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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

 Dreams are as fragile as hearts. One poor decision, and they shatter like glass. If I mess 

up this dance audition, my harbored dream will fracture into a million pieces, and I lack the 

strength to pick them all up. As I walk into Allegra’s Star Academy of Dance, the thoughts 

weigh as heavy as the guilt of what happened with J.D. last year. The memory of our final 

moments together creeps in, and my heart thumps faster. It’s all my fault. If only I… 

           Stop. Concentrate. Breathe. 

           The hum of voices fills the lobby. My body twitches from the nerves building inside, and 

I try not to fidget too much, so Uncle Blake doesn’t worry about me. Glancing over at him, I find 

his brown eyes studying me. The wrinkles in his forehead deepen the longer he stares. Uncle 

Blake smiles to tell me it’s okay but runs a hand over his receding salt and pepper hair, and I 

know he senses my anxiety. So I try to concentrate on the electrifying energy in the air to ground 

myself and take a breath. 

           I hope my anxiety medication kicks in soon. Only two more people and I can sign in. 

           I run through the routine in my head for the thousandth time. I need to get into Allegra’s 

this year, then next year, I’ll definitely get into one of the best dance university programs in the 

country. I can’t think about what I’ll do if I don’t. 

           Instead, more tormenting thoughts of J.D. bubble to the surface of my mind, and my heart 

pounds so hard it feels like someone is hitting me with a crowbar. Sweat beads on my hands, and 

I run them down my teal dress to dry them. 
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           I wish J.D. were here today. He always told me I could achieve my dream of becoming a 

dancer when others laughed at me. Now, without J.D. beside me, I’m doubting myself more than 

ever. But my first love is never coming back because it’s my fault he’s dead.   

           I blink to wipe away the memories and take a breath, then glide a trembling finger over 

the June birthstones of the necklace my parents gave me ten years ago on my seventh birthday. 

First, a tiny pink pearl, next a medium Alexandrite, and finally the large rainbow moonstone. I’m 

not sure why, but the stones always seem to give me strength when I need it. They’re kind of like 

a lucky charm. I exhale slowly and roll my shoulders back, easing the tension coiled within.   

           Ahead of us, a blond guy at the sign-in table, takes names and points to where people need 

to go. I watch him read a text message on his phone and wonder what it says to distract myself, 

but more anxious thoughts push through the serenity, and my mother’s voice whispers in my 

head. 

           A moonstone can lock away secrets beneath its pearly veil, even our own hidden truths. 

           I glance down at its iridescent glow and wonder if it really holds something I need to 

know. Like words of wisdom or encouragement from my parents or J.D. to help me right now. 

But there’s no way I’ll ever know. It’s not like I can crack it open like an egg and find out. 

           Next to me, Uncle Blake clears his throat and brings me back to the reality that we’re 

standing in line at Allegra’s. We finally step forward, and a sharp pain radiates in the knee I 

injured in the car accident last year. I hold my breath so Uncle Blake doesn’t notice. 

           Uncle Blake reaches out and touches my hand. “Meg, sweetheart. Are you sure you’re 

ready?” 

           Dang it, he knows as always. 

           “Of course,” I say in the calmest tone I can muster. 
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          His eyes narrow, but he doesn’t call my bluff. 

           God, it sucks how he always knows when I’m lying. Why does he have to be such a 

talented detective? 

           “Don’t feel like you have to do this. I don’t care about the cost. Your health and well-

being are what matter.”          

           Maybe I should leave. The physical therapist said my knee isn’t strong enough yet, and I 

should wait to audition. I could fail and blow everything. My pulse quickens and hands shake, so 

I tighten the grip on my tote and look up at Uncle Blake. 

            “Do you think I should wait?” I ask.    

           “I know you love dancing, and it’s helped you through so much. But, sweetheart, I’ll 

understand if you don’t want to go here now.” 

           I nod, and a stray piece of my dark auburn hair falls into my face, so I tuck it behind an 

ear. Dancing is like oxygen for me. I need it to survive. My mouth moves to respond, but he 

continues. 

           “Just know, I’ll support you in any decision you make. You know going to Allegra’s is a 

huge commitment. Things are different now. Over the past year, you’ve been through so much. I 

just want you to be sure you’re ready for all of this.” 

           I stare over at the sign-in table. A voice inside me screams to run back to the car and go 

home. It nags at me saying I don’t deserve to dance again, or to go to Allegra’s. But then J.D.’s 

words return to me again... No matter what, don’t give up. You’re only a failure if you stop 

trying. His support and words have always kept me going. I fill my lungs and release the air to 

steady my nerves. I shake my head to let go of residual stress in my body. 

           “I know,” I tell him. “But I need to at least try, or I’ll never know.” 
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           Uncle Blake pats my shoulder and smiles. “Stubborn and determined like your mom, 

aren’t you? I’m proud of you, and so are your parents. I’m sure they’re watching over you... and 

so is J.D.” 

           At his words, I touch my necklace again, and tears brim my eyes. He’s right. My parents 

aren’t here, but they’re always with me. I force a smile in appreciation and move forward when 

it’s my turn. The blond guy holds a clipboard, and I tell him my name. He scans the list, then 

checks it off. 

           “Here’s your number. Some time slots have changed because of no-shows, and…” His 

voice trails off as he reads another text message on his phone. “They just moved yours up, so 

you’d better hurry. Go down the hall, and someone will escort you backstage,” he says, writing 

the number on a sticker and hands it to me. I peel it off and place it on the left side of my chest, 

just below my collarbone. 

           “Thanks,” I say and hurry to a bench to sit down. I open my bag to pull out the foot paws, 

then take my sneakers off. My toes slip through the holes of the fabric, and I pull the rest of it 

over the ball of my foot, leaving the heel bare. I always have a tingle of excitement when I put 

them on, but today the nerves inside me don’t let it last long. Only perfection is acceptable today. 

I have to get the internship here at Allegra’s, or I don’t know what I’ll do. 

           “All set?” Uncle Blake asks, taking my shoes and bag. 

           “I think so.” 

           He hugs me tight with tears glistening in his eyes. The woody notes of his cologne are 

soothing, as always. “Dance your heart out, sweetie.” 

 I grin at him, then rush down the hallway and stop when a girl exits the door of the warm-

up room. 
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           “There you are.” Her eyes sweep over me and skim over my number tag. “Good, you’re 

dressed and ready. You need to get to the stage,” she says, and motions for me to follow her. 

She’s much taller, and I almost have to run to keep up with her. At last, she stops by a doorway 

and motions for me to enter, then hurries back down the hall. 

           I wish I had more time to prepare, but maybe it’s a good thing they’re rushing me to the 

stage. The more time I have, the more my anxiety will increase. And right now, I can’t afford 

that. I need to focus. 

           I inhale deep then enter the sweltering backstage area where another hopeful dancer is 

practicing. Strips of lights shine down on the walnut wood floor like bright stars. I find an empty 

spot near a wall, and my heart thumps so loud, I hope she can’t hear it. As I warm up, I roll my 

shoulders back and then forward. In an instant, sweat beads on my forehead, and I wave my hand 

in front of me to cool off. 

           It’s almost July. Can’t anyone turn on the AC in here? 

           A lanky brunette girl sprints off stage with tears streaming down her face. My eyes meet 

the other dancer waiting, and she shakes her head. The pity and sadness in her eyes tell me she 

feels the same pain for the girl as I do. I silently pray we don’t follow. The dancer straightens her 

shoulders with determination and resumes practicing. 

           That could be me. I could mess up. 

           My stomach flip-flops at the thought, and I close my eyes. 

           No. Concentrate. 

           I trace a finger over the moonstone on my necklace again to calm my nerves. A minute 

later, I open my eyes again, and I’m relaxed and focused. I will make them proud today. I tuck 

the pendant into my bra and then pull a foot up to stretch my quad muscles. 
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           I can do this. Dancing is what I’m supposed to do. 

           An older man with white hair and black-rimmed glasses calls out a number. He stands by 

the red velvet curtain, waiting as the other girl approaches him. The man gestures for her to go. 

She looks like a dazed bird that hit a window as she walks onto the stage. 

           Do I look like that? I hope not. Don’t think about it. Deep breath. I’m next.  

           I continue to stretch and do a few moves of my routine to prepare. A few minutes later, 

the girl dashes off stage with a grin on her face. The man calls the number 1231, and my heart 

beats even more loudly against my ribcage. 

           This is it.  

           “Your turn, miss. Break a leg,” he whispers. 

           Every muscle in my body tightens at his words. I hate that saying. It dredges up memories 

of firefighters telling me to stay awake and calm while they worked to get my trapped leg free. 

           He motions for me to go ahead, so I take a breath and force myself to smile before I step 

onto the stage. 

           My heart flutters, and a storm of nerves burst like fireworks inside me as I walk to center 

stage. Gentle air from the fan high above is cooling and soothing like a summer breeze. I lock 

my trembling hands together in front of me and smile bigger, and I hope it doesn’t look as fake 

as it feels. The blazing spotlight ignites a spark of exhilaration and obstructs the sea of crimson 

seats ahead. 

           “Name,” an icy female voice says from the black hole. 

           “Meghan Daly,” I say as loud as I can without yelling. 

           “When you’re ready, Miss Daly,” orders a gruff male voice. 
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           I gesture for my music selection. The instant the blaring melody begins, it steers my 

movements, and I glide across the stage generating the illusion of my feet not touching it. The 

music pulses through my blood, and it’s like nothing exists but my body and the beat. 

           I’ve chosen to combine different dance styles to demonstrate my abilities. Part way into 

the routine, I do a calypso leap with my left leg straight forward while the right is bent back with 

my foot almost touching my head. The tension in the pit of my stomach disappears, and I feel 

free as if I’m flying. I bend down so my head is near my knee and pivot myself into a side aerial. 

Once I land, I add some hip-hop attitude with a toss of my hair and some old school moves. 

           My routine is almost over, and it is time to really show what I can do. A surge of 

adrenaline provides me the power I need to do the Matrix move. Balancing on the balls of my 

feet, I bend my knees and drop backward. I’m horizontally inches from the floor, yet neither my 

body nor hands make contact with it. With graceful strength, I rise and launch into the last 

twenty seconds of the routine. But the music fades away as if someone is taking the stereo out of 

the theatre and down the hallway, and the spotlight spins like a pinwheel before my eyes, 

blinding me. I lose my bearings and struggle to stay on my feet. When the light stops moving, an 

image flashes before my eyes. 

           I’m standing in a small room. There’s a stained-glass window with diamond-shaped 

panes and a pyramid ceiling. A guy with a boyishly handsome face stares down at me, his eyes 

shining like dark blue sapphires. There’s intense devotion, then a flash of fear in them. The scent 

of sandalwood in his cologne calms me. He caresses my cheeks, leaving smears of a warm liquid 

on my skin, and presses his lips to mine. A powerful energy draws me to him, and my heart 

hammers in my chest as I press against him to feel safe. Scarlet blood covers us both. 

           His soft voice whispers, “Help me.” 
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           A black phantom with glowing red orbs for eyes materializes over his shoulder. I sweep 

one arm to the side as though trying to shove it away, and hold tight to the guy with the other 

hand, but the room vanishes, and he’s yanked from my grasp. 

           As a piercing scream rattles through my bones, my body plummets downward. I smash 

against an unforgiving surface, and a sharp pain soars through my leg. I stifle a sob that threatens 

to erupt from my throat.         

           What just happened? My eyes dart around searching for the guy. Where did he go? I’ve 

never seen him before. Why did he plead for me to help him? And what was that black thing with 

red eyes? 

           My body shudders and throbs as my brain registers that I’m still in Allegra’s, but I’m no 

longer on the stage. I lie crumpled on the floor near the front row of seats. 

           Oh, God, no. How did I fall off the stage? I can’t fail. I have to get up. 

           The carpet is like shards of glass on my hands as I push myself up to sitting and try to 

breathe in. An excruciating stab in my side forces me to stop. 

           “Miss Daly, are you all right?” a woman asks, kneeling beside me.    

           I shake my head and grit my teeth, refusing to admit I just blew my chance. As I struggle 

to my feet, I suppress a whimper then stumble and lean against the side of the stage. The floor 

sways under me like a boat on turbulent water. The woman steps closer and touches my arm. I 

cover my mouth as a wave of nausea from the pain washes over me. My entire body trembles as 

her face blurs and distorts into a ball of spinning colors until all that’s left is darkness. 

 


