Chapter 3: You Knock Me Off Of My Feet



It isn't long before Friday comes around, and its the first rehearsal. I have The Way You Make Me Feel playing in the car as I drive there, and my foot is tapping to the music and from nervousness.

Time disappears and I'm already there. I shake my head. I must be more tired than I'd thought.

The set is already built and looks amazing. It seems to be a scruffy, dangerous part of town, with graffiti brick buildings and dirty shop windows. I can almost imagine it's that part of town in New York City or Washington D.C. In the background someone's playing The Way You Make Me Feel. It's a bit irritating since I was just listening to it but I suppose it's to get us all in the mood.

"Hi, Tatiana!" says an excited Michael, smiling widely. He's leaning against a brick wall, arms folded, obviously relaxed.

"Hi," I answer, looking around. Joe is talking to some actors angrily, and others are milling around. Were they waiting for me? I bite my lip.

"Joe's just clearing up a small conflict with some guys, and then we'll start. Did you get the packet Joe mailed to you?" He pushes off of the wall and walks up to me. "It had all the information about the script and such... though you don't have to say anything, but you know what I mean. I hope you did, I can't wait to start!"

I look at him. He's practically bouncing on his heels. "Yes, I did. You're in a good mood," I laugh. "Less nervous today?"

He puts his hand on the small of my back and begins to guide me towards Joe, and talks while walking. "I'm just excited. Joe says I always get way to enthusiastic about my short films. It's like going up on concert, sort of, just sends all this adrenaline through me. I love doing movies. Can't wait."

We're at Joe now, and he looks up, saying gruffly, "I'll be right with you, Michael. Hi, Tatiana. Sorry about the delay, but these two S.O.B.s..." He gestures at the actors he's arguing with and gives a wry grin. "We should start in about ten minutes." He glowers at the men. "Or else."

"Okay, Joe," Michael grins. "I'll take Tatiana over to Barbara to get her costume." Joe nods inattentively, already yelling again.

I follow him to a short, smiling blond woman. "This is Barbara," Michael says, smiling. "She's the one who did all of our costumes. She'll be fitting you."

"Actually, I think what I've got will fit her well," she says, looking me up and down. "You're a skinny little thing, aren't you?" She brings out a stretchy sleeveless black dress. "Come on, let's get you in this." She glances at Michael. "Go away, Michael, unless you want to watch."

He blushes and backs away. "Barbara, don't go overboard. She doesn't need to be in full costume or makeup for this; it's just a rehearsal."

"Of course. But she can't be the character if she's not in the skin for it, can she?" She bustles me into what seems to be changing room. "Come on, dear."

I strip and pull on black tights, and then the sleeveless black dress on top. It's quite short; I smile slightly, wondering what Michael's requirements for my costume must have been. The heels are three inch high boots. Barbara messes with my hair a little, and then declares me passable.

I emerge to find Michael, Joe, and the rest of the actors waiting, already in costume. Michael's wearing a blue shirt tied over a white undershirt, with black pants, and his hair is in a ponytail. The rest are in somewhat common, dirty clothes.

Joe laughs. "Barbara would force you into that one. You look very sexy, doesn't she, Michael?"

Everyone looks at him and he giggles, embarrassed, looking away from me. "Very. Barbara knows my taste in dresses."

"Okay," Joe says, "let's get this started. We finished going over the first scene while you were getting into your costume, so we'll start right from when you walk down the road."

"Okay."

"You're going just strut down like you're coming back from a party or something. And then Michael's going to go up and stand in your way, but get shy and not do anything, and you'll just walk around him. Then he'll yell, and you'll turn around, and he'll walk around you and check you out, start singing, and you walk away. Got it?"

I nod, though he said that so fast I've forgotten already what I'm supposed to do, but I'll improvise it.

"We're not filming or anything, this is just to get down exactly what we're doing. Just do what you feel is natural. The rest will come."

I nod again, and for some reason look to Michael for encouragement. He grins at me, though his cheeks are still red from the dress thing. I return a forced smile and walk to where I'm supposed to come from.

"Just start whenever you want to. Michael, you know what to do."

"Wait, what? I forget."

"Michael, your the co-director, what do you mean you forget? You're over there, with the guys."

He nods and jogs over to them. Someone turns on a tape of sharp, dancing rhythm. It gets me in the mood, and I'm suddenly confident.

I begin to walk down the pretend street, walking to the beat. I'm not tired, not lonely, I'm coming back from a party, there's some guys flirting with me from the side of the street, and I've got my girls waiting for me over by the convenience store. An entire story for me, just with the sound of the music.

The guys at the side catcall and yell as I pass them. I ignore them. They're the dregs of this city; I'm too good for them. I don't spare them a passing glance. They don't deserve me.

Then this presumptuous, impotent man walks up to me, standing in my way like he owns the world. I look him up and down in a single glance; he's cute, but not my kind of guy. Too flirty, too assuming. He acts like I'm going to fall all over him. Not me. I walk around him like he's a fire hydrant or something that decided to plant itself in the middle of the sidewalk.

He stand there for a second, gathering his courage, pushing his shyness to the bottom of his self.

"Heyyyy," he yells out, breaking the silence, and I freeze, turning around slowly. Who is this man to address me like this?

He slowly walks up to me, around me, extremely slowly, his eyes passing over every inch of his body. He doesn't look like he's acting; he's drinking in the sight of me in a way I hadn't seen shy, soft-voiced Michael Jackson act before. Wonder if there's a red-blooded man in there somewhere that's only exposed in his music and his dancing. He's staring at my ass, and I turn around to face him, slightly uncomfortable.

He raises his eyes to mine, and they're laughing, like he knows what I'm thinking and he's amused by it. Then he burst into acapella, "You knock me off of my feet now, baby!” busts a few moves, and the music starts.

I stalk off defiantly. The nerve of him to stare at my ass and then laugh at me. Actually, I feel a bit gratified, but I don't like to be laughed at.

Michael giggles, and then chases after me, grabbing my hand and pulling me to a stop. "That's all for the first part, right, Joe?" Without waiting for an answer, he continues. "That was great, Tatiana, sure you don't have any acting experience?"

"Do you?" I retort sarcastically.

One of the other actors--Dominic, I think is his name--chuckles. "She's got a mouth on her, doesn't she, Mike?"

Joe walks up. "That's good, both of you. Tatiana, I like how you walked off near the end. Kind of leave-me-alone, kind of come-on-Michael, you know? Continue that throughout the whole thing. He'll basically be chasing you throughout the whole city, and you'll be trying to get away."

"Yeah."

"And Michael, that's just what I'm looking for. Really annoying, really attracted to her, but you're acting like she's yours already. Remember, you want to act 'turned on', like you say in the song. Got it?"

Michael keeps his eyes fixedly away from mine as he nods.

"Okay, let's do that again."

After what seems like twenty "run-throughs", I'm sitting against the fake brick wall, sipping a soda, worn down not by the dancing but by the newness of it all.

"So, what do you think?"

I look up. It's one of the two guys Joe was arguing with. "Hmm?" I say nonchalantly, trying to hint that I don't really want to start up a conversation.

"This is your first video experience, yeah?" He sits next to me. "I got to say you do a hell of a good job for a newbie. Michael's a lucky guy to get to stare at your ass that long, hmm?"

I shift away and don't reply, extremely uncomfortable.

"Well, if you need any help getting used to the scene, Michael's pretty busy, but I'll be here if you'd like some hints. I can write down my phone number, got a pen?"

"No thanks." I want to just get up and walk away, but no, that'd be rude.

"Oh, c'mon girl, I'm asking you out here. You know you want it."

"No she doesn't, Jack, go away." I look up, and Michael looks pissed. "Why can't you stop hitting on any girl on the set? First my sister and now Tatiana. They don't want you, get a hint."

"At least I got the balls to say I want them," Jack sneers. "What, jealous?"

"Yeah, I'm jealous of La Toya," Michael responds coldly. "You know I've just got to say the word and you're fired. I'd advise you to be careful; you're walking a thin line."

Jack puts his hands up. "Okay, okay, Mike." He pulls out a paper, scribbles something down on the back of it, and hands it to me. It's a phone number. "Just in case," he winks, then pulls on a backpack and saunters away.

Michael and I are left in thick silence.

"Well, are we done for today?" I ask, a little awkwardly.

"Yes, I'm sure we are," he said, drawing his fingers through his hair distractedly. "Um..." he looks from me to the piece of paper in my hands.”I wouldn't call Jack if I were you. He's not very... gentlemanlike."

"Yeah, I noticed," I say. "Don't worry, I have high standards." I hand him the paper and walk away.
