumb that I thought I was special like I was in first place, meanwhile all he wanted was his old life back. Was any of it real?" I wasn't sure if I was asking my friends, or myself, or the earth to assure me that I hadn't made a total ass of myself.

      "I think so, babe." Tricia squeezed my hand. "He's not an asshole. He's got serious baggage that you don't have."

      "So he gets a pass because he’s wounded?" I had baggage too and still managed to open my heart to someone who I thought was solid, stable, and responsible.

      I gave my heart to someone I thought would take care of it. Instead, he destroyed it. He showed me that my hopeless romanticism was ridiculous. Vinny was right. Two souls coming together to form a perfect love didn't exist. I could pluck out some guy from a menu to make it work for the sake of not being alone. One guy was the same as the next. I would never let this happen again. I was done being broken.

      "No, he doesn't," Tricia said firmly, "but a little understanding would help."

      I topped off my glass of wine, eyes narrowed angrily before I took a sip. "Fuck it.”

      "Um, would you guys like to place your order?" The waiter stood above us, awkwardly shuffling from foot to foot.

      "Burger and fries."

      "Fries?" Mellie said.

      "Let me eat my carbs in peaceful sorrow."

      Tricia squeezed me tight. I rested my head on her shoulder.

      Love was stupid. Love wasn't worth the pain of the aftermath. Love could go fuck itself.
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          NO MORE LOVE STORIES

        

      

    

    
      Standing on a balcony in Greece overlooking the Aegean Sea was surreal. There was a light breeze blowing and I could hear the water crashing along the cliffs. It should have transcended my sadness, but it lingered, like foam on the waves.

      It wasn't as painful as before. It didn't feel like my heart was being stabbed and then ripped out of my chest. Instead, it was a dull ache, persistent and constant. The worst thing about it was the thought of him incessantly flooding my mind. The blue sea reminded me of his blue eyes. There was the lingering memory of the way his hand cupped a breast while I slept making it impossible to sleep at all. The ghost of him following me.

      I wanted to tell him, "Vin, look how gorgeous this is, let's go swimming!" or "let's go get some hummus and rent a moped to explore with!" That was the hardest part, looking beside me and realizing my best friend, the love of my life, was no longer next to me. I was alone, listening to the bursting waves, my skin tingling under the hot sun.

      "Mimosa," Tricia said as she crept up beside me, handing it to me with a smile. She leaned back against the balcony. "It will go away.”

      "I know." I took a sip of the orange mixture.

      The bubbles in my cup popped to the surface. Tears drifted down my cheeks and I wiped them away in frustration. I was tired of crying over him. I was tired of thinking about him. I was tired.

      The insomnia was driving me insane. The painful loop of our final moments was a sad movie montage. A projection of shattered dreams. When I thought of Vinny in the darkness of my room, his dimpled smile, a photograph in my mind, I couldn’t breathe. I was an inherent night owl but laying there as the sun broke through the curtains, my hand on an empty space beside me, allowed me to drift further into despair. Love didn’t last, it was as fleeting as grains of sand blowing away on the wind. Was I turning into Ms. Havisham? I hoped not.

      I rested my head against Tricia’s shoulder.

      "You'll see.”

      I sniffled loudly and felt another set of arms wrap themselves around me.

      "At least you didn't have a kid together." Mellie rubbed the small of my back. "At least it wasn't a divorce. That would’ve been a nightmare. I still have to see that asshole on a regular basis because of Alex."

      The mention of Mellie's kid reminded me of Matthew. Aside from struggling with the loss of Vinny where my delusional brain had turned him into my knight in shining armor, there was his son. I missed him.

      I liked listening to him tell me about his weekly adventures with his friends and family movie night. I'd become so entrenched in this pseudo-family that it was like digging myself out of two separate holes. The loss of love and makeshift parenthood.

      "But there's always a light. You'll find someone else, even if you think you won't, you will. Then you'll say to yourself, what the hell was I thinking?" Mellie kissed my cheek.

      "Like you did?"

      "Yeah," she smiled.

      I didn't believe her. I was the odd one out when it came to love. The boys all wanted to capture me, like a wild animal. They enjoyed my spirit for a little and then decided I wasn't worth the time. Nate had and Vinny did too. My insides churned violently, reacting with flu-like symptoms.

      "All right, let's get ready to lay on the beach all day." Tricia squeezed my arm before disappearing back into the villa.

      "We all go through this. It’s inevitable. Take it one day at a time. That's why we're here," Mellie said.

      "That's not true," I remarked sadly, "look at your parents and mine. They've been married forever."

      Mellie sighed, "Things aren't like that anymore."

      "But, why? Then what's the point?"

      "Because this is what human beings are designed to do. To pair up with someone, care about them but eventually, it dies and you find someone else." Mellie shrugged.

      How could heartbreak not be a big deal? I was being crushed by a boulder, everything heavy and cloudy despite the bright sun glowing all around me.

      "I refuse to believe that. If it's real it doesn't fall apart. If it's real you should be able to work through anything."

      "Well, you happened to pick someone who feels exactly like I do. That things don't last. He's divorced like me, remember?" Mellie crossed her arms and raised a brow.

      "I didn't ask him for anything."

      "Yeah, you did without realizing it. You wanted him to blindly love you, Dany," Mellie sighed, "when you've been through what we've been through you don't love like that anymore."

      What had I believed about us? I believed I found my person. The guy who matched me in everything. He completed pieces of me that I didn't realize I was missing. His logical side filled in for my irrational one. His calm presence cooled my frenzy. It was a balance. Even my friends weren't able to accomplish that feeling and I'd known these girls almost my whole life.

      "He was my person." I looked down at my empty glass, the bubbles having drifted away with the remnants of my mimosa.

      "Honey, that's not real. It's just something that movies and books sold us to make us think that there is one perfect person out there for everyone. That's not true."

      There was a swoosh as the sliding door opened and Tricia poked her head out, "Are we going to go to the beach or what?"

      "Yeah, let me get ready." I forced a smile.

      "Did you pack sunscreen?"

      "Course. Are you crazy? You know what happens when I don't."

      "We don't need a repeat of last summer." Tricia pointed at me in warning.

      "Never again."

      After collecting our things the three of us made our trek to the beach. We set out our supplies. I made sure to slather myself in sunscreen. I parked myself on my beach towel and rifled through my bag for a book to read. There were three, Outlander, The Notebook, and The Princess Bride.

      Didn't I have anything else? Couldn't there be something that didn't have to do with love? Aha! Fables by Bill Willingham. That would be fun. Fairy-tale characters trapped in New York City. My kind of book. I flipped over onto my stomach and opened to the first page.

      No more love stories. So I thought. It turned out to be a fucking love story.
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          GRECIAN WAVES

        

      

    

    
      My buzzing phone made me glance away from a raging Bigby Wolf, fangs drawn, eyes bulging madly. He was calling again. Vin Vin <3 flashing on the screen. I tapped ignore, sending him to voicemail.

      I flipped over on my towel and sat up, looking out to the sea. “I’m going in.” I stood. The sand was like fire under my feet, and I started running to the water. The ocean broke over my toes and I stared out at the blazing sun. I didn’t go in. Instead, I watched the water ripple and glisten.

      Dany it's me, Vin Vin. This is harder than I thought. I'm sorry. I guess I thought it would be easier to try and creep back into my old life than build a new one with you. What I didn't realize was that we’d already done that and I loved the life we were building. I still love that life. I want that life back. You reminded me what it was like to have fun. I swear I've never barked at sea lions until I met you. Please call me back. I'm heading to your house right now even if you don't. I love you. I'm sorry. I miss you. You were right. That whole fairytale thing is real. It can be real. It just doesn't look how you think.

      Played on loop. Speakerphone. Pretty words that he knew I wanted to hear. They didn’t mean anything though. They didn’t make his admissions hurt any less. They didn’t take away the pain he caused, like being shot through the heart. It was a broken record, skipping and repeating the same moment over and over. Absolute torture.

      “Delete it.” Mellie flopped onto her belly, her skin glowing like a bronze statue.

      I shook my head.

      “Don’t force her.” Tricia rubbed sunscreen on her arms.

      I played it again.

      “Didn’t he say this already?” Mellie squinted at me.

      I nodded.

      “You’re just torturing yourself.”

      “What did Charlie do to get you back?” I whispered.

      Mellie laid down on her towel, arm resting over her eyes. “He showed up at Alexander’s soccer game with a picnic lunch for us and Lawrence. Shook his hand. Cheered on my kid. After the game, we went indoor rock climbing. He didn’t call me or text me. He knew he needed to show up.”

      After the beach we found ourselves at an outdoor café, sipping cold Frappés. I had burnt to a crisp, my cheeks red and freckled, my shoulder-length hair wild with waves from the ocean air.

      “One of the hottest parties is tonight.” Tricia picked at a piece of Spanakopita, phyllo dough flaking onto the plate. Apparently, the Greek contingency alerted my friend to the place to be tonight. All it took was one initial text and the lines were flooded.

      “That’s not my thing,” I said.

      “What?” Mellie blurted, “Ms. Prima Ballerina dancing with Jennifer Garner in the Hamptons doesn’t want to go to a trendy beach party?”

      I shook my head. I felt like I'd been forcibly rewinded, like shoving a pencil into a VHS tape and twisting angrily. Maybe I'd break another limb like my left wrist. That would force everything full circle.

      “Stamata. We’re all going,” Tricia said.

      “No.”

      “No more wallowing.” Mellie stood up.

      I grabbed the base of my chair. “The only way I am going is if you carry me.” I glared at them both.

      My friends shared a look and then Tricia stood as well.

      “You can’t make me party.”

      They both came toward me and Tricia grabbed one arm, Mellie the other and they hoisted the chair into the air.

      The café owner came out and started shouting in Greek. Tricia answered him with something I didn’t understand. He guffawed, waving her off.

      I shrieked as I was carried off, dragged through the white and blue streets of Mykonos. “My frappé!” Bye-bye coffee.
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        * * *

      

      The place was stunning. Lanterns surrounded the pure white patio, setting the outdoor veranda aglow like sunlight even at night. Although it was crowded with people, I didn't feel stifled because of the cool evening air. The breeze from the sea drowned out the heat.

      The loud music made it feel like the floor was pulsing. When I glanced over the edge of the stone wall the sea crashed on the rocks below. Skimpy bathing suits and coverups were the dress code for this event. Even though I was thin I'd never been comfortable showing a lot of skin and I felt out of place and naked.

      I clicked my glass to Mellie's. "Where's Tricia?"

      "Who the hell knows?" Mellie took a gulp of her drink. "Greece is like her home away from home. She knows everyone here."

      I laughed. Mellie had a point. Greeks were an ever-growing family tree, each person connected in some way, someone's aunt knew some other third cousin twice removed.

      I didn't understand the lyrics to the music playing but I understood the rhythm. I danced to the music, swaying my hips as I held the straw of my drink in my hand. Once I was out, I was warming up to the idea of letting myself have a little fun.

      As I rocked my hips to the beat, I noticed a familiar head of brown hair laughing and resting her hand on a man's bare chest.

      "Is that Tricia?" I nodded toward the direction of the bar. Hmm, he was good-looking at least and had a great tan. Mellie turned her head to look and raised a brow at me.

      "I swear that girl could find herself a man anywhere we go.”

      "Let her get it. At this point, who cares? We're in our thirties." I finished off my drink and wiggled the cup at Mellie.

      Did I care? I did. I wasn't about the hookup life. I didn't want to deal with the slew of Billys that trip trapped in and out of my bed. The thought of starting over with someone else was debilitating and nauseating. I didn't want to deal with finding out if some random dude liked anal or half and half in his coffee.

      "Lord give us the strength to make it to sunrise." Mellie tilted her head to the sky in supplication.

      I wove my way through the drinking dancing bodies, making it to the bar. I lifted my fingers into the air and arched my back to show off my breasts. That got the bartender’s attention quick. Before I knew it, I had a drink in front of me. I waited for Tricia to notice me amidst her giggles and whispers to the boy with his hand on her waist. When she did, she grabbed my arm and pulled me toward them.

      "Dany! Do you remember Nick?" Tricia had a red-cheeked happy glow. I tilted my head to look up at this guy whose features I could vaguely remember from some faraway past.

      "Naked Nick?" My jaw dropped.

      He laughed. "Yeah." He glanced at Tricia with longing. "I'm never getting rid of that nickname, huh? Run down third avenue naked and branded for life. This calls for a shot to celebrate." He detached himself from Tricia and disappeared into the crowd.

      "I know!"

      "The same one you dated junior year of college for like twenty minutes?"

      She peeked at his butt as he ordered shots from the bar. "He's hot, right?"

      "Incredibly."

      "And we're in Greece," Tricia reasoned. I made a kissy face at her. "Stamata!" She shoved my arm with a laugh.

      "I come bearing gifts." Naked Nick presented the shot tray like he was holding a platter of precious jewels. Mellie joined us by reaching over my shoulder to grab a shot.

      "Naked Nick!" She shrieked.

      He took a resigned breath. "Let's make a toast. To Naked Nick living on in infamy."

      "Opa!" We all shouted and downed the shots.

      After that, the world swirled itself into a blur of lights and sound. Music pounded in my ears and vibrated throughout my body. I spun back into my old life by partying on the dance floor, drinking with my friends, and laughing to my heart's content in one of the most beautiful places in the world.

      Sadness melted away like a flowing river. The anger dissipated like the sun breaking through the clouds after a storm. Salty sweat dripped down my back pasting my hair to the nape of my neck. I spun and landed on the sun rising above the sea in the distance, an orange haze breaking through purple darkness. I grabbed Mellie by the arm, a grin plastered on my face.

      "Where are we going?" She laughed. Tricia and Nick stopped grinding on each other long enough to watch in shock as I pulled Mellie down the winding steps to the beach.

      "Catch them!" I heard them running behind me.

      Once I reached the beach, I pulled off my sandals and flung my kimono to the sand.

      Mellie giggled, "what are you doing?"

      I didn't answer her as I went rushing toward the ocean, the sand heavy and warm between my toes. When my feet hit the water, foam floating over my toes like a dream, I closed my eyes.

      The sun continued to rise in the distance washing over me in a gentle light. I waded into the ocean. As a wave rose, I took the plunge, diving down into the depths of the water. As I swam, the current passing over me in a chill, I felt calm. When I felt like my lungs were ready to burst, I broke the surface gasping for air.

      "I can breathe." I trod water bobbing up and down amidst the waves. Yes, I could breathe. I could do more than breathe.

      I turned to face the beach when I heard Mellie yell, "You're crazy!"

      I wasn't crazy. I was relieved. I was alive. I hadn't died from a broken heart. I hadn't collapsed under the weight of it. Here I was treading water rising up out of the ocean like a fucking mermaid. I didn't need him.

      As I swam to shore Tricia grabbed Nick around the neck and pulled him toward her for a kiss. The shock on his face melted into a satisfied smile while he pulled her into his arms.

      I hurried over to my friends and wrapped Mellie into a heartfelt hug. "Let's go home."
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          TATTOO

        

      

    

    
      After the plane touched down at JFK, I said goodbye to my girls and instead of going home, I went home. I flicked on the fluorescent lights in the studio, they rippled on in a wave. I slipped off my sneakers and walked to the center of the floor. Me and the mirror. That’s all there was. What did I see now? Me. Just me; wild hair, big eyes, bony limbs, fingers like feathers.

      I lifted my hands and moved my fingers in a rolling motion before I pulled them through my hair. I walked closer to the mirror. Button nose, small breasts, narrow hips. I stretched my scarred foot in front of me, pointing my toes, they curled downward. I lifted my leg, dragging my big toe against the mirror, up and up and up, until my face disappeared behind my foot. My muscles trembled. I squeezed, holding, aching.

      “Daniela?”

      I dropped my leg to the ground and turned to Ms. Nettie. I hadn’t realized I was crying until I saw her coming toward me. Sobs broke forth and I covered my face. Her arms were around me before I had a chance to push her away.

      “It’s so lonely,” I gasped.

      “What is, honey?” She rubbed my back.

      “Ballet. Love. All of it.”

      Ms. Nettie kissed my forehead. “It doesn’t have to be. A corps de ballet isn’t lonely. They dance together in perfect unison. When you dance a pas you have a partner. Even when you’re the star everyone is there with you. Love is the same way. It’s all connected.”

      “Then why am I still alone?” I uncovered my face. Ms. Nettie’s gentle hands moved through my hair.

      “You’re not.”

      “But I am. I loved Vinny and it still fell apart. He left me alone. I don’t understand.”

      “Is that what really happened?”

      I swallowed hard as I thought back to the night of the gala. The way I felt when I sat there in the theater watching the world applaud me without the person I needed to be there cheering me on. The aftermath. The way I walked away. I could have stayed. I could have let him explain himself, but I didn’t. I didn’t let him keep making excuses like I had with Nate. Why?

      Ms. Nettie turned us to the mirror. “You’re not alone.” Her hands rested on my shoulders. I took a deep breath.

      No. I wasn’t. I had me. I had every single piece of me, and I wasn’t held together by duct tape. I was cement, permanent, sturdily constructed, a carefully laid foundation. I moved my hand to my chest. Me. Just me. For the first time, I loved me. I didn’t just like me. I loved me. Loved myself. No director, choreographer, or lover mattered. I mattered.

      I smiled and rested my head against Ms. Nettie’s shoulder.

      Pride and Prejudice, Wuthering Heights, The Night Circus, Romeo and Juliet, Jane Eyre, Sense and Sensibility; one love story after the other went into a box. My dead pointe shoes with frayed ribbons joined them. Regi swatted at the pink satin dangling from the edge. I tucked it inside and closed the flaps before I carried the box into my closet, kicking it to the far corner.

      I looked at the clock. I was running late.

      “I’ll be home soon Regi.” I made sure to shut the door behind me as I made my way to Blue Moon Tattoo.

      Vinny and I had meticulously adjusted the drawing. Carefully detailing every aspect of it before I agreed to have it placed permanently on my thigh.

      “It should look like this?”

      I was perched on Vincent’s lap while he tapped the drawing he’d created for me. The tornado ballerina with her wild hair flung behind her, head tossed to the sky. Wisps of blue and purple smoke followed her. Her fingers reached upward while her back leg was flung behind her, a pointe shoe almost touching her hand. It was all movement, wild and untamable.

      Vincent used his thumb to smudge a line that seemed to be bothering him. I kissed his cheek.

      “You even got my nose right.” The round button nose on my face showed in the profile.

      He turned his head and kissed my shoulder. “Course I did. I know what your face looks like.” His wrist brushed the edge of the sketchpad and I noticed there was the hint of something below my drawing.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing.” Vin pressed the corner back down.

      “I danced for you.” I nudged him. “Show me, please?”

      He licked his lips and turned the page. Brady’s. Me walking through the door on my heels. Long hair tumbling in waves around my face, a smile on my lips, finger flicking a piece out of my eye. Everyone around me was a blur, dark black smudges, while I was framed in a rose-colored glow. The first glance. Vinny sitting at the bar, waiting.

      I turned another page. Me hugging Rosaline the sloth to my chest, joy in my eyes. Another page. The sushi showdown, my salmon roll dancing in the air. Another page. Barking at the sea lions together while they waved in the background.

      “How long have you been doing this?”

      “Since the zoo.” He admitted and then pushed the pages back down, flipping back to the dancer. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. “Told you I love you.”

      The memory was bittersweet. I was supposed to be there with Vinny while his drawing was memorialized on my thigh. Instead, I was alone while Joe Bean used his ink-infused needle to buzz the ballerina onto my skin. An etching, painful, burning, a reminder of the mark Vinny would forever leave on my heart.

      Hours of meticulous line drawing and shading left my skin raw and weeping red. Joe asked countless times if I needed him to stop, but I said no. Nothing hurt that bad. Nothing physical anyway.

      When he was through Joe wiped down the tat and covered it with a clear sheet used to heal burn victims, protecting my permanent art. A seal to contain and protect.

      “Check it out,” he said.

      I got down off the table and stood before the mirror. A smile crept over my lips as I looked down at the whirlwind of a dancer. She could have twirled off my leg.

      “Perfect.”

      It was raining when I left. I glanced at the crying sky and closed my eyes, droplets kissing my cheeks. At the base of the steps was a puddle. Hop. Splash. I smiled as my jeans got soaking wet. I tapped my foot into another one and kicked at the water. The rain washed down over me in a gentle caress as I danced through the puddles on my way home, sweeping my toe through the water, brushing a jeté into another, landing on one foot, a graceful leap ending with a splash. By the time I got home, I was drenched.

      I changed into dry comfy cozy clothes, sprawled on my couch, and opened a book. I slipped my feet under the blanket. Regi hopped up onto my lap and brushed her nose against my chin. I petted her, smiling, her face rubbing against mine.
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          THE MIRROR

        

      

    

    
      "Tendu plié, tendu plié, and change change change." I called clapping my hands in time with the rhythm. My ballet students extended their feet outward along the floor before quickly snapping back, closing in front, heel to toe like a gate opening and closing.

      I stepped over to Marty and drew a finger down her back, "Tall, up . . . don't get lazy." I corrected her posture; she had a habit of slouching that I was breaking each class. She nodded her head, straightening her back, shoulder blades folding inward like the wings of a bird.

      The studio was my temple, safe and inviting, my second home and when I stepped through the door the stress of a hard day melted away. I healed here.

      I didn't want to think about where I would be if I hadn't come in that day to speak to Ms. Nettie. Strange how the thing that broke me healed me instead.

      I moved swiftly through the motions of class. Easily demonstrating exercises, picking at the position of their hands. Ballerinas had relaxed elongated fingers, each one seen from the audience. They floated as they moved, dancing through water. That was something to master in itself.

      "Grand allegro!" I called as my students finished in the center, chests heaving from the difficulty of the class, sweat dripping down their collarbones. The girls all rushed to the corner of the room to watch me demonstrate and call the steps.

      "Tombé pas de bourrée glissade grand jeté. Just a simple exit today. Really use your plié to get off the ground." I turned on the music and then counted them out to eight before the first girl took off.

      "Lift!" I shouted as she leaped into the air, sending her legs shooting out into a split. The next girl began her rush across the floor.

      Ms. Nettie appeared beside me. "They look fantastic."

      "I never really thanked you for giving me this job." I grinned and she looped her arm around my shoulders, nudging me in for a hug.

      "There was never a doubt in my mind you were ready for this."

      I nodded and watched the reflection of the girls rushing across the floor in the mirror. One after one leaping into the air with reckless abandon and joy. I was so entranced by my dancers that I hadn't noticed the drawing on the wall, waiting silently to be seen. I felt the blood rush down into my stomach. I turned white.

      "You okay?" Ms. Nettie asked, and I nodded quickly.

      It was in the identical style as the tattoo on my leg. The same lines of the face, same hair, same girl. He'd finished it. He promised Ms. Nettie he would make her a piece of art for the studio, and he'd done it.

      He'd put me in motion again, hair whipping around my face, one arm reaching toward infinity, and the other just out of reach, pulling away from the man standing in the corner of the drawing. His eyes were for her alone, but he didn't have her and he couldn't quite catch her either. The faded swirls of blue smoke made it all seem ghostly and eternal. A never-ending longing.

      I glanced at the clock. It was almost nine. Class was over in five minutes. The girls were waiting for my instructions from the other side of the room, "Left!" I tried to yell but it came out as a squeak.

      "Dany, what's wrong?"

      My eyes were still locked on the drawing, forever longing, forever grasping for love. God, I was stubborn. I studied the gaze of the man, the depth of pain as he tried to hold onto her poured from it like a waterfall. Take my hand. Take me.

      "The drawing."

      "He came and hung it himself."

      I was in a daze as the class ended. I led the girls in a reverence, eyes locked on Vincent's drawing as I extended my arm toward the mirror, gracefully sweeping it toward the ground before the curtsey. The girls clapped in appreciation, and I clapped back quickly.

      I kissed Ms. Nettie's cheek. "I gotta go." I left her standing behind me with a confused look in her eyes.

      I scrambled into the office, balancing myself on the wall as I yanked off my ballet slippers before tossing them into my bag. I pulled on my combat boots and tossed my sweater over my head. I flung my dance bag over my shoulder. The onslaught of texts messages and phone calls from Vinny ended a month ago. His art said more than any phone call, text message, or plea in person ever could.

      "Bye Ms . . ." I barely heard the girls as I climbed my way out from the basement studio, taking the stairs two at a time.

      Where was I going? I was out on the street, cars rushing by, lights glowing. He would either be at home or Brady's.

      Damn it, Dany! What if he said no? If he says no, then he's not it. He can't say no. He just can't. Not after he poured his soul into that drawing.

      I ran down the avenue to Brady's and pulled open the door to the bar. I saw Karl rifling through his cash to pay the remainder of the bill.

      "Karl!"

      He twisted to face me, blinking in surprise. I must have looked frantic, face flushed, panic in my eyes.

      "Dany?" Once he realized it was me, he sounded happy to see me, "Hey, Dany! What are you doing here?"

      "Where's Vinny?" I panted from my mad dash down the street. I was a ballerina, not a long-distance runner. I gasped for air.

      "Oh he just left; the game ended." Karl shrugged.

      "Thanks!" I didn't wait for a response. I turned on my heel and shoved the door open with both hands.

      I glanced toward home, where we lived on the same street, only a few houses away from each other. There he was, walking slowly down the block, broad-shouldered and tall, hand reaching back to rub against his bald head.

      He stopped at the corner before pressing his hands deep into his pockets, waiting for the light to change.

      I ran.

      Before I reached him, I shouted, "Vinny!" I flung my arms around his waist from behind, pressing my face into his back. Oh fucking hell, he smelled the same, that musky, earthy scent. Grounded, just like he was.

      "Dany?" He questioned with disbelief and then his hand was over mine, gripping it tightly for a moment before he turned to look at me, "What are you doing?"

      I arched my head up to look at him, to take in those sea-blue eyes. I started crying.

      He reached down and took my face in his hands. His lips turned into a frown, brows furrowed, thumbs hastily brushing the tears from my cheeks. His big strong hands that held me up when I felt like I couldn't conquer the world on my own. "Dany, please stop crying."

      But I couldn’t. I missed him. I wanted him. I already felt like I had come back home. I’d forgiven him ages ago and couldn’t bring myself to pick up the phone. What had I been holding out for?

      “It’s real Dany.” His thumbs brushed away my tears. “It's just real in our way. I tried to block out how real it was because I was scared. You're better than a fairy-tale, Dany. I want my best friend back.”

      I knew then the fairy-tale was what we created together. He was my fairy-tale.

      Vinny looked at me the way the man in the sketch looked at the ballerina. Just out of reach but wanting so badly to keep her. He could fucking keep me. He could keep me, always.

      “I want the girl who clucks like a chicken, flings sushi at my face, calls to sea lions, shoves candy in my mouth, and makes me ride carousels. I want the girl who dives into the cold ocean because she feels like it. I want the girl who stayed at my apartment for two weeks when I fucked up my knee and cooked me bad food, gave me massages, and took care of me because she wanted to. The girl who took the time to let my son love her and earn his trust. I want you. I want all of you."

      His hands gripped my face tenderly, eyes never leaving mine. "You remember when we talked about the love thing? I read that book. The one you went on and on about. The one with the matching souls and all that stuff. I don't want to wander the moors forever trying to find you. We match. It is real. You were right. I can survive without you, but I don't want to because everything is darker. You've changed everything."

      "You look at me the way the guy in the picture does. The one you finished," I swallowed hard, trying to catch my breath and let my hand grip his wrist before I grabbed his hand tightly in mine. "Please, please tell me it's not too late."

      Vincent took my breath away with his kiss and he pulled me into his arms, embracing me wholly and completely. The air filled with the scent of him, cedar and lemon, summer on the cool autumn wind.

      I rose onto my toes, kissing him back, arms tightening around his body like I couldn’t get close enough. My heart filled with love, nearly bursting at the seams. I chose him. He was the guy, my lobster, my person. He made everything else in the world make sense. He was right, everything slowed down and didn’t seem so hard anymore when I was in his arms.

      Dimples. I let my fingers dip into them, feeling my smile light up my face.

      "I really don't want to wander aimlessly for eternity thinking about what could have been."

      He pressed his forehead to mine before rubbing my nose with his. He chuckled. “We won’t be doing that.”

      He moved his arm to my waist, securing my body against him before sliding his hand down my arm, fingers curling into mine. I pressed a hand to his chest. An arm on the waist clasped hands...

      "What're you doing?" I asked.

      "Dancing," he whispered before he swayed me side to side, humming softly in my ear. "I will dance with you anywhere and always."

      I moved in time with the imaginary music. My forever dance partner, willing to hold me up even if I fell. That’s what it felt like anyway. We were glued together. Nobody else in the world existed, just the two of us, dancing on the street corner.

      "Dany, it was you from the moment we danced together at Brady's. From the moment I saw you. It was always you."

      "Really?" I slid my fingers over his beard, rubbing the scruff gently. Vinny nodded. I felt my eyes well up once more. He brushed away the tears before spinning me, pulling me against him, and dropping me down into a dip. I shrieked with laughter. He finished it off with another kiss, his chest pressed to mine like we were our own pas de deux.

      "Call me but love and I'll be new baptized," he whispered against my lips.

      “Are you?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      I laughed. He lifted me up, hiking me into his arms. I squealed before he began to walk back to his place. I hooked my legs around his waist and played with his beard. I didn’t take my eyes off his. I teased kisses against his cheek and snuck another on his lips.

      “Vin Vin.” I kissed his neck. “Can we order sushi?”

      "Dany, you know I hate fish."

      "Chicken teriyaki for weirdos like you." He carried me past his place, three doors away from mine, full circle serendipity.

      He took a step up my front stoop. “Regi needs her medicine,” he said.

      I nodded. A kiss to his cheek. "Should we surprise Matthew? Turn on the PS5 and ask him to play?"

      "He would love that.” Vinny’s dimpled grin appeared again.

      This was exactly how it was supposed to be. We’d come back home. It was a new start, the two of us making our own fairy-tale ending in whatever way we wanted. It didn’t need to be perfect or planned. It just needed to be.

      "Where're your keys?"

      "In the bag."

      Vinny looked down at the giant duffel bag I placed between us. I began rooting around the bottom to try and find them. “Tada!” I held them up triumphantly. Vin snatched them from me and kissed me hard as he plunged the key into the lock.

      We made it inside and found ourselves on my couch, turning on my PS5. Vinny was on the phone with Red Dragon Sushi. Regi hopped up onto the couch and made biscuits against his leg. All forgiven.

      When I logged on to Fortnite, headset in place, Matthew clicked on.

      “Dany!”

      That was it. I fell in love with the man I knew my whole life. It wasn't forced. It wasn't expected. It wasn't settled for. It just was. The end but not really. Everything was just beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Recipes

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Granma’s Sauce with Meatballs and Sausage

      

        

      
        Sauce Ingredients

      

        

      
        •   2 cans crushed tomatoes/ 2 cans water after using

        •   4 cans tomato paste/ 4 cans water after using

        •   ½ clove chopped garlic

        •   Salt to taste

        •   Pepper to taste

        •   Oregano to taste

        •   Basil to taste (fresh or dried)

      

        

      
        Sauce Preparation

      

        

      
        •   Combine all ingredients in a large pot over high flame.

        •   Mix until paste is dissolved.

        •   Lower heat to simmer.

        •   While the sauce is simmering, prepare the meatballs and

        the sausage as described below. When finished with

        meatballs add to sauce. When finished with sausage add

        to sauce.

        •   Simmer uncovered for at least four hours.

      

        

      
        Meatball Ingredients

      

        

      
        •   2 lbs chop meat

        •   4 slices white bread

        •   4 eggs

        •   Garlic powder to taste

        •   Salt to taste

        •   Pepper to taste

        •   Italian seasoned bread crumbs

      

      

      

      
        
        Meatball Preparation

      

        

      
        •   Preheat oven to 350 Fahrenheit.

        •   Dampen bread with water.

        •   Mix all meatballs ingredients in a bowl except bread

        crumbs.

        •   Add just enough breadcrumbs to make mix stick

        together.

        •   Roll meatballs in hand to make balls.

        •   Bake in the oven on a non-stick baking pan for 30

        minutes or until one side is brown.

        •   Flip them over.

        •   Bake for another 30 minutes.

        •   Once they are fully brown on the outside add the

        meatballs to the sauce.

        •   Leave the oven at 350 Fahrenheit so you can cook the

        sausages.

      

        

      
        Sausage Preparation

      

        

      
        •   Bake the sausages (whole Italian sweet or hot sausage)

        for 30 minutes.

        •   Turn them over.

        •   Bake the sausages again for another 30 minutes.

        •   Add the sausage to the sauce.

        •    Tada!

      

        

      
        Recipe Courtesy of Gerard Corsini

      

      

      

      
        
        Daniela’s Totally Cooked Chicken Parm

      

        

      
        Ingredients

      

        

      
        •   Granma’s sauce (see previous recipe)

        •   1lb. Chicken cutlets

        •   Mozzarella cheese, sliced (as much as you desire)

        •   2 large eggs

        •   Italian seasoned breadcumbs (enough to cover chicken)

        •   1/2 cup olive oil

      

        

      
        Preparation

      

        

      
        •   Pre-heat oven to 350.

        •   Crack eggs and beat in bowl.

        •   In another bowl put bread crumbs.

        •   Dip the chicken cutlets in the egg first and then in the

        seasoned breadcrumbs.

        •   Heat olive oil in a pan.

        •   Fry the cutlets until brown, flipping so both sides get

        browned.

        •   Place the cutlets on a baking tray.

        •   Cover with Granma’s sauce (not so it’s swimming,

        but a nice layer)

        •   Place sliced mozzarella cheese on top.

        •   Bake for 25-30 minutes.

        •   Make sure the chicken isn’t pink on the inside. If it

        is, back in the oven it goes.

        •   Voila!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Monday Manicotti

      

        

      
        Manicotti Shells Ingredients

      

        

      
        •   12 eggs, beaten

        •   2 cups of flour

        •   2 cups of milk

        •   Pinch of salt

        •   Pinch of pepper

        •   Four teaspoons pecorino romano cheese (already grated

        or grate fresh cheese)

        •   Butter

        •   Granma’s sauce

        •   Wax paper

      

        

      
        Manicotti Shell Preparation

      

        

      
        •   Mix all ingredients except granma’s sauce in a mixer

        until smooth.

        •   Grease small frying pan with butter.

        •   Pour thin layer of batter in the frying pan and smooth

        around until even, cook.

        •   Cover with wax paper.

        •   Repeat until batter is gone.

      

        

      
        Filling Ingredients

      

        

      
        •   8 oz. shredded mozzarella

        •   1 large container ricotta cheese

        •   1 egg yolk

        •   2 egg whites

      

        

      
        Filling Preparation

      

        

      
        •   Mix batter together until creamy.

        •   Place a dollop of filling on the crooked shells. Roll shells

        and pinch closed.

        •   Put into frying pan with granma’s sauce and cook until

        done.

        •   Tada!

      

        

      
        Recipe courtesy of Carol Torres
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