“Mr. Ostrakov?” Frank looked nervous as he tapped on the door of the main office of the dance studio. “Irina suggested I should talk to you, Sir.”

“You can stop looking nervous, boy. If she was pregnant she’d have told ‘Tasha before she told you, and if you were planning on asking for her hand then you know I’d not try and refuse if she’d already said yes – and those are the only two reasons a man should have for looking that nervous in front of his lover’s father. So relax, sit down and tell me what my daughter thinks I can help you with.”
“She wants me to learn to dance with her, Sir…” Mikhail lifted a hand and cut him off.

“Sir is respectful and polite but if you are a part of her life you are a part of ours too. Mikhail will do, or Misha if we are completely informal.”

“Thank you, Mikhail. As I said, she wants me to learn to dance with her and I would love to. It’s this bad knee of mine. I’d thought it was impossible. She seems to think different and that you might be able to help.”

“A stage accident, I understand? Two years ago now?”

“Yeah. I was two months before I was able to walk again and two more before I could ditch the crutches.”

“Something similar happened to a very promising student of mine at the Kirov. It was falling scenery for him. A few years later he called me and asked if I could help him return to dance. I worked very hard for him, Francis, but we could not restore him to a principal dancer’s role. He could not accept the loss of so much of his potential and in the end never returned to the stage.”
“I’ve never been a dancer, Mikhail. Now, if you were a football coach and I was asking you to get me back into top-level playing form, that’s a thing I might be the same about as he was. It would be hard to start working back towards any kind of role on the field without building false hopes. To dance with Irina though, even poorly, would be more than I ever expected and there would be nothing like that in the way.”

“So. Stand up and just walk up and down for me here. Just back and forth as naturally as possible. Relax and do not try to fight your injury, I need to see the reality under your mask.”

Frank laughed. “You know, that sounds exactly like a paraphrase of what the physio at the hospital kept telling me. Gives me confidence in you, Mikhail.”

After a couple of minutes watching Frank simply walk around his office, Mikhail waved him back to his seat and sat there in silent thought for a few moments.

“The knee, it is a very complex joint. Far more so than its simple structure would suggest. It must balance stresses in multiple dimensions and like a violin it performs at its best when it is right on the cusp of falling apart. There may be something I can do to help you. I do not promise a result and must warn you that even the attempt will be hard. At the hospital there must have been times you cursed your physiotherapist as a sadistic torturer, no?”
“Once or twice, yes. She put me through Hell more than once.”

“Compared to me she is one of those pretty sparkly ponies that little girls watch on the television. I can see a little of your problem immediately and I must tell you I do not know an easy way to address it. All I do know is how my older brother helped me when I was much younger. You know that in the Soviet era all men served their time in the Army, yes?”

“Yeah.”

“My brother remained in uniform after his mandatory term. When I suffered my injury and he forced me to overcome it, he was already Spetsnaz. He saved my career as a dancer but I came as near as I ever have to hating the brother I loved in the process. If you love my daughter, I would not have you hate me Francis. ”
“Mikhail, if it is not presumptuous, may I know the name of your father?”

“Nicolai. Nicholas in the western equivalent.”

“Mikhail Nikolayevich… I trust you. So… Bring. It. On.”
Mikhail laughed.
“Russian respect and American bravado in a single phrase. I think I like you, young man, even more than I already did for your love for my daughter. You will meet me here daily, beginning tomorrow, and we will see.”

“One request, if I may?”

Mikhail nodded.

“Don’t say anything to ‘Rina about this – not until we know whether it’s going to work or not.”

“You do not wish her to be given false hope, is that it?”

“Exactly.”

“Even if we are sure to be meeting here when she is elsewhere, she will not miss that your injury is bothering you more, at least in the early days.”

“She’s seen me in a ‘bad day’ before. I don’t want to tell her ‘I’m trying’ and then maybe let her down. I want to tell her ‘I’ve done it’ with our first real dance together… or, if I fail, better to have told her nothing.”
“That is kind of you. However, it was the last time I will tolerate you contemplating failure. Is that clear?”

“Yes.”

-----=====-----
“Prom in two weeks, guys. Let’s make sure both dances are perfect, ok?” 
Irina leaned back on the wall in the main dance studio as Tom, Danette, Mike and Brandy regarded her from the floor. Both men were in their formal suits but each woman had firmly put her foot down and refused to wear her actual prom dress for rehearsals. Understanding the situation fully, Clara Clarke had stepped up and created suitable substitutes, each a simple bodice attached to a reasonable mockup of the dresses actual skirts in a plain light fabric, allowing the women to practice their steps in the “correct” skirts without giving away more than the merest hint of what they might be wearing when their dates came to pick them up on the night itself.
“You want full lights or just sound for this one, ‘Rina?” That was Frank, sitting at the sound and light desk.
“We’ll start with just the music. If we can get to the point of doing at least one full run-through under the show lights so much the better.”

“Ok.”

-----=====-----
“Clara, I find myself needing your help.”

“There’s a lot of women said that to me over the years, ‘Tasha. Never turned a one of ‘em down. Some of it’s been ‘good help’ and some of it’s been ‘bad help’, if you know what I mean. The look in your eye says this one’s going to be good. What’s up?”

“Irina thinks she is going to the Cole Valley Prom only as the choreographer, to watch the dances from the tech booth. She is wrong. She has forgotten that this is also the senior prom for Francis. She will need a proper dress, but you will not be able to fit her for it in person. I can fit her for a mock dress under the guise of it being my own ‘practice’ – but somebody who is a better needlewoman than I must then make the end result. You are better than anyone I know.”
Clara laughed.

“So the young lady who thinks she’s been running rings around all of us finally gets herself out-sneaked? Where do I sign up?”

-----=====-----

“Mom? Help? I just can’t get this to stay…”

“It won’t stay where it is when we put your dress on, dear. I’ll have to redo that bit of your hair anyway.”

“Can we hurry? Tom will be here any minute!”

“I told you we had the best part of an hour to wait less than fifteen minutes ago. ‘Tasha will text me when she finally pushes him out of the door.”

“I know, but...”

“Oh, calm down, Danette! It’s been months since you two passionately declared your love, danced up a storm and have been lovingly sharing each other’s beds ever since. You’d think that a little bit of the glow would be starting to wear off by now.”
“Nope.” Danette smiled. “Still turns me to total mush every time he looks at me like that and tells me he loves me.”

“Good. Still works on me when that fool dad of yours does it too. But for the sweet Lord’s sake, girl… Calm down. If you don’t stop jumping like a flea on a griddle then we are going to run out of time.”

-----=====-----

“Lord, Brandy, you look amazing.”

“Don’t look too bad yourself, hot stuff.”

“I hate we have to do it this way instead of me walking up to your door.”

“Yeah, we owe Ian and Sandra bigtime. At least we’re here now…. Michael Harris, you stop that… If you start to muss me at all properly then all the Prom is going to see of us is a steamed up car rocking away in the parking lot…”

-----=====-----

“Aagh, thank God for that…” Irina slumped on the couch as the door closed behind Tom.

Natalia looked up from her phone.

“Now, young lady, it is your turn.”

What? I don’t need fancy makeup for tonight, my hair looks fine and it’s not like I’m going to be out there on the dance floor myself this evening or anything.”

“You are going to Francis’ senior prom as his date, woman. You will at least be walking in looking appropriate.”

“Mom, I’m going to be up in the tech booth all night and he’s probably already there setting up. Nobody is going to be looking at me and I don’t even have a special dress for tonight.”

“Young lady, I will hear no argument. Come with me.”

“Fiiiine…” Irina stood up and followed her mother.

Outside, Frank looked at the departing lights carried by the car taking Tom to pick up Danette. He stared at his watch, the hands of which seemed to crawl, for a full ten minutes before starting up his own car, driving the few yards to pull into the alleyway at the back of the dance studio, then getting out and pressing the buzzer.

“Where the hell did this dress even come from, Mom? I don’t even have shoes to go with it…”

“Yes you do. Hold still while I zip you up. You have a pair of dancing heels in your closet that will match it perfectly. I know this because I borrowed them to check when Carla and I acquired the fabric for the dress. Go get them.”

The distinctive buzz of the entry system echoed through the apartment above the dance studio.
“You hear that, Irina? That’s your date for tonight’s dance come to pick you up and right now your dad is letting him in. You have about twenty seconds to stop looking confused and start looking like the beautiful and exquisitely poised young lady I have taught you to be. Put your shoes on and then it is time to go.”
As Irina came into view, Frank looked up and his eyes went wide.

“Wow. Irina… You look lovely. More beautiful than I have ever seen you…”

“Neither of us is exactly dressed for the tech booth, Frank.”

“That’s because James is running the desk tonight. I’m dancing with you.”

“But… your knee…”

“Took your advice on that. Early days yet but there has been some progress.”

“Oh! I thought it had been giving you more trouble… you’ve just been working it hard… for me? For tonight?”

Irina practically launched herself at him, wrapping him in a massive hug.

“I love you!”

-----=====-----

“Ok ladies and gentlemen. Now that we are all properly warmed up it is time to get the formal part of the evening underway…”

Brandy and Tom caught each other’s eye and began manoeuvring themselves and their partners into position on opposite sides of the floor.

“…One piece of business that has to be taken care of before the formal start to our event is to discover who will be leading us out for our first dance. Ever since tickets went on sale, you’ve been voting for a King and Queen. Every senior class ticket came with a voting form, those forms returned to us have now been counted and we do indeed have a result.
The King and Queen of this year’s senior prom are…. Terry Marks and Brandy Carlson! Make a hole, guys, let’s get them up here…”

As Frank had predicted, there was instantly a tight spotlight on each of them and folks were hustling them towards the stage steps. As the light crowns were firmly placed onto their heads, Tom and Brandy shared a smile, one which they were certain the watchers would misinterpret.
“…And now… if I can invite our newly-crowned King and Queen to lead us out in the first formal dance of this evening.”

Tom bowed slightly to Brandy and offered him her arm, she took it and they made their way down the central steps of the stage to the dance floor, then paused. 

Frank had programmed the sequence earlier in the day. He had then informed James, who would be running the lighting desk, that if he messed with the programming or deviated from the cue-sheet in the slightest for either the first or last dances, then Frank would do nothing apart from stand aside and let the three ladies involved with some “special plans” exact their revenge. The warning had clearly been heeded. 

The first measure of the dance took Tom and Brandy to the centre of the floor. The second had them turning in place, their hold on each other becoming looser and more distant as Danette and Mike slowly stepped into the light from opposite sides of the dance floor, in perfect time, raising their arms as if to pull a dancer out of the pair turning in the centre of the floor.

James had been picked to run sound and lights tonight by Frank for a reason. He touched the talkback button to the other lighting operators. 

“They are going to split. Spot1 stick with Brandy. Spot2, stick with Tom. Get ready to iris out a bit to cover two couples, one each. We’ve only got three followspots so you two are on your own to keep the cover right. Can’t pair you both so can’t pair either of you.”

He ignored the muttered profanity from the operators of the two spotlights as his next cue approached. 

Midway through the next measure of the dance, the pairing in the middle of the floor came apart, each dancer seeming to fly into the arms of their approaching partner… and then the two couples were dancing in perfect synchronisation.

Less than a minute later, James tapped the cue that brought up the main dancefloor lighting and other couples started to drift onto the floor. He scanned the crowd from his vantage point and saw a Labrador looking straight up at the tech booth and quickly flashing a thumb upwards before returning his attention to the pretty Samoyed on his arm and leading her into the dance.
“Well, damn.” This was Phil, the number-three followspot operator. “I thought we might see some real fireworks tonight.”

James smiled before hitting his own talkback button.

“We are. Just not the ones your buddies planned for. See that Samoyed Frank’s dancing with?”

“The one that’ll never drown? Oh hell yes. Looks even better from up here too.”

“That’s the daughter of Tom and Danette’s dancing coaches. They had this thing sussed from the start, dude.”

“You think she and Frank….”

“Shit, man, look at them. And she was up here in the tech booth with Frank all evening when Tom and Danette pulled their little surprise at the Sadie. What do you think?”

“I think I’d better put any dreams I had of getting to know her a little better after the dance on hold.”

“Damn straight.”

“I’m gonna spot ‘em. Like the two other couples. Let ‘em know we’ve figured it out.”

“New cue. Spot3. Tech crew karma in three… two… one… Go!”

-----=====-----

“Ha.” Frank smiled into his partners eyes. “That took them long enough.” 
“What did?”

“Phil on the third followspot telling us our asses are busted for what you cooked up tonight.”

“Where do you want me to dig the hole?”

“Nah. He lives. It’s fair. Besides, if he wants to shine a bright light on the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen dancing in my arms, who am I to object?”

“Francis, sometimes you just say exactly the right thing. Don’t make a habit of it, please. It really puts a woman off her game.”

“Don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about.”

“Good. Now, shut up….”

Irina continued dancing as she fastened the most passionate kiss of her life onto the lips of the Labrador. She found his response entirely appropriate.

-----=====-----

Leaving the dance, Mike and Brandy shared a long kiss outside. The party was winding down, guests drifting off in couples and singles. As they came up for air, Mike was tapped on the shoulder. He turned to see Danette.

“I know you two hook up regularly, but with what you told us, I’m betting you don’t often get to spend the entire night together?”

“Not often, no.”
“Here, then. Have this.” Danette passed over a set of keys. “These are to my folks fishing shack by the lake – it’s no luxury hotel but it’s got a bed and a kitchen. I took fresh bedlinens down there earlier today and made sure that there was at least the makings of breakfast in the fridge. Just leave the keys inside when you’re done and I’ll be down there Monday with the spare set to collect them and the laundry. Just don’t trash the place, ok? Address is on the key tag.”
There was a moment’s pause then Brandy stepped up and wrapped Danette in a hug.

“Thank you.” The emotion in her voice said more than the words did.
-----=====-----

Later that night, as the moon crested in the sky and began the slow slide down towards the western horizon, it cast a ray of light through a gap in the curtains of a bedroom above the dance studio, illuminating Irina and making her white fur shine. She half-woke from where she slept on top of Frank. 
She listened for a moment to his deep breathing and snuggled herself even deeper into his embrace. She lay atop him, her legs straddling him and their hips still pressed tightly together as she lay on his broad chest, his arms wrapped around her. She made no attempt to move, she could tell they were still quite firmly locked together. So wonderful she thought, to be this full, this thoroughly loved, all night long. And so good that Danette pointed me to doc Austin so we don’t have to fumble with condoms any more, don’t have to disengage before both of our bodies are fully ready, can just let him slowly release me naturally. She sighed, nuzzled the fur at the side of his neck and drifted back to sleep.
-----=====-----

Across town, Tom and Danette were only just going to sleep. They had made love slowly and tenderly, stretching each moment out and taking their pleasure in each other’s bodies as gently rolling waves rather than a roaring tsunami. The bedroom window was open just a crack, letting in a cool spring breeze that carried the scents and the sounds of the gently-rustling moonlit woods behind the house. The sound of the breeze seemed to merge with their slowing and deepening breaths as they drifted off to sleep. For a moment, Danette’s thoughts flicked over to the cabin by the lake on the far side of those woods, but only for a moment. I’m sure Brandy and Mike are just fine… 
-----=====-----

They were, indeed, just fine.

In the darkened cabin by the lake all that could have been heard, if anyone had been there to listen, would have been the occasional protesting creak from the bed and softly-murmured sounds of pleasure. The last coherent words to have been heard in the place had been uttered by Brandy, as she pulled Mike’s body down on top of hers and lifted her knees to wrap her legs around him…

“We don’t have to hurry this time, Babe, not tonight….”
