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   Malia
 
                 
 
   “One, and two, and three, and… shit, that’s not right.”
 
   “Malia, you better get goin’ before your ass is late to class again!”
 
   I thought about yelling back, but there was hardly any use. Since Mama was letting me stay with her while I pieced my life back together, the last thing I wanted to do was start a fight just to hear her use that as a bargaining tool. 
 
   “I’m lettin’ you stay here for free, the least you could do is…” was easily her favorite line since I had moved back which meant I had to get out of here quick. But that certainly wasn’t gonna happen if I kept wasting my money on these damn community college classes instead of investing in what I really wanted to do. 
 
   Dance.
 
   I had been dancing since I was a little girl. Jazz, tap, ballet, samba; you name it, I did it. But my first love was always hip-hop. There was something about the fast tempo and heavy bass that took my energy to heights otherwise unreachable. Even as a 22-year-old, the passion still brewed. The only difference now was that my mama was no longer footing the bill. To her, doing dance as a child was cute, something to do, something to keep me out of trouble. But doing dance as an adult was just some silly dream that I supposedly should’ve let go of years ago. 
 
   No matter how many times I explained it, no matter how many lucrative opportunities I showed her, in her mind, dance would never be a career. It was a hobby. And real careers could only come from getting a college education. So here I was, pleasing her by heading to class. 
 
   I snatched my backpack from under the bed and found a windbreaker jacket to throw over what was practically my dance uniform; a sports bra and leggings. Then I checked my hair in the mirror - a mess of a high ponytail - and quickly decided against fixing it so that I really wouldn’t end up being late to class. 
 
   I only made it a few steps out of my bedroom before I was stopped in the hallway by my mama saying, “Nu uh, Malia. You are not leaving here with your hair lookin’ all crazy.”
 
   I sighed, smoothing a hand over my edges that had already began to frizz up from the sweat I worked up while dancing. I knew if I didn’t get out into some cooler air quick, it was only gonna get worse. So I continued my trot to the door as I defended, “It’s not crazy, ma. It’s a ponytail. I don’t have time to do anything else.”
 
   “Girl, what if you run into your future husband when you leave here? He ain’t gonna want your ass if you’re lookin’ like all…”
 
   I cut her off before she could go any further. “All what? I’m just going to class, Mama. Not to the ball to find Prince Charming. And if he’s really my future husband, he’ll see me like this and appreciate it.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Bye Mama!” I yelled as I jetted out of the door and jogged down the stairs of our apartment building. My backpack was light, so I thought about continuing my jog all the way to campus instead of walking. But I quickly decided against it once I realized I hadn’t reapplied deodorant after going over my steps.
 
   Let Mama’s crazy ass distract me as always...
 
   It was her idea for me to start taking these classes in the first place. I had already proven myself as a failure of a student when I gave college a try right out of high school, so I wasn’t sure why she was still pressing the issue years later. Well… I did know why. A degree equals a career and all of that. But she knew going to college didn’t really align with my inner compass and had managed to guilt trip me into doing it anyway. 
 
   Still, if sitting through a few hours of mind-numbing number crunching would keep her off my back then I was down. Between that and my part-time job as a waitress, I didn’t spend much time at home anyway. And I would be there even less if I could afford what I really wanted to do; take dance classes. I hadn’t participated in one in years, just a few workshops here and there when celebrity dance choreographers came to town. But those sporadic opportunities were just enough to keep me on track, showing me that I had what it took each and every time I kept up with the other dancers who were training on the regular. 
 
   “I’d kill to be able to train on the regular,” I thought to myself as I strolled down the street headed to campus. 
 
   Our neighborhood was the definition of comfortable, with plenty of small businesses and familiar faces to go around. The block was practically filled to capacity other than the corner lot which had worn a For Lease sign like a second skin. Growing up, it was rumored to be haunted by a lady who had murdered her cheating husband in a crime of passion which was why it always remained on the market. But as I watched a small group of people congregate outside of it, taking pictures and shaking hands while a construction worker hung up a sign behind them, I instantly realized that someone was finally taking a chance on it. 
 
   I tried to keep my head down as I passed them, not wanting to look too nosey. But of course I was curious to see what was going to be added to the neighborhood, even if I wasn’t planning on being here forever. I attempted the slightest peek out of my peripheral, one that wouldn’t make my snooping so obvious. But it wasn’t enough to actually catch what the sign read.
 
   Damnit.
 
   I had no choice but to keep walking, to act natural like an everyday passerby, and I was almost in the clear when I heard someone call after me. 
 
   “Excuse me, Miss?” 
 
   Damnit, again. 
 
   I turned around and was locked in by a set of eyes that embarrassingly caused me to gulp. They were dark - too dark - so damn dark that I was already convinced whoever he was, was somehow related to the devil. But he couldn’t possibly be related to the devil and be this fine.
 
   Wait a minute…. what’s that they say about the devil being dressed as everything you’ve ever wished for?
 
   His smile was incredibly friendly, non-devilish friendly, as he asked, “Hey, you think you can snap a few pictures for us?” 
 
   I took a step back, getting a view of his entire frame from head to toe. The mahogany skin, the fresh fade leading to the masterpiece of his full beard, the incredible physique that somehow managed to flourish even through his simple t-shirt and jeans. 
 
   It all looked… familiar. 
 
   Strangely familiar.
 
   And once I took a real look at the new sign hanging up above him, I realized he was…, “Blaise. Blaise Anthony. Oh my God!” 
 
   I pinched my own arm to keep myself from jumping into his.  
 
   Blaise Anthony was easily in my top five favorite dancers ever. From background dancing to choreography, he had worked with the best of ‘em. Music videos, tours, movies. You name it, he did it. And what made all of that even more fascinating was the fact that he was only a few years older than me. So while I was wasting my time with community college courses at twenty-two, he had probably already been around the world twice by now.
 
   What a life. 
 
   He was totally unfazed by my fangirl moment, probably use to getting the same reaction from any woman he came across, as he ran a hand down his perfectly-lined facial hair. 
 
   “That’d be me. And you are?” His tone was so sultry that I almost missed the question.
 
   “Me? I’m… Malia. Not the Obama one though. Just regular Malia.” 
 
   He laughed, deep and hearty, as he replied, “Yeah, I could’ve guessed that. But umm… you think you can take this picture for us?” 
 
   I looked around him at the group of people all waiting for an answer, suddenly remembering that was the entire purpose of our interaction. And I tried to hold in my embarrassment when I answered, “Oh. Of course!” Sticking my own phone in my pocket before he handed me a bunch of others. I waited for the group to get in perfect position in front of the building, then snapped a few pictures with each phone just in case somebody had accidentally closed their eyes.
 
   “Thank you so much, Malia,” he said as I handed the phones back over.
 
   I almost blushed from the sound of my name rolling off of his tongue. And while that straddled the line of embarrassing as well, I felt justified in blaming it on the fact that this was BLAISE ANTHONY I was talking to. Not just any old neighborhood business owner. 
 
   “And I hate to ask for more favors. But if you know anyone who dances around here, I'd really appreciate it if you sent them my way.”
 
   “I dance!” I blurted out before I could filter myself. 
 
   So damn embarrassing. 
 
   He sounded surprised, but also intrigued as he asked, “Really?” Stepping away from the crowd to give me his full attention. 
 
   My usual passion about dance somehow managed to disappear thanks to his closeness. So instead, I tugged the corner of my lip between my teeth before I quietly answered, “Yeah. Well I used to… when I was younger. Now I just… do it as a hobby, I guess.” 
 
   I could tell it was mostly empathy when he replied with a half-hearted smile, “Well if you’re ever looking to get serious, you should come through and check it out. We’ll be doing a few free classes once we have our official grand opening in a couple weeks.”
 
   His words were like music to my ears, though his tone made anything he said sound like the perfect verse of a love song. But still, I was able to separate the two - his invitation to dance class and his timbre - as I gave my ponytail a swipe, suddenly wishing I would’ve listened to Mama about the whole crazy hair thing. 
 
   “Nice. I’ll be sure to swing by,” I pushed out, forcing a smile that felt almost as awkward as our conversation. And then I just stood there, lost in his eyes and completely forgetful of where my ass was actually supposed to be going. 
 
   Blaise must’ve felt the awkwardness as well, forcing him to inquire, “I see you have a backpack on. You in school around here?”
 
   Shit.
 
   School.
 
   I’m gonna be late.
 
   Instead of giving him a full explanation, I tossed out, “Yeah! See ya later! Nice to meet you!” Then I took off on the jog that I had originally sworn off, hoping I wouldn’t be paying for it with funk later. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   “Let’s move the mirrors to the other side of the room. If we keep them on this side, it’ll blind the dancers when the sun is going down.” 
 
   The contractor nodded his head, making a note of my specific instructions before we continued through the building for our “almost final” walkthrough. It was literally a dream come true to have my own dance studio, something I had thought about since I was a kid. But with auditioning, and touring, and everything else in between, I never had the time to actually settle down anywhere.
 
   Until now.
 
   After pulling a few strings, I had finally found a building for way cheaper than I expected to pay right in the heart of the inner city; exactly where I wanted to be. It was the place I knew I could have the most influence once I finished my own dance career. And now was the perfect time to get things in order considering I wouldn’t be dancing for much longer, if at all. 
 
   It wasn’t that I didn’t love doing it anymore; I was just… tired. Let my parents tell it, I had been dancing before I could even walk. And according to my calculations, that was a long ass time. But even beyond that, I had been touring since I was sixteen, had been every place I could go, had danced on every stage imaginable with just about every artist you could think of. Now I just wanted to chill, share my talents in a new way, and expose others that may not otherwise have a chance to experience the art of dance and the opportunities it could bring. Considering how much it had changed my life, I could only imagine the possibilities for my future students.
 
   I finished the building walkthrough feeling excited as hell for the grand opening in a few days. The small team I had managed to assemble were out posting flyers, handing out discount cards for classes, holding impromptu dance contests to win prizes featuring our logo, doing just about everything they could to let the community know about us. It certainly helped that my name was plastered on the building, but I also knew not everyone was fluent in professional dancers. In fact, most people weren’t fluent in professional dancers unless they were a dancer themselves, kinda like the girl that had ran into us the other day. 
 
   I should’ve known she was a dancer by how perfectly tight and lean her legs were, but it would’ve been rude of me to jump to conclusions. It was already bad enough that I had been checkin’ her out long before she was actually walking past us right in front of Charlotte, my girlfriend. Shit, even thinking about her now was probably some sort of relationship violation.
 
   But it wasn’t just about her looks. I was interested to see what kind of dancer she was. I could see ballet. Maybe even jazz. But she seemed way too sweet to do anything else, though she definitely had the body for it all. 
 
   Chill, B.
 
   I made my way back to the office, logging onto the computer so that I could check and see how many people had already registered for our grand opening sessions. I knew the dancer population in the area was thick considering it was only a short train ride to the city which was practically the mecca for auditions. But since most people couldn’t afford to actually live in the city as an up-and-comer, this part of town was the next best thing. 
 
   I scrolled through the list of registrants to see if I recognized any of the names even though I was technically new to the area. And of course the one that stood out was Malia’s. 
 
   “Not the Obama one though…” I thought to myself with a laugh. 
 
   She was actually Malia Philips. 
 
   Age: 22
 
   Occupation: Student/Waitress
 
   Preferred Dance Style: Hip-Hop/Street 
 
   Wait a minute… 
 
   I had to laugh again because I could hardly imagine Malia doing anything Street related. She seemed way too nice, way too pleasant, way too… gentle. Street was actually my specialty, the style that made my career take off, and I knew it required a certain attitude to be successful. But I guess she wouldn’t have chosen that option if it wasn’t her truth. Hell, I was honestly even more excited to see her dance now just to see how true it was. 
 
   Maybe we could… collab or somethin’. 
 
   On choreography that is. 
 
   As if she could read my traitorous mind, I received an incoming call from Charlotte. 
 
   “Hey babe. What’s up?” 
 
   I could already sense her attitude when she smacked her teeth before replying, “What are you doing, Blaise? I thought you’d be over hours ago.”
 
   “I had to do some final walkthroughs at the studio,” I explained as I continued scrolling through Malia’s profile, grinnin’ hella hard at the thumbnail headshot she had uploaded.
 
   Pretty ass.
 
   “Ugh, is this what I have to get used to now? Coming second to that damn studio?”
 
   I released a heavy breath, trying to choose my words carefully so that I wouldn’t add more fuel to her completely-unnecessary-but-completely-Charlotte flame. 
 
   “Chill, Char. I’ll be over in a bit, alright?” 
 
   She sucked her teeth at my answer that was apparently not good enough.
 
   No surprise.
 
   “Actually, you might as well stay there. I’m on my period.” 
 
   I pulled the phone away from my ear, trying to figure out why the hell she thought it was important to share that information. Not that it wasn’t relevant. It was just… random. 
 
   “Uh… alright. I guess I’ll see you… tomorrow?”
 
   “Seriously, Blaise?! You’re just gonna let me bleed alone?!”
 
   Completely-unnecessary-but-completely-Charlotte flame.
 
   “Well… I can’t do it for you, Char. I don’t have one of those.” I felt stupid for even having to explain that fact. “Look… let me hit you back in a minute. I need to wrap things up around here and lock up.” 
 
   “Whatever!” 
 
   *Click*
 
   I looked at the now black screen of my phone, shaking my head as I sat it facedown on my desk. Ever since I had finished my last tour, meaning I could actually spend more time with Charlotte, she had been nothing but a headache. You would’ve thought that me being around more would’ve made her a happier woman, or at least brought us closer. But really, we were doing nothing but drifting further apart. 
 
   Quite honestly, I was okay with that.
 
   I’d much rather be with someone that appreciated me and my time, instead of trippin’ over little shit like a period. But unfortunately, for the sake of my own sanity, I’d still be showing up to her apartment tonight with chocolate and Motrin. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   I could’ve killed her. 
 
   Dancing ass diva murders mother for making her late to dance class over last minute, completely unnecessary projects. 
 
   I was literally on my way out of the door, my duffle bag on my shoulder, when she oh-so-conveniently asked me to help her with something in her room, which turned into changing out a bunch of light bulbs in her vanity mirror, which somehow turned into pulling down all of the boxes of church hats on the top shelf of her closet so that she could reorganize them. 
 
    I knew her health wasn’t exactly the best, so of course I wanted to help her in anyway I could, especially considering the favor she was doing for me in providing a roof over my head. But right now was the absolute worst time possible. The last thing I wanted Blaise Anthony to see me as was some girl on the run cause she’s always late to something. 
 
   I was dedicated to this; a decision I had made right before I withdrew from my classes at the community college though I hadn’t exactly told Mama that part of the deal. But it was the only way I could confidently propose my idea to Blaise; that I wanted him to train me individually. There was no doubt in my mind that he’d be able to whip me into shape as long as I gave him the time to do it, and that certainly wasn’t gonna happen with school in the way. School that I didn’t care about… like at all.
 
   Of course there was a lingering thought in the back of my head that Mama would curse me out in a couple different languages when she found out the truth. But I was confident that by the time that blow-up came around, I will have already scored a few auditions, even made some money from it, so that she could see how realistic it was to actually make a career out of dancing professionally. 
 
   If Blaise could do it, so could I. 
 
   Sure he had trained at some of the best facilities in the nation. Sure he had an undeniable, natural talent that anyone could see from a mile away. Sure he had been dancing professionally for almost ten years. But his moves weren’t anything I couldn’t mimic. In fact, I had already been watching his videos on YouTube since the day I ran into him. 
 
   Well… before then.
 
   But now I had really buckled down, studying his every move of every performance I could find. While most people would’ve been watching the videos for the actual artist, my eyes were on him. He was my artist. Every four count, every facial expression; it was honestly some of the most enthralling shit I had ever watched.
 
   Which was exactly why I couldn’t be late. 
 
   I sat the last box down on the floor for easy access, then I grabbed my duffle bag and jogged out of the door before Mama could ask me to do something else. I had to continue my jog down the stairs, and then down the block until I made it to the studio that looked absolutely gorgeous as a finished product. I had walked past it a few times, peeking inside when it was still a work in progress. 
 
   But now… 
 
   Now it was perfect. 
 
   “Malia! Hey! File in. We’re getting ready to start!”
 
   I hadn’t even gotten a chance to acknowledge Blaise before he was already whisking past me on his way to the front of the room. But instead of marveling at the fact that this was really happening - that I was really in a dance class being lead by Blaise Anthony - I sat my duffle bag down and pulled off my running shoes, trading them out for my combat boots while I listened to his introduction. 
 
   He let us know who he was, as if we all didn’t already know. He rattled off a few of his major accomplishments, as if we all didn’t already know. Then he gave a rundown of how the class would go. 
 
   “We’re gonna run through the choreography for two songs. Both hip-hop,” he announced with a wink in my direction that made a wave of heat run over my skin. “Then we’ll do some freestyling, let ya’ll have some fun and show off a little bit. Cool?”
 
   The whole group cheered in response as they stood up from their cross-legged seats on the harlequin floor. 
 
   I knew I had to make a statement if I expected my proposition to go over well, so I made my way to the front of the room as everyone settled in with just enough dancing space between them. Once Blaise noticed my position, he let off the biggest of smiles as if he was actually happy to see me there. But once class got started, the choreography being taught at a much faster pace than what I was use to, I suddenly wished I would’ve stayed my ass in the back.
 
   By the time we did a final run-through of the second step in small groups, I was drenched in sweat and I still hadn’t gotten it completely right. I was sure the people behind me were giving me all types of side eyes as they watched me fuck up over and over again. And even though I tried to reason with myself that the sole purpose of me being here was to get better, I still felt a little embarrassed for being so rusty. 
 
   Blaise gave us a short break to get water before he called us back in for what was considered the “fun part”; freestyling. And even though I wasn’t feeling like my most confident self by this point, I knew I would have to take the plunge regardless. I needed him to see me, needed him to be impressed so that he would be willing to take me on as a client. 
 
   So once he asked who wanted to go first, I literally jumped at the opportunity. 
 
   There were a few cheers from the other dancers as Blaise asked, “Alright, Ms. Malia. What are you gonna dance to?”
 
   My teeth made their way to the corner of my bottom lip, a nervous habit of mine, as I shrugged. “Umm…. I don’t know. Whatever. Surprise me.” 
 
   His eyebrow piqued, his hand under his chin as he thought for a moment before heading to the sound system. My heart was already pounding as I waited to hear the first beat drop. And once it did, there was no turning back. 
 
   I listened to the first couple beats, quickly recognizing the song as Chris Brown’s, Back To Sleep.
 
   “Oh, this’ll be easy,” I thought to myself before I let the music take me, slow and steady while still hitting each and every thump of the beat with a pop somewhere in my body. My feet were gliding across the floor as I pulled my hair from the bun it was in and gave it a sexy little shake. And then I… oh shit.
 
   Blaise was mirroring my every move!
 
   When I slid left, he slid left. When I snaked right, he snaked right; his body right behind mine as we ticked and grinded down to the ground. Then I slid away on my knee, sweeping my leg under me so that I could pop back up with a pose. But he was already there, waiting for my final move while he did a little freestyling of his own.
 
   The other dancers were going nuts as the song thankfully faded out before I could kill myself trying to out-dance him. I was using the bottom of my t-shirt to wipe the new layer of sweat I had worked up when Blaise whispered in my ear, “Good shit, Malia.” Then he moved right along, inviting the next dancer up for a turn.
 
   I was pretty sure I had already caught my breath, but my heart was still racing as I thought about how close we had just been. Well… how close he had been to me. 
 
   And that’s when it hit me.
 
   I just danced with Blaise Anthony
 
   Thee Blaise Anthony. 
 
   Regardless of how Mama would feel about it, this was already the best decision I had ever made. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   I gave high fives and half hugs to most of the class attendees as they left the studio, but I noticed there was one in particular missing. 
 
   One of the most impressive dancers in the bunch.
 
   Malia had surprised the shit outta me with her skills, getting even grittier than most as she hit every beat like it owed her money. While most dancers danced within an inch of their lives, Malia gave her life - sacrificed the fuck out of it - with each and every run-through we did. Even in the freestyle, it was me struggling to keep up as she did everything she could to show off.
 
   That, in itself, was quite the feat.
 
   I made my way back into the main dance room and found her sitting on the floor, panting to catch her breath.
 
   “Malia. Malia, you alright?” I asked, concerned that she was dealing with some sort of health issue, though I didn’t remember seeing anything on her registration form. 
 
   She peeked up to me with glossy eyes as she answered between breaths, “I’m fine. Just gotta… get it... right.”
 
   I had no idea what she was talking about until I heard the faint sounds of one of the songs I had taught choreography to playing from her phone. Her panting must’ve been a result of her trying to perfect the routine. 
 
   I admired her dedication, so much so that I told her, “Here. Let me help you.” Offering her my hand so that I could help her up from the floor. But she just… looked at it.
 
   “Something wrong?” I asked, tempted to take a peek of my own to see if it was dirty. 
 
   She shook her head. “No. No… I just... I’m sorry. I shouldn’t even still be here. Class is over. You don’t have to help me.” Then she popped up from the floor on her own, completely disregarding my outstretched hand as she reached back down to grab her duffle bag.
 
   “Malia, it’s cool. Seriously. You can stay as long as you need to. But if you’re gonna be here, the least I can do is help you.” 
 
   “But that’s the thing. You shouldn’t have to help me, because I shouldn’t have to still be here, because I should’ve gotten it right the first time. It’s not your problem. It’s mine.” 
 
   She tried to walk away, but something in me told me to stop her. So I did, landing a gentle hand on her wrist.
 
   “Hey.” She turned around and I could tell she was really on the verge of tears this time. But that wasn’t enough to stop me from explaining, “It’s okay if you don’t get it right every time as long as you look good doing it. And let me tell you, you looked damn good out there today.” 
 
   Her eyes went to her feet as she bit her bottom lip before she pushed out a weak, “Thank you.”
 
   “Now put your bag down and let me show you how it’s done, pretty.”
 
   I was grateful to see her crack a smile, which was actually more of a smirk as she said, “I prefer Malia.” 
 
   I wanted to respond with something slick, but I let it slide since she was actually listening to me, setting her duffle bag on the floor and pulling her damp t-shirt over her head which left her in just a sports bra and leggings. And instead of doing what I really wanted to do - just stare at her cute ass - I made my way over to the sound system and cued up the song we had used earlier.
 
   Through the mirror I watched Malia as she stretched from side to side, bending over to touch her toes before rolling back up. I had been around female dancers practically all of my life, had danced with some of the best of ‘em too. But there was something about Malia that made me see things differently; find dance… attractive, and sexy, and…
 
   “You know… I think it’s that third eight-count that I keep getting caught up on. Something about the footwork that just loses me.” 
 
   I shook off my initial thoughts so that I could fast-forward the music to a few counts before the exact part she was talking about, giving me just enough time to make it back over to where she was standing. 
 
   “It’s easy, Malia. Left foot, turn, switch, glide right, cross back…”
 
   “See! I’m already lost. Show me again.” 
 
   I didn’t waste time going back and rewinding the music, instead just doing the same thing in slow motion.
 
   “Your feet should be moving with every beat. And they’re quick, which I’m sure is the reason you keep getting mixed up. Try it.” 
 
   She sighed before she faced herself in the mirror, counting through each of the moves in slow motion. 
 
   “There you go. Now try to do it faster this time,” I told her as I demonstrated myself.
 
   She looked at me like she was impressed then listened to the beat for a few ticks before she did it herself. 
 
   “Yeahhhh, Malia! That was it!” I said proudly, as I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her in for a hug. But I instantly recognized my mistake as I forced myself to ignore the twinge of warmth I felt just from touching her bare shoulder. Thankfully, Malia was so happy about getting the move right that she was completely oblivious.
 
   I pulled my arm away, heading back to the sound system as I told her, “Now you just gotta do it from the top with the whole routine.”
 
   “Ugh, do I have to? I’m exhausted,” she said as she took a swig from her water bottle then picked up her t-shirt to wipe her face. 
 
   “You don’t have to. But if you’re anything like me, you’ll worry yourself sick about leaving the studio without getting the whole thing right.” 
 
   That got her attention.
 
   “On second thought, one more time sounds like a good idea.” 
 
   I smiled as I started the song from the beginning, watching from behind as Malia got in the zone before hitting the choreography with almost as much precision as I did when I created it. By the time the song was over, she was wearing the cutest little smile, undeniably proud of herself for nailing it.
 
   “See. You feel better now?”
 
   She didn’t turn around, instead spoke to me through the mirror. “Yeah, thanks to you.” 
 
   I brushed her off with a wave of my hand. “Ah, don’t give me that much credit. You have the X factor, Malia. I see it in you. You just gotta see it in yourself.” 
 
   It was clear as day that Malia had hella talent, it was just the confidence that was missing. I saw it in spurts, like when she volunteered to freestyle first or when she learned the choreography from the front of the class. But just as often as I saw her confidence, I also saw her doubt though I didn’t understand why considering how talented she was. 
 
   She went back to her water bottle, finishing it off before she reached down and picked up her shirt to give her face a few dabs. “I’m gonna be so sore in the morning,” she said with a laugh as she reached inside of her bag for a fresh shirt. 
 
   “Epsom salt. Complete game changer.”
 
   “Oh, trust me. I’m well aware. I haven’t danced this hard in a long time, but I still know how to rehab myself.”
 
   I didn’t wanna be nosey, but she kept dropping little nuggets that piqued my interest. Like…, “You haven’t danced this hard in a long time? Why’s that?”
 
   She made herself busy changing from her boots to a pair of tennis shoes as she answered, “Well, it’s been awhile since a workshop came to town. And since the bigger dance studios in the city are so expensive, I do most of my dancing at home. But I’m sure you know that dancing by yourself doesn’t exactly bring out the same intensity as dancing in front of someone else.” 
 
   It was definitely a special skill to be able to dance with full energy and no audience. But I respected the hell out of her for trying to anyways; for not letting her circumstances stand in the way of her development. 
 
   I didn’t want to be an opportunist by any means, but I couldn’t help telling her, “Well I hope you enroll here at the studio. I think you’ll enjoy it.” 
 
   She popped up from the ground, biting her bottom lip the same way she had done in class before she said, “I actually wanted to ask if you’d… I don’t know. Maybe give me some personal lessons?” 
 
   I’d be damned if my mind didn’t go straight to the gutter. But I quickly straightened up, clearing my throat so that I could speak with a clear conscious. 
 
   “Personal lessons? We don’t… I don’t… exactly offer that as a service here.” 
 
   There was no missing the hint of defeat on her face as she said, “Of course you don’t. You’re Blaise Anthony. I’m sure you have much better things to do with your time.”
 
   “Nah, not like that. I just… I guess I never thought about it. I mean, I can’t make any promises schedule-wise, but I wouldn’t mind helping you out when I have some free time.” 
 
   That seemed to light her spirits right back up. 
 
   “Seriously?!” she asked with excited eyes. And by this point, I probably couldn’t have said no if I wanted to. 
 
   So I didn’t. 
 
   “Yeah. You’re really good, Malia. And if my one step away from retirement ass can help you get to the next level, then I’m down for the cause.” 
 
   That made her laugh as she adjusted her duffle bag on her shoulder before heading towards the exit. 
 
   “One step from retirement, huh? You really think you’re ready to let it all go?”
 
   Though it sounded a little far-fetched out loud, I was still able to confidently answer, “It would take a hell of an opportunity for me to change my mind. Like… Michael Jackson coming back from the dead or some shit.” 
 
   She laughed again, a sound I was already growing incredibly fond of, as I pushed the door open for her to step out. 
 
   “Well I appreciate this, Blaise. I’ll umm… see you next week?”
 
   She posed it as a question, but it didn’t even sound optional to me. So I simply told her, “Cool. Looking forward to it.” 
 
   She ran a hand across the back of her neck, nibbling on her lip again before she turned to walk away. And I watched her until she eventually disappeared across the street, continuing to stare down the block even after she was already out of sight.
 
   I couldn’t put my finger on what it was about her that had me so intrigued. But I could only shake my head with a silly grin as I headed back inside and tried to figure it out. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   “Sex you back to sle…. HEY Mama!” 
 
   I gave her a little kiss on the cheek before I danced my way past her to the fridge. Then I continued to hum the melody of Chris Brown’s song that was stuck in my head the whole walk home as I refilled my water bottle. 
 
   “Hey you. What’s got you in such a good mood?” She asked, as she watched me skeptically. 
 
   I kept my voice low and leveled, nonchalant as I answered, “You know they put in that new dance studio a few blocks down, and I… went to take a class there this morning.” 
 
   I refused to look at her face, but I instantly cringed when I heard her say, “A class? Malia, if I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a million times. There’s no reason for you to keep studying dance when you’re no longer a dancer. If I would’ve known you were gonna hold onto that dream for this long, I would’ve never gotten you started in the first place!” 
 
   I bit my tongue hard; so hard that I was already tasting the saltiness of my blood. I took a long swig from my water bottle, washing some of the flavor away, before I finally replied, “It was just a class.”
 
   “Just a class, my ass. One class turns into two. Two turns into a month of classes. And before you know it, you’ll be dropping out of school to do that silly shit.” 
 
   Too late.
 
   Telling her the truth now would’ve only made matters worse. So instead I told her, “Whatever, ma. I gotta get dressed so I can go to work.” 
 
   “Work? It’s already noon. I thought you worked the morning shift on Saturdays?”
 
   Sometimes I hated how much she knew my business. 
 
   “I switched shifts with one of my co-workers so I could go to the class,” I explained, already regretting my honesty once I saw the way it seemed to fire her right back up. 
 
   “See what I mean! You’re already changing your schedule for it. Next thing I know, you’ll be quitting your job all together!” 
 
   “Why do you keep jumping to all these unnecessary conclusions?! I went to dance class, I did the responsible thing of getting my shift switched, and now I’m gonna go to work. I got this, ma. I’m not some child.”
 
   She turned her nose up, crossing her arms over her chest as she bitterly tossed out, “Well your ass still being in my house sure says otherwise.” 
 
   Bloody Tongue Part 2.
 
   This time I bit harder - longer - because if I hadn’t, something slick enough to get me slapped would’ve definitely came out. 
 
   Still, I couldn’t hold back the sarcastic tone I used to tell her, “Well you know what? Maybe if you let me go get ready for work, I’ll be able to save up enough money to get out of here.” 
 
   Moving out was obviously the ultimate goal. Hell, being back here for the past couple years since initially giving college a try was already much longer than I planned to be. But it was always something - setbacks with her health, unexpected bills, stupid ass community college classes - that extended my stay. 
 
   Surprisingly enough, my answer met her usually impossible standards as she replied with a smirk, “Now we’re talking. Make sure you bring me back one of those combination platters. You know how much I love those, Malia.” 
 
   No she didn’t just chew me out then ask me to bring her back some food from the restaurant…
 
   I took a deep, calming breath, knowing there was hardly any use in arguing with her about it. So instead I simply told her, “I’ll umm… I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
   That satisfied her even more as she pranced her ass out of the kitchen. And I could only stand there annoyed by the fact that she had yet again managed to ruin my good mood. 
 
   &
 
   “Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh… my… God!” 
 
   I almost dropped my tray of drinks when my girl Cassidy got all on my back with excitement, having a usual Cassidy moment. The restaurant we worked at together was one of the most popular in town, so it wasn’t out of the norm for a celebrity or two to come through when they were trying to get away from the hustle and bustle of the city. And of course, Cassidy managed to fangirl over whoever it was every single time. 
 
   I tried not to sound as annoyed as I felt when I asked, “What, Cassidy? Who is it now?”
 
   She shrieked, “I don’t know! He’s just fine as hell and he looks important, so he’s gotta be somebody!” 
 
   This girl…
 
   I peeked around the bar in the same direction that Cassidy was looking and immediately recognized who she was trippin’ over.
 
   Blaise Anthony. 
 
   Now it was me saying, “Oh my God! And he’s in my section.” 
 
   “It’s your lucky day, boo. You make sure you take good care of him. He looks like he tips well,” she said with a reassuring pat to my shoulder as she got back to work.
 
   I was sure she was right, but that was the least of my concerns as I stayed in hiding to get a better look at him. He looked… stiff, distinguished, a completely different air about him compared to this morning at the studio. He was sitting up perfectly straight - uncomfortably straight - in his side of the booth as he gave dull eyes to whoever was across from him. 
 
   Oh shit.
 
   He’s on a date!
 
   Of course he was on a date on this perfectly romantic Saturday night. The sun had just gone down so it was nice and balmy out, the moon was casting a perfect glow off of the river right outside of the restaurant, and the dim lighting inside with candles on each table gave the most soothing ambiance. 
 
   I sighed, pulling myself together before I delivered my tray of drinks and then headed Blaise’s way. 
 
   I kept my eyes on my notepad as I gave my routine introduction. “Hi, my name is Malia and I’ll be your server. Can I start you guys off with something to drink?”
 
   Apparently I wasn’t the only one that had kept my eyes to myself as it took me saying my name for Blaise to recognize me. 
 
   “Malia, hey! I didn’t know you worked here. Babe, this is the girl I was telling you about. The one I’ll be doing some one-on-one work with.” 
 
   No lie, hearing him call another girl “babe” stung a little bit though I wasn’t sure why. I mean, Blaise was incredibly attractive - obviously - but I wasn’t interested in him on that level. 
 
   So why is your heart pounding like you wanna beat the girl’s ass?
 
   I smiled politely at the woman who seemed to have all the right features, but packaged completely wrong as she smacked her teeth and said, “Oh, so you’re the one that’s got him wasting even more time down at that studio. If you weren’t such a young girl, I might be a little concerned.”
 
   Young girl?
 
   Sure I probably still looked young to most; fresh-faced, bright eyes, flawless skin. But there was certainly nothing young about me.
 
   But for the sake of not causing a scene and furthermore losing my job, I simply told her, “I promise I won’t be a waste of time, ma’am. I love to dance and with Blaise’s help, I hope to be able to make a career out of it someday.” 
 
   “Well isn’t that just sweet? Bless your precious little dancing heart.” 
 
   I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not. But when I flashed my eyes over to Blaise for the first time all night, his were already filled with sympathy. 
 
   Damn, so she was trying to be funny…
 
   “So… how about that drink order? Or do you need a few more minutes?” I asked, forcing myself to stay focused on the real task at hand. 
 
   “Actually, I think we’ll both just have water with lemon for now,” Blaise answered for the both of them. 
 
   The woman smacked her teeth again, waving Blaise off as she said, “Nu uh. I need a real drink. Lemon drop martini for me, please. And don’t forget the twist. Thanks Maria.”
 
   “Malia,” I corrected her.
 
   “Right,” she said with another, more dismissive wave as she returned her eyes to the menu. It honestly took everything in me not to set her ass straight, but the last thing I wanted to do was get into it with Blaise’s girlfriend. So I bit my tongue, the same raw ass tongue from talking with my mama earlier, as I headed to put in her drink order at the bar. 
 
   The restaurant was packed, so I tended to my other tables before I returned to the bar to pick up her drink and Blaise’s water. And once I made my way back to their table, I immediately noticed that Blaise was sitting alone. 
 
   I avoided his eyes as I sat the drinks down then wiped my damp hands on my apron. 
 
   “Were you guys ready to order or should we wait until your girlfriend makes it back so she can order for herself? I mean… last time didn’t go over so well for you,” I teased.
 
   He finally cracked a smile, stroking his beard as he said, “I’m so sorry about that, Malia. She’s been trippin’ lately.” 
 
   “No need to apologize, Blaise. Trust me, I’ve heard much worse.” Hell, considering the blows I had taken from my mother earlier, the conversation with Blaise’s girlfriend was practically a cake walk. 
 
   “People around here can get a little rough, huh?”
 
   I shrugged. “Sometimes. But you just gotta take it in the stride. Kinda like dancing. It’s okay if you don’t get it right every time as long as you look good doing it.”
 
   His smile was even fuller than before as he said, “Wise words. Must’ve been a genius who came up with that shit.” 
 
   “Something like that,” I answered with a wink. And just as I was getting comfortable with our little conversation, his girlfriend made her way back to the table, still wearing the same stank ass attitude she had before. 
 
   She slid into her side of the booth as she said, “Oh, you’re back already? I’ll just have the Caesar salad, dressing on the side, no croutons, no cheese.”
 
   “So you just want… lettuce?” 
 
   Her eyes tightened as she answered, “No. I want what I just ordered.” 
 
   Keep your cool, Malia.
 
   Keep… your… “And for you?” I asked, turning to Blaise and giving him my full attention.
 
   His lips were in a tight line but his eyes were smiling with amusement as he said, “I’ll have the New York Strip, medium rare, with whatever seasonal veggies you guys have for the month.”
 
   “Perfect! I’ll go get this right in for you two,” I said as I took their menus from the table. 
 
   Things around the restaurant had picked up pace as a new wave of the dinner crowd roared in. I kept myself busy checking on all of my existing tables, swinging by Blaise’s to tell them their food should be right out, and then getting orders in for my new tables. I honestly liked working the evening shift more than the morning because we were always so busy which made the time pass a lot faster. I hoped that I could eventually get a more permanent switch, especially since I wanted to continue attending the Saturday morning group sessions with Blaise.
 
   By the time I was doing my final check of their table, Blaise’s girlfriend was already standing up with her coat on. 
 
   “So I’m guessing dessert’s not on the menu tonight?” I asked, trying to keep on my polite persona. 
 
   But that became a lot harder once she spewed in reply, “Ugh, not with this slow ass service.” Then she turned to Blaise and told him, “I’ll be outside.” Before strutting off like she just owned the place. I was honestly giddy as I watched her walk away, grateful that she wasn’t the one picking up the check. I’d definitely be short a tip if it was left up to her. 
 
   Blaise finally slid out from his side of the booth, standing up as he said, “I’m so sorry, Malia. Seriously. She’s not always so…”
 
   “Bitchy? Is that the word you were looking for?”
 
   He laughed, buttoning the single button of his blazer as he replied, “Yeah, that. I hope this doesn’t change our plans. I’m actually free Monday night if you wanna come down to the studio and get some work in.” 
 
   Something about his invitation made my heart skip a beat as if it was trying to decode the simple message for more than what it was worth. But in my head, I knew it wasn’t worth anything more than an opportunity to get better at dancing; exactly what I needed. 
 
   So I swept a stray hair behind my ear before I pushed out, “I’ll be there.” Sounding a lot more seductive than I intended. 
 
   Thankfully instead of hitting me with a, “No thank you” side eye, he only smiled politely, bidding me a small nod before he followed in the footsteps of his... witch. I could still see him through the window as he tried to make amends with his girlfriend, wrapping an arm around her shoulder to which she instantly pulled away from. And I shook my head, laughing as I stacked their leftover plates then picked up the receipt with the written-in tip.
 
   $200?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
   I was already stretching out when Malia finally showed up to the studio. I couldn’t say she was late since I hadn’t given her an exact time to be here, but it was definitely a lot later than I expected her to come. 
 
   Still, I couldn’t complain. I would’ve much rather been spending my time waiting on her than spend it arguing on the phone with Charlotte about what time I was gonna be done, why I was volunteering my time, and a bunch of other shit that wasn’t even relevant. Her ass was getting more and more annoying with each day that passed, so much so that I was starting to wonder if she was doing the shit on purpose. 
 
   But now that Malia had shown up, Char was the last thing on my mind. 
 
   “Hey Blaise! Sorry I’m just now getting here. Had to help my mom with a few things around the apartment,” she rushed out as she sat down on the ground next to me, pulling her duffle bag off of her shoulder and pulling out her boots. 
 
   I shrugged as I reached over to stretch out my hamstrings. “It’s cool. I wasn’t doing anything important.” 
 
   “Oh yeah? Did you have a good day?”
 
   My eyebrow piqued as I thought about her question. It was simple, of course. But I honestly couldn’t remember the last time somebody had genuinely asked about my wellbeing. With Charlotte, it was all her needs, all the time. So to hear something regarding just me was… refreshing.
 
   “I did. How about you?”
 
   She yanked her boot on, playing around with the shoe strings as she answered, “It was alright. Stayed pretty busy at work. I picked up a few extra hours down at the restaurant so I can pay you for these sessions.” 
 
   “Pay me? I don’t want your money, Malia. I’m just here to help.” 
 
   Money actually hadn’t crossed my mind one time when she asked if I could work with her. Sure, opening the studio had cut into my pockets significantly. But with the number of people we already had signed up for different classes, I knew things would be back in the green in no time. 
 
   “You’ve already helped me enough by agreeing to do it. The least I can do is compensate you for your time.”
 
   “Show up ready and eager, and that’s all the compensation I need,” I told her as I hopped up from the ground, dusting my hands off before I offered one to help her up. This time, instead of looking at it like it carried a disease, she actually took it.
 
   “Now what do you wanna accomplish today? Hip-Hop, R&B, Pop, something else?” 
 
   “Hmm… let’s go R&B. I was actually just listening to this song on my way over that I thought we could try out.” 
 
   She wiped her own hands off as she pulled her phone from her pocket, cueing up the song and then handing it to me to plug up to the sound system. I didn’t recognize the song from the first couple of beats, so I read the header on the phone to see that it was. 
 
   Chill by Trey Songz.
 
   I vibed in the mirror to myself for a minute as I thought about a couple different skills I could teach her. The song had a slower tempo, but the bass was strong, giving perfect points to hit with each move. 
 
   That was honestly Malia’s strong suit; hitting the heavy beats. So instead of starting off with my own suggestions, I simply told her, “How about you freestyle first? Then I’ll jump in, and we can take it from there.” 
 
   She nodded, positioning herself in front of the mirror as I restarted the song. I watched as she did the same thing that I had done, vibing to herself for a few beats and then beginning to dance on what I would consider the second eight count. 
 
   It was effortless - I could tell by the looseness in her face - as she popped, and grinded, and… damn. 
 
   Before I could get too hypnotized by the mechanics of her movements, I jumped in, mimicking her moves from behind similar to the way we had done in the group session. But this time was different. This time, the song was sexier - she was sexier - and it was just us, free to be as sensual as we wanted to in the name of dance. So it wasn’t even a second thought when I put my hands on her waist and pulled her against my body, rolling my pelvis against her ass as she grinded even deeper into me. 
 
   But then she pulled away and so did I, following her moves as she glided across the floor then ticked down to the ground with every thump of the beat. She used her hands to emphasize each motion, and well… so did I; shadowing her as I let my hands hover over hers. For a split second, I thought I was doing way too much. But then she touched me, pulling my hand against her chest and gliding it down her stomach before turning out of my hold. 
 
   I was honestly stunned as I watched her take complete control of the dance, sliding down onto her knees and dancing alone. She fell onto her back and thrust her hips upward before turning over on all fours and poppin’ her ass as she glided across the floor back to me with a seductive smirk. I squatted down, putting a hand in her hair as my lips hovered right in front of hers. 
 
   But then she laughed.
 
   And I…
 
   “That was dope! I wish we would’ve recorded it,” she said with a smile between breaths. 
 
   I yanked my hand out of her hair like it had suddenly caught on fire, standing up as I agreed, “Yeah. That was good. Really good. Why do you need my help again?” 
 
   She laughed again as she answered, “I’m good. Really good. But I wanna be great. I need you to get me over the hump.”
 
   Why did her saying the word “hump” make my dick jump like a damn call and response?
 
   I put a hand to the back of my neck to ease the tension though I really should’ve put it over my eyes as I watched Malia strip out of her t-shirt down to her sports bra. Then she pulled her now damp hair up into a bun, making her look especially… sexy. 
 
   I turned away so that I could actually form a coherent sentence, though I could still see her in the mirror out of my peripheral. “So… it’s obvious you can dance your ass off. What do you think you’re missing?”
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I was… maybe hoping you could help me figure that out. I mean, I know I’m not good at picking up choreography fast. But other than that, I can pretty much keep up.”
 
   “So maybe I could… show you a few tricks on how to accelerate that process?” 
 
   Most dancers thought it was all about practice and repetition with the body that allowed someone to pick up choreography faster, but it was really a mental game. If you were confident that you knew the steps, and you let your body do what it was already well aware of from watching a few times through, then you could get any routine down in no time.
 
   “I’d love that,” she replied with the brightest eyes. 
 
   I had finally calmed down enough to turn back her way and tell her, “Cool. Well let’s get to it. New song this time. My choice.” 
 
   If I got any closer to her, it was only a matter of time before I wouldn’t be able to control myself. And even if it wasn’t obvious to her, I knew this was the safest way to prevent myself from getting caught up in the moment again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   My panties were literally stuck to my crotch and it had nothing to do with the sweat I had worked up from dancing.
 
   It was all his fault - Blaise Anthony - the one that made me dance with such an edge, such a confidence, such a sexiness that I had managed to turn myself on in the process. It was just dance, something I had done for the greater part of my life. But something about doing it around Blaise - alone with Blaise - transformed it from “just dancing” to an act of… lust? 
 
   That’s all it could be, right?
 
   I was just lusting after a guy that was honestly more of my idol than anything. Of course I was supposed to be excited about the opportunity to dance with him, learn from him, simply be in his presence. 
 
   But did that excitement really explain my drenched panties?
 
   I tried not to think about it as I pulled a new shirt over my head and redid my ponytail in the mirror.
 
   “So when do you think you’ll be able to come back? I have some free time on Wednesday afternoon.”
 
   I sighed, knowing that wouldn’t be possible because..., “I work from noon to close on Wednesday. How about Thursday morning?” I was pretty sure I could get out of the house without Mama getting too suspicious. 
 
   But now he was the one sighing, wiping his own sweat as he said, “Nah, we have classes all morning since the kids are out of school. Thursday night?”
 
   I tossed my duffle bag over my shoulder as I replied, “I work until 8, but I can come after that if you’re still around.”
 
   I could tell he was contemplating his answer, stroking his beard before he finally said, “I’ll stick around if that’s the only time that works for you.”
 
   We made our way towards the exit together so that he could let me out since the front doors had long been locked for the night. And as he worked on unlocking the doors, I told him, “I’d hate to impose. And if nothing else, I’ll be here on Saturday for the group session.” 
 
   Blaise pushed the door open to let me step outside, then stepped out with me before turning around and locking the door from the outside. “Nah, I wanna get you back in here before then. I mean… so you’ll be ready for Saturday, you know?”
 
   I nodded, trying to ignore the little twinge of excitement from him wanting anything to do with me. 
 
   It’s just dance, Malia. 
 
   “Well I’ll be back on Thursday then,” I told him with a smile as I stuck a headphone bud in my ear for the short walk home, leaving the other out so that I could still be aware of my surroundings. 
 
   I was only a few strides from the studio when I heard Blaise say from much closer than I expected him to be, “Damn, you gonna tune me out for the walk? That’s kinda fucked up, Malia.”
 
   “For the walk? I was just… OH, you don’t have to walk me home, Blaise. I’ll be fine.” 
 
   He looked amused as he replied, “Malia, it’s late, it’s dark, this really isn’t an option. And besides, I could use the fresh air after being holed up in that studio all day.” 
 
   It was already close to midnight. And since I was sure he had been there since the morning sessions, I could only imagine the cabin fever. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to keep you so long. I just wanted to get it right.”
 
   He brushed me off, shoving his hands in the pockets of his sweats as we took off down the street. “Nah, I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just… my apartment is right above the studio. So even if I’m not there, it always kinda feels like it.” 
 
   Our steps were in sync, slow and steady like a dance of their own as I told him, “I didn’t even know that building had apartments above it. They used to say it was haunted. The whole building. Which was why nobody had purchased it. Well… until now.”
 
   He turned to me with a little laugh. “You tryna be funny? I still gotta go back there and sleep tonight.” 
 
   “Awwww don’t tell me Big Blaise Anthony is afraid of a little ghost,” I teased as we crossed the street. 
 
   “Big Blaise may not be, but Little Blaise saw enough scary movies to still sleep with one eye open.” 
 
   Now I was the one laughing as I put a hand to his shoulder, giving it a little squeeze to assure him. “You’ll be fine.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   I couldn’t help but blush at his innocent request, biting my lip as I nodded. “Yeah, I promise. Now turn around and start walking back. I don’t need you knowing exactly where I live.” 
 
   He reached out to give my wrist a playful tug, licking his lips as he asked, “Malia, what do you think I’m gonna do? Stalk you or somethin’?” 
 
   “Can’t put it past anyone. So turn around. Get going,” I said, waving my hand in the direction we had just come from.
 
   He put his hands back in his pockets, laughing as he replied, “Whatever, pretty. I’ll see you on Thursday.” Then he turned around and began a slow stroll down the street, peeking back to see if I was still watching - of course I was - before he flashed me another smile and crossed the street. 
 
   &
 
   One more hour.
 
   I had one more hour left of my shift before I could go home.
 
   Between dancing and being on my feet all day at work, my limbs were literally aching when I heard Cassidy say, “You got another one, Malia. Late-nighter.” 
 
   Damnit.
 
   The restaurant had been relatively empty since it was pretty late on a Wednesday night. But of course the one patron we had was sat in my section. I strolled over to the table, trying not to be salty with my notepad in hand as I gave my usual spill. 
 
   “Hi, I’m Malia and I’ll be your server. Can I get you started off with something to drink?” 
 
   “Yeah. Water with lemon.” 
 
   I went stiff as I finally took a glance at the customer and…, “Blaise, what are you doing here?” 
 
   I immediately took notice of the fact that he was alone though I probably could’ve gotten that vibe just from looking at him. He was much more calm, much more relaxed than the first time he came to the restaurant with that excuse for a girlfriend. 
 
   Oops, did I say that?
 
   “I umm… I was hungry. And the ghosts haven’t been letting me get much sleep since you told me about them.”
 
   I cupped a hand over my mouth, embarrassed as I said, “Oh my God! You’re joking, right?”
 
   His smile was surprisingly bashful as he replied, “Only partially. Now recommend some grub. The steak was alright last time, but I’m sure you have a better suggestion.” 
 
   I thought it over for a moment, not wanting to give him the usual, trained suggestion that the manager told us to say just because it was the most expensive item on the menu. “I like the spicy shrimp and sausage skewers, but you’ll have to take some home. There’s enough for a table of people.”
 
   “Or maybe you can… share them with me.”
 
   I tried my hardest to ignore the leap of my heart that seemed to be a reoccurring thing whenever I was in his presence. But that was stupid for some many reasons; number one being the fact that he was in a relationship, and number two being the fact that it was hardly possible for him to be even remotely interested in…
 
   “Me? I’m working. We can’t eat on the job unless we’re on break.”
 
   He peeked around me before he replied, “It’s empty as hell in here, Malia. I’m sure I can sneak you a couple without getting you in trouble. And I’m sure you’re starving since you’ve been here all day.” 
 
   My first reaction was, “How does he know I’ve been here all day?” But I quickly remembered I had disclosed that information when we were trying to come up with a time for our second session. 
 
   Speaking of which… 
 
   “Hey, by the way, I was able to switch shifts with somebody so I can come a little earlier tomorrow. Like… 6 or so.”
 
   His face was less than enthusiastic as he replied, “I actually made early dinner plans with Charlotte since you said you wouldn’t be available until later.” 
 
   Charlotte.
 
   That’s her name.
 
   Of course her name is Charlotte, like that naggin’ ass spider. 
 
   “Oh. Okay. No problem. I’ll be there around eight o’clock then. Let me go… put your food order in real quick,” I said as I rushed off, suddenly feeling completely awkward. My skin was burning and I was… annoyed - heavily annoyed - as I thought about someone as cool as Blaise wasting his time being in a relationship with someone like her. I mean, sure she may have looked good on the outside, on his arm and probably in his bed. But it was clear to me that her insides were rotten to the core.
 
   I tried my best to shake it off, hiding in the back until Blaise’s food was delivered by one of the runners, and peeking at him a couple of times only to catch him looking around the restaurant; looking for me. And I was confused, torn between the idea of him being hungry or him actually being here to see me. But why would he be here to see me? 
 
   I mean… I was me.
 
   His student. 
 
   Part-time waitress, part-time dancer. 
 
   What could possibly make him interested in me other than my ability to dance?
 
   He’s not interested in you, stupid. He’s just hungry.
 
   I sighed, pulling myself together so that I could at least do my duty of checking on him. I mean, I was still at work, and he was technically my customer. 
 
   “Hey, how’s everything tasting?” I asked, keeping things incredibly standard and rehearsed. 
 
   He almost looked surprised to see me as he pulled a shrimp from the skewer. “I thought you had clocked out or somethin’. Felt a little abandoned over here.”
 
    “I’m sorry. I was… cashing out my tips,” I lied. 
 
   “Oh, right. Good choice by the way. These shrimp are some of the best I’ve had since I’ve been in town.”
 
   I gave a smile - a real one - as I told him, “It’s our specialty. Or so they say.” 
 
   He smiled back, popping a sausage in his mouth and washing it down with his water. “Look. I uh… I cancelled dinner with Charlotte tomorrow, so you can swing on by when you get off.”
 
   “Really? I mean… you really didn’t have to do that. Later would’ve been perfectly fine.” 
 
   He shrugged. “Nah. I gave it some thought and I don’t really wanna be dancing on a full stomach. So just come on through. Around 6, right?” 
 
   My nodding to answer yes caused another smile to bloom on his face. I honestly could’ve melted right there, right in the middle of the restaurant, right in front of my co-workers. I mean, there was no way I was imagining his energy now. 
 
   He still has a girlfriend, Malia. 
 
   “Right. I’m gonna go… finish helping with close. Here’s your bill whenever you’re ready.” 
 
   I watched as he pulled a wad of cash from his pocket, plucking off a few twenty dollar bills - way more than required for his total - before sliding them in the billfold and pushing it my way. 
 
   “Keep the change, pretty. See you tomorrow.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   It was half past six and I was already overwhelmed, feeling anxious for Malia to show up. I didn’t know what I was doing, I didn’t know why it was happening, but I knew there was no way I could just pretend to ignore the way I felt about my pretty little long-legged dancer. 
 
   Ironically enough, she looked nothing like Charlotte.
 
   Where Charlotte was considered more of a beige, Malia was a chocolate girl. Sexy, succulent chocolate that I could already imagine soothing my sweet tooth with. Charlotte wore her hair cut in a short pixie style, and Malia’s hair was long and thick, sometimes curly, sometimes straight, but most times somewhere in between. And while Charlotte had a face full of hard lines from frowning so gotdamn much, Malia’s face was fresh, soft, so fuckin’ pretty. 
 
   But it wasn’t just the looks that mattered to me.
 
   Charlotte was just… mean, angry, bitter as fuck over a bunch of shit I didn’t even know about. 
 
   But Malia…
 
   Malia was sweet, nice, caring, genuine; exactly the type of energy I needed around me on a daily. 
 
   As if I had thought her up, I heard the chime from the bell on the front door of the studio signaling her arrival. And even after a full day at the restaurant, she was still wearing a smile as she said, “Hey Blaise. Sorry I’m a little late. Things got busy when I was supposed to get off and… well you know how that goes.”
 
   “No worries, Malia. I’m gonna run to the office real quick. Go ahead and get dressed, get stretched out, and we’ll get started when I come back.” 
 
   She nodded, already going to work on her shoes by the time I was at the door. 
 
   I made quick work of going to the office and getting the camera and tripod so I could record our session. She had already shown major improvements during our first session, but I wanted to give her the opportunity to watch herself dance on film so that we could pick it apart afterwards. There was nothing like a good film session to be able to identify your weaknesses. 
 
   I returned to the room, getting the camera all set up before I did a little stretching myself right next to her. And just that hint of closeness had me as anxious as I was for her show up in the first place.
 
   Chill, B.
 
   “So… how you feelin’? You good?” A neutral question was the perfect thing to get me back on track. 
 
   She let out a heavy sigh, answering, “For the most part. My calves have been a little sore, but I’ll be fine.” 
 
   I was honestly surprised that it was only her calves that were sore after the work we had put in a few days earlier. But either way, I wasn’t gonna miss the opportunity to offer…, “I can rub them out for you if you want me to.”
 
   She brushed me off, instead choosing to stretch them with her foot perched against the wall. “I’m good. Seriously. But I’ll definitely take a rain check on that rubdown.” 
 
   The statement was innocent as hell, but my mind went way left as I thought about rubbin’ much more than just her calves. 
 
   Get it together, B.
 
   “I was thinking we could do something a little faster today. Work on your pacing, breathing, all that jazz.” By keeping things upbeat, I could pretty much guarantee that I’d be able to keep my hands to myself. 
 
   “I’m with it,” she tossed out as she swung her arms across her body. Then she added, “What kinda fast, though? Like Pitbull or somethin’?”
 
   I laughed, knowing she could surely keep up with the quick Latin pace if she tried.
 
   “Nah, pretty. It’ll still be R&B, just fast-paced R&B. You know… none of that bumpin’ and grindin’ shit you like to do so much,” I teased.
 
   “Me?! That’s all you. Forever rolling your hips against somebody,” she said, even mimicking my moves with her hands on her hips. 
 
   “And you don’t? There may not be a lot back there, but you work it like it’s J. Lo’s.” 
 
   She gave me a little shove as we both laughed. “Whatever, Blaise. Let’s get started before I’m forced to show you how it’s done.” 
 
   “Show me how it’s done? Is that a challenge?”
 
   She shrugged, gnawing at her lip, as she answered, “Maybe it is. Maybe it isn’t.”
 
   “Nah, young grasshopper. If you think you can show me up, then do it.” 
 
   I could tell she was contemplating the idea, so I added, “Better yet. I’ll go first. Have a seat. Enjoy the show.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes with a smile as she grabbed one of the metal chairs used for some of the other adult classes, setting it up right in the middle of the dance floor. I scrolled through the songs on my phone that was already connected to the sound system before I found the perfect one to dance to; I Luv This Sh*t by August Alsina. 
 
   “Really, Blaise? Of all songs, this is what you choose?” she said with a laugh that was borderline arrogant. But I knew I’d be shutting all that shit up once the beat dropped. 
 
   I pulled my shirt over my head and tossed it at her, laughing when she let out a fake little scream like an excited teenager at a heartthrob’s concert. 
 
   And then it happened. 
 
   The beat came and I was instantly in the zone, dancing to prove myself like it was a real audition and not a friendly competition. And I could tell Malia was into it too, her eyes wide as she settled back further in the chair.
 
   “Nu uh, pretty. Not gettin’ out that easy…” I thought to myself as I made my way over to her, locking my hands on her thighs and pushing them open before I grinded between them. Malia blushed instantly, putting her arm over her eyes like she was embarrassed. But instead of letting her hide, I pushed the arm over her head so she was forced to watch, forced to look at me do my thing. 
 
   “Okay. Okay. You win! Mercy,” she whined with rosy cheeks.
 
   I laughed as I pulled her out of the chair and sat down myself. “Nope. Prove yourself, shit-talker. Show me how it’s done.” I said mockingly. 
 
   She smirked, letting the beat ride a little before she hopped on it. And I… shit, this was a bad idea. While I thought I was in the zone, Malia was all in, switching from a shy, embarrassed girl to a full blown sexy woman as she popped, and dropped, and did just about everything she could to do exactly what she said she would. 
 
   Show me how it’s done. 
 
   Now I was the one with wide eyes as she locked her hands on my thighs. But instead of prying them open the way I had done to her, she used them as leverage to flip herself up so that her ass was right in my face. Naturally, I put my hands against her obliques to make sure she didn’t tip over, but that didn’t mean my eyes weren’t all over her not-J. Lo’s ass as she twerked it better than any stripper I’d ever seen.
 
   But just as quickly as she got up there, she was already back down to the ground, this time turning around and locking her arms around my neck and she grinded on my lap. I put my hands on top of my head - the only way I knew I’d be able to keep them to myself - as I watched her work, thrusting my own hips upward and grinding right back against her ass. 
 
   I heard her laugh, apparently thinking this shit was still a game. So I wrapped my arm around her waist, locking her against my lap as I stood up and carried her to the mirrored wall. I didn’t even let her get her bearings, just grinded my life away like I was at a damn basement high school party. And Malia was still giving it on her tippy toes, clearly not as far-removed from the party scene as I was. 
 
   But this wasn’t a party.
 
   I was hard as fuck, turned on as fuck. So I flipped her around, taking her hands and pinning them over her head before I crashed my lips against hers. They were softer than I imagined, perfectly full as I pulled one between my teeth. And then our lips met again, my tongue diving into her mouth and causing her to release a moan that was sweeter than any melody I had ever danced to.
 
   But then the music stopped. 
 
   And I…
 
   “Oh my God. Oh… my… God!” 
 
   Malia pushed me away, holding a hand to her mouth as she grabbed her bag, stuffing her spare shoes and clothes inside before taking off towards the doors.
 
   “Malia! Malia, wait! I’m sorry!” 
 
   I tried to catch up with her. But by the time I made it outside, she was already halfway down the block. And I just stood there, dazed as I watched her disappear into the sunset. 
 
   I couldn’t believe what had happened, couldn’t believe I had lost all control. But then again, how surprised could I be? 
 
   I knew how I felt, and I knew how much dancing with her only enhanced those feelings. But now I had freaked her out, probably to the point where she wouldn’t want to work with me anymore. 
 
   It was a lot to digest. But in the moment, I was most grateful that I hadn’t pressed record. 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   I was pretty sure I didn’t take a full, complete breath until I made it inside of the first set of apartment doors.
 
   I couldn’t… think, let alone breathe until I knew I was completely out of his reach, completely safe, completely… back in control. I leaned against the wall, grazing my fingertips against my lips as I finally took the chance to really process what had happened.
 
   We were just… dancing, having some fun, sharing some friendly fire.
 
   But then… 
 
   But then the friendly fire turned into not just a little flame from a lighter, but a wildfire. Natural, unstoppable, something you have better been prepared for otherwise you’re doomed. And let me tell you, I was far from prepared. 
 
   I mean, sure I felt something for Blaise. Our chemistry was undeniable, particularly on the dance floor. But in the back of my head, I always considered him out of my league; unavailable. And apparently the likes of Charlotte must’ve slipped his mind because he certainly didn’t kiss me like a taken man. More like a man on a mission to get right into my panties. 
 
   If the music hadn’t stopped...
 
   I shuddered down the wall just thinking about it.
 
   This was a mess and I couldn’t blame anyone but myself. I shouldn’t have been so daring, trying things and manipulating my body in ways I knew he would like. Sure, it was a “friendly competition”, but internally I knew my motivation went far beyond that. 
 
   I wanted him to be attracted to me.
 
   I wanted to feel sexy.
 
   I wanted to be… irresistible.
 
   But that didn’t mean I thought it was actually gonna happen. 
 
   This was Blaise-fuckin’-Anthony; a guy that could easily have any girl he wanted. But I made him want me, so much so that he pushed any and everything else to the side- morals included -  just so we could share that moment together. 
 
   I sighed, popping up from my spot on the floor so that I could head up the stairs. It was still fairly early, only a little after 7 o’clock, so I expected Mama to be on the couch watching one of her primetime sitcoms. And she was, her mouth a little slack as she let out the slightest hum of a snore. I figured she must’ve dozed off in between commercials, so I took the remote from her hand and set it on the table.
 
   “Hey, I was watching that,” she grumbled as she adjusted in her seat.
 
   “I didn’t change it, ma,” I replied, making me way to the kitchen to see if she had made anything for dinner though I really didn’t have much of an appetite. Well… I did have an appetite. But not for anything food-related. 
 
   “What are you doing just now getting home? I know you ain’t comin’ from work looking like that.” 
 
   I looked down at my outfit - a t-shirt, baggy sweatpants and my dancing boots - completely forgetting I hadn’t taken the chance to change clothes as usual. It was the last thing on my mind for obvious reasons.
 
   Still, I tried not to sound too invested as I told her, “I was down at the studio getting some work in.”
 
   Yeah, you were about to get that work alright…
 
   “The studio? Malia, don’t you play with me. I told you about all that dancing shit, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes, ma. But this is something I wanna do. Something just for me.” The least she could do was let me have an ounce of my own peace, even if it wasn’t exactly the most kumbaya part of my life at the moment. 
 
   “How can you afford dance classes anyway? I know next quarter’s tuition must be due soon.”
 
   I cringed at the word “tuition” before giving her the most honest answer that I could. “I’m actually getting some free lessons from the owner. He thinks I’m good and wanted to help me get even better.” Gosh, I hated that I even had to talk about him right now. 
 
   I wasn’t mad, I was just… confused. Confused by the fact that I had thought myself out of him even possibly being attracted to me, only to find out that he felt exactly that once I poked the beast. Well, felt it enough to pin me against the wall and kiss me into a stupor. 
 
   Mama’s booming voice snapped me out of my post-evaluation of the situation. “Get even better for what? You’re almost twenty-three years old, Malia. And it’s not like Soul Train is around anymore to magically discover you. So what exactly are you planning to do?”
 
   “I don’t know, ma. Still trying to figure that out,” I answered in a deliberately annoyed tone. I was already going through enough on my own, so I really wasn’t interested in piling on some of her stuff too. 
 
   But she didn’t help my cause one bit, her voice reeking of sarcasm as she replied, “Right. Of course you are. Always making these bullshit, lofty goals for your life instead of seeing reality as is. If you were gonna be a professional dancer, it would’ve happened already. And did it happen? No. So get your head out of the clouds and get back down to earth for crying out loud!” 
 
   That one forced me to clap back. “It’s only lofty because you don’t get it. You think everyone is supposed to get a piece of fancy paper with their name on it, take that to an employer, and use it as a ticket to nine-to-five slavery for the rest of their lives. But that’s not me, ma. I can really do this. I am gonna do this.” 
 
   My chest was literally heaving from defending myself, but she still acted as if she didn’t care; instead choosing to head out of the kitchen instead of acknowledging my outpour. 
 
   But she didn’t get too far before she turned around to toss out a bitter, “Whatever, child. Just know you better not let dance get in the way of working on that ticket.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   She didn’t show up.
 
   I had a feeling she wouldn’t, that the whole kiss thing had pushed things completely out of bounds, and I certainly couldn’t blame her. I mean, it was so unlike me to get that caught up in dancing. But then again, this wasn’t the first time that it had happened with her. 
 
   It was something about the way she did it, as if dance was the only way for her to communicate a different, edgier and frankly more honest side of her. While she was all sweet and bubbly on any given day, once she hit that dance floor, she was sexy, and bold, and… irresistible. 
 
   What made things even more complicated was that I was immensely attracted to both; the fact that she could just be a genuinely kind individual, but still take no prisoners once a beat dropped. It was like the perfect combination, the perfect mix, and for me, the ideal woman.
 
   But I fucked that up.
 
   Man, did I fuck that up.
 
   Because instead of letting her take the lead, find a pace to our attraction that worked for her, I had taken charge in a major way by being the first to pounce. And there was no taking that back now. 
 
   She probably wouldn’t even trust herself to be around me alone again and that was honestly the last thing I wanted to happen. I legitimately just wanted to help her reach her goals, wanted to help her get to the next level. So I would have to fall back, push my personal feelings to the backburner if she ever gave me the opportunity to. Though if her not showing up to a Saturday morning group session was any indicator of how she felt, I knew actually getting that opportunity was a longshot. 
 
   After saying goodbye to the last of the class attendees, I made my way back to the office, the place I’d most likely be spending the rest of my day. Running a dance studio was way harder than I expected it to be especially without an administrative assistant to keep the busy work in line. So for now, that was all left up to me. Returning phone calls, responding to inquiries, replying to emails; it was something like a wormhole that I’d find myself lost in day in and day out. And it didn’t exactly help that I lived right above the studio. So even when I did call myself being done with work for the day, it was always only a trip down the stairs away. 
 
   As I scrolled through the emails, one in particular stood out. It was from a talent agency in the city - the one that I had signed to years ago before moving on to one a little bigger - looking to scout some new talent for an upcoming tour. Of course the first person that came to mind was Malia, but I didn’t have a way to get in contact with her if she didn’t show her face again anytime soon. A couple of the other dancers at the studio were good and worthy of the opportunity, so I’d be sure to pass it along to them as well. But it felt mandatory for Malia to know and know now so that she could start getting prepared. 
 
   I closed my computer and grabbed my keys, locking up the studio on my way out. It was already deep into the afternoon and if I remembered correctly, Malia would be at work. So I made the trek to the restaurant, not even caring that I wasn’t exactly dressed the part. 
 
   Once inside, I spotted her immediately, smiling incredibly hard at a guy who was sitting alone. She was probably oblivious, but it was clear to me that he was checkin’ her out, probably trying to run some silly ass game on her. And Malia was friendly, so she would smile, and listen, and laugh at his jokes, and…
 
   B, you are really trippin’. 
 
   I sighed as I waited for her to finish talking to the guy. And once she did, I heard a little voice behind me ask, “Are you looking for Malia?”
 
   I turned around and saw an incredibly blonde girl looking a little too excited to have my attention. But I kept things polite as I answered, “Yeah, I am. Well I was. But I see her now.” I looked up just in time to see her disappearing into the back.
 
   Damnit. 
 
   “I can… go get her for you. Or get food for you. Or get… whatever you want.” 
 
   Definitely a little too excited.
 
   “Uh… I’m good. But thank you… for the offer.”
 
   She tried to serve some version of a sexy smile that was more awkward than anything as she said, “Keep it in mind, handsome. I’m Cassidy by the way.” 
 
   I nodded just enough to acknowledge her without being rude before I took off towards Malia who had thankfully emerged from the back. 
 
   “Malia! Hey.” 
 
   She turned to me with wide eyes before she whisper-yelled, “Blaise, what the hell are you doing here?!”
 
   “I umm... I wanted to share some information with you. All business, I promise. Do you have a minute?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. My next break isn’t for at least another 30 minutes. But if it’s that important, you can wait at the bar.” 
 
   “Deal,” I told her as I made my way past her through the rows of tables to the bar, making myself comfortable on one of the stools. I peeked back to where we first talked and she was still standing there, apparently stunned by my presence. And I smiled because… this was Malia. But instead of smiling back, she got back to work while I sat there, nursing a cranberry juice and watching the clock. 
 
   Thankfully between conversations with other patrons and the bartender, time flew by until I heard Malia settle in next to me on the stool.
 
   “So what’s up? What’s so important?” 
 
   I could tell she was giving me the cold shoulder, so luckily I had come with good news. 
 
   “I got some info from an agency looking to sign some new dancers for a tour. They want to use the studio some time in the next couple weeks to set up auditions and…”
 
   “Wow, Blaise! Are you serious?!”
 
   I cracked a smirk at her excitement. “Yeah. I knew you’d be interested, but I wasn’t sure if I’d see you in time. So I… came here.” 
 
   She bit her lip, looking down at her hands before she replied, “Thank you. I… appreciate it.” 
 
   Since I was on her good side for the moment, I took the opportunity to add, “And I… also wanted to tell you sorry; for the other night. It was incredibly unprofessional of me to go that far and I hope you’ll still wanna work with me. Class wasn’t the same without you this morning.” 
 
   She gave me a half-hearted smile, sweeping a stray hair behind her ear as she replied, “I think we should probably… cool it on the personal sessions. At least for a week or two. But I’ll be in class next Saturday for sure.” 
 
   “Sounds like an excellent plan. But let me get outta your way so you can enjoy the rest of your break,” I told her as I began to stand up from the bar stool. But I wasn’t even completely upright when I felt her dainty hand against my forearm. My eyes scanned their way from her hand up to her face that was finally twisted into a real smile. 
 
   “Wait. Are you hungry? We get a free meal during our break, and I… can’t eat all of those shrimp and sausage skewers alone.”
 
    I smiled myself, immediately recognizing her actions as a peace offering, a way to let me know that everything was actually okay between us. And while I was grateful that it was in the form of bomb ass food, I was even more grateful to have her back on my side. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   I made it to the studio just in time to see Blaise introducing a guest instructor that quite honestly needed no introduction. While Blaise was an incredibly popular, incredibly accomplished dancer, Knox Riley was practically the God of hip-hop dance for our generation. He was the one that every major artist went to first for choreography. He was the one that held workshops internationally for thousands of dancers at a time. Hell, he was the one that had trained Blaise. 
 
   To see him in person was a combination of overwhelming and exciting; so much so that I had to calm my thumping heart so that I could actually hear what Blaise was even talking about. 
 
   “Since my big bro is gonna be leading class today, I’ll just be hanging out in the back. You know, taking notes and shit,” Blaise said with a goofy little laugh that made everyone else join in. Then he turned the floor over to Knox who smiled brilliantly at Blaise, giving him a pat on the shoulder before sending him on his way.
 
   “Mornin’, ya’ll. Glad ya’ll could make it out. ‘Preciate my brotha from anotha motha Blaise for lettin’ me crash his studio for a lil’ bit. But if ya’ll are ready, let’s get to it.”
 
   All the dancers cheered as we got settled into our usual formation. Naturally I made my way to the front of the line, feeling a little more confident about picking up the choreography this go-round thanks to Blaise’s help. And once I got myself in position, I waited for Knox to do the same, his back facing us so that he could teach while also being able to see us all in the mirror. I assumed his eyes were scanning the group to check and see if we were all ready. But when they landed on me, he winked. 
 
   At least I think he winked.
 
   Or maybe he just had something in his eye…
 
   I shook it off - literally - as I listened to him explain how class would go, what songs we would be dancing to, typical itinerary for class stuff. And then he followed that up by asking for a female volunteer. I purposely avoided eye contact, not wanting to fall into the trap of being put on the spot. But just like in school when you try to avoid being called on, that didn’t stop him from saying, “How ‘bout you?”
 
   I peeked up, pointing a finger to my chest so that I could clarify, “Me?”
 
   He nodded with that disgustingly-perfect smile of his before he waved me up to where he was standing in the very front and center. Though he was only a few steps away, I still took my time, not exactly thrilled about getting picked on. But then I was reminded of who he was - Knox Riley, another idol of mine, fine as can be - and that’s when the excitement along with nerves showed back up.
 
   “What’s ya name, babe?” He asked with that funny little southern accent of his.
 
   “I’m Malia.”
 
   “Ms. Malia, do you think you can keep up with me for a demonstration?” 
 
   I bit my lip as I nodded my head yes though my heart was already pounding at the thought. Freestyling was never an issue for me. But trying to keep up with Knox when I could hardly keep up with Blaise was practically a disaster waiting to happen. 
 
   “….as long as you look good doing it,” I reminded myself as Knox took off towards the sound system. And while I waited for him to return, I peeked through the mirror at Blaise who was hanging out in the back with… Charlotte?
 
   When the hell did she get here?
 
   And why in the hell is she here? 
 
   She actually looked happy for a change as she proudly gave him a kiss on the lips; the same lips that had been all over mine just last week. And as much as I wanted to be angry, to cause a scene, to just… call him out on his bullshit, I couldn’t do any of it because the music was starting.
 
   The song was Oui by Jeremih, a cute little song I had danced to in private a time or two since it wasn’t exactly the hard-hitting songs I usually preferred. But it was… light, and fun, and easy to vibe with. 
 
   So when Knox positioned himself behind me once the beat dropped, I didn’t hold back, swaying and gliding and tutting and grinding like he was just a normal dance partner. And before I knew it, I was actually enjoying myself; serving a real smile when he put his arms around my waist and smiled back at me the mirror. Then he took my hand and spun me away from him but just as quickly pulled me back against his rock-solid frame, his face hovering right in front of mine as he cracked another one of his brilliant smiles that was obviously some sort of signature.
 
   I blushed at the same time that the other dancers began to cheer us on while the song faded out. And Knox didn’t make it any easier on me, giving me a little kiss on the cheek that was honestly closer to the corner of my mouth than anything before finally letting me go.
 
   “Alright, ladies. Ms. Malia set the tone, so now ya’ll really gotta show out. Partner up and let’s get into it.” 
 
   I was already making my way back to my original position when I felt a gentle hand against my wrist, stopping me dead in my tracks. 
 
   “Nah, little mama. You stayin’ up here with me. Unless you really wanna dance with someone else.”
 
   The ball of nerves inside of me was renewed as I answered, “No. I mean…  I can stay with you. If you need me to.” 
 
   “Please,” he added, giving my wrist a playful tug. And who would I have been to say no to dancing with Knox Riley again? Better question; why had I even partially considered turning down the offer in the first place? 
 
   It was as if I felt guilty for doing it, guilty for engaging with another guy on such a level that was obviously more personal for him than it was for me. But still, what was holding me back?
 
   Blaise.
 
   Even while being in the same room as him and his girlfriend - looking smitten as hell in back may I add - I still felt some type of loyalty to him which was completely outrageous. We shared a kiss, had already agreed to it being a mistake, and were in the process of moving forward accordingly. 
 
   And what better way to move forward than with another dance - and maybe more - with Knox Riley? 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   I was sick as I watched Malia get sucked in by Knox’s charm. 
 
   For as long as I had known him - which was a long ass time - he had always been a ladies’ man with a resume that included a good percentage of the female professional dancer population along with the singer population, and the actress population, and the model population. And now he was preying on Malia who probably couldn’t see the dog in a guy if she tried. 
 
   I was just getting ready to go bust up their little party when Charlotte whined, “Can we go now? I’m hungry and it stinks in here. Smells all… sweaty and stuff.” 
 
   My first reaction was to tell her to shut up, but instead I suggested, “How about you go wait for me upstairs in the apartment? I’ll be there in a minute, and then we can go eat.” 
 
   She huffed but surprisingly took the tip, leaning in to give me a kiss on the cheek before she left. She had been especially affectionate all day as if she could sense I was on the verge of breaking up with her. But there weren’t enough passionless kisses in the world to get me to change my mind. 
 
   It wasn’t that Charlotte didn’t have any good to her; more so that her bad just severely outweighed it. And now that I knew different - had partially experienced different - I was turned off from her for good.
 
   I just hadn’t let her know that yet. 
 
   Once she was out of sight, I made my way over to Malia and Knox who were in the middle of a laugh.
 
   “Aww man. Don’t tell me I missed a good joke,” I said, as I positioned myself especially close to Malia to subtly prove the point that she was off-limits.
 
   Wait, why is she off-limits?
 
   Knox shrugged as he answered, “Nah, I was just tellin’ her ‘bout that time in Miami when you missed a performance with that nasty hangover.” 
 
   Malia turned to me, creating a little extra space between us as she added, “Yeah, Blaise. I can’t believe you were stupid enough to get drunk the night before a show.”
 
   “I was like eighteen when that happened. First time to South Beach. And my bro here didn’t exactly lead me down the right path.” In fact, it was Knox that kept encouraging me to take more shots claiming I’d be fine since it was top-shelf alcohol. 
 
   He laughed, bumping me in my arm as he replied, “You were the life of the party, B. I didn’t wanna knock you.”
 
   Of course he would come up with some bullshit excuse for having me look foolish. It wasn’t exactly in his nature to take responsibility for his mistakes. But instead of being mad over a situation that was completely expired, I decided to change the subject. 
 
   “Good shit today though, man. I really appreciate you coming through and blessing the studio.” Having Knox visit and teach a class was like the perfect stamp of approval, even if it came along with him going after my… student. 
 
   “Ah, it’s not a problem, B. Especially since you have such talented dancers like Ms. Malia here. She alone made the trip worthwhile.” 
 
   I watched Malia blush as Knox continued, “I’m surprised you haven’t snatched her up yet.”
 
   Malia’s face scrunched in disgust as she said, “Snatched me up? Oh please. He’s more like a… brother to me. Showing me the ropes and getting me up to speed. Isn’t that right, Blaise?”
 
   I couldn’t answer right away because… damn. 
 
   Now I’m like a brother?
 
   Just last week I was...
 
   “Uh… yeah. That’s… that’s right.” 
 
   I looked over just in time to see Malia do a quick roll of her eyes before plastering on her usual pleasant smile. 
 
   And it was obvious that Knox had missed the notion as he took her hand and said, “It must be my lucky day then.”
 
   My jaw twitched and my hands turned into fists as I watched him lay it on thick. “I’m only here for the night, but I’d love to be able to take you to dinner, Ms. Malia. If you’re up for it.” 
 
   I could tell Malia was getting sucked right into his trap as her eyes grew with excitement before turning somber. 
 
   Wait, that’s a good sign.
 
   “I’m sorry, Knox. I actually have to work tonight,” she told him, looking legitimately disappointed though I honestly wanted to celebrate because I didn’t want her to fall for him… for her own good… or somethin’. 
 
   Still, Knox held onto her hand, bringing it to his lips for a kiss that damn near turned her to putty.
 
   Not a good sign. 
 
   “Aww come on, Ms. Malia. I’m sure you can sneak away for the night; find someone to cover for you.”
 
   She could hardly push out a response now that she was completely under his spell. “I’ll umm… ask around and let you know. Matter of fact...” 
 
   We both watched as she dug in the side pocket of her duffle bag and pulled out a pen. Then she flipped Knox’s hand to his palm and wrote down her number.
 
   I don’t even have her number!
 
   “Give me a call when you wrap up here and we can figure something out,” she told him with a smile. 
 
   Then she turned to me, her face less than impressed as she said, “See you later, Blaise.”
 
   Knox and I both watched intently for different reasons as she strolled away and out of the door. And once she was completely out of sight, Knox wasted no time whistling, “Damnnnnnn, B. I don’t know if you screwed that up or just didn’t try, but I’m glad either way.”
 
   “Chill, Knox. She’s a good girl.”
 
   He let out a cocky chuckle as he replied, “Oh she’s gonna be a good girl, alright. Perfect girl for daddy tonight.” 
 
   Before I could even think twice, I had already pushed him dead in his chest. “Yo, man. I’m serious. Don’t do her like that.”
 
   Knox put his hands up in defense, laughing again as he said, “Alright, bro. My bad. I was just playin’. But now that I see you like her ass, I’ll go wash her number off my hand.” 
 
   “I don’t like her, Knox. I just don’t want you to do her wrong for the fuck of it like she’s just some random girl.” And that was the truth… the second part that is.
 
   His face scrunched as he tossed his head back and said, “Aww come on, man. I don’t roll like that. I’ll show her a good time and if she’s up for it, a little more. But only if she’s up for it.” 
 
   I sighed, sticking my hand out to Knox and pulling him into a bro hug knowing that was all I could ask for without looking too suspicious. 
 
   But deep down inside, I prayed she wouldn’t even answer her phone. 
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   “So… how long have you been dancin’? If you said forever, I wouldn’t be surprised.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh as I replied, “Yeah, somethin’ like that. Not nearly as long as you though.” 
 
   The sentiment made a proud smile bloom on Knox’s face as he leaned back against the booth we were sharing, his large frame taking up most of the space. I still couldn’t believe I was having dinner with him of all people on this universe. But then again, why not?
 
   I mean, I was a dancer and so was he.
 
   Well kinda. 
 
   I was single and he was… maybe single? 
 
   I guess I had gotten so caught up in rubbing it in Blaise’s face that I hadn’t even taken the time to really think things through. But it was too late to worry about making a big mistake. 
 
   So instead, I continued to smile as I listened to him say, “Yeah, I can pretty much guarantee that. Been dancin’ since before you were born.”
 
   I smacked my teeth, rolling my eyes teasingly at the one thing I actually did know.  “You’re not that old.” I damn sure wouldn’t have came if that was the case. 
 
   “But I’m older than you and I’ve been dancin’ since I was in the womb, so I’m pretty sure that gives me a one up.” 
 
   “Touché,” I said with a nod as I held up my glass of water before taking a sip. 
 
   We sat in a comfortable silence, but I could feel him watching my every move as I reached into the bread basket, pulling out a roll that I’d be a fool to eat all of with the audition coming up soon. So instead I broke off a little corner and popped it in my mouth, opting to just let it melt so that I could savor it.
 
   Knox let out a little laugh as he said, “Damn, girl. Do you really make everything look like a peep show?”
 
   “A peep show?”
 
   “Yeah, a peep show. I mean, who in the hell makes eatin’ bread look sexy?”
 
   Wait what?
 
   I bit my lip, suddenly feeling shy under his watchful gaze. But I swallowed hard so that I could tell him, “I uh… I didn’t do it on purpose.”
 
   “That’s the best part. It’s a natural gift, just like your dancin’,” he said as he leaned into the table, appearing to take up even more space than before. And with his eyes locked on mine, it felt like I was frozen; unable to move, unable to think, unable to breathe. It was almost like I was suddenly under some sort of spell by the time I heard him say, “So tell me the truth, babe. You and Blaise got a little somethin’ goin’ on between ya’ll?”
 
   The question snapped me back to reality, allowing me to sink into the booth and create a little extra room between us. Even with the table, he still felt entirely too close for me to even look at him when I finally answered, “What? I mean… no. Not at all.”
 
   He still didn’t look convinced, putting a hand under his chin and smirking at me. 
 
   “Are you sure about that? Cause when I said somethin’ about courtin’ you earlier, he damn near whooped my ass.”
 
   Wait… he did what?
 
   I tried to hide my shock, keeping my voice completely leveled as I tossed out, “I don’t know why he would’ve done that.”
 
   “Well even if you’re gonna pretend like you don’t know, I’m gonna tell you. My bro likes you, Malia. Like… a lot. So much so that he was about to fight me over you and we’ve been friends for over a decade.”
 
   While I should’ve been flattered by the gesture, the only thing on my mind was the fact that…, “He has a girlfriend, Knox. You saw her yourself.” 
 
   I still couldn’t believe Blaise had brought her to the studio. It was almost like he was trying to put me back in my place with her presence. 
 
   But if Knox is telling the truth...
 
   With a wave of his hand, he brushed off my comment. “Nah, that chick isn’t Blaise’s speed at all. I don’t know what he’s doin’ with that. But I can tell he’s diggin’ you, babe. He just… has a weird way of showin’ it.” 
 
   Weird is the understatement of the century. 
 
   “I get it though. If you’re not feelin’ him, keepin’ him in the friend zone and shit, that’s cool too. I just thought I’d let you know why I’m not pursuin’ you myself. Nothin’ personal, just bro code.”
 
   I completely respected Knox’s angle, and was honestly glad to hear it. Sure we were having a good time tonight, but I certainly had no interest in dating the man on any serious level.
 
   Still, I couldn’t help but tease, “Well I wish I would’ve known that before I wasted a good pair of panties.”
 
   His eyebrows flew up and his mouth went a little slack as he said, “Hol’ up… what was that?”
 
   And according to that reaction, I had a feeling he wouldn’t find it as funny as I did when I announced, “I’m kidding! But seriously though, I really do appreciate you… letting me know. And maybe when your boy is ready, he’ll let me know too.” 
 
   &
 
   For the first time in well… ever, I was actually early for a Saturday morning group session. Mama wasn’t awake yet when I left the house, so that saved me a ton of time that would’ve usually been spent tending to her needs. 
 
   After talking with Knox - picking his brain about both dance and his friend - I knew it was mandatory to have a conversation with Blaise. I needed to know exactly where his head was at so that we could move forward accordingly for real this time. Not that I expected him to pour his heart out or anything like that. I just wanted to hear his side from his mouth instead of with Knox’s country twang.
 
   His office door was already cracked open, but I still felt the need to knock before I said, “Good morning, Blaise.”
 
   He peeked up to me with tired eyes and pushed out a weak, “Morning.” Before casting his eyes back down to the papers he was sifting through when I walked in. 
 
   I couldn’t tell if he was intentionally being cold or if he was just grouchy because it was early in the morning. Either way, I suddenly felt uneasy about my visit. But since I was here on a mission regardless of his attitude, I still pushed forward. 
 
   “Can I… speak to you for a minute?”
 
   This time he took a peek at his watch before he said, “Yeah, I got a minute.”
 
   And instead of beating around the bush like I was tempted to do, I dug right in. “I was… talking to Knox and....”
 
   “Malia, I’m not really tryna hear about your date. I’m glad you went and had a good time or whatever, but that’s ya’ll business.”
 
   “Well I know. But…”
 
   I jumped when he slammed a hand down on his desk and said, “But nothing, Malia. If that’s all you came in here for, I’m not fuckin’ interested. Now I have some work to get done before class gets started. So if you don’t need anything else…” 
 
   I couldn’t even reply, too stunned by his unexpected fury. I had never seen Blaise so upset about anything, and certainly not without letting me speak first. I mean, if this was what Knox was talking about when he said he had a weird way of showing it, then quite honestly I was no longer interested. 
 
   So I stepped back, practically whispering, “Um… no. I… I guess I’ll just… see you in class.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   I felt like shit.
 
   I hadn’t meant to be upset with Malia at all about going out with Knox, but I honestly couldn’t help myself the second I laid eyes on her. 
 
   I was… jealous.
 
   Jealous that he was the one getting to take her out on a normal dinner date, that he was the one that got to kiss on her in front of the whole class, that he was the one that made her bring her bubbly ass into my office early. 
 
   Even though it was a whole week later, she was still beaming from whatever chemistry they had worked up during his stay. And I knew there was something brewing when Knox told me he’d be coming back to visit again next month. 
 
   Malia was the only real explanation for that. 
 
   But still, how unprofessional of me to come at her with an attitude when I was the one that had already apologized for taking things too far in the first place. An apology that I meant at the time, but was now beginning to question because if I really meant it, then I wouldn’t have been trippin’. 
 
   This shit was a mess. 
 
   I felt guilty as hell as I dragged myself into the studio that was already beginning to fill up with dancers. I noticed Malia sitting off to the back, minding her own business as she simultaneously stretched and scrolled through something on her phone. But then her fingers stopped as she threw her head back with a laugh and appeared to be typing something; maybe a reply… a reply to a text… a text from Knox.
 
   The second my fist clenched was the same second I realized I was really buggin’ the fuck out. I literally had no idea what she was doing on her phone and was already jumping to conclusions; jealous ass conclusions. I wasn’t even the jealous type, but something about Malia turned me hella possessive. 
 
   And I hated that shit. 
 
   So instead of heading her way, I went to the front of the room to do some solo stretching. Of course multiple dancers wanted to strike up conversations and I did my best to pay attention, but my eyes kept diverting back to Malia who was still face deep in her phone with a smile. She was always a happy individual, but something about these smiles felt different, like they came from a place I had yet to tap into. 
 
   Again, the jealous side of me was provoked. 
 
   I must’ve been staring too hard as she peeked up at me with a smirk, rolling her eyes before gluing them back to the screen of her phone. 
 
   And that was the final straw. 
 
   I left whoever was talking to me mid-conversation, stalking my way over to where Malia was sitting.
 
   She didn’t even look at me, just felt my presence enough to push out, “What, Blaise?”
 
   “I need to talk to you. In private.”
 
   She rolled her eyes again, popping up from the ground as she said, “You had your chance to do that and you kicked me out. So unless it’s really that important, you can keep it to yourself.” 
 
   I sighed, trying to calm myself down as I told her, “It’s that important, Malia. Please. Just let me holla at you for a minute.” 
 
   I reached out for her hand and instead she crossed her arms over her chest, rocking back and forth on her heels before pushing out a stiff, “No.”
 
   “No?”
 
   This time she shook her head. “No, Blaise. I don’t wanna hear what you have to say, the same way you didn’t wanna hear me out. You don’t get to just pick and choose when you want to deal with me. And quite honestly, I thought we were better than that. Clearly I thought wrong.” 
 
   “Nah, Malia. You weren’t wrong, I just…”
 
   “You just what? Had a bad night? Had a rough morning? Got into a fight with Charlotte? And my role is what exactly? Am I’m supposed to feel sorry for you? Be understanding? Seriously, who are we to each other? What is this? Because I’m starting to feel like a pawn in your silly ass game.” 
 
   This is exactly why we should’ve talked in private...
 
   I tried to keep my voice down so that I wouldn’t draw any extra attention to us. “It’s not a game, Malia. I’m just as confused as you seem to be.” And that was the God honest truth. My head and my heart were in the battle of the century as they kept themselves busy trying to outdo each other. While my head told me to just leave her alone, my heart was literally begging for her. 
 
   But that all came to a halt when she replied, “Well let me take the confusion out for the both of us. I’m your student and you’re my dance teacher. Simple as that.”
 
   &
 
   “Blaise. Blaise. Helloooooo. I’m talking to you.”
 
   I peeked over to my phone that was covered with Charlotte in the middle of a FaceTime call. I had the phone propped up on my desk as I kept myself busy with studio paperwork; anything to keep my mind off of Malia. I still couldn’t believe the way she had blown up on me before class, but I honestly couldn’t blame her considering I had done the same thing. 
 
   “What, Charlotte? Damn. Don’t you see I’m trying to…” 
 
   It was then that I noticed she was wearing lingerie. And not just any bra and panty set, but one of those crotchless joints that clung to her body flawlessly. Her legs were propped up so I could practically see right inside, and… it did nothing for me. 
 
   “Blaise, don’t you see I’m trying here?” she whined as she began to play with herself. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You can stop, Charlotte. I’m… this shit just isn’t working for me anymore.” 
 
   Her legs flew down as her face appeared closer to the screen. “What! Are you kidding me, Blaise?!”
 
   I shrugged, returning my eyes back to my stack of papers as I told her, “Nah, not at all.”
 
   “What is this about? What did I do? Blaise, don’t you do this to us,” she scolded as if that was gonna change my mind. 
 
   “Charlotte, the only reason you’re acting like this now is cause you think somebody else is pulling me away from you. And while that may or may not be true, it still doesn’t justify your only effort being on the account of someone… damn.” 
 
   Now it all made sense. 
 
   Malia wasn’t just mad about my attitude with her, she was mad that it took Knox showing interest in her for me to show any real feelings - negative or positive - about her. Even if I didn’t really think of the kiss as much of a mistake now, the fact that I told her it was painted the picture that I really didn’t mean it, especially since we had technically moved on from that. But now that those feelings were revived on the account of Knox…
 
   “Blaise! Blaise, say something!” 
 
   “What else do you want me to say, Char? I meant what I just said. I’m through with this shit.” 
 
   “So just like that? I’ve been saving myself for years for you to come home and do this shit the right way. And now you’re just gonna throw it all away?” 
 
   I couldn’t believe she was playing that card as if…, “Come on, Charlotte. There’s no way in hell you were a saint while I was gone. Hell, I hardly believe you’re a saint now that I’m back. So let’s just quit wasting each other’s time and…”
 
   *Bing* *Bing* *Bing*
 
   The screen went black. And while I should’ve been mad at her for hanging up on me, I was actually able to smile for the first time all day. It was like a weight had suddenly been lifted off of my shoulders; a weight that I was really carrying for no reason at all. 
 
   And now that I was free from the chains of Charlotte, it was time for some new rules. 
 
   Starting with Malia. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   This shit has got to stop.
 
   I could see Blaise sitting in my section of the restaurant and instantly got annoyed. I mean, why else would he be here other than to push his little agenda, play his game the way he had already been doing for far too long? 
 
   I was sick of him.
 
   I was sick of this; the back and forth that lead to nowhere.
 
   So I had no problem showing it when I strolled over to his table and asked, “What do you want, Blaise?”
 
   His eyes lit up as he turned towards me with a smile that I had to fight to ignore. “Malia. Hey. I didn’t know you were working today.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, shoving my notepad in the pocket of my apron so that I could call his bluff. “Yeah right, Blaise. You probably know my schedule almost as well as I do. So what is it? I know it’s not the shrimp and sausage skewers that keep bringing you back.”
 
   He let out a laugh that embarrassingly gave me little shivers.
 
   Focus, Malia!
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to sell the attitude that seemed to be melting away by the second. It was like no matter how irritated I felt on the inside, simply being in his presence still… did something to me.
 
   An annoying something.
 
   “They’re actually good enough to do just that. But you’re right. That’s not what I’m here for. I’m here to tell you… sorry. For flippin’ out on you the other day at the studio.”
 
   Ugh, here we go again.
 
   This time the attitude felt real as I snapped, “Apology accepted. You can leave now.” 
 
   But he didn’t budge, instead smiled as he said, “No, Malia. I’m not gonna leave. Not until I know we’re good, even if I have to sit at this restaurant all day.” 
 
   I immediately called his bluff yet again. “Oh please. You have way more important things to do than sit here all day long.”
 
   The statement made me feel completely in control. But it didn’t last long once I made the mistake of letting him touch me - take my hand in his and stroke it lovingly with his thumb- as he bored into me with those dark ass eyes.
 
    “Nothing is more important to me right now than making sure we’re okay, especially with your audition coming up. I really wanna get you back in the studio for our private sessions so we can make sure you’re on track to do well.”
 
   Of course he does…
 
   I brushed him off, managing to pull my hand away as I told him confidently, “I’ve been practicing on my own. I’ll be ready regardless.” There was no way I was letting him come between me and the biggest opportunity of my life, no matter how important of a role he had played in the process. 
 
   And I could tell that had struck a nerve as Blaise let out a sigh before bargaining, “Malia, come on. This isn’t just some little local audition. This is big time. You need to be on point. So let me help you. I want to help you.” 
 
   I could hear the sincerity in his voice, could see the honesty in his expression, and that was hard to turn down. But I didn’t want to get myself into another mess. I didn’t want to be the weak, vulnerable girl that somehow ended up with a broken heart when the heart had no business being involved in the first place.
 
   But it was. 
 
   A corner of my heart, for whatever reason, felt like it belonged to him even though I refused to give him the satisfaction of knowing. 
 
   That alone had the warning bells going off in my head. And still, I drowned them out in favor of my half-truth. “I’d love your help, but your help seems to come with a hidden agenda. And that part I’m not interested in. Not even a little bit.” 
 
   The sincerity remained as Blaise replied, “No hidden agenda, Malia. All legit. Dancing only, I promise.”
 
   I was waiting for his eyes to flicker with deception, his lip to twitch with dishonesty, some small sign that told me this was all wrong. But all I saw was promise, and hope, and…
 
   A pinky?
 
   “Really, Blaise? A damn pinky promise? Aren’t we a little too old for that?”
 
   His smile was incredibly full as he replied, “Pretty, we’re never too old for a pinky promise. So take it.” 
 
   I stared at his hand, pulling my bottom between my teeth as I thought it over. And once I made the mistake of peeking back up to his face - staring into those eyes - I knew there was no more contemplation necessary. 
 
   &
 
   “So. Have you decided what song you’re gonna audition to? I have a couple tracks in mind, but I wasn’t sure if you wanted to do more hip-hop or R&B.” 
 
   I couldn’t believe I was really back in the studio training with Blaise. Considering how far left we had managed to go, I wasn’t sure if we’d ever make it back to the light and fun friendship we had initially established. It was honestly refreshing to be back in a good space, exactly what I needed to get my head in the game for this audition. 
 
   I laughed to myself, thinking of what song I originally wanted to dance to. And instead of keeping the little joke to myself, I told Blaise, “Yeah. I Bet by Ciara.” 
 
   I could tell the moment he caught on as he turned to me with a frown, so I quickly added, “I’m kidding. I think I wanna dance to, Get You Alone by Maejor. You ever heard of that song?”
 
   He nodded at me in the mirror. “Yeah, I think so. Has that little fluty beat to it, right?”
 
   This time it was me nodding as I answered, “Yep, then it switches up to a slower vibe towards the end. That way I can show both, you know… upbeat and sensual.” It was crucial to me that I put my best foot forward, and I knew that would only happen if I showcased myself as a versatile dancer. 
 
   He stuck his hand out to help me off the floor as he said, “Yeah, that makes sense. Well show me what you got so far, superstar. Then I’ll give you some suggestions.”
 
   I positioned myself in front of the mirror as he went to the sound system to cue the song up. I had gotten so use to him gearing up to dance with me that it felt a little awkward when he actually stayed away. But I quickly focused up as the words to the song began. 
 
   “Sex on my mind thinkin' 'bout when I get you alone...
 
   You already know it's goin' down when I get you alone...
 
   You know what I came here to do when I get you alone...
 
   I'ma give it all to you when I get you, when I get you alone…”
 
   And just when I was getting into it, the music stopped. 
 
   “Pretty, come on now. Are you dancing or taking a shit? Why is your face so damn tight?” 
 
   I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t because it was an honest critique. I didn’t quite feel myself with him and only him watching me dance. Like I was… nervous, or something.
 
   Nervous for what?
 
   “Shake it off and start from the top.” 
 
   I put my hands on my hip, nodding as he restarted the song. And this time, I made it all the way to the second verse when he stopped the music yet again. 
 
   “Malia, what’s the matter with you?”
 
   I couldn’t help but whine, “I don’t know. Something just feels… off.” I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what it was, but it was certainly starting to frustrate the hell out of me. 
 
   “Told your ass you needed to get back in the studio with me,” Blaise said with an annoying chuckle. And even though the sentiment may have been true, I still rolled my eyes as I pulled my shirt over my head and tossed it to the ground.
 
   “Whatever. Start it again. I got it.” 
 
   He laughed a little more before he pressed play. And this time I really got into the zone as if I was dancing by myself in my room the way I had done a million times. I felt weightless as I grinded, and glided, and did everything I could to prove myself. But the music still got stopped. 
 
   “What now, Blaise?” I huffed, as I worked to catch my breath.
 
   He strolled over to where I was standing and sighed my name, “Malia. I’m sure it’s been awhile since you’ve auditioned, so let me explain something to you. Dancing like this might make you stand out from the group, but you won’t be dancing in a group in the first round. It will be all about you and what you can bring to the table. And if you don’t show out as a solo dancer, you won’t even make it to the group portion. I need you to dance like you wanna steal the attention of people who aren’t even in the building. Dance like your life depends on it; you know… how you usually do.” 
 
   I repeated the last line to myself, nodding as I digested it before I instructed him to start the song over. This time he used the remote, standing a few steps away from me as I began to dance instead of going clear across the room the way he had done before. 
 
   And that seemed to make all the difference.
 
   My moves were tighter, my face was looser, and… Blaise was legitimately proud of me, smiling and nodding as he watched me through the mirror. It took everything in me not to use him as a prop, instead focusing on myself so that I wouldn’t get in trouble again. 
 
   “Alright, Malia. Here it comes. Get ready.” 
 
   I knew Blaise was talking about the beat switch and I was beyond ready considering all of the other times, I had gotten stopped before I could make it this far. And while upbeat was fun, slowing it down was my go-to. I could use my body in a different way, use my hands to be more seductive, use my hips to hypnotize, use my legs to…
 
   The music stopped again.
 
   “Seriously, Blaise. What is it now?”
 
   He seemed dazed as he answered, “Huh? Oh shit. My bad, I didn’t mean to stop it that time. I was just… that was perfect, Malia. Perfect. You’re gonna kill this audition.”
 
   I knew there were a few things for me to tweak and tighten up, but the compliment still felt good to hear; especially coming from him. 
 
   Now, I could only hope he was actually right. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   The line was bleeding outside of the studio with dancers all vying for the four positions available to be one of Zalayah’s background dancers for her upcoming tour. But the only one that mattered to me was Malia. I was proud as hell as I watched from the back of the room while she performed her solo audition. And if the expressions of the judges - a combination of my colleagues and then Zalayah herself - were any indication of how well she was doing, then she was practically a shoe-in. Still, I felt anxious up until the final moment when she stuck her ending pose and offered her thank yous to the panel. 
 
   I followed her out of the room, catching up to her with an arm around her shoulder as I told her, “Malia, you killed that! I know for a fact you’re gonna advance to the second round.” Hell, I was honestly confident that she’d go all the way. And with Zalayah being one of the biggest Pop&B stars in the country, the opportunity would be the perfect first nod on Malia’s resume.
 
    But Malia remained optimistic, pulling away from me so that she could reach her duffle bag that was sitting on the floor. “No guarantees, Blaise. I’m not even gonna get my hopes up about it.”
 
   “Well you should because they’d be foolish not to pick you.” From what I had already seen from the other dancers, Malia was the best in the bunch by far. 
 
   “I’ve seen bigger fools not pick me before,” she said with a teasing side-eye that forced me to laugh.
 
   “Well those fools missed out too. But seriously, Malia. You did good. I’m so proud of you.” 
 
   Malia blushed, gnawing at her lip as always before she pushed out, “Thank you, Blaise. Now go watch the other dancers so we can really know if I’m in or not.” 
 
   I laughed again, leaning in to give her a little kiss on the cheek as I told her, “I got you.” And I honestly didn’t realize what I had actually done until I noticed how tense Malia was. 
 
   I rubbed a hand along the back of my neck, trying to figure out how to explain myself. But came up with nothing other than, “My bad. I was just…”
 
   She cut me off with a smile. “Relax, Blaise. No need to explain. It was completely platonic.” 
 
   “Platonic. Right. Let me go… see about these dancers.”
 
   &
 
   “So tell me something, Blaise. Does Malia really deserve the opportunity or are you in favor of her for other reasons?” 
 
   I laughed at Amerie, the head choreographer for the show and a close friend of mine, as I told her, “Nah, she’s just really that dope. I mean, you saw her yourself.” 
 
   Amerie nodded to agree as we both watched Malia from across the room. She was interacting with some of the other dancers, going over the steps for the group portion of the audition. And even in the group, Malia’s energy managed to stand out from the rest. 
 
   “I did. And she is good. I’m just worried she’ll clam up with this being her first tour. I mean, this is a pretty big stage for a beginner.” 
 
   I knew Amerie was right, but I was confident that Malia was ready. Hell, I was the one that had trained her to be ready for this audition. Surely I could make sure she was ready for that next level.
 
   “You’re right, Amerie. But I know Malia has what it takes, she just needs an opportunity to show it. I mean, we all had our first show, right?” In fact, I was pretty sure Amerie and I had done our first major show together.
 
   “God, that seems so long ago,” she said with a sigh, probably playing the moments back in her head. 
 
   I could’ve easily gone down memory lane about all the times we had performed together over the years. But there were more important things to talk about like…, “So… what are you thinkin’, Amerie? Are you gonna give my girl a shot?”
 
   She laughed, turning to me to say, “Ohhhh there it is. She’s your girl, huh?”
 
   I initially froze, but quickly tried to recover. “No, not like that. I meant like…”
 
   She cut me off. “Mmmhmm. Don’t you lie to me, Blaise Anthony. We’ve been friends for way too long to start keeping secrets now. And I mean, she is pretty cute.” 
 
   The last thing I needed was for something like this to be on the rumor mill. Not that Malia couldn’t be my girl. She just… wasn’t. 
 
   Not yet at least.
 
   “She’s not my girl. Seriously. More like my… protégé.” 
 
   Amerie put a hand under her chin, nodding as she said, “Protégé. Interesting choice of words. But… if you’re vouching for her this hard, she must be worth the trouble.” 
 
   “I promise you she is. Just give her a shot. She won’t let you down.” 
 
   I watched as Amerie took a second, longer look at Malia before she teased, “You sound pretty sure about this. Like you… know her well.”
 
   Though I honestly hadn’t sorted the shit out for myself, I knew for a fact that I didn’t want to give Amerie the wrong impression. So instead, I told her, “Chill. I’ve just been working with her since the studio opened.”
 
   “Working with her? Is that what you guys call it now?”
 
   If she was a guy, I would’ve shoved her for talkin’ shit. But since I knew she’d pick up on any hint of an emotional investment, I remained neutral. “Amerie, I’m serious. She’s an incredible dancer. You’d be lucky to have her.” Regardless of how I personally felt about Malia, I knew that fact was the truth. 
 
   Still, Amerie managed to twist my intentions when she replied, “Well it sounds to me, like you would be lucky to have her too.”
 
   “Whatever. Are you gonna sign her or not?” I hoped switching the subject would be enough for her to let it go. 
 
   And I thought it had worked when she replied, “I mean… any protégé of yours is certainly worth a shot.” But then she quickly added, “And maybe one day you’ll be honest with me about her.”
 
   I should’ve just told her the truth, put some words to what was happening. But I couldn’t because I legitimately didn’t know for myself. I mean, I had already agreed to keep things at the dance only level, but it felt like I was constantly being drawn to go beyond that. And since I really didn’t know how Malia felt about it, there was no way I was gonna face it head on with Amerie. 
 
   So instead, I pleaded, “I am being honest.” 
 
   Amerie only rolled her eyes, using her years of knowledge to see right through my bullshit as she replied, “Yeah, we’ll see about that.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   “Mama! Mama, guess what?!” 
 
   I could hardly contain my excitement as I walked into the apartment, kicking off my shoes and leaving my duffle bag by the door before going to find her
 
   It was finally happening. All of my hard work, all the years I spent dreaming and wishing for an opportunity like this had finally paid off in the form of my first professional booking. And even if Mama wasn’t thrilled about me getting back into dance on a serious level, there was no way she could still feel that way now. 
 
   She walked out of the kitchen just as I was entering, wiping her hands on a dish towel with a scowl on her face. “What, Malia? And why are you screaming like that?”
 
   “Mama, I made it! I made the cut!” I said, holding her by the shoulders. 
 
   Her face remained scrunched with confusion as she asked, “Made the what? What are you talking about, girl?”
 
   I stepped away, making my way past her to the fridge to grab a bottle of water as I explained, “I had an audition today; to be one of Zalayah’s background dancers on her four-city promo tour, and… I got picked!” 
 
   She waved the towel at me, still far from impressed. “Oh, Malia. Calm your silly behind down. And who is Zalayah?”
 
   “Who is Zalayah?! What do you mean, who is Zalayah? Who doesn’t know Zalayah?” She was easily one of the biggest stars of my time, even if she was a few years younger than me. But since we were still relatively close in age, it almost felt like I had grown up with her. So to now have the opportunity to dance with her...
 
   “Obviously me. But that’s beside the point. How are you gonna go on tour and you have school?”
 
   Oh shit.
 
   It had completely slipped my mind that Mama still didn’t know the full truth. But now that I had reached my ultimate goal for dropping out in the first place, I was a little more confident in explaining, “I… uh… I withdrew. From my classes.”
 
   The excitement I was looking for from my initial announcement finally showed up in the wrong form as she yelled, “You did what?! No you didn’t. No you didn’t.”
 
   “I did, Mama. I had to follow my dreams and look where it got me. I’m going on my first tour!” I thought by maybe reminding her of that key fact, she’d be more understanding.
 
   She wasn’t. 
 
   “You’re not going anywhere but back down to that damn school to re-enroll. I can’t believe you withdrew from your classes. You better hope they take you back.”
 
   “I’m not going back, Mama.”
 
   “Like hell you aren’t,” she replied, brushing me off. 
 
   Usually I could handle her not giving a damn, could handle her not understanding, but this was different. This was my life, my dream, everything I had always wanted. 
 
   So I followed her out of the kitchen as I told her, “I’m serious, ma! School was never about me; it was about… you. And now it’s time to do something for myself. I thought you’d be happy for me.”
 
   “Happy for what? That my daughter has been lying to me for who knows how long about going to school? That my only daughter is going on a damn tour to dance even though she wasn’t supposed to be wasting time dancing in the first place? Oh yeah. I’m real happy, Malia. Thrilled,” she tossed out sarcastically. 
 
   “Whatever, Ma. You’re just jealous.” 
 
   It was always something that had crossed my mind, though I never had the courage to say it to her. But it was like no matter what I did, even when it was exactly what she wanted me to do, she was never impressed. And that kind of hatred could only come from some deep, dark place inside of her that was envious of me being successful, and her being… her. 
 
   “Excuse me?! I just know I didn’t hear that right. Did you say I was… jealous? Jealous of what, exactly? Because last time I checked, you have nothing going for yourself. A part-time job as a waitress isn’t exactly a top-tier position. And now you’re not even in school? If I hadn’t saved your ass, you would be out on the street somewhere with that illegitimate child you created.” 
 
   I froze, trying to regain my composure after what most would consider a knockout blow. But I was so used to it, so used to her going for the jugular and guilt-tripping me into doing what she wanted me to do, that I knew I had to keep fighting.
 
   But just like any prizefighter who had taken a good shot to the head, I was on wobbly legs by the time I was able to reply, “No I wouldn’t be. I’d find a way with or without you, ma.”
 
   “Oh yeah? Well do it then. Pack your shit and find a way, you ungrateful little bitch.” 
 
   I opened my mouth to respond again, but nothing came out. I mean, what was really left to say? I always knew she felt this way, she was just waiting for an opportunity to say it out loud; to call her daughter - the only one that ever gave a damn about her - a bitch.
 
   So instead of stooping to her level, I just stormed off, snagging my shoes and duffle bag from the door on my way out. I wasn’t even worried about clothes, or shoes, or… shit, my phone charger. I just needed to get away before I got even more invested. 
 
   I could still hear her yelling as I made my way down the stairs, not stopping until I was completely out of the building. Then I sat on the stoop to put my shoes back on and figure out a plan. I had some money saved up, but it was really only enough to stay in a hotel for a week at most. And there was still a full two weeks before the tour prep was set to begin, so that wasn’t gonna work.
 
   Maybe if…
 
   I shook my head at the latest idea that had came to mind. I mean, Blaise literally had no reason to help me out of this mess I had created for myself, even if it was only a week and some change of me crashing on his couch. But I knew that by the time I would make it back from the tour, I’d have a big enough check to at least be able to put a deposit on an apartment and take care of first month’s rent. And then I could pick up a few extra shifts at the restaurant to be able to pay second month’s rent while also hopefully working on my next big check from dancing. 
 
   Maybe this could actually work. 
 
   Before I could talk myself out of it, I was already headed back to the studio. The walk wasn’t long enough for me to come up with some sophisticated explanation. So when he came to the door - after I had been banging on it for a solid five minutes straight - with a concerned look on his face, I instantly bursted into tears. 
 
   Of course that only added to his concern as he first pulled me into the studio and then into his arms.
 
   “Malia, what’s the matter? What happened? Did someone hurt you?”
 
   “My mom,” was all I could push out in between sniffles.
 
   “Your mom? Is she alright? Do we need to go to the hospital?”
 
   “Fuck her!” I yelled as I snatched away from him, wrapping myself with my own arms since my body instantly missed being in his. And for a minute he just stared at me, letting me deal with myself.  
 
   “Malia… what is going on, pretty? Tell me what’s up.”
 
   I used the back of my hand to wipe my tears, embarrassed that they had came out in front of him at all. “She kicked me out.”
 
   “Kicked you out? Why would she do that?”
 
   “Because I’m an ungrateful little bitch. Her words.”
 
   “Yeah right. Your mom did not call you a…” I flashed him my eyes to cut him off, letting him know I was dead serious. 
 
   “But you just got the biggest news of your life! What could have possibly made her call you a… that?”
 
   I was finally calm enough to get out a real explanation. “The same thing that makes any mother call her daughter a bitch. Self-hate with a sprinkle of envy, mixed with never loved by anyone.” 
 
   For whatever reason that made Blaise laugh as he walked over to where I was standing and wrapped a comforting arm around my shoulder. “So tell me what you need, pretty. Place to stay? Hotel? Help with some rent? Whatever you need, I got you.”
 
   “Blaise, that’s way too much. All I need is like a couch, or a futon. Hell, I’ll even take the dance room floor and a blanket if that’s all you have.”
 
   He laughed again as he replied, “Malia, I have a guest bedroom upstairs. It’s not completely furnished, but it’ll do the job. And it’s much better than the floor.” 
 
   I couldn’t reply, too busy wiping the fresh wave of tears that were seeping out. 
 
   Instead of waiting on an answer, he took my free hand and lead me to a staircase that was usually hidden with a door. 
 
   As we climbed the stairs, he asked, “All you brought is your duffle bag? Where’s the rest of your stuff?”
 
   “I left it,” I told him, feeling a little stupid about that part of the situation now. I could’ve at least grabbed a clean pair of underwear.
 
   “Well you’ll have to wear something of mine tonight, then we can go get the rest of your stuff tomorrow. Cool?” 
 
   I honestly would’ve been okay with never stepping foot in that apartment again, even if that meant losing some of my most prized possessions. But something about Blaise offering to come with me made me comfortable with the idea, like he would protect me if things went left again. And even if I only ended up staying at his place for the night, in this moment, I was just grateful to have a friend. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   I couldn’t sleep.
 
   It was like my body knew Malia was nearby and wouldn’t calm itself down until it could make use of her presence. And it wasn’t just a physical need, but having her around and not interacting with her was… foreign. So instead of tossing and turning about it, trying to somehow justify going into the bedroom she was occupying, I headed down to the studio to burn off the energy.
 
   I didn’t even have a song in mind, just pressed shuffle and went with whatever came up. The song ended up being, I Care For U by Usher; a song I had performed to more than a few times. So even though I was technically freestyling, my moves still felt a little rehearsed. But the further I got into the song, the more I began to pay attention to the lyrics. And the more I began to pay attention to the lyrics, the harder I danced. 
 
   “You're frustrated 'cause I don't react...
 
   Maybe you want some feedback...
 
   'Cause normally my feelings don't show...
 
   But baby I care for you...”
 
   It didn’t take long for me to work up a real sweat. And once the song was over, I heard a round of applause come from behind me. 
 
   “That was good, Blaise. I’m impressed,” she said as she approached the mirror looking way too adorable to even be real. The messy hair, my t-shirt and basketball shorts, the thick fuzzy socks; it was all too much. 
 
   “Malia. How long have you been down here?” I hadn’t even heard her come in, let alone noticed her hanging out in the back. 
 
   She shrugged as she answered with a teasing smile, “Well I couldn’t exactly sleep with Usher crooning through the floor, so I came down to see if he was putting on a live concert.”
 
   “My bad. I guess I didn’t think about that room being right above this. I’m never in there.”
 
   She brushed it off, almost looking back to her usual bubbly self. “No worries. Your performance made it worth the trip down. Now show me that last move again.”
 
   I laughed, wiping my face on my shirt as I told her, “That’s top secret, pretty. If I show you, I gotta kill you.”
 
   “Ah, I’ll take my chances. Now show me. Please.” 
 
   With her looking the way she did, there was no way in hell I could’ve told her no. So instead, I positioned myself in the mirror before doing the move again without the music. It was a rehearsed four count from a show I had done years ago when on tour with the man himself. I was actually surprised I remembered it considering how many performances I had done since then, but I suppose there was no better time than now to bring it out of the archives. 
 
   “Wait… so it was left foot first, or right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “And then what do your arms do again? Like… did you just make that part up or is that actually part of the move?”
 
   I shrugged, letting out a little laugh as I told her, “Hell if I know. That’s just how I remember it.”
 
   I watched as she did her interpretation of it, the fuzzy socks causing her to slip and slide a little more than she normally would. And then she asked me to put on the music so she could do it in real time. 
 
   “Malia, it’s like two in the morning. We can practice this shit later.”
 
   “Just let me do it once and then we can go to bed.”
 
   The way she said we could go to bed as if we were gonna do it together instead of in rooms of our own lit a fire that I had to turn away and put out before she could see it. 
 
   Well, try to put out. 
 
   It certainly had a mind of its own.
 
   I made my way over to the sound system, cueing up the music and letting her have at it; thinking maybe watching her exhaust herself would somehow rub off on me. And her version was almost better than mine; hers being a lot more expressive, and sensual, and… 
 
   Shit.
 
   Down boy. 
 
   She hit the four count I taught her. And once the song was over, I powered the machine down for the night before making my way towards the door.
 
   “Goodnight, Malia,” I tossed over my shoulder, knowing I needed to get away even though my body was craving her presence. 
 
   But she was already on my heels as she said, “Blaise. Blaise, wait!”
 
   “What, Malia?” I asked without stopping. 
 
   “I never got a chance to.... tell you thank you. For letting me crash at your place.” 
 
   “Not a problem,” I replied, trying to climb the stairs as fast as I could to get away from her. But she was keeping up; a single stair behind with every step that I took.
 
   I could hear the concern in her voice as she asked, “Blaise, why are you running away from me? Did I do something wrong?”
 
   “No, pretty. I’m just ready to go to bed. So goodnight.”
 
   “Blaise, wait. I… mmmmm…” 
 
   I couldn’t help myself anymore. I tried to get away, tried to keep things platonic, tried to do things the right way. But she just had to know what was going on with me. So I showed her, digging a hand in the back of her hair to deepen my onslaught of her lips; the lips I had been thinking about since the very first time I had the opportunity to explore them. But before I could get too invested, I pulled away, watching her chest heave up and down as she caught her breath. 
 
   “Now do you understand?”
 
   She wouldn’t even look me in the eyes, instead doing that thing with lip before she pushed out, “I uh… yeah. I… g-guess so.” 
 
   And this time I really got away, heading straight for my bedroom and locking the door behind me. 
 
   It was a fuckin’ shame how effortlessly attractive Malia was, and that was only enhanced each and every time I watched her dance. And now she was in my crib for the night?
 
   It hardly seemed possible for me to keep my hands - hell, keep my thoughts - to myself.
 
   So maybe I wouldn’t. 
 
   Maybe it was time for me to let Malia know exactly how I felt about her. That I was done pushing my true feelings to the side in order to help her succeed in dance when I knew for a fact that I could be doing both. 
 
   For now, I planned to shower and sleep on it. But I had a strong feeling that tomorrow would be the start of a new chapter. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
   I had been awake for hours, but I didn’t wanna leave the room. I wasn’t sure what I’d do - or better yet, what I was supposed to do - when I saw Blaise for the first time since he had kissed me the night before. 
 
   And it wasn’t just any kiss. 
 
   It was like he was trying to communicate something, make a point, without talking to me. In fact, he was actually trying to avoid talking to me about it. But once I pushed the issue, he… showed me? 
 
   This shit is confusing.
 
   I rolled over and grabbed my phone that was at 10% battery, instantly reminding me of the real issue at hand.
 
   My mother. 
 
   She had no idea where I had gone, no idea where I laid my head at for the night, and didn’t even care enough to reach out. For me to be her only daughter, her only family, the only thing left of her bloodline as she knew it made the situation that much more sobering. And even though I knew she wasn’t exactly the most self-sufficient individual, I couldn’t go back. Being there was no longer an option. 
 
   But being here really wasn’t an option either. I mean, how could I be under the same roof as Blaise and not crave more of his touch, more of his kisses, more of his… attention?
 
   Even if he has a weird way of showing it…
 
   I put a hand to my lips, quivering as I remembered the way he had pressed his against them. And just the thought of doing it one more time, even if it was the last time, was enough to get me out of bed. 
 
   Since the studio was closed on Sundays, I wasn’t surprised to find Blaise sitting on the couch in his living room like any normal person would be. But I was surprised to see him shirtless, wearing only a pair of gray sweatpants and quite obviously, nothing underneath them. 
 
   “Good morning, Blaise,” I tossed out from behind the couch.
 
   He didn’t turn around, instead keeping his eyes fixed on the TV as he said, “Mornin’, pretty. There’s some food in the fridge if you’re hungry. Fruit, and granola, and shit. And if you want something else, we can run down to the store.”
 
   “No. Fruit, and granola, and shit is fine,” I replied teasingly as I made my way to the kitchen. 
 
   Things felt relatively normal as I pulled open the door of the fridge and scanned the options. But when I bent down to reach the fruit in the bottom tray of the fridge, I heard a low whistle come from behind me. 
 
   “Mmm… I could get use to that, pretty.” 
 
   I hadn’t even heard him get up from the couch, but that didn’t stop me from smiling as I asked, “Use to what?”
 
   “Seeing your ass all out every morning. New house rule: No pants. Ever.” 
 
   I laughed as I sat the fruit on the counter, pulling a few drawers out to find a knife. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Blaise.” In fact, I had honestly forgotten that I ditched his basketball shorts in the middle of the night. Luckily his t-shirt was long enough to cover most of me. 
 
   “Why not?” he asked with the most serious expression. 
 
   I made myself busy slicing a few strawberries as I explained, “Because if the rule is no pants, then that means you can’t wear them either.”
 
   “So what’s your point?”
 
   “Blaise!”
 
   He leaned against the counter space next to me, crossing his arms over his chest in a way that made his biceps look glorious. But we weren’t talking about shirts; or lack thereof. 
 
   We were talking about…, “Pants are constricting. I prefer my freedom. You’re lucky I have any on right now.” 
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh as I put the fruit back in the fridge and pulled out the carton of yogurt I planned to mix it with. 
 
   “Whatever, Blaise. Do you want some of this?”
 
   His eyebrow piqued as he smirkingly asked, “What exactly are you offering?”
 
   “Blaise!”
 
   “What? That’s a serious question. Yeah, you have fruit on the counter. But you also have your ass out. Doesn’t that mean I have options?” 
 
   I laughed again, stepping right in front of him to clarify, “I was talking about the fruit.”
 
   But instead of laughing with me, he gently put one hand against my waist and another in my hair that forced me to look him in his eyes. And it didn’t take long for me to get lost in those deep dark pools of everlasting passion. 
 
   “Malia, this is really hard for me,” he said in a voice just above a whisper. 
 
   I could hardly breathe, let alone think hard enough to push out anything other than, “Wh-what do you mean?” 
 
   “Having you in my crib, having you in my life, as just a… friend. I don’t wanna be your friend. And I damn sure don’t wanna be your brother.” 
 
   “Well what do you want, Blaise?” I knew if I didn’t take the opening now, there may never be another opportunity to ask. And this was exactly what I was waiting on; Blaise to express with something other than actions that he was legitimately interested in me. 
 
   He sighed, gliding his hand from my hair to my cheek as he answered, “I want… you. All of you. The woman. The dancer. I wanna be with Malia. And I’m not talking about the Obama one.”
 
   Everything he was saying, everything about this moment, felt so perfect. But there was still a nagging feeling in the back of my mind that forced me to ask, “What about Charlotte?”
 
   Just because he was letting me stay with him, and had kissed me didn’t necessarily mean they were no longer. In fact, it made me sick just thinking about them still being a couple with all that had already happened. 
 
   But his face only scrunched with confusion as he said, “Charlotte? We’ve been broken up for awhile now. I wouldn’t have kissed you like that if we were still a thing.”
 
   “Hmph. Sure didn’t stop you the first time.” 
 
   He smirked, grazing his fingertips against my skin as he replied, “That was different. You were giving out lap dances and shit. I couldn’t help myself. Just like I can hardly help myself right now.”
 
   Now it was my hands that were grazing his skin, running themselves along the intricate tattoos on his chest. “Oh yeah? Well what do you have in mind?”
 
   He ran a finger along my lips as he replied, “Well… that depends.”
 
   “Depends on what?”
 
   “On how much time you have. You gotta go to work, right? And we still have to go get your stuff from your mom’s too. So maybe we should… wait.”
 
   “I don’t wanna wait, Blaise,” I whined, far too turned on to turn back now. And the second he opened his lips to say something new, I pushed my hand beyond the threshold of his waistband, wrapping it around his dick and gliding it along the veins as I stroked up and down. 
 
   He didn’t budge, instead smirked as he said, “Malia, you better stop.”
 
   “Why, Blaise? He doesn’t want me to stop.”
 
   “Malia…” he pushed out in a breathy tone as my strokes became more calculated. I felt so… powerful, so sexy, so in control as I watched his response to my touch. And that alone was enough for me to up the ante, using my free hand to tug his sweatpants down and free the erection I had created. 
 
   Then I dropped to a squat, taking as much of him as I could into my mouth. He instantly groaned with satisfaction, putting a gentle hand in my hair as he closed his eyes and tossed his head back. I used one of his massive thighs to balance myself while using my other hand to stroke the parts of him I would gag myself trying to reach. And just as I was catching my groove, Blaise’s hand went from my hair to under my arms as he easily lifted me from the floor onto the kitchen counter. 
 
   I fell back onto my elbows, licking my lips as I lifted my hips so that he could pull off my panties. Then he went face first, devouring me as he licked and sucked and nibbled on places that hadn’t been touched in far too long. And even when they had been touched, it certainly wasn’t done with this much enthusiasm.
 
   But Blaise was nothing like the guys I had dated in the past. He was grown, established, knew what he wanted out of life. And even if he had a weird way of showing it sometimes, in this moment, I knew for a fact that what he wanted was me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   She called in.
 
   After touching her, and tasting her, there was no way I could let her go to work without being inside of her. And once I was inside of her, I couldn’t stop wanting to be there. So things quickly went from, “I’m gonna be a few minutes late” to, “An emergency came up and I can’t come in.”
 
   Hell, in all honesty she could’ve quit her job right then and there and I would’ve taken care of her ass for the rest of her life. But it scared me to be that fuckin’ caught up already. I mean, obviously I wanted to be with her. But to already be imagining something long term was… intimidating. 
 
   Malia was still young, still trying to figure out how to navigate the world while I was well past that point. She was just now establishing her career as a dancer and I had already lived through mine. I was slowing down, settling down, and Malia was just now warming up. I couldn’t help but wonder if our age difference - our life differences - would begin to show its face. 
 
   But I couldn’t worry myself with that right now. 
 
   Right now was about being in the moment, holding Malia against my chest as she stole a few minutes of sleep before I’d be waking her up to go at it again. I felt like an addict as my mouth began to water just thinking about tasting her again, my ears began to tingle thinking about the sounds she made when she came, and…
 
   Fuck it.
 
   I slid from under her and she smiled in her sleep as she readjusted on the pillows in my absence. I kept my body light as I hovered over her, sneaking my lips into the crevice of her neck that was practically begging for me to kiss it.
 
   She giggled, her eyes still closed as she moaned, “Blaise, what are you doing?”
 
   “Nothin’, pretty. Just… kissin’ you.”
 
   “Mmm… feels like you’re trying to do a little more than just kiss me.” 
 
   She was absolutely right as I used my knee to part open her thighs and settled in between them. “Kinda hard not to want to do more. Do it all the time. All fuckin’ day.”
 
   She giggled, putting her hands to my chest to stop me. “Well we already did that. Remember?”
 
   “In fact, I don’t. I think I need a reminder,” I said, going back in for more. 
 
   And she didn’t resist, couldn’t resist, even as she replied, “Blaise, you know we have to get up soon. The studio isn’t gonna run itself and my body isn’t gonna condition itself for this tour.”
 
   “Pretty, this is all the conditioning you need.” 
 
   She laughed again, giving me a real push as she said, “Blaise, I’m serious. I won’t make it through the day if I don’t get this sleep.”
 
   I sighed, not disappointedly but understandingly, as I climbed off of her and then pulled her into a spooning position. “Fine, Malia. But just know when you give me another chance, I’m tearin’ that ass up.”
 
   “Oh, you better,” she replied as she snuggled further against me. 
 
   I knew for a fact that I wouldn’t be able to go to sleep with her ass right against my dick that was steadily growing regardless of the rest we were supposed to be getting. And Malia didn’t make it any easier as she grinded back and forth to get into the perfect position. Then she linked my fingers that were resting at her waist with her own and pulled them around her into a snug hold. 
 
   I felt… full - complete - as our breathing went in sync and that only made me wanna try one more time, “Malia, you sure you don’t wanna….”
 
   “Goodnight, Blaise.” 
 
   &
 
   I was sitting in my office trying to tend to a Monday morning worth of emails, but I couldn’t focus knowing Malia was right upstairs doing who knows what. When I got up to come down to the studio, she went out for a run in some of the only clothes of mine that even relatively fit her, which quite honestly didn’t fit her at all even rolled up a few times over. But that didn’t stop her from making it work so that she could hit the pavement. 
 
   Now she was back, probably already showered, maybe raiding the fridge, maybe raiding the fridge… naked. 
 
   “Shit,” I cursed to myself as I thought about how sprung she had me. Quite honestly, I felt sprung long before the magic of the day before.
 
   But now… now it was official, even if we weren’t official. 
 
   I didn’t wanna feel like I was pressuring Malia into anything she wasn’t ready for, even if I already kind of felt like I was by having her in my crib as not just any ordinary guest. But knowing that she was probably still vulnerable after the situation with her mom, I knew I needed to just be there for her; wait my turn. 
 
   So I tried to focus back on work, but the incessant thumping coming from above didn’t allow me to. Since the sounds came consistently, I could pretty much assume that Malia hadn’t just dropped something, or dropped herself. But I was curious - and wanted an excuse - to go check on her. So I left the office, making my way up the stairs into the apartment.
 
   It didn’t take long for me to realize what was causing the noise; Malia dancing in the living room. Why she chose to dance up here instead of in the studio that was empty for now was beyond me. But I let her dance for a little while before I interrupted her.
 
   “You know you can come down to the studio, right?”
 
   She jumped, putting a hand to her chest once she realized it was me. “Shit! Blaise, you scared me. I didn’t even hear you come in.”
 
   “Sorry, pretty. You were in the zone. But… why are you dancing up here?”
 
   She bit her lip, looking down at her bare feet as she answered, “Well I’d usually dance at home, but… you know.”
 
   “I meant like, why don’t you just come down to the studio? There won’t be a class in there for another two hours. Then we can go get your stuff when I’m done with the class.”
 
   She sighed, strolling over to me and wrapping her arms around my waist. “Blaise, you’ve already done plenty. I don’t wanna impose.”
 
   I used my hands to tilt her head back so that I could kiss her, though pulling away from what was supposed to be a quick peck was way harder than I expected. 
 
   “Malia, it’s empty. That’s not imposing at all. And besides, I’d much rather you dance downstairs than make all this noise trying to dance up here.”
 
   She went a little stiff in my hold as she asked, “I was loud? I’m sorry, Blaise. I didn’t mean to disturb your work.” 
 
   It was cute to see her be all concerned, but it was really no big deal at all. 
 
   So I gave her another kiss to relax her, this time to her forehead before I told her,  “Malia… chill. It’s fine. Now come on downstairs. I’ll show you how to work the sound system and you can have at it until the next class starts showing up.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   By the time the first round of tiny dancers started showing up, I was already drenched in sweat. With the rehearsals for Zalayah’s tour coming up, I knew there were still a few skills I needed to sharpen so that I wouldn’t make a complete fool of myself on the first day though it was almost inevitable. This was my first paying gig, and it wasn’t just any gig. It was multiple shows, all in major venues, with one of the most popular stars in the world which for me, was practically a recipe for disaster. 
 
   Or maybe not.
 
   I mean, they believed enough in me and my potential to give me the job in the first place. And even Blaise claimed I had been a major standout amongst the rest. So maybe I really did have what it took to do well. 
 
   I didn’t have much time to dwell on it as I heard Blaise laughing his way into the dance room. And he wasn’t alone, accompanied by Knox who smiled wide the second he laid eyes on me. I offered a more half-hearted one, surprised by his presence but even more so nervous, not knowing what all Blaise had shared. I mean, we weren’t exactly a thing, but we also weren’t… not a thing. 
 
   Before I could come to a reasonable explanation, Knox was already pulling me into a hug. “Ms. Malia. So good to see ya again. Blaise was just tellin’ me ‘bout the major gig you snagged. Congrats, babe.”
 
   “Uh... thank you,” I pushed out as he tightened his squeeze, letting it linger a little longer than necessary. His moves didn’t make sense considering the conversation we had shared on his last visit. And though I couldn’t see Blaise’s face, I imagined it was pulled into a tight scowl as he watched his friend do the absolute most. Thankfully, he pulled away before things could get anymore awkward. 
 
   “So you excited for the tour? I know Amerie’s choreography is gonna be some killer shit.”
 
   “Really?” My insides were already churning at the thought. 
 
   Blaise stepped in with more of a smirk as he told Knox, “Don’t scare her, man. She’s already nervous about it.” 
 
   Nervous was an understatement. 
 
   But my eyes went back to Knox as he asked, “Nervous? Nervous for what? Your moves are on point, babe. There’s nothin’ for you to be afraid of. I just meant Amerie is good at what she does. Really good.”
 
   Blaise wasted no time firing back, “You’re only sayin’ that cause you trained her inside and out.”
 
   Wait what?
 
   Amerie and Knox were a thing?
 
   I honestly shouldn’t have been surprised. Being a professional dancer left little time for outside relationships. So to find a relationship inside of dance was probably a dream come true. Someone to tour and see new cities with, someone to rehearse with, someone to...
 
   Knox tossed his head back with a laugh. “Damn, Blaise. You ain’t gotta put my business out in these streets like that. Sure, Amerie’s my girl. Once she quits playin’ that is.”
 
   Blaise shook his head with a laugh of his own. “Nah, you know you ain’t gettin’ that back, bro. Not now. Not ever.”
 
   Knox only shrugged, still amused as he replied, “Eh, we’ll see. But anyways, like I said babe, nothin’ to be afraid of. You got the juice, now it’s time to show off.” 
 
   I couldn’t help but smile at his compliment. “Well thank you, Knox. I appreciate it. I’m gonna… go upstairs; get out of you guys’ way.”
 
   The amusement on Knox’s face was incredibly enhanced as he asked, “Upstairs, huh? I see your status around here has changed.”
 
   “My status?”
 
   “Yeah. If you got upstairs privileges now, Blaise must’ve finally got off his ass about you.”
 
   I knew Knox was right, but that didn’t stop Blaise from interjecting, “Bro, chill. Malia, you can stay down here and help with the class if you want. You know these little ones are a handful.”
 
   “Umm… actually, I think I’m gonna go take a shower. Worked up quite a sweat in here.”
 
    I watched as both of their eyes went wide, before Knox turned to Blaise with a silly grin. And instead of smiling back, Blaise just shoved Knox in the shoulder causing him to laugh.
 
   “I can handle the kids alone, man. Go handle your business. Or maybe I should go handle your business, and you should stay here.” 
 
   “I swear to God I’ll…”
 
   Knox jumped back, holding his hands up to stop Blaise from hitting him. “I’m playin’! I’m playin’!” 
 
   Then he turned his attention to me, still laughing as he said, “Malia, it was good to see ya. And tell Amerie I said hello when you talk to her again.” 
 
   &
 
   “You ready to do this, Malia?” 
 
   I only sighed, knowing my real answer was an emphatic, “Hell no.” 
 
   But there was no turning back now. We were already here, already in front of the door that I had sworn off stepping inside of, ready to do exactly that. My heart was beating faster than any tempo that I had ever danced to and my hands were literally trembling as I prepared to knock. But once I felt Blaise’s hand squeeze my free one, I grew more confident in giving the steel door a few taps. 
 
   I stepped back, waiting for any sounds of my mother answering the door. And when I heard nothing, I stepped up to knock again. But my hand only got to the point of hovering when the door was finally yanked open. 
 
   “Forgot how to use your damn keys?”
 
   I pulled my hand back down to my side, biting my lip as I answered, “Uh… no. I just wanted to give you a warning.”
 
   Her face twisted as she asked, “A warning? Oh child, please. I knew your sorry ass would come back eventually. I mean, where else would you go? I’m actually surprised you lasted this long.”
 
   Before she could get too arrogant, I stated the real reason for my visit. “I’m not… coming back. I only came to get my stuff.”
 
   “Get your stuff? You mean those rags you call clothes? Oh, you can most certainly have those.” 
 
   “Stay focused, Malia,” I coached to myself in my head. This was nothing new; her attacks, her insults, her… approach. She’d always try to belittle me to the point that I’d actually believe that shit.
 
   But now… now was different. 
 
   Especially when I heard Blaise say, “Malia, go ahead and grab your things. I’ll wait for you out here.”
 
   I watched as Mama turned to Blaise with a smirk. “And what are you supposed to be? Some Captain Save-A-Hoe?”
 
   Blaise sighed, closing his eyes for a moment before he replied, “Ma’am, no disrespect. But I’d appreciate it if you chilled out. We’re not here to cause any trouble. Malia just wants to get her things.” Then he nodded at me to send me on my way. 
 
   I could still hear them clear as day from my old room as Mama said, “Well Malia’s ass should’ve taken her things the first time she decided to run her ass up out of here. But who am I kidding? I know she’s not smart enough to think like that.”
 
   “Malia’s one of the smartest women I’ve ever met. And it’s unfortunate that you haven’t taken the opportunity to see that; to see how… talented she is.”
 
   I wanted to blush as I kept myself busy stuffing all the clothes I could into a duffle bag. But my reaction didn’t even get a chance to bloom as I heard Mama reply, “The only talent she has is making children she’s in no condition to keep.” 
 
   My heart fell to my feet as she went on, “Oh wait, she didn’t tell you that, huh? It would’ve been cheaper for me to start an abortion clinic than pay for all the abortions she’s had.”
 
   I threw the duffle bag onto the floor as I stormed back into the living room screaming, “Mama, that’s so not true and you know it!” 
 
   The smug look on her face made her look like even more of a villain while Blaise’s looked completely-emotionless. “Oh yeah? Well how do you remember it, Malia? Cause I remember it clear as day. Those phone calls home during your first semester of college because you had gotten knocked up like a damn fool. Talking all that shit about how you thought he loved you. Yeah, he loved your easy ass, alright.” 
 
   The tears were already leaking out as Blaise said, “Malia…. go get your things.” 
 
   But I couldn’t move because… how could she? I mean, I was still scarred from that moment in time, that lapse in judgment. And instead of being sympathetic like a mother should, she used it as a tool to push me into the ground. 
 
   “Malia. Go get your things, pretty. So we can go.”
 
   I heard him repeat himself, but my head still felt foggy, my eyes felt clouded, and I…
 
   “Malia! Go!” 
 
   Blaise’s raised voice made me jump, bringing me back to reality.
 
   And even though I was already a bundle of emotions, my mama still had the nerve to spit more fire at me. “Yeah, Malia. Listen to your pimp.”
 
   That was the final straw.
 
   I got right in her face to say, “You know what, Mama? I wish you hadn’t paid for me to have that abortion so I could’ve shown you how a real mother acts with her child. You’re nothing but a sorry excuse for a mom; a sorry excuse for a woman.” 
 
   She had the nerve to laugh as she tossed back, “And you’re what exactly? Queen Bee? You must’ve gotten this foolish side from your father.”
 
   “Oh, you mean the father that ran away from you not because you were pregnant, but because you were such an evil bitch? The one that’s stayed away all of these years just so he wouldn’t have to deal with you? If that’s foolish, then I’m certainly like him. Would rather be like him than you any day.”  
 
   I could tell that got under her skin the way she glided her tongue across her teeth, diverting her eyes, before she finally responded, “Well you know what, bitch? You can go get your shit and never see me again just like his weak ass.” 
 
   And even though it should’ve pained me to do just that, to be in this position with my own mother, I returned her smug look as I stated, “Proudly.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   The walk home was silent.
 
   There was nothing I could say to make her feel better, nothing I could say to justify anything about the visit. I mean, I had heard Malia talk about her mom before. But to see it for myself was… numbing. 
 
   I thought about my own parents and how even when I didn’t make the best decisions, they still supported me. Even when I didn’t follow the exact path they had in mind for my life, they still supported me. Their love for me as an individual never, ever wavered. But listening to the way Malia’s mom spoke to her, it almost seemed like love never existed at all. 
 
   And that broke my heart. 
 
   I mean, I could only imagine how detrimental that shit was for Malia growing up, how much it probably stunted her ability to branch out, how much it probably bruised her confidence. But then I thought about my girl and how resilient she was; how she always stayed positive, remained upbeat no matter what she was facing. And that made my heart smile. 
 
   I unlocked the studio, letting Malia in and following behind her before I locked the doors back. She took the stairs up to the apartment two-by-two, and I followed right behind her, her duffle bag shifting along my hip as I strided. And she didn’t stop when she got to the door, just barged her way through and headed straight to the bedroom. I dropped her duffle bag by the door, then followed her there only to find her taking off her clothes.
 
   “Pretty, what are you doing?”
 
   She didn’t respond until she was down to just her bra and panties. “Come fuck me, Blaise. That’s all I need you to do. Don’t make love to me, don’t pity me; just come fuck the shit out of me. Right now.”
 
   I sighed, trying my best not to buy in because…, “Malia, that’s not a good idea and you know it. You need to calm down; get your head right.”
 
   “Well fuck my fuckin’ head right!” She yelled, as she reached behind to unsnap her bra. 
 
   I shook my head, scrubbing a hand down my face as I tried to remain reasonable. “Nah, Malia. I’m not gonna have sex with you right now. Just… chill out for a minute. Please.” 
 
   She strolled over to me in all her practically naked glory, yanking at my pants as she said, “I don’t wanna chill out. I want you to fuck me, Blaise. So do it.” 
 
   I grabbed her by the wrists to stop her, giving my best attempt at a firm…, “No, Malia. I’m not gonna do that. Go sit down, let me make you a drink, draw you a bath; hell, you can go dance it off in the studio if you want to. But I can’t… have sex with you. Not like this.” 
 
   “Why not? Cause I’m not… smart enough? Talented enough? Desirable enough? Because I got pregnant by someone who I thought loved me and instead of bringing a child into this world, I made the decision not to? Because not even my own mother gives a fuck about me?” 
 
   “Malia…”
 
   “No, Blaise! I don’t wanna hear it! I’m just sick of… everything! I’m a good person, I have a good heart, I haven’t done any wrong to anyone. Why is this happening to me?” 
 
   Watching and listening to her have a complete meltdown was something I was honestly prepared for. I mean, who wouldn’t under these circumstances? 
 
   But instead of letting her deal with it alone, I pulled her into a tight embrace, giving her a kiss to the top of her head as I told her, “Pretty, I wish I had answers for you. I swear I do. But it’ll all be okay. I promise, it’ll all be okay.”
 
   I could feel her resisting my touch, but I wasn’t giving in. Even if she didn’t think she needed it, I knew for a fact that she did. We just stood there for a minute as I rocked her back and forth in my arms until she finally sunk into my hold. Then I lifted her from the floor and carried her over to the bed, pulling the cover back and laying her down before covering her up. 
 
   Her eyes pleaded with me to join her, but instead I told her, “I’ll be right back. Just relax for a minute, alright?” 
 
   She didn’t answer with words, only gave a little nod as she snuggled against the pillow. And before I could change my mind, I ducked out of the room, heading straight for the kitchen. I knew it was her that could use the drink, but it felt like I needed it just as much as I played the last few hours back in my head. 
 
   This shit was… stressful. 
 
   I never hurt with somebody before, never became apart of someone’s emotions. Even with Charlotte, there had always been some sort of wall that kept me from investing too deeply. But with Malia, even though we hadn’t set any sort of title, any sort of certainty between us, this already felt beyond that. Like she had become such a part of me already that I had no choice in not only feeling her pain, but also wanting to do everything in my power to make it all go away.
 
   But since that part was practically impossible in the moment, I poured us both a glass of red wine and headed back to the bedroom. 
 
   Malia’s eyes were already closed as I sat the glasses on the nightstand before plopping down on the edge of the bed next to her. Then I began stroking her hair to soothe her, while also stealing the opportunity to get a good look at her. Even with a stream of tears running down her face, she still looked incredibly beautiful. But I didn’t want her to have tears. I wanted my happy go-lucky Malia back. So I leaned in, kissing each of her tears away as I continued stroking her hair.
 
   “Blaise?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty?”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   I pulled away so that I could see her eyes when I asked, “Sorry? Sorry for what?”
 
   She shuffled in the bed, turning onto her back and casting her eyes up towards the ceiling. “That… outburst. You didn’t deserve that. This isn’t your fault. I’m so sorry.”
 
   This time I stroked her cheek as I explained, “Malia, don’t be sorry. You have nothing to be sorry for. Don’t you ever apologize for being… human. It happens to the best of us.” 
 
   Her eyes remained on the ceiling as she said, “I just… I wish it all made sense, you know?”
 
   “Of course. But that’s life. Even when stuff doesn’t make sense, we still gotta keep it movin’. The show must go on.”
 
   She sighed as she closed her eyes, causing a leftover tear to surface. “I wish this was a show. I mean, at least with a show you know there’s a definitive ending.”
 
   “But that’s the beauty of life. You have the opportunity to rebound, to grow, to get better, up until the point where you won’t want it to end. And I’ma be real Malia, I don’t really want this to end anytime soon.” 
 
   I was still a little shook up by the way I felt, but there was no use in fighting it. Of course I could’ve attempted to think myself out of it, called it a phase, put it in a category of temporary things in my life. But nothing about Malia and I felt temporary.
 
   And that was only solidified when she replied, “Me neither.” 
 
   I didn’t want my real feelings to be mixed in with any kind of sympathy, but I couldn’t help myself as I put my lips to hers, taking a quick peck and then a second. My face hovered over hers as I looked into her eyes that were heated with an obvious passion. And once she grabbed my face to pull me into another kiss, it was game on. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   Dance to keep from crying.
 
   Dance to keep from thinking.
 
   Dance to keep from… everything.
 
   I played those words over and over again in my head as I tried to avoid replaying the events of the night before in my head. Well… the events of early evening. Beyond that had been pure bliss as Blaise easily made me forget about what had happened with my mother.
 
   But now those early evening thoughts were back, trying their best to rush to the forefront of my mind as I tried to push them away with every move I made on the dance floor. I had been at it for what felt like hours, completely drenched in sweat as I headed to the sound system to press rewind on one of Zalayah’s new songs that would be a part of the tour. Amerie had sent the tracks to us early so that we could get comfortable with the melodies and tempo. But for me, they were coming in handy for a different reason.
 
   Distractions.
 
   So I cued up the music and went at it again, giving my all like I was already sharing a stage with the woman herself. And when the song came to an end, I practically passed out onto the floor, quickly reminded of the fact that this was easily my tenth run-through. 
 
   “Malia. Malia, are you alright?”
 
   I peeked up to find Blaise hovering over me with worry in his eyes. He had been especially protective since the incident with my mother. And while I appreciated his concern, I was still confident in my answer that was a lot breathier than I expected. 
 
   “I’m… fine. Just… conditioning.”
 
   He squatted down next to where I was sitting, putting a hand to my shoulder as he said, “Well you might wanna slow down on all that conditioning, pretty. You don’t wanna mess around and hurt yourself.”
 
   I gave him a side eye knowing good and well…, “The only place I’m sore is between my thighs. And that’s thanks to you so…”
 
   “Nobody told you to go all kamasutra on me,” he defended as if that had been the only reason for our seemingly endless romp in the bed. 
 
   “And nobody told you to like it so much,” I fired back. 
 
   His smirk was teasing as he popped up from the ground, offering me a hand in the process. “Hey, what can I say? You’re talented in more ways than one.”
 
   And as I took his hand, I also changed the subject. “What are you doing down here anyway? I thought you were still sleeping.”
 
   “Well I was until I rolled over and realized you were gone. Thought maybe you had run away or somethin’.”
 
   “Run away? More like run myself into the ground.” 
 
   The concerned look on Blaise’s face quickly returned even though I had honestly said it as a joke. “You need to chill out, Malia. Save all of that energy and stamina for the tour.”
 
   My smile was teasing as I wrapped my arms around his waist and asked, “How ironic is this coming from the guy who tried to take every ounce of my energy and stamina all night long?”
 
   I was grateful to see his face relax as he replied, “That’s different. I mean, I’ve never seen legs so flexible. And I guess that’s probably a result of your dance training, but...”
 
   “Anyway! Run this next one with me? I need some of your professional vibes to rub off on me.” If anybody knew what it took to whip me into real shape before the tour rehearsals would begin, it was Blaise. 
 
   Still, he tried to whine his way out of it. “Malia, come on now. I just woke up.”
 
   “Well what better way to start your day?” I asked, standing on my tippy toes to give him a kiss that was flavored with mint from his mouthwash. 
 
   His arms tightened around me as he licked his lips clean of my excess before answering, “According to that kiss, I can think of a couple things. But you said you were sore.”
 
   “So dance with me. It’s practically the next best thing.” It had been too long since I let him get me all hot and bothered with dance. And now that we could act on it with no inhibitions...
 
   Before I could get too excited, he let out a laugh that warmed my skin. “Dancing with you is exactly what got me in trouble in the first place.”
 
   “Really, Blaise? I’m trouble now?” I teased, knowing he hadn’t meant it in some derogatory way. In fact, it was practically a compliment considering how far that “trouble” had gotten us now. 
 
   Still, Blaise managed to make the moment a little sweeter when he answered, “Nah, pretty. You’re far from trouble. More like a walking bundle of fuckin’ sunshine.”
 
   “Yeah. Except when I demand for you to fuck me under hostile circumstances. Then I’m what?”
 
   “Then you’re perfect, pretty. Absolutely perfect.” 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
   “You should’ve… talked me…  out of this.”
 
   “You should’ve never brought it up,” I answered as I dug my fingers into her thighs, keeping our foundation strong for maximum satisfaction. 
 
   “I’ve wanted to do this... for way too long,” she said in some gaspy tone that I could hardly understand. 
 
   Still, I was able to respond with a gaspy tone of my own, “You? I think about it… every time I walk in here.” In fact, it had been on my mind since the first time it almost happened way back when. But as I drove myself deeper and deeper inside of her, I knew I wouldn’t have appreciated the moment as much as I did now. 
 
   Especially the little whimpers of pleasure she let out before she said, “The mirror is… burning my… back.”
 
   “Would you prefer the floor?” I asked without stopping. 
 
   And I was glad I didn’t once Malia answered, “No! Hell no! Just… turn around... for a little bit.”
 
   “I only have a little bit.”
 
   “Shit! Me too!” she screamed, her arms wrapped around my neck as she bounced up and down. 
 
   “Well hold on, pretty. Just hold on.” I punctuated my sentence with one final thrust that made her fall forward onto my shoulders as she climaxed, forced to ride the wave as I got my own. And as I worked to catch my breath after an incredible christening of the studio, I heard a round of applause from the other side of the room.
 
   “Damn, ya’ll. How long do I need to clap to get an encore?”
 
   “Oh my God!” Malia shouted as she hopped out of my arms, scurrying to grab her pants in the process before she dashed towards the door. Thankfully, it had been a push the panties to the side situation, otherwise Knox would’ve been in for a real treat. 
 
   Still, he managed to tease her on her way out at the same time I was putting my junk away. “Nah, nah. Don’t even worry about the pants, babe. A little ass is nothin’ new to me.”
 
   “Bro, chill out before I make you eat those words,” I scolded. Even if he was one of my closest friends, he could still catch a right hook to his jaw. 
 
   “Eat my words? So eat a little ass? Like I said, nothing new to me. Where do I sign-up?”
 
   I gave him a shove that he took with a laugh as he continued to joke, “You should be proud, B! She actually sounded like she enjoyed herself.”
 
   “Yo, will you shut the fuck up already? And what are you doing here anyway? I thought you went back to Cali.” Though Knox spent most of his time traveling the country, he still called California home since that’s where his family was. 
 
   But his extended stay made sense once he explained, “Well I was getting ready to until I got a call from my agent with some interesting news. Interesting news that involves me, you, and a shit ton of easy money.”
 
   “Is it legal?” I asked, as I readjusted my clothes in the mirror, still mad that Knox had ruined such an incredible moment between Malia and I.
 
   “Come on now, B. You know I stay on the right side of the law most of the time. But for it to work, I need you to do me one favor.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Get me a meeting with Amerie.”
 
   Should’ve known this was too good to be true... 
 
   “You’re shittin’ me, right? You know she can’t stand you, Knox.” I could already imagine her cussing me out for even bringing him up to her. 
 
   Still, Knox continued to reason, “But she can stand you. And you have something she needs in Ms. Malia. So bargain.”
 
   “Bro, you’re buggin’. Malia’s not some bargaining tool. Her opportunity to dance for Amerie has nothing to do with me.” And I was way too proud of that fact to ever get her involved in Knox’s nonsense. 
 
   “Are you sure about that?” he asked with a teasing smirk as if I was just making the shit up even though he had already seen her dance for himself. 
 
   “I’m positive. Malia is good. Really good.”
 
   “Oh she’s good alright. And I’m not just talking about dance.”
 
   My fist balled up at the same time that Knox held his hands up to say, “Alright, alright. I’m sorry. That one crossed the line. My bad. But I really do need your help, bro. I know she won’t hear me out if I come direct, but she listens to you.” 
 
   Though there was definitely a lot of truth to what he was saying, I still didn’t understand..., “What do you need to meet with her for anyway?”
 
   “Cause we need her in on it too.”
 
   “What is this “it” you keep referring to?” You would’ve thought this shit was some top secret CIA mission the way he kept speaking in code. 
 
   And I honestly wished it would’ve been once I heard his real answer. “It’s a… reality show.”
 
   “A reality show? You’re playin’, right?” The last thing I saw myself as was some lunch-going, arguing for no reason D-lister.
 
   And it really sounded too good to be true once Knox explained, “Nah, man. They want to follow our careers as choreographers, intertwine us to make it look like we spend more time with each other than we do. And the best part, they only need to actually film us for four weeks.”
 
   “So four weeks of scripted ass reality TV, and we all cash out?”
 
   “Exactly. But, we have to get Amerie.” 
 
   “Did you try to get in touch with her yourself?” 
 
   “Hell no! Are you crazy? I need you to at least soften her up a little bit first; put her in the microwave for a couple seconds for me.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at his Knox-ass reference. “I mean, I’ll see what I can do. But I can’t guarantee anything. You know how Amerie is.” Sure, Amerie was about her money. But her hate for Knox was easily a close second in importance. 
 
   “Work your magic, bro. I mean, you obviously still have some finesse skills if you’re finally smashin’ Malia’s cute ass on the regular.”
 
   My hand twitched as I thought about slapping him for his dumb ass comment. But instead, I gave him a final warning. “You got one more time to talk that shit, bro. I’m serious.”
 
   “One more time? Well let me use my last token to tell you that you sure know how to pick ‘em cause oooohhh-weeee gotdamn!” 
 
   I gave him a stiff push as I told him, “Take your ass back to Cali before you get hurt.” 
 
   And he was already taking off towards the door, laughing hysterically as he said, “Alright, alright. Just don’t forget to talk to Amerie for me. And tell Ms. Malia she’s an incredible… actress!” Then he quickly took off out of the door so that I couldn’t catch up to him and sock his ass for real. 
 
   Still, the mention of Malia reminded me to go upstairs and make sure she was alright after the run-in with Knox. Even though it was a rookie mistake on my part to be having sex with the studio door unlocked, I was sure Malia was a lot more shook by it than I was. 
 
   I climbed the stairs and headed straight to the room where she was keeping her stuff, only to find her packing her suitcase.
 
   “Malia, what’s the matter? Where are you going?” Sure, the situation with Knox was awkward, but it wasn’t that damn bad. 
 
   Malia’s face twisted as she answered, “Uh… to the airport? Did you forget today’s the day I fly out for rehearsals?”
 
   I scratched the back of my head, feeling like an idiot because…, “Damn, I guess I did. That went fast. Must’ve been distracted.”
 
   She rolled her eyes teasingly, smirking as she replied, “Very funny, Blaise. But seriously, my flight leaves in like two hours and I need a ride.”
 
   “I got you, pretty. Though I’m not exactly thrilled about you being away from me.” Malia may have not been staying with me for long, but I had definitely gotten use to her presence along with the little hints of “woman” that now showed its face in my crib; like the lingering scent of flowery body wash every time she showered and the assortment of makeup brushes scattered on the bathroom counter. 
 
   “Don’t you go getting all mushy on me now, Blaise Anthony. I’ll be back before you know it. And if all else fails, you can just come see me rock the stage,” she said as she stuffed the last outfit into her suitcase and attempted to zip it. And after watching her struggle with it for a few moments, I went over to help.
 
   “I’d much rather just lock you in here and throw away the key,” I told her as I gave the zipper a backwards tug before using momentum to zip it closed. 
 
   Then I turned to her just as she was reaching for my waist, wrapping her arms around it as she replied, “As incredibly kinky as that sounds, you know how much this means to me. So like I said, I’ll be back before you know it. Just be sure to wish me luck while I’m gone. I have a strong feeling I’m gonna need it.” 
 
    
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   “Gotdamnit, Malia! The show is in two days! Not ten, not twenty, but two! You wanna dance in the show, right? Well tighten it up!” 
 
   I only vaguely heard Amerie’s scolding as I was too busy trying to catch my breath. Knox had been completely right about her choreography being killer. But the dancing I could deal with. It was her constant disapproval that I struggled with, though I should’ve been used to that by now considering the woman who raised me that shall not be named. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Amerie. I’ll get it the next time. I promise,” I replied between breaths. 
 
   With her wooden dance cane in hand, she stalked over to me, getting right in my face and slamming the cane against the ground as she said, “Malia, there won’t be a next time when you hit that stage. You have one show; one opportunity to get it right. You mess that up, you’ll never book another tour.” 
 
   There was no use in answering with words, so I just nodded my head to show I understood. And before I knew it, Amerie was back to kickin’ all of our asses, tapping and counting our way through the show from top to bottom. By the end of rehearsal, I was completely winded and thankfully I wasn’t the only one as everyone seemed to collapse onto the floor once she called it to a close after giving a few announcements about the coming days. 
 
   As I made myself busy gathering my things to head back to the hotel, one of the other dancers - Todd - settled in next to me, doing the same. He was my partner on a few songs and had helped me through some of the choreography during our downtime, so I already considered him an ally in the chaos of my existence. 
 
   “Man, that was rehearsal was brutal,” he said with a little laugh as he wiped the sweat from his eyebrows. 
 
   “Well at least you don’t get chewed out every run-through.”
 
   He waved me off, stuffing his towel into the side pocket of his duffle bag as he stood up. “Ah, don’t worry about that, Rookie. Amerie is always like that with the female standout in the bunch. It’s like she gets a little possessive over the best woman in the room. Sees a little of herself, so she wants the best for ‘em. Don’t take it personal though. She does it with love.” 
 
   That all sounded good, but it still wasn’t easy to accept. So once Todd and the other dancers left the room, I decided to approach Amerie myself. I wasn’t even sure what I was gonna say, or why I felt entitled to answers from my superior. But not speaking my mind was no longer an option. 
 
   “Amerie. Can I speak to you for a minute?”
 
   She peeked up from her little makeshift desk with a smile; the first smile I had seen from her all day. “Sure, Malia. What’s up?”
 
   “I umm… I was just wondering, why you’ve been… riding me so hard? I promise you I’m trying my hardest.”
 
   She smiled again, nodding as she offered me the empty seat across from her. I took it cautiously knowing her answer could go one of two ways regardless of the smile she was wearing. But I was feeling optimistic, so I settled in and waited for a reply. 
 
   “Malia, you’re incredibly talented. When you move, there’s an aura around you that takes the spotlight and shines it right on you. And while that’s wonderful, I don’t want the spotlight to capture a dancer making careless errors. You’re better than that, I know you’re better than that. So I guess I push you to the limit so by the time you hit that stage in a couple days, you could do the routine in your sleep and still grab the attention of others. I want you to be your greatest self come showtime, even if that requires me giving you a little tough love.”
 
   I nodded to show I understood what she was saying as she continued on, “I don’t do it to hurt your feelings, or to crush your spirits. I do it to uplift you, even if my delivery says otherwise. I believe in you, Malia. I know you’ll do great, and I know you’ll continue to book shows as long as you listen to what I tell you without taking it personal. Thicken that skin up and you’ll go far.” 
 
   It was sound advice from someone who had been there and done that. So it honestly would’ve been foolish for me to not take it verbatim.
 
   “Thank you, Amerie. I appreciate that. Oh! And by the way, Knox Riley told me to tell you Hello.”
 
   You would’ve thought the air had been sucked from the room as I watched Amerie’s face transform from chipper to disoriented to… angry?
 
   “Kn… Knox Riley told you to tell me Hello?”
 
   Considering her initial reaction, I was a little afraid to answer. But I managed to push out, “Uh… yeah. He did.”
 
   Amerie turned frantic as she shot up from her desk and began to let questions fly. “How do you know Knox? How did Knox know you were working with me? When did this happen?”
 
   Her attitude made me panicky as I quickly tossed back, “He stopped by the studio before I left to come out here. Blaise told him I had gotten booked for the show and that you were the choreographer, so he sent a message.”
 
   I watched as she paced back and forth next to her desk, fuming as she said, “Wow. The nerve of that motherfucker…” 
 
   “Am I… missing something?” Even though I had vaguely heard Blaise and Knox talking about the pair, I still didn’t really know much about them. Or why she would be this upset about a simple hello. 
 
   “No, no. I just… Knox and I have a complicated history. Very, disgustingly complicated. So for him to send a Hello is… interesting.”
 
   I could tell by her reaction that it was more than interesting. But in this moment, I was just grateful that things between him and I hadn’t actually gone past that dinner date. 
 
   &
 
   My palms were sweaty and my leg wouldn’t stop bouncing as I sat in the dressing room with the other dancers waiting for our cue to get ready to hit the stage. The energy was electric, but I felt sick to my stomach as I thought about everything that could go wrong.
 
   I knew the steps, I knew my marks, I knew the routine to every song frontwards and backwards. But there was still that lingering feeling that something would go wrong just because my expectations were sky high. 
 
   “Hey Rookie. You alright? You look like you’re gonna be sick.” 
 
   I peeked up and found a shirtless Todd - shirtless because of the first number we’d be performing - with a worried look on his face. And since I considered him a friend, I answered honestly. “Because I am gonna be sick. What if I mess up? What if I fall? What if I bump into Zalayah on a transition? Hell, what if I bump into you?” 
 
   Todd only laughed, putting a hand on my shoulder and looking me directly in my eyes as he replied, “Malia, we’re a team. If you fuck up, I’ll be there to at least help you make it look good. As long as you promise to do the same for me.”
 
   I shook my head, more confident in him than myself as I told him, “You aren’t gonna mess up, Todd.”
 
   “And neither are you, Rookie. Now let’s go. They’re ready for us.” 
 
   It felt like the air had been sucked out of my lungs as I looked around and saw all of the other dancers heading out. But there was no turning back now. 
 
   So after looking at Todd’s extended hand waiting to help me from my chair, I took a deep breath, put on my best game face, and accepted it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   I was proud as fuck as I watched Malia perform from the side of the stage. It was her first big show and even though it was clear on the other side of the country, I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. I didn’t tell her I was coming, knowing that probably would’ve added to her nerves. But as I watched her do what she did best, it hardly seemed like she had any nerves at all. 
 
   According to the track list Amerie had sent me, Zalayah was on her final song. So I decided to head backstage towards the dressing rooms to meet Malia when she was done. Even from the back, you could still hear the crowd roaring. And while I knew the noise was for the artist, I also knew how much of the crowd’s energy was fueled by the dancers. Even though the dancers were just in the background, they were still an integral piece of the show. 
 
   The music faded out and the claps and cheers from backstage faded in as the dancers exited the stage. I gave nods of congratulations to the familiar faces as I waited for my girl, but the trail of dancers came to an abrupt end before she showed up.
 
   Where is she?
 
   After waiting a few more beats, I climbed off of my spot against the wall and headed towards the hall where the dancers had come from. And once I wrapped around the corner, I saw Malia in a tight embrace with one of the male dancers; the one that had been her partner for the majority of the show.
 
   What the hell?
 
   Instead of making my presence known, I listened in on their conversation.
 
   “Thank you so much, Todd. I wouldn’t have made it without your help.”
 
   “I got you, Rookie,” he replied with smuggest smirk before adding, “How about we grab a drink to celebrate?”
 
   “Uhh... I don’t know about that.”
 
   “Aww come on, Rookie. You survived your first show. You deserve to celebrate. And besides, we have tomorrow off. So you’ll have plenty of time to recuperate if you overdo it.”
 
   “Actually, she already has plans.”
 
   Malia jumped away from ol’ boy with wide eyes, before doing a little jog to get to me. “Blaise! What are you… when did you… how did you…?”
 
   I smirked as I pulled her under my arm into a half-hug, giving her a kiss against her temple as I told the both of them, “You know I couldn’t miss my girlfriend’s first major gig.”
 
   My words seemed to shake the little me-wannabe. But he quickly pulled it together before walking over to us with an extra pep in his step. “Blaise Anthony. It’s an honor to meet you, man.”
 
   I shook his hand, giving it a firmer than normal grip as I told him, “Yeah, it’s always cool to meet a fan.”
 
   Dude squinted his eyes, catching my drift, before Malia interjected, “Blaise, Todd is my partner on the tour. He’s been helping me with the choreography.”
 
   That better be all he’s been helping you with...
 
   Instead of acknowledging him for doing anything good or bad, I remained focused on her.  “That’s what’s up, pretty. You were incredible out there.”
 
   She sounded surprised as she asked, “You saw the whole show?” 
 
   And I nodded my head as I replied, “Of course I did. I didn’t come all this way just to miss you do your thing, Malia.”
 
   Her little smile made my heart twitch as she got on her tippy toes to give me a quick peck, unintentionally rubbing it in ol’ boy’s face just enough for him to say, “Rookie, I’ll catch you later.”
 
   She kept her eyes on me, her lips near mine as she gave him a little wave and said, “Okay, Todd.” Then she kissed me again, this time with a lot more intensity.
 
   But before I could get swept up in her presence, I asked her, “Pretty, be real. Ol’ boy been keeping his hands to himself?”
 
   Her face scrunched with a look of disgust as she said, “Who, Todd? Of course. Why would you ask that?”
 
   I shrugged, pushing her hair behind her ear as I answered, “I don’t like the way he was looking at you, Malia. Wanting to go out for drinks and shit. What’s up with that?”
 
   Instead of taking me serious, she only laughed in my face. “Someone sounds jealous.”
 
   “Nah, there’s nothing about that clown that could make me jealous.” 
 
   Subpar dancer, limited charming features, no muscles; definitely not jealous.
 
   “But now he’s a clown. Hmm… sure sounds like jealousy,” she teased, making me question if her claims were true. I mean, just seeing her give him a hug had me ready to beat his ass. 
 
   “Alright, fine. Maybe I am a little jealous that someone other than me gets to dance with your fine ass onstage.” Most of the steps were pretty harmless, but there were a few that made me cringe knowing how heated Malia could get in the act of dance. 
 
   Or maybe that only happens when she dances with me...
 
   She jabbed a finger at my chest with a silly smile as she suggested, “Well maybe it’s time for you to come out of retirement.”
 
   Now I was the one laughing. “I’m not that damn jealous.” 
 
   And she jabbed me again before I added, “But seriously, Malia. Be careful with him. He looks like trouble.” I couldn’t put my finger on anything in particular about him, but the way he was snooping around Malia made me mad suspicious. 
 
   Of course, Malia didn’t seem fazed at all as she replied with a still-excited smile, “Blaise, you have nothing to be worried about. Now… do you wanna take me for a celebratory drink or do I have to go accept Todd’s?”
 
   I knew she was only teasing, but I still told her, “Pretty, don’t play with me. Go get dressed. I’m gonna go catch up with Amerie for a minute, then I’ll meet you back here.” 
 
   &
 
   “So… you’re tellin’ me you flew all this way, pulled all these strings, and blew my phone the hell up just to see your protégé perform? Or are you finally ready to tell me the truth?” 
 
   The twinkle in Amerie’s eyes let me know there was no talking myself out of her suspicion. So instead, I just kept it real when I answered, “Malia and I are… seeing each other.”
 
   Her eyebrow piqued as she cocked her head to the side with a smirk. “How much of each other, exactly?”
 
   I ran a hand along the back of my neck, knowing the answer to that was a little more complicated. “She’s uh… she’s living with me. Temporarily.” Malia and I still hadn’t talked about her plans post-tour. But in the back of my head, I hoped she planned to stay permanently. 
 
 
   Amerie looked shocked, tossing her head back with a little laugh. “Damn, Blaise! That’s… wow. Never thought I’d see the day where you actually take something other than dance this seriously.” 
 
   I brushed her off. “Amerie, you’re actin’ like I wasn’t just in a pretty lengthy relationship with Charlotte.”
 
   She only rolled her eyes as she added, “Which I never understood. But anyways, Malia is a good look for you, B. You seem… happy.”
 
   There was no denying that one. I mean, I was happy about a lot of stuff; mainly the studio doing well and Malia - the student - now thriving in her career as a professional dancer. But Malia the woman was certainly the brightest spot on the list, so I had no problem agreeing with her. “I am happy. And you could be too if…”
 
   She cut me off before I could even say his name. “Nope. Nope. Nope. I’ll save you from telling a lie. Did you know he had the nerve to send a Hello through Malia of all people? Like… how dare he prey on the innocent like that?”
 
   I sighed, shaking my head as I reasoned, “Amerie, he just wants to talk to you.”
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest, rocking back and forth on her heels for a moment before deciding, “Well I’m not interested, Blaise. You know what he did to me. You know how he is. Which by the way, I should still hate your ass for siding with him in the first place.”
 
   I knew it probably looked bad to side with Knox after the way he treated Amerie, but I had a reasonable explanation. “Amerie, you’re like a sister to me. But Knox is like a brother. And brothers always stick together.”
 
   Instead of getting mad, she fired back, “And so do sisters. So you better be good to my little sister-in-dance Malia.”
 
   Before I could respond, I heard Malia’s voice from behind me. “Yeah, Blaise. You better be good to me.”
 
   I turned around, licking my lips at how good she looked in her regular clothes, as Amerie chimed in, “Malia, you killed it tonight. The crowd absolutely loved you.”
 
   I smiled proudly at the compliment as if she was talking to me, while Malia offered her a simple, “Thank you, Amerie.”
 
   “Now you two be good tonight. I can’t have my top dancer on wobbly legs next show,” Amerie said with a wink before she strolled away. And while I was ready to laugh, Malia looked mortified though I couldn’t figure out why.
 
   “Malia, relax. Amerie’s cool. You know that.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s cool with you cause you’re her friend. But she’s technically my boss.”
 
   I hadn’t even thought about it like that, but I still found it irrelevant as I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and gave her a reassuring kiss on the top of her head. 
 
   “Pretty, I promise you it’s all good. Now let’s get going so I can give you some wobbly legs.” 
 
   Malia only laughed as she replied, “I’m pretty sure Amerie said she doesn’t want me on wobbly legs, Blaise.”
 
   “And I can almost guarantee she’ll understand. Now come on. Watching you dance tonight has me ready to show you a few things,” I told her, as I leaned down to nip at her ear while we strolled down the hallway. 
 
   She flinched away, giggling as she teased, “Oh really? What kind of things? New choreography perhaps?”
 
   I nodded with a smirk. “Something like that. Exclusive shit though. Which means it can’t leave the bedroom.”
 
   “Hmm… sounds interesting enough,” she replied with a smirk of her own. 
 
   Usually it was her biting her lip, but this time it was me as I thought about all the ways I planned on taking advantage of the penthouse suite I had booked for the night. I knew Malia would be taking off for the next city and I’d be heading back home first thing in the morning. 
 
   But tonight…
 
   Tonight my pretty little dancer was gettin’ noodles for legs. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   “Malia! Malia, eight minutes ‘til show time!”
 
   “I… I’ll be ready,” I replied through the bathroom door before I rinsed my mouth out in the sink. 
 
   I had been sick all day, and all night for that matter. And while I initially chalked it up to nerves of tonight being the final show of the tour, something about these nerves felt different. I mean, it was my fourth performance, so I was incredibly comfortable with the routine. But I suppose being on a new stage, in front of a new crowd, was still a little intimidating. 
 
   That makes sense, right?
 
   “Of course it does,” I answered myself aloud as I wiped my mouth with a paper towel before opening the door to a panicky Amerie. 
 
   She released a heavy breath of relief as she said, “Oh my God. I thought you’d never come out! I was about ready to slip into a costume myself.”
 
   I laughed the little that I could as I told her, “I’m sorry, Amerie. I’ve just been feeling a little… under the weather.” 
 
   She nodded, wrapping an arm around my shoulder and guiding me towards the door. “Yeah, I can see it in your face. Are you sure you’re okay to dance? Can’t have you throwing up on the crowd.”
 
   Even though I wasn’t quite sure myself, the last thing I wanted was for her to be worried. “I’ll be fine. I promise. Just need some… water,” I pushed out before running back into the bathroom to get rid of a new load. 
 
   Amerie was at my side, holding my hair with one hand and rubbing my back with the other. Her voice was a mix of sympathy and disappointment as she said, “Oh, Malia. Don’t tell me you have a surprise.”
 
   I turned away from the toilet just enough to see her face as I asked, “A surprise?”
 
   “Yeah, a surprise. I mean, you aren’t coughing or sneezing. And you probably haven’t even eaten all day, which means you’re throwing up for one reason and one reason only.” 
 
   I still wasn’t catching her drift, so she sighed before adding, “You’re pregnant.” 
 
   I felt more alert than I had been all day as I popped up from the floor in a frenzy. “Pregnant? There’s no way! No way. I… I’m on the pill.” I couldn’t believe I was disclosing this information to my damn boss, but I had to defend myself. I was an adult, I was responsible, and...
 
   “The pill only works if you’re perfectly consistent. Have you been perfectly consistent?”
 
   “Of course I…” 
 
   Oh shit!
 
   I was crushed as I thought about the only day I had gotten off track. The day my mother kicked me out with absolutely nothing, including my birth control pills. It was only one day, but of course that was all it took considering Blaise and I had never used condoms. 
 
   “Malia, just relax for a minute. We don’t know anything for sure, so there’s no reason to panic yet. Let’s just… make it through this show, then we can run to the drug store and get you a pregnancy test. Okay?”
 
   I nodded though I wasn’t exactly sure about the whole “making it through this show” thing. I mean, how could I remember choreography with flashes of a baby bump, and breastfeeding in my head? 
 
   And did I even want a child right now? 
 
   Everything in my life was just beginning to fall into place. I had a career that I loved, a comfortable place to stay, a man who adored me. For anyone else, a baby probably fit perfectly in that picture. But for me, it was bad timing on so many levels. The career that I loved required a body that could be pushed to the limit and fit into costumes night after night. The place that I was staying at was only supposed to be a temporary solution. And the man that adored me… I wasn’t even sure if he wanted kids, let alone if he planned on keeping me around for the long haul. 
 
   I could already imagine my mother laughing her ass off, calling me stupid and irresponsible for getting in this situation all over again. Not that I planned on telling her anything; she didn’t deserve to know. But just the thought of her opinion had me…
 
   “Malia! We have to go! Come on!” 
 
   I tried my best to pull it together as I followed Amerie out of the dressing room through the backstage area and got in position to hit the stage next to Todd. 
 
   “Malia, you good?” he asked, just as the crowd roared with excitement from the lights turning off in the arena. 
 
   I peeked up at him, knowing my face probably told the story my lips refused to tell even through the shadows. And it was obvious he had picked up on it, his head tilting with concern as if he was asking what’s wrong. 
 
   But I couldn’t say anything. 
 
   If I opened my mouth, I’d be forced to face the truth. If I opened my mouth, it would come with emotions I wasn’t ready to express. If I opened my mouth, I would probably throw up again. 
 
   So instead, I forced a smile and was thankfully saved by the music starting. 
 
   &
 
   “Welcome home, superstar.”
 
   I tried to match Blaise’s enthusiasm as he pulled me into an embrace, though I couldn’t help but flinch as our abdomens pressed together. While his was cut, lean, carved to perfection, mine would soon be bulging for reasons that I couldn’t tell him just yet. 
 
   After the show, Amerie had practically dragged me to the drug store, only to confirm her suspicions the second we got back to the hotel. 
 
   And I cried hard. Chubby, salty tears streaming down my face until my eyes swelled; part of the reason I was wearing sunglasses now even though it was a whole day later and cloudier than not outside. 
 
   Blaise hadn’t questioned it since he probably did the same thing to prevent being recognized and hassled in the airports by fans. But I still felt guilty as hell as I bit my lip to prevent myself from blurting out the life-changing information that was weighing heavy on my tongue. 
 
   I had to tell him. 
 
   I knew I had to tell him.
 
   I just didn’t know how, didn’t know when, didn’t know where it would be most appropriate. I mean, what kind of protocol did women usually follow with stuff like this? 
 
   With my ex, it had been different. To be quite honest, even though we were considered “young and dumb”, we knew exactly what we were doing, understood the possibility, and had already established ourselves as serious enough to tell each other anything. The only problem was, while I was sharing news of my pregnancy, something that I thought he’d be excited about, he was sharing news that crushed me to the core; that he had been cheating on me for God knows how long. 
 
   By the time I called my mom, I had already come to the conclusion that I would drop out, get a job, and raise the child alone. But somehow I let her manipulate me, talk me into having an abortion so I wouldn’t be bringing another fatherless child into the world. The more she spoke, the more logical it felt. But thinking back on it, I wondered how much purpose that baby would’ve given me at the time. Maybe that child would’ve been the force to push me to greater heights, to catapult me towards my dreams so that I could’ve provided a better life for him or her than the one I had myself. 
 
   But now…
 
   Now it felt like having a baby would only be doing the exact opposite. 
 
   “Malia, are you alright?”
 
   Damnit. 
 
   I peeked over to Blaise through my shades, forcing a smile as I told him, “Yeah. I’m just… happy to be back.” 
 
   He quickly brushed me off, wrapping an arm around my shoulder as he guided me to where his car was parked outside of the airport. “I don’t believe that for a second, pretty. I’m sure your phone has already been blowing up with audition invitations. You know Knox is holding one in the studio this weekend.” 
 
   Auditions; number two on my list of immediate concerns, number one being Blaise’s reaction whenever I worked up the nerve to tell him about the pregnancy. 
 
   But he was right. 
 
   I had been receiving texts and emails from choreographers all over the country, including the other lead choreographer for the audition he had mentioned. But I hadn’t actually replied to any of them. I mean, how could I audition for shows with a baby growing inside of me? Was that type of vigorous movement even safe? 
 
   And was I really planning on keeping it? Did I want to put my career on hold at the same moment it was finally taking off?
 
   Of course, I dreamed of being a mother; having a real family to call my own. But I also dreamed of being a professional dancer, touring the world and taking the stage night after night. Somehow my two dreams had collided and turned themselves into a nightmare. And while I honestly shouldn’t have even been surprised considering how things usually went in my life, a fresh tear still managed to slip out from under my shades before I could catch it.
 
   Blaise peeked over to me once, then a second time once he realized what had happened.
 
   His face was tight with concern as he asked, “Malia, what’s the matter? Why are you crying?”
 
   “I’m pregnant,” I blurted out just loud enough for him to hear me.
 
   And I knew he did, his body tensing up and his eyebrow raising as he asked, “You’re what?”
 
   A new wave of tears rushed out as I forced myself to repeat, “I’m… pregnant, Blaise.” 
 
   He stared at me for what felt like forever, and I could only stand there and cry like some foolish ass little girl. 
 
   But instead of hitting me with the bomb of disapproval that I was bracing myself for, he pulled me into an embrace, whispering, “Shhh… it’s okay, Malia. We’re gonna be okay, pretty.”
 
   The word “we’re” was like music to my ears, giving me an ounce of hope that I wouldn’t have to deal with the situation alone. He easily could’ve clammed up, pulled back, began to question if I was worth the trouble, question if the baby was actually his like any other man probably would’ve done. 
 
   But he wasn’t any other man. 
 
   So instead of doing all of the terrible things I imagined, he was rocking away my tears as people passed us, dragging their suitcases against the pavement. 
 
   “Pretty, let’s get home and then we can chat, alright?”
 
   I only nodded in response, a little sad when he let me go so that we could get in the car. Thankfully his presence wasn’t gone too long as he held my hand the whole drive back to his apartment. And just that simple act was enough to make me feel like everything really could be okay. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   I was trying my hardest to do everything right. 
 
   Be supportive, be sympathetic, don’t jump to any conclusions or place any blame. 
 
   But every second I spent just holding Malia in bed, that task became harder and harder. 
 
   It didn’t make any sense. Well… it did make sense. I knew how this shit worked. But I didn’t understand how Malia was on birth control, and we had somehow still managed to run into this situation.
 
   Was it a trap?
 
   Had she done it on purpose?
 
   Was she one of those girls that thought she could keep a man if she just got pregnant by him?
 
   Malia was supposedly a fan of mine long before she was my client plus more, so the angle wasn’t that…
 
   Cut that shit out, B.
 
   This whole situation clearly had me buggin’. And as much as I just wanted to be the comforting… boyfriend, I needed answers.
 
   So I held her close, continuing to play my role as I asked, “Malia, what happened?”
 
   She tensed up a little, adjusting in my hold before finally replying, “What do you mean, what happened?”
 
   I sighed, knowing I had to choose my words carefully so that I wouldn’t come off as an asshole. “How did this happen? I mean, you’ve been on birth control, right?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes. But…”
 
   “But what?”
 
   She let out a sigh of her own, sitting up completely so that she could look at me when she responded, “When my mom kicked me out, I didn’t have it. So I... missed a few days and…”
 
   “And that was all it took?”
 
   She shrugged with a little smirk that grinded my gears, making me wonder if my initial thoughts were possible. “I guess so. I mean, I still have to go to the doctor to know for sure, but I took multiple at-home tests with Amerie and...” 
 
   “Shit. Amerie knows about this and didn’t say anything?” I could hardly imagine Amerie being able to keep news like this to herself. 
 
   But it made sense once Malia explained, “She promised me she wouldn’t. Not until I got a chance to talk to you myself.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how to feel. Of course I wanted to be thrilled, excited about the opportunity to bring a child into the world with someone I deeply cared about. But everything about the situation felt so… fast. 
 
   Still I managed to ask, “So what’s next? What do we need to do? Make an appointment, start working on a nursery, sign up for Lamaze classes?”
 
   Malia bit her lip and I knew that meant trouble. But I certainly wasn’t expecting her to utter, “Actually, I… don’t know if I… wanna... keep it.”
 
   It felt like the blood had stopped running through my veins as I tried to process what she said. I mean, she couldn’t be serious, right? A pregnancy bomb was one thing; something we could work through, recover from and find the blessing in. But an abortion took things to Hiroshima levels.  
 
   “What do you mean, you don’t know? Since when is that even an option?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   I sighed, trying to choose my words carefully yet again though I felt myself on the verge of a real explosion. And I could tell Malia was too as she waited for me to speak with an incredulous look on her face. 
 
   “Malia, this isn’t your baby. It’s our baby. You can’t just up and get rid of it cause you’re not in the mood.” 
 
   My intentions were never to hurt her feelings, but I could tell she was offended as she stood up from the bed to reply, “It’s my body, Blaise. Are you the one that has to carry it for nine months? Are you the one that has to put their career on what could be a permanent hold? You’ve had your career. You’ve done it all. Why can’t I have my turn?”
 
   I hopped up too, meeting her stance as I explained, “We’re talking about a human, Malia! Not a fuckin’ puppy. You don’t get to just pick and choose. I understand how that shit may have gone down with your ol’ dude, but that’s not how it’s gonna work with me.”
 
   I knew my words probably came across as harsh, but I refused to continue holding back on this. Though I didn’t know all the details of the situation Malia’s mother had spoke of, I could easily imagine some random guy filling Malia’s head up with a bunch of bullshit just to let her down in the end.
 
   But that wasn’t me.
 
   He wasn’t me. 
 
   Still, Malia managed to be upset, crossing her arms over her chest as she replied, “You have got to be kidding me right now. Ol’ dude? You don’t know shit about my past!”
 
   “Well apparently I should’ve inquired...”
 
   I regretted my words the second they came out. But I didn’t get a chance to double back on them before Malia was already spewing, “Maybe you should’ve!” 
 
   Her chest was heaving, I had a headache, and this shit was just… way out of hand. But regardless of any of that, the bottom line was…, “Malia, I’m not letting you get rid of our child and that’s final.”
 
   She tossed her hands up as she fired back, “Jesus Christ, you’re acting like I’m your child. You don’t get to tell me what to do with my body. This is my choice. My decision. Something you will never understand.” 
 
   I really didn’t want to get in the game of pointing fingers, but…, “You’re the one that doesn’t understand. I mean, do you even hear yourself right now?” 
 
   “Of course I do!” She yelled before storming out of the room. But I was right on her heels, questioning her with every step she took. 
 
   “Why do you wanna do this? Do this to yourself? Do this to the baby? Do this to… us?”
 
   Her final destination ended up being the guest bedroom where she frantically snatched up the random clothes she had scattered across the room and stuffed them into her suitcase that was still mostly packed from the tour. 
 
   All I could do was lean against the door frame and watch as she replied, “It’s not about what I want to do. It’s about what I have to do. I have goals, Blaise. Dreams. And this - a child, a family, you - that’s not the chapter I’m in right now.”
 
   “Well it sounds to me like you need to rewrite the fuckin’ book. Start a new draft. Get a second opinion.”
 
   She peeked up from her position bent over her suitcase with a look that reminded me of the one she had given her mother. One of irritation, disbelief, and... anger. 
 
   “Why are you being such an asshole?!” She yelled as she zipped her suitcase and pulled it from the bed before dragging it past me out of the room.
 
   “Why are you treating this like an everyday occurrence? Or is this just what you do?”
 
   Shit.
 
    I shouldn’t have said that either.
 
   Malia froze in the middle of the living room, giving me a death stare as she replied with tightened eyes, “Just what I do? I can’t believe you!”
 
   “And I can’t believe you! I’m not gonna pretend like I don’t get it, but come on Malia. You have to recognize how irrational you’re being, right?” I was amazed that we could even be on such opposite ends of the spectrum; more specifically that I was the one lobbying to keep the baby and she was the one wanting to get rid of it.  
 
   But apparently my question only made matters worse as Malia looked on the verge of tears when she replied, “Irrational? How am I being irrational? Because I don’t want to bring a child into my unstable world right now? I don’t even have a permanent place of residence, Blaise! I have nothing! I have no one! The only guaranteed thing I have right now is my career. And as fucked up as it is, I can’t have that and a baby at the same time. But you know what? That’s life. My life. Sacrifice after sacrifice. Give it all just to get something - anything - in return.” Then the tears really came. And as much as I wanted to comfort her, hold her, make her feel better, I could only stand there just… looking at her. 
 
   So she made her way to the front door and stopped just short to add, “I don’t expect you to understand. But this… this isn’t about you, Blaise. This is about me.”
 
   “Malia…” I pleaded, not even sure what all I was begging for but knowing I didn’t want her to leave. 
 
   Still, that wasn’t enough to stop her from pulling the door open and wiping her tears as she said, “Just… let it go, Blaise. Please. Just… let me go.”
 
   And then she was gone, landing the final blow to my heart as I watched the door shut behind her. 
 
   &
 
   “You idiot! Do you know where she is? Is she alright? Does she have food? Ugh, I could kill you right now!”
 
   I pulled the phone away from my ear as Amerie went on and on about how much I had fucked up. And while I hadn’t understood my faults initially, the more she talked, the more it made sense. 
 
   I was being selfish; thinking about myself and only myself instead of really considering Malia’s point of view which I now recognized as incredibly valid. I was a little older than her, more established, and had already exploited the gift of dance for my own personal advancement while Malia was just on the verge of her opportunity. Having a baby right now would certainly hinder that, even if the hindrance was short term. 
 
   But still, I got it. 
 
   I just wished I would’ve come to these conclusions before actually letting her leave to who knows where. 
 
   I put the phone back to my ear just as Amerie was screaming, “Seriously, Blaise! What if she’s in a back alley, propping her legs up for someone’s burnt wire hanger? This is all your fault!” 
 
   My face scrunched as I asked, “Back alley? Burnt wire hanger? Yo, what are you even talking about right now?”
 
   “You practically pushed her into getting an abortion!” She yelled. 
 
   “What? How? I’m the one that forbid it.”
 
   “Which is exactly why she’s gonna do it. You can’t just go around tellin’ black women what they can and can’t do.” 
 
   Though I knew there was a lot of truth to Amerie’s statement, I still had to defend myself. “But it was with good intention! I just… I want this baby, Amerie. And I want Malia. I want us. All of us. As a family.” 
 
   She sighed in the phone, finally calming down to ask, “Well if you had to choose, which would it be? Malia or the baby?”
 
   “Both,” I answered without even thinking twice.
 
   “Blaise…”
 
   “Alright, fine. I’d choose Malia.” It almost didn’t even seem real to be thinking about life without her regardless of the fact that our relationship was so freshly defined. But she had engraved herself in my heart long before we even pursued anything. 
 
   She was special. 
 
   She was my light. 
 
   And I wanted to stand in the sun, even if that meant we had to dim what, to me, felt like a brighter light in having a child together. 
 
   “Well if you want her, you need to support her and her decision, even if you don’t agree with it.”
 
   The way Amerie spoke made everything sound so easy. But deep down, it still felt like the exact opposite; especially when I considered the lack of control I had over the situation just for being the man. 
 
   “Why don’t I have a say in the livelihood of my child? Shits not even fair.”
 
   “It’s not. But it’s life, Blaise. Now you need to go find her and apologize.”
 
   I had already tried that route long before I reached out to Amerie, and…, “She’s not taking my calls.”
 
   Amerie only groaned, “Of course she isn’t.” Then the line went silent as we both thought of a new plan. 
 
   “How about I give her a call, and then I’ll… pull you in on three-way?”
 
   This time it was me groaning as I replied, “Amerie, this isn’t middle school. What do you want me to do? Mute my phone?”
 
   She smacked her teeth and I could imagine the smug look on her face as she asked, “Do you wanna get her back or not?”
 
   As much as I didn’t want Amerie getting lodged in the middle of our situation, and as corny as I thought her little idea was, I knew going through her to get in touch with Malia was practically my only option. Well, it was either that or hire a real search party.
 
   “Alright, Amerie. Just… don’t make it obvious, alright?”
 
   “Shut up, Blaise. Now hold on a minute.” 
 
   I listened as she clicked over and her line went back silent for a moment. In my head, I started going over everything I wanted to say to Malia. The plan was to get all of the information I could of her whereabouts while also admitting my fault, give her a proper apology, and then decide on a course of action for the future because our future together wasn’t something I was leaving up for debate. 
 
   We had to be together. 
 
   And I planned on doing everything in my power to make sure that would happen, even if it didn’t happen by the end of our conversation.
 
    It seemed like I was waiting for forever by the time Amerie finally clicked back over just to say, “She didn’t answer.” 
 
   “Fuck. Now what?” I asked as I ran a hand down my face, beyond exhausted with this situation.
 
   “Now you hit the ground. Maybe go talk to her friends, family…”
 
   I cut her off, almost embarrassed to say, “I don’t know her friends or family other than one of her co-workers who tried to hit on me and her mom who hates me.”
 
   “Well, damn. I don’t know what else to tell you then.”
 
   I let out an annoyed sigh. “Thanks for nothing, Amerie.”
 
   She smacked her teeth again as she replied, “It’s not my fault you decided to be a selfish asshole to the sweetest girl I’ve ever met in my damn life. I mean come on, Blaise. I can hardly imagine her raising her voice at you.” 
 
   “Well she did. Pretty damn fluently too.”
 
   “And you deserved it. I wish she would’ve slapped your ass while she was at it.”
 
   “Anyway. If she calls you back, let me know, alright?” I could imagine Malia being more apt to return Amerie’s call long before she even thought about getting back to me.
 
   And Amerie rubbed that fact in my face as she replied, “Maybe. We’ll see.”
 
   I knew she was only teasing, pushing my buttons because she could. But I still felt the need to scold, “Amerie...”
 
   She let out a heavy breath. “Alright, alright. I got you, Blaise. And keep me posted on your end, please. I’m sure she’s fine, but I’d still like to actually hear it.”
 
   As much as I wanted to assure her that I would be able to report back sooner than later, I wasn’t so sure. Still I managed to offer Amerie a weak, “Will do.” Before hanging up the phone and brainstorming ways to get Malia back on my side. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Malia
 
    
 
   I pretended that I was treating myself to some luxurious, spontaneous staycation as I slipped deeper into the lukewarm water of the jacuzzi tub, resting my head against the ledge and closing my eyes. But once they were shut, all the thoughts I had been avoiding came rushing to the forefront.  
 
   Blaise and I arguing. 
 
   Our baby. 
 
   Dance.
 
   Missing out on dance because of the baby.
 
   Losing Blaise for not having the baby. 
 
   It felt like I couldn’t win no matter which route I took. But as I looked at my options and began to weigh the pros and cons, there were certainly ways I could cut my losses. 
 
   While getting an abortion would’ve allowed me to continue down the path towards my dance dreams right away, having the baby really just meant I’d have to work a little harder to get back on that path once he or she arrived. And I wouldn’t be doing it alone. Blaise was obviously ready and willing to be apart of the journey. I mean, what was the worse that could happen? 
 
   I’d never actually get back in good enough shape to dance? 
 
   I’d get paralyzed by the epidural? 
 
   I’d… die? 
 
   Shit. 
 
   Get back to the pros.
 
   I lifted from the tub so that I could reach my phone and do some research about dancing during pregnancy while I soaked. But once I picked it up and turned on the screen, I was immediately hit with a slew of missed calls. I scrolled through my call log and noticed that while most of them were from Blaise as expected, there was one from Amerie that included a voicemail.
 
   “Hey, Malia. It’s Amerie. I was just calling to… check in on you; see how you’re doing. Give me a call when you can. Or a text. Or something. Please.”
 
   I glanced at the phone as if she was really on the line, trying to figure out why she sounded so worried. I suppose it had something to do with her being the only one other than Blaise who knew about my pregnancy. But her worry made me worried, so I quickly fired off a text.
 
   “Hey Amerie. I’m fine. Just relaxing. Thanks for checking on me.  - Malia”
 
   Her reply almost came instantly. “OH MY GOD! Thank goodness! You had us worried sick, girl. - Amerie”
 
   Us?
 
   No wonder she sounded so worried in the voicemail! 
 
   Blaise had already gotten to her.
 
   I could only imagine the version of our situation that he had shared with her, probably making me sound like some terrible person for even considering an abortion. 
 
   Or maybe he hadn’t. 
 
   Maybe he had finally come to his senses about it, and was ready to have a reasonable, unbiased discussion. Maybe I should return his call and…
 
   No, Malia. 
 
   He was clear, he was stern, and there was obviously no changing his mind regardless of the fact that I was already beginning to change mine.
 
   &
 
   “Congratulations, Ms. Philips. It looks like you are indeed pregnant. Still relatively early too which is a good thing. That means we can get you the best care and resources if you do decide to go through with the pregnancy.”
 
   I sighed, smiling at the monitor that showed the faintest hint of flutters from the baby’s heartbeat. 
 
   My baby.
 
   Scratch that; our baby.
 
   I still hadn’t talked to Blaise, but I knew he was getting updates on my wellbeing through Amerie even though she never admitted to actually being his informant. 
 
   I didn’t care either way. 
 
   Of course I wished he could be here, share this moment with me. I wished he could be holding my hand and asking the doctor questions that only a man would think to ask like if pregnancy sex was safe or not. 
 
   I missed him. 
 
   But I couldn’t forget his words, couldn’t forget his accusations, couldn’t forget how insensitive he had been. And that was plenty for me to get over his absence in the moment.
 
   “So, have you discussed options with the father? I understand that you two are not married.”
 
   I watched the doctor wipe the gel she had used for the ultrasound off of my stomach as I answered, “Correct. And we’ve… talked.”
 
   If I can even call it that...
 
   “Have you considered giving the baby up for adoption? There are many wonderful couples waiting for the exact blessing you’re carrying, Ms. Philips.” 
 
   The question caught me completely off guard, but I was quickly reminded of my location; Planned Parenthood. It was their job to give me all the information, options, and alternatives possible so that I could make an informed decision. And while I wasn’t exactly a rookie at this particular process, I still understood protocol. 
 
   “Uh… actually, I’m gonna keep it,” I answered, a lot less confidently than I imagined. 
 
   It wasn’t that I wasn’t proud of the answer, or excited about bringing a healthy baby boy or girl into the world. I was just… afraid. Afraid of my incompetence. Afraid of regretting my decision later. Afraid of failing. But I couldn’t let that hold me back from the best thing that would ever happen to me. Sure, dance was important to me. Hell, it was everything to me. 
 
   But a child… 
 
   A child would be around long after I could no longer walk, let alone dance. 
 
   The doctor’s face lit up as she said, “Oh, that’s wonderful! I’m so happy to hear that, dear. Go ahead and get dressed, then we can chat about how we’re going to move forward. I’ll get you started on some prenatals today, and I have some awesome recommendations for OB-GYNs.” Then she left me in the room to change out of the gown back into my regular clothes.
 
   Before I got dressed, I checked my phone and saw there was a missed call from Amerie, a missed call from Blaise, and then a text from Todd. I hadn’t talked to him since the last tour stop, and even though things had gotten slightly awkward between us after the exchange between him and Blaise, I still considered him a good friend. 
 
   “Hey Rookie. I’m in your city for that audition this weekend. You coming? - Todd”
 
   I could only stare at the message, knowing I didn’t have a definitive answer. I had done tons of research, read article after article about dancing during pregnancy. And while most actually encouraged dance during pregnancy, the type of dancing that would be required for an audition didn’t exactly meet those requirements beyond the first trimester.
 
   But I was in the first trimester, meaning I could actually get out there and dance if I wanted to even if I didn’t end up actually getting the part. And I suppose it wouldn’t make much sense for me to even take the part if I did get it considering I wouldn’t be available for the full duration of the assignment. But did that really even matter? 
 
   I wanted to dance while I still could. It could be my last opportunity to dance for awhile and…
 
   Before I could even talk myself out of it, I fired off a quick reply. 
 
   “Yep, I’ll be there. See you then. ;) - Malia” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Blaise
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Number 87.” 
 
   The girl smiled, giving a little wave as she did a slight jog out of the room. I waited until she was completely out of sight to rest my forehead on the table, trying to relieve the migraine I had been having for what felt like weeks even though it had only been days. But I couldn’t focus on anything, couldn’t think straight. And when I did try to think, it turned into this; throbbing pain right against my temple. 
 
   “Bro, are you sure you’re alright? We can do this without you if you need to go chill out.”
 
   As tempting as the offer was, I turned my head to the side so that I could reply, “I’m good, Knox. Just got a little migraine.”
 
   He gave me a look of disbelief, shaking his head before he asked the assistant to bring in the next auditionee. It was another girl, similar in stature to the one that had just left. Pretty, petite, exactly what Knox was looking to cast as far as females were concerned. 
 
   I fell back into my chair, pulling the hood of my jacket over my head, as he asked her the same basic questions he had asked for the first 87 dancers; where she was from, how long she had been dancing, what song she was auditioning to, and then he let her have at it. But as I watched the girl dance, all I could think about was Malia. 
 
   I remembered when I first met her by chance on the street when the studio was just getting ready to open. I remembered the smile she wore every time she showed up for a session, whether it was for the group or something personal. I remembered her easygoing attitude outside of dance and her fierce personality once the beat dropped. I remembered her eagerness to get better so that she could follow her dreams and the excitement she wore when she finally got that opportunity. 
 
   And even if it wasn’t my intention, it probably seemed as if I was trying to strip that from her. From finding more opportunities, from following her dreams, all because I didn’t think it was fair for her to get rid of the child we had created together. The longer she stayed away, avoiding my calls and dodging my texts, the more I felt guilty for being so selfish. I just wished she would hear me out, and give me the opportunity to make up for it, or at least be there for her in the process.
 
   The room erupted into applause, snapping me out of the daze I was in thinking about my pretty little dancer. 
 
   “Thank you, Number 88,” Knox announced, dismissing the girl and making a few notes before inviting the next auditionee inside. I rested my head back on the table, not even caring how tacky it probably looked when the next dancer walked in. 
 
   And I didn’t bother looking up until I heard, “Yo, Ms. Malia. What’s good?!” 
 
   My eyes were wide as Knox left the table to give her a hug which she smiled and accepted. But then she looked at me and… the smile was gone. The light was gone. And that hurt like hell.
 
   Clearly Knox hadn’t picked up on it as he continued the conversation as normal. “You know the part is yours, no questions asked. If you want it, that is.”
 
   She waved him off, replying, “Nah. Let’s be fair, Knox. I wanna dance. Prove myself worthy.”
 
   Knox only shrugged. “Alright. Well what are you dancin’ to, babe?”
 
   She looked right at me, glaring as she answered, “We Found Love. Rihanna.” 
 
   “Cool,” he replied obliviously, returning to his spot next to me at the table and giving me a little shoulder bump as if he was pumping me up. But I couldn’t be pumped up with so many thoughts running through my head, mainly about her health and the baby. 
 
   Does the baby still exist?
 
   I mean, she wouldn’t be here dancing - auditioning - if it did. But then again, if she had gotten an abortion, she probably wouldn’t be able to dance so quickly after. Or maybe she was… pushing herself to the limit, proving that dance was above all. 
 
   I didn’t get a chance to make sense of things by the time the music was starting. And once it did, I was completely captivated by the woman that had stole my heart long before I even realized it. There was an effortless fluidity to every move she made, letting the lyrics of love drive her through. I tried my best to remain neutral, nodding my head to the beat and making it look as if I was actually evaluating her performance. 
 
   But I wasn’t.
 
   I was watching her face, reading her emotions, and feeling sick as fuck as I weighed the possibility that for whatever reason she had chosen this song to communicate with me. 
 
   “Bro, she is fuckin’ incredible,” Knox whispered near my ear before leaning back to his upright position. And I couldn’t have agreed more as I watched Malia drop to her knees, rolling her neck with her hands covering her face before popping back up for the chorus. 
 
   It almost seemed impossible that she could be dancing with so much intensity and be with child. It was like I was watching my hopes of being a father dwindle with every pop she made, every roll of her body, every twist, and glide, and… 
 
   Shit.
 
   I caught a lump in my throat just as she was hitting her finishing pose. And while it felt like I couldn’t breathe, Knox and the other choreographer both shot up from their seats to give Malia a standing ovation.
 
   “Yo, babe. That was fantastic! Blaise taught you well.”
 
   She offered him a half-hearted smile, her hands on her hips as she replied between breaths, “Yeah, he… he sure did. Taught me a lot.” 
 
   Then her eyes flashed over to me and I was practically frozen in place when she added, “Can’t thank him enough for… everything he’s done for me. Everything.” 
 
   “Malia, I…”
 
   She cut me off with a quick, “Thank you guys for the opportunity.” Then she darted out of the room.
 
    I was stuck in my seat as I tried to figure out my next move. But there wasn’t much to figure out once I heard Knox yell, “Bro, are you kiddin’ me right now? I don’t know what in the hell happened with ya’ll, but you need to go talk to her!” 
 
   It was as if his voice was the gun at the starting line of a race as I popped up from my chair and followed her out of the room, hoping I’d be able to catch up to her before she disappeared into the crowd of hopefuls who were waiting in the hallway for their turn. Lucky for me, she hadn’t gotten too far; stopped by another one of the dancers to talk. But as I got closer and realized who the dancer was, my original intentions for the conversation slipped my mind and were quickly replaced with new, more objective ones. 
 
   “Malia, you were…”
 
   She cut me off, crossing her arms over her chest as she filled in the blank, “Incredible? Outstanding? Fantastic? I already know. And I already told you thank you. So if you don’t have anything else to say, I’d like to get back to the conversation you so rudely interrupted.” Then she rolled her eyes, turning back around to Todd as if I wasn’t even there. 
 
   I couldn’t believe how cold she was being towards me. It was a side of her that I had never seen before; a side I honestly didn’t know she had for anyone other than her mother. But then I thought about all that had occurred and it hit me that I was the one that had brought it out of her. The anger, the attitude; it was all my fault. And while with any other woman, I probably would’ve just chucked it up as a loss and moved on, that wasn’t even an option when it came to Malia. 
 
   So I took a deep breath, interrupting again with..., “Pretty, we need to talk. Right now.”
 
   This time she grunted as she spun around and replied, “Well you can wait. I’m talking to Todd.”
 
   Todd put his hands up as he insisted, “Yo, Rookie. If ya’ll need a minute, I…”
 
   But Malia cut him off the same way she had done to me. “No! He can wait. Now what were you saying?”
 
   Todd looked completely uncomfortable as he scratched his head before he answered, “Uh… I honestly don’t even remember.” 
 
   Then he quickly added, “Look, I’m gonna go run through my routine before it’s my turn to audition. I’ll… catch you later, alright?”
 
   Malia looked defeated, having no choice but to reply, “Yeah… yeah, okay.” 
 
   And once Todd was gone, I knew I had to move in quickly before Malia found something else to be fake busy with. Still, that didn’t mean she wasn’t gonna try, snatching her bag from the ground and taking off towards the exit. But I was right on her heels, snagging her at the elbow and detouring the both of us towards the door to my apartment. Thankfully she didn’t pull away until we were behind closed doors at the bottom of the staircase.
 
   It had been awhile since the last time we were together, so I couldn’t help myself in taking the opportunity to just look at her. But I was quickly brought back to reality once she said, “You got me here. Now talk.” 
 
   I nodded, suddenly at a loss for the substantial words I thought I had. “Um… how are you?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she answered in a snippy tone, cocking her head to the side and challenging me to come with something better.  
 
   So I did.
 
   “How was the… procedure? I’m sorry for not being there with you.”
 
   Well... I thought I did until I watched Malia’s attitude turn into pure confusion.
 
   “Procedure? What are you talking about, Blaise?”
 
   “Oh, they just gave you the pill to take?” I had done enough research on the process to know those were the usual two options. 
 
   But still, Malia looked confused as she asked, “The pill? Who gave me a pill?” 
 
   “Amerie told me you went to the doctor. I’m assuming you were there to get an abortion.”
 
   She looked away, biting her lip before she crossed her arms and replied, “Well maybe you shouldn’t assume so much. I was there to… confirm, make sure everything was okay, and get resources on how to move forward.”
 
   Wait what?
 
   “So you’re still pregnant?”
 
   There was no missing the hint of a smile at the corner of her lips when she answered, “Yes, Blaise. I’m still pregnant.”
 
   But it didn’t make any sense, especially considering..., “You danced so hard during that audition.”
 
   “Which is perfectly fine through the first trimester. Trust me, I read everything I could get my hands on. And I wasn’t really auditioning for anything long term. Just wanted to dance while I still had the chance, you know?”
 
   I nodded, not really sure how she felt about her dance career being put on hold, especially since that was the sole reason she was even considering the abortion in the first place.
 
   But regardless of any of that, I still felt the need to tell her, “I’m so sorry, pretty. I should’ve been there for you. Should’ve kept my word. I fucked up. I overreacted. And I was selfish as hell for making you go through any of this alone. You’re not alone, Malia. I’m here for you; for you and for our child. Whatever you need, I got you. No questions asked. I… I love you, Malia. And I love what we have, what we’ve created. And I refuse to let that go.” 
 
   The words had rolled off of my tongue so fast that I hardly had a chance to digest them myself. But I could tell they had resonated with Malia as she looked on the verge of tears when she replied, “I don’t know what to say, Blaise…”
 
   I grabbed her hands, pulling them to my lips and kissing her knuckles before I told her, “Just say we’ll be okay.”
 
   She tensed up, biting her lip as she said in a softened tone, “Last time one of us said that, that wasn’t exactly the case.”
 
   “And I take full responsibility for that, pretty. I’m so sorry.” It honestly felt like I couldn’t say those words enough. But I needed her to understand how serious I was; understand that what we had wasn’t the same ol’ shit she was used to, that we were worth fighting for. 
 
   I needed her to understand that...
 
   “We’ll… be okay.”
 
   “We will?” I asked, trying to hold in my shock. I mean, it was the only thing I hoped to hear, but that didn’t mean I actually expected to hear it. 
 
   And I certainly didn’t expect her to crack a smile when she affirmed, “Yeah, we will.”
 
   Before I could even think twice, I pulled her into an embrace, nuzzling my face in the crook of her neck as I inhaled her natural scent that brought instant euphoria. And she let out a little giggle in response that brought about an equal rush of excitement. 
 
   “Malia, I missed you so damn much. And I’m so happy you decided to keep the baby, even though I fully support you if you decide to change your mind.” There was no way I was putting myself in that trap again. 
 
   She sighed, pulling away so that she could look me in the eyes when she replied, “My mind is made up, Blaise. It has been for awhile now. I was just… afraid. Thinking maybe I was still that same girl from before who didn’t have anything except a mother who gave shitty advice. But I’ve come to the conclusion that this baby is the exact blessing I needed. More of a blessing than dance could ever be.”
 
   The way her face lit up as she spoke of our child made me more proud than any choreography she had ever completed, any audition she had ever nailed.  
 
   But I still couldn’t help myself in adding, “Well I hope that baby blessing some way, somehow includes me.”
 
   This time she gave a real smile as she replied, “Of course it does. I mean, do you really think I wanna do this alone, Blaise?”
 
   I pulled her back in, wanting to squeeze her even tighter, but unsure of how much pressure her belly could withstand. Either way, that wasn’t gonna stop me from telling her, “You’ll never be alone again, pretty. I can promise you that.” 
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “I do,” I replied confidently. 
 
   She bit her lip again, looking around before adding, “Even if things get hard, even if I do something you don’t approve of, even if…”
 
   I cut her off, knowing there was nothing that could stop me. “Yes, Malia. All that included and more.”
 
   She let out a sigh of relief, her eyes twinkling as she said, “Well… I should probably go tell Knox that I can’t exactly take the part, huh?”
 
   With the excitement of the moment, I had almost forgot the auditions were still going on. But even that wasn’t enough for me to cut our time short now that I finally had her back. 
 
   “Eh… he can wait. I wanna know more about your first appointment.”
 
   Malia rolled her eyes mockingly. “Oh God. Don’t tell me you’re gonna be one of those Dads?”
 
   Though I wasn’t exactly thrilled about already being placed in some category of overprotective fathers, I had no shame in answering, “Absolutely, pretty. This is my son we’re talking about.”
 
   Malia tossed her head back with a laugh, completely amused as she replied, “Excuse me? I just know I didn’t hear that right…”
 
   “What? Let me guess, you want it to be a girl?” Though I knew whatever we had would be the most beautiful baby in the world, I could definitely see a little chocolate drop with a head full of hair dancing her way out of the womb. And it almost seemed like Malia was thinking the same thing, smiling as she ran her fingertips along my cheek and observed my features; the features that would soon be meshed with hers to create our little human. 
 
   Just the thought of it gave me goosebumps.
 
   “I just want it to be a happy and healthy baby who gives me a happy and healthy pregnancy. The gender doesn’t really matter.”
 
   I nodded, licking my lips as I thought about a pregnant Malia with widened hips and fuller breasts, and... “You’re right, pretty. Regardless of the gender, I’m just happy the baby is with you. You’re gonna be an amazing mother.”
 
   She looked proud of that fact as she added, “And you’re gonna be an equally amazing father, Blaise Anthony.”
 
   Father.
 
   I had always considered myself a number of different titles; son, boyfriend, dancer, choreographer. But I had strong feeling the title of “father” would be more fulfilling than any of the others. 
 
   And while I may have helped Malia advance in her career as a dancer, that paled in comparison to the blessing she was now giving me. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue                                                                                                                   
 
   a year and some change later...
 
   Malia
 
   “There’s Mommy’s princess! Come here, sweet girl!”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile as my chubby-cheeked baby girl shimmied her way out of her father’s arms so that she could meet my open ones with a hug. It had only been a few days since I last saw her, but that felt like a few days too long as I landed kisses all over her face that made her giggle. 
 
   “Hey, what about me?” Blaise asked as he watched me and our daughter have a moment. 
 
   My smile expanded as I slung baby girl against my hip so that I could tease, “What about you?”
 
   “You haven’t seen me either, pretty. Don’t I get some love?” 
 
   I bit my lip as I thought about how true his statement was. I certainly missed them both for very different reasons. Still, I couldn’t help myself in replying, “You got baby love for the last few days. That’s better than anything I could give you.” 
 
   Blaise shoved his hands in his pockets wearing the most mischievous smile; so mischievous that I just knew trouble was getting ready to spew from his lips. “Eh… I’d have to respectfully disagree with that one.”
 
   “Earmuffs!” I whisper-yelled, putting a hand to baby girl’s ear and pressing her head to my shoulder.
 
   Of course, Blaise was completely unfazed, brushing me off as he replied, “Ah, she’ll understand one day. Isn’t that right, princess?”
 
   “Oh my God. You’re corrupting our child.”
 
   This time he shrugged. “I’d rather her hear it from me than one of those knuckleheads on the street.” 
 
   Then he put a hand to baby girl’s back and told her, “Your mommy knows all about that, baby.”
 
   “Oh, that’s a low blow! And I’m pretty sure you fall into that category of knuckleheads. I mean, I just wanted to dance. But you… you wanted to…”
 
   Blaise cut me off before I could go into detail about our early encounters. “Earmuffs, pretty. But for the record, you know good and well your ass was coming in for more than just a rehearsal.”
 
   “I was!” 
 
   I mean, sure Blaise being Thee Blaise Anthony might’ve enhanced my enthusiasm. But I certainly hadn’t started at the studio with hopes of having a baby with the man. Not that I was regretting how things had played out. In all honesty, Blaise and baby girl were the two greatest things that had ever happened in my life. But all I wanted to do was dance, and somehow I had lucked out in being able to do that while also finding the love of my life and creating my personal ray of sunshine. 
 
   Still, Blaise wasn’t convinced of my intentions as he replied, “Yeah right. More like a rehearsal for love.” 
 
   I gave him a little shove that made both him and baby girl laugh as I told him, “Oh, whatever! You act like I came into the studio plotting on you.”
 
   “With those dance moves? You were most certainly plotting. But you know what? None of that matters now. I’m just happy to see the one I love doing what she loves, even if that means getting stuck with baby love only while you’re on tour.” 
 
   My heart warmed as I looked at Blaise with a diaper bag slung over his shoulder and an obvious bout of spit-up residue on his shirt. It almost felt like I didn’t deserve to have him here supporting me and my dreams while also taking excellent care of our little one. But here he was, being here for me in ways I couldn’t have even imagined though I shouldn’t have been surprised. He had always been there for me in some way from day one. 
 
   “I owe you, Blaise. I owe you a lot,” I told him, swallowing hard to push the ball of emotion back down my throat. 
 
   He gave a little shrug, brushing me off again as he replied, “No worries, pretty. I know you’ll do the same for me.”
 
   That was all true, but…, “Wait a minute. You aren’t thinking about getting back into dance, are you?” 
 
   His eyes went everywhere but to mine as he answered, “Uh… well… not exactly. I mean, Knox and I were talking awhile back and…” 
 
   “And…. what?” If Knox was involved, I could only brace myself for some BS. Sure he was baby girl’s God-dad, but that didn’t do anything to change his always-doing-too-much personality. 
 
   Still, I tried to keep my opinions neutral as I listened to Blaise explain, “And he had someone interested in doing a reality show focused around the choreographer life. With him, and me, and Amerie.”
 
   I tossed my head back with a laugh. “Knox and Amerie on the same show? Yeah right. They hate each other. That would never work.” Even when baby girl was born, Amerie had purposely avoided being at the hospital at the same time as him.
 
   “Correction; Amerie hates Knox. Not the other way around. But I’ve already talked to her about it a little bit, and he’s going out to talk to her too.”
 
   I readjusted baby girl on my hip, completely amused as I asked, “Are the cameras going to be with him when he does? I’d definitely tune in to see the look on Amerie’s face when she sees him for the first time. Must-see TV, for sure.” 
 
   “It’s all still in development which is why he’s going to see her personally. To get her to sign on.”
 
   “Ha! Good luck with that,” I joked, knowing good and well Amerie would have no interest once Knox showed up. If her hate for him ran as deeply as she acted, at least. 
 
   “Anyway. Enough about them. How soon can I get some Mommy love?” Blaise asked as he wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me as close as he could without smashing baby girl’s legs.
 
   “Well, Mommy has three more stops on this tour before she’s done so… however long that is.”
 
   “That’s too long. I need you now. Go leave the baby with the other dancers or somethin’,” he whined. And I couldn’t help but laugh though I shouldn’t have been surprised.
 
    “Oh my God! You’re really trying to pawn off our kid to get some nookie?” 
 
   “No. To get some Mommy love,” he replied with a wink that embarrassingly made me shudder. 
 
   So maybe he wasn’t the only one in need.
 
   “Blaise, we can’t have S-E-X here,” I whispered as if baby girl could really understand our conversation. 
 
   “Why can’t we? I mean, what’s the point of being your baby daddy if I can’t have special privileges?”
 
   I gave him a stiff push to his chest that made him fall back as I whisper-yelled, “Oh my God! You are not my baby daddy.” Because if he was my baby daddy, that meant I was his baby mama. And that was the last title I was looking to add to my resume no matter how fitting it was. 
 
   Blaise smiled, cocking his head to the side as he said, “You know what? You’re right. I’m not your baby daddy. At least I don’t wanna be. Not anymore.”
 
   My heart began to pound the same way it did anytime I was getting ready to hit the stage. I mean, he couldn’t possibly be implying what I thought he was, right? 
 
   Maybe I should just ask…
 
   “So what are you saying, Blaise Anthony?” 
 
   “I guess I’m saying…” 
 
   I watched anxiously as he dug in the side pocket of the diaper bag and pulled out a ring box. Then he dropped to one knee and answered my question. 
 
   “Malia, you stole my heart the first day I met you when you strolled your pretty ass past me on the street. And even though I tried to fight it back then, I refuse to make that same mistake again. I love you, Malia… and I’m not talking about the Obama one either,” he said with a chuckle that I tried to match through the tears that were already welling up in my eyes. 
 
   I couldn’t believe this was really happening; that this was happening with him of all people. 
 
   But I knew it was real once I heard him say, “Malia Philips, will you marry me?”
 
   “Of course!” I screamed, making baby girl let out a squeal of her own while Blaise slid the beautiful diamond solitaire ring on my finger. Then he stood up, pulling us into a hug before giving each of us an assortment of kisses. 
 
   As if the moment couldn’t get any sweeter, a roaring round of cheers and applause came from behind us from the dancers who had obviously seen more of the moment than I realized. Blaise took the baby so that I could accept all of their congratulations, even one from Todd who Blaise had eventually grown a liking for. 
 
   I literally couldn’t stop smiling as I looked back and forth between my second family of dancers, and my first in baby girl and Blaise. It was a dream come true to be surrounded by so much love and support; to be doing what I loved while having someone that I loved to share it all with. 
 
   And while the rehearsal for this exact moment may have been drawn-out, complicated, and downright exhausting, there was no doubt in my mind that I had nailed the final number. 
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
    
 
   Enjoyed this book?
 
   Please leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads!
 
    
 
   To stay up-to-date with all of Alexandra Warren’s happenings including samples and excerpts, visit actuallyitsalexandra.com or like her Facebook page!
 
    
 
   Check out the official playlist for this book on Spotify!
 
    
 
   And be looking out for, An Encore for Love featuring Knox and Amerie, coming later this year!
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