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Chapter 1

Are you sure you want to
do this? I mean, really, really sure?

Miranda held the pen poised above the paper.
Once she signed her name and faxed it back, it was a done deal, and
she couldn’t get out of it, not unless she was struck down
somehow.

It occurred to her that she might be hoping for
just such a thing to happen…which only brought her back to her
initial question.

Do you really want to uproot yourself like
this, go somewhere you’ve never been, where you don’t know
anyone…and where it’s very possible that no one will want to
know you?

She lowered her pen to the paper before her,
the black ink spilling out and making a little splotch on the white
paper. She could go back and forth all afternoon, but in her heart
she knew she had no choice. The job market sucked right now. Nine
months had passed since she’d been laid off, and she’d been
under-employed—working part-time while incurring full-time
expenses—for the last five, using more and more of her savings to
make ends meet and praying she wouldn’t become ill, for she’d had
to give up her health insurance. If this went on much longer she
would lose everything and end up having to start all over…and since
it was starting to look like she’d have to fend for herself in her
old age, financial security took on even greater
importance.

But, still…of all places to move
to….

It wouldn’t be forever, she reminded herself.
What difference would it really make if she spent two or three
years in a different place? It wasn’t as if she had a spectacular
social life here in Racine, Wisconsin. These people wanted to hire
her. They were willing to pay her a good salary. Surely this was
the best thing for her to do to keep her life on track. It beat
either of her options, which at this point were a) moving back home
to her parents’, or b) losing every dime she’d put away in her
effort to build a solid financial foundation.

She couldn’t deny this was the best move to
make for her finances. But what about her social life? In another
year she’d be thirty, and she had no romantic prospects, nor was
she likely to develop any where she was going.

“I don’t care,” she said aloud.
She’d have to make the sacrifice, just like her great-grandparents
had made sacrifices during the Depression. Times were tough out
there.

She decided she’d procrastinated enough. It was
time to put an end to this indecision. Taking a deep breath, she
signed her name, accepting the employment offer. M-i-r-a-n-d-a
R-h-e-t-t.

There. She’d done it.

She’d just accepted the job offer.

In Bismarck, North Dakota.

Heaven help her.
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“Bismarck!” Geraldine Rhett
exclaimed.

“North Dakota!” Carlton
Rhett provided the rest of the location, delivering it in the same
shocked voice.

Miranda faced her parents calmly. “Yes. And
please don’t sound so shocked. From the way you two are reacting,
you’d think I was moving to Jupiter.”

“Miranda, have you really thought
about this?” her father asked. “Done research on that place? I
mean, North Dakota? Do you have any idea what that
environment will be like? You’re likely to be the only black person
in the state!”

“No, Pop. There are…a few
African-Americans in the city.”

He snorted. “‘A few?’” he repeated. “What’s
that mean? Five? Ten?”

“Honey,” her mother said in a
cajoling tone Miranda knew well. “It’s so cold there.”

“It gets cold here, too, Mom,” she
pointed out. “This is Racine, not Rio de Janeiro.”

“I’m sure the winters are a lot
colder in North Dakota than they are here. I’ll bet they barely get
above zero, much less above freezing. And the summers can be
brutal, with triple digit temperatures. It’s a very harsh climate
all around.”

When Miranda appeared unfazed by this—she’d
already considered both points—Geraldine wiped her hands on the
front of her sweat pants. “I’m calling Travis,” she
announced.

Miranda raised her brows, amused. Was her only
sibling, her parents’ firstborn, supposed to get her to change her
mind?

“This is drastic, Miranda,” her
father said. “It would be a lot easier if you just gave up your
apartment and moved back in here with us. You know you’re always
welcome.”

“That’s real sweet of you, Pop,
but it won’t work. I’m twenty-nine years old. I’ve been out of
college for seven years. I’ve got to take care of myself. When you
were my age you were married to Mom and had both Travis and me to
support.”

“That didn’t mean we didn’t ever
need help,” Geraldine said. “We had to go to your grandparents a
couple of times when we got in a jam.”

“Like when you wrecked my Rivvy
and we didn’t have a down payment for a new car,” Carlton said to
her, a note of long-held resentment creeping into his
voice.

“That road was icy, Carlton. It
could have happened to you, if you’d been the only one well enough
to go to the store.” Geraldine indignantly placed her hands on her
hips, forgetting—at least temporarily—about dialing Travis. “We’ve
been over this story dozens of times. Even the kids know
it.”

Miranda began to recite the story she’d heard
so often. “Travis, Pop, and me were all sick with colds, and we ran
out of cold medicine. Mom went to the store to get some and ended
up skidding off the road and into a telephone pole.”

“It was nearly thirty years ago,
and he’s never let me live it down.” Geraldine glared at her
husband. “It would have been nice if you’d been more concerned
about possibly losing me than having that damn Riviera
totaled.”

“Come on, Geral. You walked away
without a scratch.” Carlton shook his head. “And I looooved that
Rivvy. That car was fly. Powder blue, sunroof
top…”

Miranda watched, amused, as her mother gave her
father the evil eye once more as she reached for the phone and
punched in Travis’s number. “Travis, thank heavens you answered.
We’ve got a family crisis. Your sister has just told us she’s going
to take a job in Fargo, North Dakota, of all places.”

“Bismarck, Geral,” her father
corrected.

“Fargo, Bismarck, what’s the
difference? It’s cold and has no black people.”

Miranda suppressed a smile as Geraldine looked
at her with triumph in her eyes, which quickly faded as she heard
his response, as Miranda knew it would. “Whattaya mean, ‘you
know’?” She glanced Miranda’s way, defeat on her face, and in
return Miranda gave her mother the sweetest of smiles.

“Put him on speakerphone,” Carlton
commanded.

Geraldine poked the speaker button with her
index finger, then returned the receiver to its cradle.

Travis’s voice filled the room. “She told me
about it last week.”

Geraldine practically shrieked. “Why didn’t you
tell your father and me about it?”

“Mom, we’re not two kids tattling
on each other anymore. We’re all grown up now,
remember?”

“Well, did you at least try to
talk her out of it?” Carlton asked.

“Sure I did, Pop. I told her she’s
crazy, going off somewhere that doesn’t even have a decent radio
station.”

“That’s the least of her
troubles,” Geraldine whined. “Who’s going to do your hair, Miranda?
Have you thought about that?”

Miranda reached up to run her fingertips over
the chemically-smooth texture of her hair, which she lovingly and
patiently tended to while letting it grow to its present shoulder
blade-grazing length, with guidance from Reneé, her hairdresser of
many years.

Her mother quickly recognized her Achilles heel
and jumped on it with a vengeance. “And what about church?” she
pressed. “Have you thought about that? Are you planning on tossing
all the religious training we gave you? Or do you plan on
converting?”

Miranda sighed. Her mother was raising valid
points. It was true that she hadn’t thought about her hair. “I’m
sure that hairdressers in North Dakota are experienced in touching
up hair color. There’s not that much difference between that and
touching up a relaxer. The concept is identical; they wear gloves
and apply to the new growth only.” She made a mental note to buy a
stock of about five relaxer kits to bring with her, in case
availability was a problem. “As far as the church, does it really
make a difference where I worship, as long as they believe in God?
Lutherans, Methodists, Presbyterians, Catholics love the Lord as
much as Baptists, Mom.”

Geraldine didn’t give up. “They might love the
Lord, but that doesn’t mean they’ll be glad to see you walk into
their church.” She let that sink in. “And speaking of cultural
differences, do you plan on giving up dating? How many black men do
you think are going to be in Fargo?”

“Bismarck, Geral,” Carlton
corrected once more.

“Whatever. It’s all North Dakota,
for heaven’s sake. My point is, about ninety-eight percent of the
people there are of European heritage, and the other two percent
are probably Native Americans. It’s a paradise for black men with
Tiger Woods syndrome.” She paused to let her words sink in. “And
you can forget about going down to pick up a plate of fried
catfish, potato salad, and greens for dinner. I doubt they have any
Southern cuisine restaurants there in South Dakota.”

Miranda didn’t bother to point out that she was
moving to North Dakota.

Geraldine chuckled. “The food there is probably
awful. One of the girls at work is originally from some town out
that way. She always complains about this horrible dish her
grandmother insists on making for the holidays. Lutfisk, I think
they call it. It’s actually toxic, because part of the preparation
calls for it to be soaked in lye. She says it’s just awful, but
because her grandmother is, like ninety-something years old, no one
wants to hurt her feelings, so they all pretend to eat it, then
spit it out when Grandma’s back is turned.”

“Like I used to do with your
mother’s nasty mincemeat pie,” Carlton added.

“I’ll be home for Christmas, Mom,”
Miranda assured as her mother gave her father another murderous
look. “And I’m sure the restaurants in Bismarck make other dishes
aside from that lut—whatever you said.”

She watched as her parents merely looked at
each other. For all their bickering, Miranda knew her parents loved
each other deeply and were completely devoted to each other and
their family. She also marveled at the way they could communicate
without words. One day she hoped to have that same total connection
with someone.

You won’t find it in Bismarck, a little
voice inside reminded her.

The now-familiar weight descended, threatening
her spirit and diminishing her optimism.

“I’m amazed the people even hired
you,” Carlton remarked.

Travis’s laughter came over the speakerphone.
“They’re in for the surprise of their life when she shows up. Not
only her employer, but her landlord.”

Someone gasped; Miranda thought it was her
mother. “Miranda! You mean neither one of them know you’re
black?”

“I had two interviews, both over
the telephone,” she admitted. “They’ve never seen me. And I
registered with a reputable real estate management company. I
rented my place by mail and phone, too. It’s not like I could
afford to go there in person.”

“Miranda. That’s so
dishonest.” She instantly recognized her father’s quiet,
resigned, I-raised-you-better-than-that voice, even though she
hadn’t heard it since her teens. Even now it gave her that two-bit
‘I disappointed my daddy’ feeling.

But she knew it didn’t apply here, and she
quickly spoke up in her own defense. “There’s nothing dishonest
about it. My race isn’t supposed to matter. The fact is that times
are tough. Lots of people are out of work. They’re losing their
cars, losing their houses. It’s taking all the money I’ve saved
just to keep myself going, and I won’t last much longer.
Mom…Pop…try to understand. I need an income. I need health
insurance. I’m good at what I do, and these people know it. That’s
why they hired me. I’m not saying I plan to live in Bismarck for
the rest of my life. And believe me, I don’t. But that’s where this
job is, and I’m going.”


Chapter 2

Miranda knew she must have
had a ridiculously dreamy expression on her face as she watched the
skating competition, but at least no one was around to see it. The
figure skaters moved in such perfect symmetry on the ice. Her lower
lip fell open in amazement as the male skater, his female partner
dangling from his shoulders, went into a dizzying spin.

However did they do that? The male skater’s
upper body strength must be massive…and his partner had to likely
watch every morsel of food she swallowed. He could probably tell if
she’d had an extra slice of bread with dinner.

They moved with such incredible grace. Miranda
couldn’t get enough of those slow, dreamy ice dances in which the
skaters, many of them romantically involved with each other,
looking like beautifully coordinated young people in
love.

Their movements looked so romantic as they
moved in unison to the music. She always wanted to be able to skate
like that, to put on a pretty outfit with a short skirt and show
off legs shaped by years of training.

She gave her own legs a glance. They were
certainly long and undeniably shapely, but would look like sticks
next to those of a professional skater. Long sticks. Miranda
stood five feet, nine-and-a-half inches, and she’d never seen a
figure skater as tall as that. Most of them looked
petite.

Back on the television, the skating couple took
their bows while they visibly gasped for air after such a strenuous
routine, and then a lone male skater took to the ice. Miranda
reached for her remote control. The athletic skating of the men,
while admirable, simply didn’t captivate her the way the graceful
movements of the couples and women skating solo. She closed her
eyes and pretended she was gliding over the ice, making triple and
double salchow jumps and landing upright, continuing her routine
without interruption. How lucky that she’d caught most of this
competition, she thought as she flipped through the channels. But
then again, what else would she be doing here in Bismarck other
than watching TV?

She’d been in town for three weeks, and so far
it wasn’t bad. Before her move she worked with a real estate agent
over the phone who found her a large room and private bath with
kitchen privileges on the lower level of a raised ranch private
home. The woman who owned the house, the agent explained, was
looking for a female roommate, preferably one who was young and
wouldn’t mind occasionally loud music. Miranda quickly said she was
in her twenties, even as she wrinkled her nose at the thought of
loud rock music playing at a high decibel. That might be
inconvenient, but she wanted that living space. The rent included
cable and utilities, and it cost less than the rent on an
apartment, plus the numerous pictures on the website showed it was
large enough for her bedroom and living room furniture. Technically
it was in the basement, but it was what was called a look-out
basement, meaning there was no exit door, but the windows were
above the ground, so she wouldn’t feel like she was living in a
cave.

Still, all day Thursday as she and Travis drove
west, she worried about whether she had truly done the right thing,
or made the biggest mistake of her life.

Her qualms were not helped by her brother’s
pessimism. He’d done most of the driving of the U-Haul truck that
held her belongings, with her car hitched behind it. It had taken
over ten hours to drive the seven hundred miles from Racine to
Bismarck. “Damn. I don’t see one single black person,” he kept
repeating from the time they arrived at the city limits until they
reached the midrange motel chain where Miranda had reserved a room.
“Don’t be surprised if they tell you they don’t have a reservation
for you,” he warned.

Miranda rolled her eyes before she went inside
to register alone. Travis was being paranoid. This was a national
chain, and she had no doubt that her room would be ready. If
anything, the clerk might think it odd that one person specifically
requested a room with two beds, but she couldn’t move into her
apartment until she met with the Realtor in the morning, so she’d
have to stay here with Travis tonight. She’d spent a lot of money
on this move and really couldn’t afford to rent a separate room for
herself, so they’d have to share like they were kids.

She was set to be at the real estate agent’s
office at ten a.m. the next morning, at which time she would prove
her identity, produce a check for her first month’s rent—she’d
already paid her deposit—and then go to her new home. She and
Travis would spend the afternoon unloading the truck, then he would
sleep here at the hotel again tomorrow night before flying home
Saturday. The terms of Miranda’s lease strictly prohibited
overnight guests. She couldn’t resent her landlord for inserting
that clause—her living space allowed her full access to the rest of
the house. If the situation was reversed, Miranda certainly
wouldn’t want any strangers sleeping under her
roof.

She briefly thought about trying to explain to
her new landlady that Travis was her brother and inquiring if he
could stay with her just for that first night, but decided against
it. It wouldn’t bode well to begin her residency by asking for a
favor. She’d simply have to absorb the expense of the hotel room
along with her other relocation expenses. Come tax time she’d be
able to deduct it.

In addition to her own expenses of renting the
truck and car hitch, plus paying for the fuel, she’d insisted on
paying all Travis’s expenses as well: his meals, the hotel room,
and his flight home. Travis didn’t object. Money was tight in his
household as well, for his wife was pregnant with their first child
and would be taking an extended maternity leave in a few
months.

Because of the apprehension that had dogged her
all day, which hadn’t been eased by Travis’s caustic comments, she
held her breath when she informed the clerk she had a reservation,
letting it out when he said her room was all ready for
her.

Since Travis had done three-quarters of the
driving, she offered to bring in their overnight bags. By the time
Miranda double checked the locks on the truck doors and carried the
bags inside, he was stretched out on his bed fast
asleep.

On Friday morning after breakfast, Miranda and
Travis drove to the real estate office. The surprise in the agent’s
eyes when Miranda introduced herself was undeniable, but the woman
recovered quickly and firmly shook her hand while offering a
friendly smile. As they prepared to follow the agent to Miranda’s
new home, she took a moment to be grateful for the sixty-day
guaranteed rental period. There was no legal way her new landlady
could refuse to let her move in, but after those sixty days there
was also nothing to stop her from coming up with an excuse not to
renew her lease for a longer term. Of course, by then Miranda would
have a better idea of whether to stay in Bismarck or admit she’d
made a mistake and return to Racine. If she chose to stay, she’d be
sure to want her own place. In the meantime, it would be nice to
have someone to ask directions of as she learned to navigate her
way around the city, or to get recommendations from on where to
shop or what mechanic to use.

“I’ll bet she’s on the phone right
now, giving your landlady a heads up,” Travis said as they noticed
the Realtor’s head bobbing, as if she were talking to someone, as
they drove behind her to the new apartment.

When Miranda was introduced to Chelsea Daniels,
a green-eyed woman about her own age whose thick, wavy light blond
hair looked natural, the landlady showed no surprise to see her
race. Miranda had to admit Travis had probably been right about the
warning.

She chuckled at the memory as she flipped
channels. It looked like a typical Sunday afternoon, where in spite
of having nearly a hundred channels on the standard cable package
Chelsea had, she could find nothing she wanted to see.

Miranda held the remote steady when she came
upon a scene of people dancing outdoors in a park on a summer
night. Although in color, it was obviously an old movie. She caught
her breath. It looked like…could it be…?

It was, she quickly realized. Fred Astaire and
Cyd Charisse, both dressed in light-colored clothing—beige, tan,
pale yellow—strolling through the dancers until they reached a
secluded clearing of the park.

Miranda sank into a chair. She was about to see
one of her very favorite scenes of all time, the sequence in the
musical The Band Wagon where this talented twosome would
dance to the romantic tune Dancing in the Dark—the standard
her grandparents had likely danced to, not the Bruce Springsteen
rock song that she’d heard Chelsea play at top volume.

She watched, enraptured by their movements,
which were a combination of traditional ballroom and tandem
dancing, with just enough touching to make it sexy.

Miranda rocked her head from side to side,
imagining herself in that graceful draped off-white blouse and
pleated off-white skirt Cyd wore, dancing with a tall, faceless man
who had all of Fred Astaire’s moves. When the sequence ended with
Cyd and Fred climbing into a hansom cab and being driven away with
dreamy expressions on their faces, Miranda breathed deeply. She’d
always dreamed of doing ballroom dancing, of wearing a full-skirted
dress that swirled around her ankles as she floated the night away
in the arms of a man who was as handsome as he was
smooth.

Her eyes grew wide. Why not indulge herself?
She’d just taken the scary step of moving to a city where she knew
no one. Would there ever be a better reason to treat herself to
something fun, or a better time? Winter would be here soon, and
once it came she’d probably stick close to home. It already had
dipped down to the forties at night, but it was still only
September and the weather was still all over the place. Tomorrow it
was supposed to hit eighty. Another few months and there would only
be one extreme…cold.

There was just one problem. Ballroom dancing
was an activity for two. How could she expect to dance without a
partner…and how could she get a partner if she knew no
one?

It was as frustrating a Catch-22 as she’d ever
faced, even worse than the no-job-without-experience situation she
faced after graduating college. Her degree had helped get past the
no-experience hurdle, but she had no such angel in her pocket when
it came to finding a dance partner.

Miranda reached for the yellow pages. Maybe the
school had some extra instructors hanging around she could dance
with or something. She’d never know if she didn’t look into it,
right?

Fortunately for Miranda, the city’s lone dance
studio was located in the downtown area, with which she was already
familiar with. The city had bucked the suburban shopping trend and
built their mall downtown, and she’d been there several times.
“Singles welcome,” their ad said.

“Well, I’m a single,” Miranda said aloud. She
took a deep breath. She would call them Monday.
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Chelsea was already in the kitchen by the time
Miranda went upstairs Monday morning. They often saw each other in
the morning.

It pleased Miranda that Chelsea had shown no
discomfort or resentment at having an African-American tenant,
either at their first introduction or afterward. Chelsea had been
pretty forthcoming about her situation when they chatted in the
kitchen, saying she’d purchased a foreclosed property and decided
to get a roommate to help share the expenses when it proved to be
more costly than she expected. Miranda had learned a thing or two
about trying to make ends meet during her unemployment and
under-employment, and when one’s funds were tight the only color
that mattered was, of course, green.

This morning Chelsea was putting together her
lunch. On the counter she had grouped a square plastic container of
leftover spaghetti, a hunk of Italian bread in clear wrap, a
banana, and an individual serving of chocolate pudding.

“Good morning,” Miranda
greeted.

“Welcome to Monday,” Chelsea
replied cheerfully. “At least it’s not raining. There’s nothing
worse than a rainy Monday.”

She removed a two-liter bottle of Coke from the
refrigerator and poured some into a reusable plastic covered
drinking bottle that easily held a quart.

“Wow,” Miranda remarked. “You’re
bringing all that with you to work?”

“I know it looks like I go in to
the office to eat rather than work,” Chelsea said with a smile,
“but it saves me a bundle. I do it at least three times a
week.”

“But it’s so much! Whatever do you
carry it in?”

Chelsea bent to reach into a lower cabinet.
When she straightened she held a royal blue insulated bag easily
large enough to hold two six-packs.

“Wow!”

Chelsea laughed. “It’s not really meant to be a
lunch bag, but it serves my purpose.”

Miranda pondered whether or not to mention her
plans to Chelsea as she gently pulled apart a thin poppy-seeded
bagel and dropped it in the toaster. From the beginning their
landlord/tenant relationship had formed a pleasant but impersonal
pattern. Her co-workers had been quite nice to her as well, but
they talked about general things: the latest murder case to gain
nationwide attention, the happenings on the most recent episode of
a popular TV show.

She decided she could use all the help she
could get. “I want you to wish me luck, Chelsea. I’m going to sign
up for dance lessons tonight after work. That is, if they can find
a partner for me.”

“Dance lessons? You mean ballroom
dancing…like waltzing?”

“Yes. It’s a ten-week course that
covers some of everything, from the waltz to the salsa.” Miranda
suddenly felt embarrassed by her landlady’s ambiguous
gaze.

“That’s surprising,” Chelsea said.
“I mean, you seem so down and all. I just didn’t expect you to be
the type to go in for…ballroom dancing.” She said it as
though it were an infectious disease.

Now Miranda wished she had kept her plans to
herself. Chelsea was looking at her as if she’d just stepped off a
spaceship. But since she’d opened her mouth, she might as well run
with it. “I always wanted to do it, ever since I was little and
would watch all those movie musicals on TV,” she admitted. “And
since I’m here in a strange town…well, I guess I just feel a little
daring. Or at least that I’d be less embarrassed if I make a fool
of myself.”

“Well, I can’t say that the idea
of twirling around a dance floor does anything for me,” Chelsea
replied, “but if that’s what you want, I do hope it all works out
with you getting a partner.”

At that precise moment Miranda’s bagel popped
out of the toaster. She smiled, taking that as a sign of
encouragement.


Chapter 3

Miranda felt weird walking
into the dance studio. On the far side of the large room, people
were practicing dance steps under the supervision of a tall, thin
man dressed in black. The chairs against the wall directly opposite
the entry door were taken by men and women, probably boyfriends and
girlfriends or husbands and wives.

Everyone had somebody, except for her. She
might as well have a sign around her neck that said, “Can’t find a
date.” And what if the school couldn’t find her anyone to dance
with? How embarrassing would that be?

“Hi, can I help you?”

A petite olive-skinned woman—almost as ethnic a
rarity as Miranda herself here in Bismarck—whose dark hair was
pinned in a bun at the rear crown of her head smiled at her.
Miranda found herself smiling back. “Yes. I called yesterday. I
wanted to sign up for lessons, but I don’t have a
partner.”

“Hopefully that won’t be a
problem. We often get singles wanting lessons, but for tonight’s
session we have all couples, at least so far. Tell me, are you open
to coming in on a different night? You never know who might show up
tomorrow, or Thursday.”

“Uh…sure.” It wasn’t as though she
had anything else to do. She went to work, sometimes stopped in at
the ‘Y’ for a quick workout, then came home to the TV or the book
she was reading until it was time to go to bed.

“Wonderful. May I have your name,
please?”

“Miranda Rhett,
R-H-E-T-T.”

The woman wrote her name down. “All right, Ms.
Rhett. We’re still registering. Would you like to have a seat while
we see what we can do for you?”

“Sure.” The woman’s easy
confidence gave Miranda renewed hopes. She watched as the woman
disappeared into an office. On closer glance she realized the woman
wasn’t as young as she first thought, probably in her mid-forties.
But her small stature, clad in a leotard and a wrap skirt, smooth
gait and elegant carriage told Miranda she was a dancer herself.
She was probably one of the instructors, maybe even the
owner.

Miranda wandered toward the folding chairs that
had been set up in a corner, where new registrants had gathered.
The ages of the group appeared varied, if not their ethnicities.
One couple was about Miranda’s age, another in their mid-thirties,
another in their forties, and the last couple was in their fifties.
It was a good thing to see people of different ages interested in
dance, but she still felt like a lone gazelle who’d wandered onto
Noah’s Ark.

She sat down and said hello, and instantly
found herself part of the conversation. A young red-haired woman
laughingly said, “It’s a rule of the house. Everyone has to tell
what brought them here.”

Miranda listened as the others recounted their
stories. The youngest couple was getting married and wanted to be
able to move in sync for their first dance, when all eyes would be
on them. The oldest couple was going on a cruise for their
thirty-fifth anniversary and wanted to dance aboard ship every
night. The couples in the thirties and forties just thought it
would be fun and different to spend a few hours each week doing
something that didn’t involve their children. Then it was her
turn.

She found that the words came easy once she
started to speak. “I always enjoyed watching ice dancers on TV,
plus the dance numbers in old musicals like Seven Brides for
Seven Brothers and West Side Story, and the ones with
Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers,” she said with a matter-of-fact
shrug. “Being in a new town makes me less afraid of making a fool
of myself, and since I’m a little old to learn how to ice skate,
ballroom dancing seemed like the next best choice. If they can find
a partner for me, that is.”

“I’d be happy to dance some of the
time with you,” one of the older men said graciously. “I need a lot
more practice than my wife. She’s graceful, but I’ve got two left
feet.”

Everyone laughed as the man’s wife patted his
hand.

“Look, there’s someone who’s
alone,” one of the women said.

A dozen pairs of eyes plus one turned toward
the door, and the women made a collective murmur. A very tall man
whose blond hair grazed his collar was speaking with the woman
behind the desk. Miranda’s lower lip separated from her upper as
she stared. He looked crisply dressed in a camel-colored sports
coat, yellow shirt and tie and brown trousers. Even from this
distance she could see he was great looking. Certainly tall enough
for her, and handsome to boot.

That could only mean one thing. He was taken.
He had to be. Nobody who looked that good would have trouble
finding a date, not in Bismarck, not in Baton Rouge, in Barcelona,
or in Bangkok.

“His girlfriend is probably in the
ladies room,” she muttered, mentally preparing herself for the
disappointment that would surely follow if she allowed herself to
get too hopeful.

And if he hadn’t brought a woman with him,
chances were he was looking to meet one here.

Instinct told her she wasn’t what he had in
mind.
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Jon faced the instructor sheepishly. She’d just
asked if he had a partner. “No, actually I don’t. I’m still
relatively new in town and I’m not going out with anybody yet.”
That wasn’t the exact truth. He’d gotten here in May and hooked up
with someone fairly quickly. It lasted the entire summer, but the
relationship was in trouble by July, when he became preoccupied
with the house he was buying. Now he was alone again, and if he was
going to meet someone else, he’d better hurry. Winter probably came
to North Dakota even sooner than it did to his native Minnesota,
and he had no intention of spending it alone. “I used to dance when
I was a kid. I figured I’d get back into it again…maybe meet
someone…you know how it is.”

Gina smiled at him. “I can’t imagine you’d have
any problem meeting ladies even now, but it’ll be even easier after
you complete the course. Women like men who know how to move on the
dance floor. They think it translates into his technique in another
area,” she added slyly.

“I can appreciate that, but I
can’t ballroom dance by myself. I suppose you’re taken,” he said
with a smile. Gina had introduced herself as the instructor when he
first came in. She wore a wedding ring, and she probably had a
dozen years on him, anyway. He did hope she could find him a
partner. It would be fun, something to fill up one of seven
evenings a week, at least for the next ten weeks. If he got lucky
he’d meet someone with whom to spend what was certain to be a long,
frigid winter.

“As a matter of fact, there is a
young lady who is here alone and hoping for a partner.
Uh…”

Her hesitation struck Jon as ominous. Gina
acted like she thought he might not want to dance with the woman
who was available. That meant she was probably homely. Or maybe she
was under five feet tall. That would certainly be awkward with him
being six-four. Or maybe she was sixty, or even older. Or maybe—God
forbid—she weighed four hundred pounds. He already worked out
regularly; he didn’t need to push such a heavy weight around the
dance floor. “Is there something wrong?” he asked.

“Not that I can see. But I’m in a
bit of an awkward position here, Mr. Lindbergh…may I call you
Jon?”

“Please do.”

“Jon, people walk in here all the
time looking for partners, and I have no idea of their opinions and
beliefs. I don’t know how you’d feel about having a partner
who’s….” she trailed off as she looked across the room.

He turned to see who she was looking at. A tall
black woman seemed to float toward them. Jon found he couldn’t look
away. Tall, slim, graceful, and very pretty, with glowing brown
skin and hair pulled back.

It occurred to him now that he’d only seen two
or three black women since he left Minneapolis…and this woman
looked better than any of them. What had brought her to Bismarck,
he wondered? Clearly she was single, if she was here with no
partner. He’d been told by an African-American business associate
that the majority of African-Americans in North Dakota lived around
the military bases in Minot and Grand Forks, but that the people of
Bismarck had been very welcoming to him, his wife, and their
children. He said his only concern was the possible effect the lack
of diversity would have on his children, who were
biracial.

The woman had reached them. “Excuse me, Gina,”
she said in a melodic speaking voice, with a polite nod in his
direction. “I just thought I’d check to see if you had any luck
finding me a partner.”

“Uh…” Gina looked at him
uncertainly.

He stepped forward and held out his hand. “Jon
Lindbergh. I’m in the market for a partner, and I hear you are,
too. What do you say we give it a try?”

She accepted his hand and shook it. “Why not?
I’m Miranda Rhett.”

Jon smiled at her. He’d shaken many a woman’s
hand before, but never one so soft. The rest of her was just as
appealing. She was model-tall, and her rather severe hairstyle of a
bun at the nape of her neck only served to make her pretty face
more prominent. Jon supposed she wanted to look professional at
work. He couldn’t really fault her for that; in his opinion too
many women today dressed in a fashion overly sexy for the office,
with low necklines and impossibly high heels.

His eyes traveled downward as he did a quick
head-to-toe survey of her, lingering on the tapered ankles and
shapely calves that protruded from her brown tweed skirt. This
woman just might have the best legs he’d ever seen, with perfectly
flared ankles and calves. They were flawless, not only beautifully
shaped but completely straight.

“Legs,” he said softly, without
thinking.

She lowered her chin to her chest. “I beg your
pardon?”

“Oh. Nothing. I was just, uh,
thinking out loud.” He grinned sheepishly. He could hardly tell her
the truth, even though the knowing look on her face told him she’d
overheard his breathless thought.

Now, of course, he understood what Gina meant
with her talk of not knowing what kind of beliefs people held. But
he certainly would have no problem dancing with Miranda
Rhett.

Jon loved women. All women.

Gina clapped her hands over her chest. “I love
it when things work out,” she said, obviously relieved. “Let’s get
you two registered.”

Miranda and Jon filled out brief registration
forms and produced payment for the ten-week course.

After completing the process and handing them
each name badges, Gina said, “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get
my husband. He usually works with new groups.” She began walking
toward the other side of the ballroom, her heels clicking on the
faux hardwood floor. Miranda knew it wasn’t real hardwood, or it
would be patterned with indentations from countless pairs of high
heels. She marveled at the flow of Gina’s movements. Just watching
the dance instructor’s erect carriage made her hold her own spine
straighter.

“So Miranda, what brings you to
the Hot to Trot Dance Studio?” Jon asked.

He was even better-looking close up than he’d
been from across the room, she thought, handsome in a Brad Pitt
type of way, but with darker eyes, a mustache, and a neatly trimmed
goatee. She shrugged. “New town, don’t know many people, so I’m not
worried about making a fool of myself, and a deep-rooted desire to
be like Cyd Charisse.”

His right eyebrow shot up. “Why Cyd
Charisse?”

“Because she was tall, but every
bit as graceful as those petite dancers.”

“Actually, she was only five-six,”
he remarked.

That was an odd fact for him to know, she
thought. Oh, no. Surely he couldn’t be…

“She looked taller, probably
because she was all legs. Now, Ann Miller was tall,” he
said.

“Yes, but she did mostly tap
dancing. I’m talking about the ballroom dancers: Ginger Rogers,
Vera-Ellen, Rita Hayworth. They were all average or
shorter.”

“So Cyd was your
favorite?”

“My idol was actually Katherine
Dunham, but she was more of an artistic dancer than ballroom, and I
think she only appeared in one movie.”

“Stormy Weather,” he
replied.

She looked at him in surprise. “Yes, that’s
right.” Again she wondered how he happened to know so much about
dancers. Somehow he didn’t strike her as the type to be sitting
around watching old movies on TV, especially those with all-black
casts. “There was wonderful dancing in that movie, but
unfortunately none of it the ballroom type that’s my favorite.”
Miranda privately resented that classic Hollywood generally didn’t
allow black love to be shown on-screen, even if only while dancing.
Black dancers either appeared solo or as part of a group. Two
people dancing would always be the same gender, like the elegant
Nicholas Brothers. But to say her thoughts aloud would be
insensitive and brand her an angry black woman, and she didn’t want
to scare Jon away.

“Here comes the instructor,” she
said, glad to have something to say after he’d left her speechless
with his familiarity with one of her favorite films. “We probably
should go join the others.”

The trim dark-haired man who had been working
with the other group gestured for Miranda and Jon to come toward
where the rest of the class was gathered. Then just as quickly he
looked toward the entrance and changed direction.

Both Miranda and Jon turned to see what had
caught his attention. A flushed woman with long, curly blond hair
entered. She was no Grace Kelly, but she was quite attractive just
the same, with that California beach girl look, if a little
pale—after all, the sun wasn’t as strong in Bismarck as it was in
Malibu. Miranda glanced at Jon, who had stopped in his tracks to
size her up with suddenly heavy-lidded eyes, and she sensed a
disaster coming on.

“Is this where I sign up for
lessons?” the woman asked breathlessly.

“Yes, it is,” the instructor
replied. “Welcome. Do you have a partner?”

“I thought there might be a single
man I could team up with.” She’d noticed Jon by now and gave him a
smile that would make Christie Brinkley proud. She seemed to have
caught her breath, and her cheeks had a nice rosy color to
them.

“I think we’ve got a full class
for tonight,” Miranda heard the instructor say. “But if you’ll sign
the sheet, if we get a male without a partner later on in the week
we can call you.”

Her face fell, and Miranda could tell that idea
didn’t go over too well. She probably didn’t want to commit to a
partner unless she had a chance to look him over first. Miranda
suspected she’d come here expecting to be able to choose from a
group of salivating men.

The blonde’s eyes went from Miranda to Jon and
back to Miranda again. “That’s too bad,” she said. “I guess I
should have gotten here a little earlier.”

A tightness developed in Miranda’s jaw. How
dare this woman imply that Jon would have chosen her if he’d seen
her first…even if it was the truth. She couldn’t blame him; she
knew that if she had a choice between Jon Lindbergh and someone who
looked like, say, Terrence Howard, she would choose Terrence hands
down.

“Come on, Miranda,” Jon said
suddenly. “Nothing we can do here. Let’s join the others.” He took
her arm.

“Wait,” the blonde
commanded.

They both turned, and in a slow, deliberate
movement she reached into a side pocket of her purse and pulled out
a business card, a dangerous smile on her face as she approached,
holding it out to Jon. “I just thought I’d give you this,” she
purred.

“Thanks.” He slipped it in his
jacket pocket, then guided Miranda away by her arm. She resisted
the urge to jerk it away, for she felt that he had walked away from
the confident blonde simply to spare her feelings. Maybe he thought
she hadn’t noticed how he’d practically salivated looking at the
woman. When he contacted her—and Miranda had no doubt he would—and
they started dating he would naturally share the details of dancing
with her every week, probably adding something like, ‘I wish it
could have been you I’m dancing with.’ In the face of him having
regrets about partnering with her, Miranda was tempted to tell him
to go ahead and take her as his partner.

She was unreasonably angry about the entire
situation, and she wanted to strike out. She settled for saying, “I
guess it is too bad.”

“What’s that?”

“That you didn’t get to dance with
the blond bombshell there.”

“I may never recover from the
disappointment,” he said dryly. When she whipped her head to the
side to glare at him, he said, “Take it easy, will you? That was a
joke.”

“I don’t appreciate her implying
that if she’d been a few minutes earlier she could have saved you
from the terrible fate of having to partner with me.”

“Who cares what she thinks? I know
the type, believe me. She’s not accustomed to being disappointed,
and she also thinks that blond is best. The funny thing is that her
hair color probably isn’t even natural. Most blonds aren’t, you
know, at least not as adults.”

They were getting close to where the other
students sat, and because Miranda didn’t want to be overheard, she
stopped walking. Part of her was relieved to hear that Jon, whose
knowledge of Cyd Charisse’s height and familiarity with the movie
Stormy Weather made her a little suspicious, had what
sounded like fairly substantial experience with women. On the other
hand, the only certain way to determine whether or not a woman was
a natural blond made her wrinkle her nose in distaste. “I wouldn’t
know anything about that.”

“No, I suppose not.” His index
finger tapped her sweater. “That’s a lovely color on you,” he said,
in what she recognized as a change of subject in an attempt to put
her at ease. “It reminds me of a persimmon.”

She looked askance at him. A persimmon?
She was pretty sure that was some kind of fruit. She might have
come across one in the produce section of the supermarket, but
she’d certainly never eaten one, and she doubted she knew anyone
who did.

“Jon, I try not to use
generalities, but I feel entirely comfortable saying that most
black people don’t eat persimmons...or pomegranates, or any other
P-fruit with ten or more letters. I’ve seen pomegranate juice in
the supermarket, but I wouldn’t be able to identify the actual
fruit if I saw one.”

“Well, if you ever get an
opportunity to sample one, I highly suggest you try it. It’s tough
on the outside, but the inside is extraordinarily…succulent and
sweet.”

Miranda’s eyebrows shot up, and her mouth
suddenly felt dry. He’d said the words in a deliberate enticing
manner…Jon Lindbergh was flirting with her!

She met his gaze, only to find him smiling at
her like she was a long-lost pomegranate.

A ladies man, getting his flirt on.

And her suddenly audible breathing told her she
was far from immune to his charms.


Chapter 4

The others in the group
expressed delight that Miranda had found a partner. Gina’s husband,
who had finished up with the blonde—Miranda suspected she was
giving him a list of physical attributes she insisted her partner
have—joined them, introduced himself as Anthony and apologized for
the delay in getting started.

They started with a simple waltz. Miranda
sneaked glances at the other students as they practiced the steps,
the men forming one row and the women another opposite their
partners.

After Gina came to join them, Anthony spoke up.
“We’re going to spend some time on the techniques of following and
leading. Of course, the man is the one who does the leading, but
the women have to do their part to keep the dance flowing, or else
it dies like a conversation between two people on a bad
date.”

They all chuckled at that.

Anthony explained a few key pointers, and then
he took Gina’s hands and asked the class to follow suit.

Miranda felt as if she were about to step into
the shoes of Anna Leonowens in The King and I, that scene
where Deborah Kerr as Anna and Yul Brynner as the King whirl about
the room to the aptly entitled Shall We Dance. Much as she
appreciated having a tall partner like Jon Lindbergh rather than
someone who only came up to her chin, her instincts told her that
he’d be a real washout on the dance floor, too tall to move with
any real grace. She recalled Yul Brynner’s King, who’d literally
hopped, skipped, and jumped to the music. And hadn’t all those
retired NBA players moved like corpses standing up on Dancing
with the Stars? Sure, they could probably boogie the night away
at a nightclub, but this type of dancing called for an entirely
different skill set.

They took a few steps forward to close the
distance between them. Anthony called out the numbers he’d assigned
to each couple, one at a time. She and Jon were last. They both
watched as their classmates fell into step.

Then it was their turn. With a smile that
masked her apprehension, Miranda placed her left arm around his
shoulder, and with her right hand clasped his left. His large right
hand pressed against the small of her back.

Then a strange thing happened.

She felt a surge charge through her body. She
stood up straight with a start, keeping that posture.

Jon Lindbergh’s touch was
electrifying.

She found herself unable to speak as they
performed the steps together that they’d just learned separately.
Jon wasn’t the clumsy dancer she’d pegged him to be. Instead he
moved fluid as a waterfall.

She felt as if she were floating in his arms
and closed her eyes, not wanting it to end.

“Jon and Miranda really have this
down pat,” Gina said after they’d completed their spin. She turned
to them, and Miranda suddenly knew with sickening certainty what
she was about to ask. “Would you two mind giving the class a
demonstration?”

Jon replied before she could demur. “Of course
not.” He bowed slightly. “Music, maestro.”

Their classmates all chuckled as Gina pointed
the remote control and started another song. Miranda wanted to
groan. It was Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Shall We Dance, of
all things.

Once more she went into Jon’s arms, this time
trying not to react to the definitive pressure of his hands on her
shoulder and back, and they began the standard three-eighths turn.
This time he got adventurous, turning her with real vigor, like he
was the King of Siam, only a lot smoother. Obviously, he’d seen
The King and I as well. He left her breathless, but this
time she didn’t dare close her eyes. She shouldn’t have done it the
first time. She’d allowed herself to imagine that she was in one of
those wonderful old movies, wearing a gorgeous dress that swirled
around her ankles as she danced with the man of her dreams. It was
an innocent enough touch of whimsy, but what must Jon think? And
what about anyone else who’d noticed?

Instead, she focused just above his left
shoulder and performed her steps in a rhythmic relaxed fashion. His
thigh felt firm as it weaved between hers, and she instinctively
knew he was looking at her, but she refused to meet his
eyes.

The oohs and aahs she heard from the others
told her that she and Jon must look well together. She told herself
it was just because they were both tall.

Still, if felt good to be in Jon’s arms, and
she felt disappointed when the last note of the song approached.
“Well, that’s over,” she said, a tad wistfully.

“Not yet it isn’t. Hold
on.”

Before Miranda could ask what he planned to do,
he whirled her backward, his strong hand bracing her back. Caught
off guard, she instinctively tried to balance on one foot, the
other extending up and out in front of her in a manner that made
her worry about just what their classmates could see. When she
called to inquire about classes, she was specifically told that
they wished for ladies to wear skirts or dresses to lessons rather
than trousers. But that didn’t mean she wanted her fellow dance
students to get a peek at her pink polka-dotted panties.

Jon held her steady in the dipped position as
the rest of the class broke out into wild applause. Her head was
thrown back, and she began to feel a little dizzy with blood
rushing to it. The sterling silver charm bracelet she always wore
succumbed to gravity, dropping to her mid-forearm as she held her
arm up. Still, he made no attempt to return her to her feet. “How
long are you going to keep me in this position?” she hissed. As she
raised her neck to see him—no mean feat in her gravity-defying
stance—she saw that her modestly cut scoop-necked sweater had moved
downward with the motion of the dip, and Jon’s gaze was transfixed
on her cleavage, which in her breathless state was rising and
falling. She could actually feel his warm breath on her skin. Then
he shifted his smoldering gaze to meet hers, his eyes dark with
desire. She found herself mesmerized by his gaze, and helpless to
do anything other than to hold onto him.

It seemed as though he had been holding her in
that position forever, but in reality only a few seconds elapsed.
Slowly he straightened up, pulling her along with him, to the sound
of fresh applause. He held her hand, and when he started to bow she
joined in with a curtsy.

“You two have a real flair for
this,” Gina said approvingly.

“Okay, I want the entire group to
try it one more time,” Anthony said.

He started the music, and once more Miranda
went into Jon’s arms. “So tell me,” he said. “You always wanted to
be Ginger Rogers, right?”

She started to deny it, but there seemed no
point. “Yeah, I wanted to dance like her, but let’s keep that
between you and me. What about you? Did you dream of being Fred
Astaire?”

“I wouldn’t mind moving like him,
but I never wanted to look like him. He had great moves, but,
sheesh! That face. What a geek.”

“I don’t recall saying I wanted to
look like Ginger Rogers,” she commented drolly. Then, just
in case he didn’t understand that every woman didn’t want to be
blond with a peaches-and-cream complexion—or, since Ginger’s
abundant facial hair was legendary, a very fuzzy peach—she added,
“And I never wanted to look like her. I just wanted her
dancing ability.”

Jon looked puzzled. “So let me get this
right…generally speaking, it’s considered out of the ordinary for
black people to eat P-foods, but it’s okay to pretend to be Ginger
Rogers?”

“P-foods with ten or more
letters,” Miranda clarified. With a smile, she added, “That
wouldn’t include peas. Except for me, because I hate
peas.”

“Me, too.”

“Dietary habits are one thing,”
she said, “but I’m no expert on people’s fantasies, other than my
own.”

The moment the words left her mouth she
regretted her phrasing. Jon raised an eyebrow and looked amused,
although he said nothing. He didn’t have to. The look on his face
said it all.

He was wondering what kind of fantasies she
entertained.

That was easy, although she’d never admitted
it to anyone. She longed to find her soul mate, building a love
that would last a lifetime, like her parents had. She dreamed of
having a sex life filled with passion and verve, and eventually
children. Miranda was only twenty-nine, but she feared her best
years were passing her by…and it wasn’t likely that anything would
improve for her here in Bismarck.
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The group all left together after the session
ended at nine o’clock, everyone enthusiastic about future
classes.

“Do you live far from here,
Miranda?” Jon asked.

“A few exits on the Interstate.
You?”

“I have a place near the historic
district, so I’m not far. I was wondering…would you care to stop
someplace for a drink? We can congratulate ourselves on a lesson
well done.”

Miranda recalled how she’d raised her head to
see Jon mesmerized by her cleavage and how she felt his warm breath
on the sensitive flesh of her chest, and she felt herself grow damp
between her legs. It was a perfectly natural reaction to a
desirable man, but dancing with him was one thing. Going out for a
drink with him was something else. Part of her said it would be
harmless, that he was just new in town like she was and looking for
company, but another part of her hesitated, for reasons she didn’t
quite understand. That cinched her decision.

“No, thanks,” she said. “I’ve got
an early day tomorrow.”

“In that case, I’ll see you next
week. Good night, Miranda. I enjoyed dancing with you.”

“Same here. Good night,
Jon.”

She got into her car and noticed him crossing
the street. Miranda figured he had parked on the street instead of
in the small lot adjacent to the studio that only held about a
dozen cars. She exhaled deeply as she started her engine. Tonight
had been fun, and she’d gotten the added benefit of being not so
subtly reminded that she was an attractive woman. She found it
refreshing, but she was perfectly okay with it stopping right
there.

Now she realized why Jon’s invitation had given
her pause. Her instinct told her he was a babe magnet…and that he
enjoyed the attentions of many women at a time. Although Miranda
had never done it before, she wasn’t opposed to dating outside of
her race, but the last thing she needed was some Lothario who had
to divide his attentions among two or three women. She felt she
deserved better.

As she made a right turn on her way out of the
small parking lot, she saw Jon going inside a sports bar. So that
was why he’d crossed the street. An unfounded wave of jealousy hit
her like a punch in the belly, and she wondered if he planned to
call the blonde from earlier tonight and invite her to join
him.

It’s none of your business, she told
herself. How Jon spent his evening had nothing to do with her.
Besides, she’d had the opportunity to spend it with him and turned
him down. Instead she would go home and indulge in her fantasies
privately.

An excellent choice, since Jon Lindbergh now
had a place in them.


Chapter 5

Miranda awoke the next
morning humming, of all things, Shall We Dance? Once the
tune registered in her brain, she abruptly stopped. But her next
attempt at humming a tune, in the shower, turned out to be the even
more inappropriate musical question, Isn’t It Romantic?

She told herself that she had chosen these
classics not because of meeting Jon Lindbergh, but simply because
she was excited about having started dancing lessons. Why had she
waited so long to indulge her artistic side?

She dried herself off and applied lotion, doing
a few impromptu stretches in the process. We dancers have to
keep ourselves limber, don’t we?

Once fully dressed, she ignored the
Today show playing on her television, shut it off and danced
her way upstairs to the kitchen.

She figured she probably looked a little weird,
since she wore her usual scrubs and hardly looked like a dancer.
Travis used to tease her about pinning up her hair for work, saying
she looked like a librarian, at least from the neck up; while her
mother tried to get her to give up her usually solid scrubs for
something with more pizzazz.

Miranda didn’t mind looking plain at work. She
liked the idea of a conservative appearance. It went quite well
with her way of keeping her personal life out of the office. Her
co-workers knew she was unmarried and that she had relocated from
Wisconsin only because that was part of simple chit-chat for a new
employee, but that was all they knew, and likely all they would
ever know. Miranda preferred to keep her thoughts and opinions to
herself. No one needed to know which political candidates she
supported or her feelings on the guilt or innocence of the accused
in the latest juicy murder trial. It was all she could do to keep
from giggling when the human resources administrator informed her
that the company had a strict policy of prohibiting dating between
employees on different levels on the corporate totem pole. She
didn’t believe in office romances, not even with someone with the
same ranking.

Chelsea was nowhere to be found this morning.
She’d mentioned having a dental checkup at ten and would go to work
afterward, so she was probably sleeping late. It was just as well,
Miranda thought. Chelsea would likely want to know all about last
night’s dance lesson…and Miranda didn’t feel like
sharing.

She ate a quick breakfast, put on her jacket
and set out for another glorious day of working with patients doing
bends and stretches. She shivered in the forty-three-degree chill—a
harbinger of the severe winter to come—as she got out of the car.
There was a little spring in her step as she made her way from the
parking lot into the rehab center.

And she reminded herself for about the third
time that morning that it had nothing, absolutely nothing, to do
with Jon Lindbergh.
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Jon smiled back at a cute redhead who gave him
the eye at the lobby deli of the building where he worked. Who
knew? If they got on the same elevator maybe they’d make some small
talk, and one thing would lead to another.

The woman who rang up his sale—an older woman
who nevertheless always found something to chat with him about—said
to him, “No one can ever accuse you of being in a rut. You switch
up all the time. Today ham and egg on a roll, yesterday a sausage
biscuit. What’s next?”

He shrugged. “Whatever catches my eye. Who
knows?”

The redhead was gone by the time he got his
change. Jon felt no disappointment. If he was meant to see her
again, he would. He strode toward the elevators. People poured into
the building, arriving for work, and roughly half of them were
female.

Jon was actually prohibited from
dating most of his coworkers by his employer’s strict no-dating
rule. As a director, he could become socially involved with another
director, but not anyone who ranked lower on the corporate ladder.
This was management’s attempt to prevent any possible accusations
of harassment, favoritism, or undue influence. He’d heard this
rule, instituted before his hire, came on the heels of a big
scandal that resulted in the firing of one of the vice presidents.
Fortunately for him, many different businesses rented space in the
same six-story office building where he worked.

He let an elevator fill up while he sipped his
coffee. He’d catch the next one. In the meantime he’d get a look at
some of the many attractive women who worked in the
building.

Jon loved women, and they loved him right back.
His mother and grandmother were always asking him if he was seeing
anyone special. They both wanted to see him settle down. He hadn’t
told them he had no plans to do so. He knew they would discourage
that way of thinking, but to him it didn’t make much sense.
Everyone in his family had a failed marriage. His great-grandmother
raised his grandmother as a single parent, his grandmother raised
his mother as a single parent, his mother raised him and his sister
as a single parent, and his sister was raising her children as a
single parent. Jon didn’t know what was up with that; all he knew
was that the odds of having a successful marriage within his family
for four generations added up to zero…so why bother?

His thoughts wandered back to last night and
dancing with Miranda Rhett. She was an enigma, all staid and
reserved on the outside, but the soft skin of her hands and that
faint scent of coconut in her hair suggested a woman who liked to
pamper herself. And when he impulsively dipped her at the end of
the song, the tops of her breasts spilling out from her blouse
looked so soft and inviting. He’d been unable to take his eyes off
of her.

Dipping her had been a purely spontaneous
action. He certainly hadn’t done it to get a look at her cleavage.
It had come as a pleasant surprise when her demure scoop-necked
blouse stretched downward as her back arched. His cheek muscle
twitched as he remembered how he’d been bewitched by the view of
all that glowing brown skin. Good thing they’d been in a roomful of
people, and even with that he’d very nearly forgotten himself. Only
the fact that she’d caught him staring brought him back from the
spell of watching her breasts rise and fall and the intoxicating
fragrance coming from between them. He recalled her blossoming
sexual awareness of him in the form of parted lips and trepidation
in her eyes. That look belonged not on a dance floor, but in a
dimly lit bedroom.

Jon was still thinking about it when another
woman came to stand next to him, greeting him with a cheery, “Good
morning!”

He returned the greeting. This one’s hair was
covered by a floppy wool hat, so he couldn’t tell what color her
hair was, but she had a reasonably attractive face. Still, he found
he was content to simply smile at her.

Miranda Rhett was the woman on his
mind.

She, unlike the other women he encountered
every day, had offered resistance, declining when he invited her
for a drink…and he loved a challenge. He knew just what to do to
charm her.

He couldn’t wait until next Tuesday.


Chapter 6

Miranda buttoned up her
cotton collarless blouse all the way to the top, navy pinstripes on
white. Tonight there would be no repeat of last week’s incident
where her boobies peeked out of her top. If Jon decided to dip her
backward tonight she would have the situation covered…by covering
her chest.

Miranda didn’t own much in the way of skirts
and dresses, since she wore scrubs for work. She had two suits she
wore to job interviews, plus a few skirts, most of them in darker
colors, and a denim skirt.

She put on the latter, which had a slight flare
to it and a slit in the back, and slid camel-colored boots on her
feet. It was a little early for the heavy-duty footwear, but a cold
snap had been predicted that would bring nighttime temperatures
into the low forties, so she didn’t feel she were committing a
fashion faux pas.

She frowned at her reflection. The fit of the
skirt showed off her trim waist, she’d touched up her eyebrows,
opening up her face, but something still didn’t look
right.

It was her hair, she realized. It looked too
harsh, brushed back from her face. She either needed to put on more
makeup or to soften her look.

Applying more makeup was out. Miranda believed
that a little lip color, maybe a brush or two of blusher, was
sufficient for everyday use. She preferred to save the heavy duty
cosmetics and eye makeup for occasions when literally she let her
hair down.

She wasn’t going to wear her hair loose,
either, but there were other ways to style it besides pinned at the
nape of her neck. Impulsively she undid the pins from it, brushed
it out, parted it down the center and made one braid on each side
just above her ear, then crisscrossed the braids on top of her
head, tucking the ends underneath so the pins wouldn’t show. Maybe
it was a bit old-fashioned, but it was a quite attractive look on
her.

Miranda went to the kitchen to heat up a frozen
entree before driving over to the dance studio. While it heated
Chelsea entered the kitchen, looking lovely in a drape-necked white
blouse and a black pleated skirt, her wavy blond hair worn loose
and falling attractively around her shoulders.

“You look nice,” Miranda said.
“Hot date?”

Chelsea rolled her eyes. “I met someone last
week, while we stood in a very long line at the post office at
lunchtime. We started talking and exchanged business cards. He
called earlier today and invited me for drinks. I’m meeting him at
the East Forty at seven.”

“Ooh, the East Forty,” Miranda
replied, raising a newly arched eyebrow. “I’ve heard people at work
talk about that. It’s supposed to be one of the nicest spots in
town.”

“It is. They make a spinach and
artichoke dip to die for.” Chelsea hugged herself before letting
her arms fall. “And who knows, drinks might turn into
dinner.”

“And dinner might turn into…well,
I guess I’d better not leave my room unless I’m fully dressed, in
case I run into a strange man in the kitchen,” Miranda
teased.

Chelsea looked embarrassed. “That’s not going
to happen. I don’t even know the man. But I can’t say I haven’t
thought about it happening in the future.” She shrugged. “I just
feel a little funny, inviting a man over when I put in your lease
that you can’t do the same.”

“That’s all right, Chelsea. It’s
your house and your rules. I understand that. Besides, I don’t see
anything like that happening for me.”

Chelsea looked askance at Miranda’s appearance.
“No, I guess not, not in that getup. I thought you said when you
got home last night that your dance partner was
handsome.”

Miranda visualized Jon Lindbergh’s flawless
face. “He’s insanely handsome. Curly blond hair, brown eyes,
tall, slim…”

“Then why are you trying to de-sex
yourself?”

“What?”

“Well, look at you, Miranda.
You’re sealed up tighter than a container of toxic
waste.”

Her hand rose to rest on her buttoned shirt. “I
told you what happened last week when he dipped me. I just wanted
to make sure I’m covered up in case he does it again.”

“Why?” Chelsea seemed genuinely
perplexed. “What’s wrong with just letting nature take its course?
He obviously finds you attractive as well. Don’t let the fact that
he’s white deter you, Miranda. There aren’t any eligible black men
in Bismarck, and it gets awfully cold here in the winters.
Everybody needs somebody.” She chuckled. “Just about every black
guy I see has a white girl on his arm, so why shouldn’t you do the
same?”

“It’s not that. I just found it…a
little embarrassing, that’s all. We had an audience, Chelsea. We’re
the only two singles in the group, and I don’t want the others in
the class thinking I’m trying to come on to him by dressing
provocatively.”

“Listen, Miranda. I can understand
your not wanting to look like a ho…but do you really want to look
like you’re going to a hoedown? Don’t you have a blouse that
shows just a teensy bit of skin, a skirt more fluid, more
feminine…something that will move when you do? That blouse looks
like something my great-great-grandmother would have worn, and that
skirt looks stiff enough to stand on its own. And that hairstyle
has to go. This is the twenty-first century, not the nineteenth,”
she concluded with a good-natured chuckle.

“I hear you, Chelsea, but it’s
nearly ten past six. There’s no time to do anything about it now.”
At that moment the microwave beeped, telling her that her food was
ready.

“What you don’t have time to do is
eat. Come on, we’ve got work to do.”

Miranda followed Chelsea downstairs to her
rented quarters, where Chelsea gestured for her to open her closet
and said, “Let’s see what you’ve got to work with.”

Miranda opened the door to the walk-in closet
and flipped on the light. “This is the first thing I thought of
when you said ‘fluid,’” she said as she removed a cream-colored
skirt with a dropped waist from its clip-style hanger and held it
up.

“Ooh, that’s nice. And the color
will go with anything. What’ve you got to wear with it that’s
pretty? You mentioned a blouse similar to mine?”

Miranda quickly located the blouse, which hung
on a padded hanger. “It’s off-white,” she said, frowning. “That
makes for an awful lot of beige. Don’t you think it’ll look too
bland with the skirt?”

“Not if you tie something bright
around your waist. Something that will match your shoes.” Chelsea
snapped her fingers. “I’ve got a red sash. Do you have red
pumps?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“No buts. It’s just the splash of
color you need. Get dressed. I’ll be right back.”

Miranda found herself getting excited as she
slid out of her clothes and slipped in to the blouse and skirt. The
blouse’s shirred neckline wasn’t too low, and she certainly felt
more feminine.

In the bathroom she undid her braids and
brushed her hair out once more. It still had a tiny bit of curl to
the ends from her wash and wet set of Sunday, but not enough to
wear in public. She wouldn’t dare wear it loose, even if it looked
nice enough to do it. The transformation would be too
shocking...

“Wow!”

Chelsea’s reflection appeared in the mirror
behind her. “All you need is a curling iron. A quick twirl of some
loose strands and your ends, and you’ll be a real knockout. I
didn’t realize how long your hair is.”

Miranda quickly reached for her brush. “No time
for that. I’m going to just put it in a French roll. Can you help
me?”

“Sure.”

Five minutes later a completely transformed
Miranda, a red silk sash tied around her waist, slipped her feet
into cushiony red pumps.

“Just beautiful,” Chelsea said
admiringly.

“Thanks.” Miranda had to admit she
did look nice.

“How about some eye makeup?”
Chelsea suggested.

“Forget it. But I’ll change my
lipstick to something…more red.”

“Good.” Chelsea glanced at her watch.
“Six-thirty.” We’d better both get going if we don’t want to be
late. And good luck to us both!”
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Miranda rushed into the studio at three minutes
to seven. She stood just inside the doorway and watched the action
inside, keeping her trench coat buttoned and belted. Her classmates
were practicing the steps they learned last week before tonight’s
lesson officially began.

There was no sign of Jon.

Worry stabbed at her like indigestion. Had he
changed his mind about returning? Had she just imagined their
moving so perfectly together? Maybe he was out with the blonde from
last week, the one she thought he might have called from the sports
bar. The two of them could be together right now, laughing about
her being left on her own…

She pressed her fingertips to her jaw, which
had suddenly started aching. And to think that she changed her
clothes and hair to feel beautiful when she danced…and now it
looked like there’d be no one to dance with.

She was standing there uncertainly when the
door behind her burst open. “Hiya, Legs!”

Her smile formed, and the ache in her jaw
disappeared, before she even turned around. Funny how a person’s
entire outlook could change in the space of a few
seconds.

“Hi,” she replied. “Um…did you
forget my name?”

“Of course not, Legs.” He grinned,
then took a deep breath. “It looks like I made it on time. I
thought I was gonna be late. I kind of lost track of the
time.”

Instinctively Miranda knew he hadn’t been
working. More likely he’d had dinner with a woman. Again she
thought of the blonde whose business card he’d tucked into his
pocket last week. But it was none of her business, she reminded
herself. She just wanted to dance with him.

Or so she told herself.

“You just getting here,
Legs?”

“Yes.”

He removed his sports coat and hung it up, then
took off the black wool rounded cap he wore that made him look
boyishly handsome, largely because of the way his hair grazed his
collar. She noticed that tonight he wore suspenders. All he needed
was some Lederhosen and an Alp or two and he’d be right out of
The Sound of Music, Miranda thought with amusement. Not that
she could say too much, with her original attire for tonight
looking like she belonged on a Swiss Miss box. Good thing she’d
heeded Chelsea’s advice and changed clothes, or else the two of
them would have looked like Hansel and Gretl.

Miranda undid the buttons to her coat and
shrugged it off her shoulders.

“Wow!”

She looked up to see him staring at her with
naked approval. She didn’t bother trying to mask her pleasure and
instead reached for a hanger from the pole.

“Here, let me do that,” he said,
reaching for her coat.

She handed it to him. “Thank you.”

Miranda preceded him into the ballroom just as
Gina was beginning the lesson. While Miranda appreciated the smiles
that came her way, she hoped the others didn’t make a fuss over the
change in her appearance from last week. She really wasn’t any more
dressed up than the other women present, all of whom wore dresses
or skirts that would billow when they moved.

Jon came to stand beside her. Obviously he’d
come straight from work. His suspenders were attached to tan
khakis, and he also wore an Oxford blue shirt, maroon paisley tie,
and brown tasseled loafers. She wondered what he did for a living.
And was he just overdue for a haircut, or did his hair always graze
his collar?
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Gina clapped her hands to get everyone’s
attention. “All right, everybody, I see you’ve had some time to
warm up.”

“But Jon and Miranda just got
here,” someone protested, obviously stalling for time.

“They’re the only ones who
don’t need to warm up,” Gina replied with a
laugh.

Jon and Miranda exchanged glances, smiling at
each other.

Gosh, he’s handsome, she
thought.

She’s really lovely, he thought. I’ll
bet she looks even better with her hair hanging loose instead of
pinned up like that…

“Everyone take their positions.
Let’s start off by practicing the waltz we learned last week,” Gina
said.

With a nervous smile, Miranda turned to face
Jon and stepped forward. He clasped her right hand with his left
and placed his right hand on her shoulder. A good two feet of empty
space floated between them, as if they were afraid to stand closer.
They moved dramatically, their legs not touching.

The group practiced for a few minutes under the
watchful eyes of Anthony and Gina, who went around the room
observing each couple and giving pointers. Anthony studied Miranda
and Jon for a moment, then said, “You two are standing way too far
apart. It’s making your turns too awkward. Resist that urge to look
at your feet and move in closer. Follow the rhythm, and your feet
will follow.”

Miranda knew that their distant stance had
nothing to do with her wanting to look at her feet. She swallowed
hard as Jon took a step forward. His hand now reached around to her
back. She could smell his cologne, and knew he could probably smell
hers.

The magic she remembered from last week
promptly returned the moment Jon put his arms around her. As they
began to move, with their backs straight and their heads back, she
sneaked a glance at him, only to find him looking dead at her
through eyes she realized weren’t brown as she’d originally
thought, but the darkest of blue.

She felt mesmerized by those eyes and couldn’t
look away, but after a few moments she finally turned her
head.

Within seconds she felt warm lips by her ear
and gave a little shiver when he whispered, “It’s all
right.”

Three little words.

Miranda forced herself to concentrate on her
movements, counting aloud softly. “One-two-three,
one-two-three…”

“I like looking at you, too,” he
confessed, again speaking softly.

“One-two-three…”

“Shhh! Not so loud!” someone
hissed.

“All right, that’s very good,”
Gina said. “Everybody stop.”

Her request came right on time. Miranda was
practically hyperventilating when she pulled away from Jon. Could
he hear her heart racing? Surely he’d felt her body tremble when he
whispered in her ear. How embarrassing. It had been too long since
a man had whispered sweet nothings in her ear.

Somehow Miranda knew that even if she’d had a
man in her life as recently as last week, Jon Lindbergh would have
the same knee-weakening effect on her. The man radiated sex appeal
and all things physical.

“Okay, everybody get ready. We’re
going to do the tango.”

Gina’s announcement met with whoops of joy from
some and murmurs of apprehension from others.

“I’ve always admired people when
they tango,” said a fortyish woman whose name Miranda remembered
was Helene Linehan. “They always look so serious. I don’t know if I
can do that without bursting out laughing.

“I feel the same way,” Margie
Amundsen said. She and her husband Ken made up the senior-most
members of the class. “I love my husband, but I’m not much for
looking deep into his eyes in front of an audience.” She patted her
husband’s shoulder. “No offense, dear.”

“I always think of Lucy and Ricky
doing the tango on that episode of I Love Lucy,” Miranda
said. “The one where she had hidden dozens of eggs inside her
blouse, and they all broke into a sticky mess.”

Helene’s husband, Mitch, didn’t seem worried.
“How hard can it be? Al Pacino did it in Scent of a Woman,
and his character was blind. He even led.”

“Ooh-wah!” Jon exclaimed, quoting
the line that had been Pacino’s character’s trademark in the film,
and also the first thing the actor said when he went to the podium
to accept his Best Actor Academy Award.

Anthony had left another group he was leading
to practice on their own to come and join them. “All right, all
right,” he said. “Now, the thing to remember about the tango is
that it’s a dance of love, and it’s very suggestive of making
love.”

Miranda’s shoulders tensed. The other couples
were either married or engaged, but this was certainly going to be
awkward for her and Jon…at least for her.

“You’re supposed to be serious and
sexy while you’re dancing,” Gina added, “but you don’t have to look
at your partner. You can fixate on any object and let your mind
think sexy thoughts.”

“Those of you who are real-life
couples may find you have an extra spring in your stroke tonight,”
Anthony added with a wink. The Amundsens seemed to find that
particularly humorous. “Gina and I will demonstrate how it’s
supposed to look.”

Miranda found the steps remarkably easy. The
basic tango consisted of little more than dancing in a straight
line rather than in a circle.

Of course, doing the footwork a safe distance
from Jon wasn’t the same as being in each other’s arms.

Then Anthony had them stand facing each other.
“Backward and in high heels,” Helene kept muttering. “Ginger did
everything Fred did, except backward and in high heels.”

“It’s okay, Helene,” Miranda said
good-naturedly. “In this dance the guys have a turn at taking their
steps backward, too, so it’s not all on us.”

Everyone laughed at that, but nothing prepared
Miranda for actually dancing the tango with Jon. It was quite
simple, just five steps, slow-slow-quick-quick-slow, but a much
more erotic dance than the waltz. She practically felt like she was
straddling his legs. He felt so lean and hard.

“Are you an athlete?” she asked.
Making conversation would probably help her stop thinking about his
muscular form and daydreaming about what he looked like
naked...

“I enjoy sports, but not with any
real discipline, at least not anymore. I ran track in high school,
and I’ve run a couple of marathons.”
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