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PART ONE







  
  
  CHAPTER I

  
  




What is wrong with a line? A line is a geometrical object that is straight and continues to go on infinitely in mathematics. To mimic a line, a person must be conscious of the movement being made to recreate the geometric object with precision. The hands must point in the opposite direction of the feet. Meanwhile, the feet are parallel to the floor, the torso runs in line with the rest of the line, and the chin is held up. Every single part of a person’s body becomes involved in worshiping the line. A natural harmony is captured in gestures that any human being can read and understand. The symmetry of the positions and their movements allow for a pleasing experience for the viewer. Man’s proportions allow for beautiful lines.

Until one day, the elbow bends, the knees buckle, and the torso slouches into itself. The person mutates into a rigid shell—no longer a human being. Curling the arms inward and approaching the floor to lie sprawled out on the stomach like a lizard, a person no longer feels like they are flying. Rather, a person forces himself into angular and low-lying postures that make him look as if he is falling. No longer does poise matter in a world made for the ugly. All grace is demolished when the line is no longer praised by people. The line lays dormant, forgotten in the dark ages of a past that once upheld reason and the beauty of mankind as law.

***

Chatter erupted among the girls as they ran up to see the cast list posted next to the door of the rehearsal studio.

“Danielle, can you believe I only made understudy?!”

“Jenny, look, look, I made it on the list! Finally!”

“No! Oh, no. I don’t want to have to partner with Eric. He smells!”

Dawn Hayes pulled on the mangled black leggings she had used for two years now. The black was starting to turn gray from all the dirt and rosin she had picked up over the years from the studio floor. She did not even notice the state that her pointe shoes were in anymore. Pointe shoes were always seen in one of two ways: too shiny and new or dead. It was still hard for her to recognize when her shoes were just right for her to dance in.

Opening a bobby pin with her teeth, she tucked the final pin into her bun before heading into the crowd of girls. As she walked, her hip bones moved in her leotard sharply while her arms hung down loosely by her narrow sides. She was fifteen, but like many of the girls here, she had not yet grown breasts or wide hips. Her boyish figure was prized in class. At least in ballet class, standing in front of the wall mirrors, Dawn was not ashamed of her size. Perhaps someday her figure would properly fit a woman’s leotard and tutu.

The piece of paper fluttered with the spin of each girl’s head as she darted to the list and as quickly away from it again. After a week of auditions and then callbacks, the official cast list was out for this season’s show: Giselle. Allard Ballet Academy chose Giselle as its opening season show for the students. The audition scene was one of Giselle’s earlier variations, which Dawn had been practicing for months in advance. Her teacher was always snapping at her for sitting too much in her hips. As far as auditions went, Dawn felt confident that this year she would make it out of the corps de ballet of her class.

Reaching her hand out to steady the fluttering list, Dawn saw her name written next to the part of Myrtha or the Queen of the Wilis. Exhaling, Dawn drew away from the list with a smile on her face. She thought: Not only am I not a Wili this year, but I am their leader. Her sense of self-satisfaction made her mentally prepared for her upcoming class in ten minutes. She was the Queen, and she shared the role with no one else. It was delicious, glorious, and so right. Dawn grounded her muscles down into the dirt just so her fellow dancers could watch her in rehearsal. While her friends stretched out their sore calves in the obscure corners of the room, she was performing her solo variation. The choreographer’s eyes followed her pointed toes and her extended arms circling round and round, casting a spell on all who dared to watch her. Even though this was not the lead role, it felt perfect for Dawn, who wanted this role with a vengeance.

“Hey, Dawn, I get to play Berthe!” said Bridgette.

“Giselle’s mother? Good for you.” Dawn smiled, moving none of her other facial features. Turning toward the door to the elevator, Dawn pushed the button to close the doors before any other girl could get in with her. She needed some time to herself outside. Down went the glass elevator and Dawn imagined herself with a crown and scepter standing above all of her sheep. As the elevator doors screeched open, she entered the lobby of her beloved theater. The theater was where she wanted to die—no cremation, no spreading her ashes to the open seas, and no grass. She wanted to be found either lying on her back on the wet red bricks leading to the theater after a heavy rainstorm, or she wanted to be found dead on the wooden floorboards that made up the original theater’s stage. Her body would be cried over by all her Wilis as they moaned over her for several days and nights until, at last, they laid her down underneath her very own part of the stage. She could be shoved in a costume trunk for all she cared, simply as long as she never left the place that made her feel the most alive.

***

Dancing never meant a hobby for Dawn. In her head, every memory she ever had of dancing was serious and calculated in its attempt to show people what she could say with her body. She was ripe for change and growth. Her teachers were there to shape her into a proper dancer. She promised herself every day in class to beat her classmates in her movements. To her, there was no room for etiquette in the studio. The box all twenty of them lived in could not allow for anything but constant comparison. Stacy kept sickling her feet, David could not get his fingers to relax enough, Kaylee kept falling out of her pirouettes. These were all flaws Dawn picked out in her peers, and each failure made her own supporting leg a little stronger and her head a little higher. She felt grounded in other dancers’ failures. Granted, she would never say so out loud…but in her head, it was the only thing she left room for, aside from the combination.

When Dawn was not spotting when doing her center work, she stared at the dancer closest to her. The music would start and her eyes would dart down to the other dancer’s feet first. Catching a wobble rising up to demi-pointe gave her a thrill that made her knees shake. Her heart soared when she moved up to the dancer’s legs, which were already beginning to shake at the barre. Tears formed in her eyes as she witnessed hips sunk on the left side and raised on the right, all while facing away from the barre. Dawn could barely breathe as she raised her eyes to the dancer’s arms, starting to sink down into chicken wings. Finally, near to the point of fainting, Dawn bore into the dancer’s skull as she watched the head tilted in the wrong direction as the dancer pointed their toes to the front. A blissful joy came from showing the other dancers what they were messing up. Dawn exaggerated the direction of her head, which reflected in the mirrors for all others to take note of. She watched other heads turn to match hers. She arched her toes to the point of pain just to watch as everyone else pushed their feet into a similar position. Playing the Queen was a daily job for Dawn as it was already, and no one was there to topple her reign.

Holding her hand gently on the barre, Dawn envisioned herself as Marie Taglioni wafting on the tiniest pointe shoes across the floor. As she rose up, her torso grew smaller and firmer. She worked herself up and over her supporting leg, reaching her hand down toward the floor into a penché. Lifting herself back up involved her abdomen and a bit of force, but Dawn always looked graceful pulling herself back up. If she did need some help, then a look in the mirror at another girl whose leg was not as high up as hers made her feel well enough to rise through the pain. Beautiful pain, Dawn often said to herself, sweet, beautiful pain have mercy on me.

Lifting herself up higher than before, she imagined herself in an ancient Greek tunic, waving around a sash of the finest silk, wrapping herself in its smooth embrace. The barre felt more like a man’s hand than a piece of wood helping her to balance. It was smooth and sturdy for her to perch lightly on during class. Her muscles carried the rest of her into the air while restraining the very body parts she let soar. A tight smile made the ease of each position seem obvious as Dawn danced.

Dancing came into her life when she turned three years old and her mother brought her to the Allard Ballet Academy for the first lesson. Although she could not recall the day anymore from her memory, she relied now on pictures. In the old photographs, Dawn was in a pink leotard and tights with a short pink tutu and ballet flats on her feet. Her mother must have never read how to dress properly a little ballerina because pink everything was not correct. But on that first day, Dawn knew no better. Wearing the clothes given to her, she jumped with all her might over “newspaper puddles” laid out on the ground beneath her. She stretched her little hands out to the ceiling, hoping that they would spread like wings and carry her over the newspaper effortlessly. Unfortunately, she usually caught the very end of the newspaper with her foot. “Her legs must be stretched further apart,” said the ballet teacher to Dawn’s mother after her first class. So, yoga was implemented in the house every morning to help gain flexibility quickly. Time was never a friend of Dawn’s. She had to be ready for a ballet career by sixteen, or die.

She recalled the pianist in the corner of the room laughing loudly before each class with the teacher. He always seemed to be ruffling through his sheet music for something he never could quite find.

When class started in the days of her early education, Dawn’s feet heard the first note and drew themselves up into first position. Her hands looked as if they held a giant beach ball and her feet were like a slice of pizza. Her teacher taught her to raise her chin and lift herself as if held up by an invisible string. Every metaphor made Dawn a stronger dancer. When class felt slow on certain days, she even made up her own metaphors: her feet pulled by marionette strings, her eyes drawn by an artist’s pencil, and her knees always over the feet as if they were stuck between two large walls with nowhere else to go.

There was room for imagination on mornings where barre remained the exact same combination. The dancer’s body became imprinted on Dawn’s figure through the daily habit of movement. First position came to be as inevitable as the sun rising in the morning. The physical demands needed to turn around or balance on one foot were guided and encouraged by the laws of physics. Dawn only observed. She listened.

***

Her teacher was a god. The studio was home. Dawn was a vessel. Being a dancer meant being a good follower in many ways. Her teacher knew how to execute each step, so why not obey her? When Dawn’s leg turned out enough and she could see it shaking, she felt like she accomplished a new goal. Shaking meant stronger muscle tomorrow and a renewed stamina in class the day after for her. The system of strengthening—tear down, rebuild—gave Dawn a high she could not find in other activities.

During a rehearsal for a show when Dawn was seven, she watched the upper-level girls, who were just starting high school, dance. They had breasts underneath those chest-flattening leotards. They had hips that were wider than any of the other girls or boys in the school had. The girls were becoming women, and they filled out all of their costumes just like dolls or models. Dawn seethed. She wanted to hide away in shame until she could come out looking just as they did.

Dawn wanted breasts, a tiny waist that flowed out into wide hips, and lean legs that made pointe shoes look so much better. Finding the girls in her class too immature, Dawn began keeping to herself more. As rehearsals continued that year, she grew more obsessed with these young dancers, on the pre-professional track, who would soon become the butterflies she had always wanted to be.

The high school girls smiled without even seeming to notice how gorgeous they were now. Not only were their extensions nearly perfected at this stage, but they were also cast in the better, lead roles in all the school’s performances. They never wore what other students their age wore either. The older girls never wore jeans, hoodies, or even T-shirts. They lived in leotards underneath their tights. They wore leggings nearly all year. They had hair that hung down to their bottoms, but no one would ever know because their hair was always in a bun before classes began. On many days, when the weather was even slightly chilly, all the high school girls would have trash bag pants on, big booties covering their feet, and a long-sleeved sweater over their leotards. Ballet dancers feared the cold more than anything else because cold meant tight muscles—tight muscles meant worse flexibility.

Even their entire composure differed from other high school girls. They walked with grace and utter control over their every muscle group. Like a flock of swans, the high school girls flew down into the studio to roost every day. Dawn begged time to speed up so that they could see her as more than just a girl.

In the dressing room before class, Dawn would eavesdrop on the older girls.

“Did you hear about Bobby? Yeah, he got the part. I would love to partner with him if you know what I mean.” The group of girls giggled profusely.

“Yeah, he’s so hot. I want him so badly.”

“I heard that he’s not into girls.”

“Hush! That’s not true. It can’t be!” All the girls wallowed in misery at hearing that Bobby might like none of them—no matter how hard they competed against each other to gain his attention in class.

Motivation for the high school girls came in the form of seducing the boys. At this age, they danced with their new figures to entrap the boys. They were like spiders, spinning a web around the room, only to have the boys stick to them. Dawn could see how their graceful moves would suddenly turn into sickening, lustful twists and undulations against their fresh catch. Dancing no longer was innocent for many of those girls. Still, Dawn wanted to be their leader someday.

Ballet to Dawn now, at the tender age of fifteen, still involved learning from the teacher. There was no real notation system for ballet. She could not read about the subject to get the combinations for Giselle, or Swan Lake, or Don Quixote. All of those dances were passed down from older dancers to younger dancers. Every single variation shown to a younger dancer was a gift. Dawn recognized the gift early on. In fact, she realized the gift was being shared with all the other students in the room, but she wanted the gift for herself. She desired to know all the parts, perfect them, and carry them to her makeshift grave underneath the theater stage.

To achieve this, her memory had to be reserved for dance notes only. She made a promise to herself to eat, sleep, and live only for dance. All the physically correct movements and expressions would live within her bones. Her muscles would hear the first notes to Giselle, and they would resemble her character, Myrtha, immediately in all their queenly glory.

The language of ballet was French, initially created in the seventeenth century, to describe the placement of body parts at any given moment. During the Renaissance, the rediscovery of ancient Greek texts made ballet an art raised to the stature of the classics. The god of music was Apollo. He is the ideal image of mankind and someone to be looked up to as a role model in the dance world.

When Dawn was younger, she thought that if she prayed to Apollo, asking for something better to happen to her feet or legs or arms, he would hear her and grant her wish. Sadly, the sudden improvements within one class never appeared. The splits came with time, the pirouettes came with time, and so did everything else Dawn was learning in class.

Ballet was conceived long before Dawn was born with the 1533 marriage between King Henri II and Florentine Catherine de Medici. Their marriage began the long-lasting story of ballet. The rebirth of culture leads to men caring about how mankind fits into the universe. How could we understand the world? God? Mathematical laws of nature? Dawn could not say which was correct in her ballet history classes, but she was supremely thankful for the creation of such an art form. There was nothing else for her to do in life than dance.

***

Her mind and body were constantly being molded and shaped according to what her teachers revealed to her. Their gifts were only given when she earned them. She drooled like a dog whenever her teachers would speak about a solo variation of a dance she had never learned before. When Dawn watched the boys work on their male variations, she stood back, imagining her thighs being just as strong and her shoulders just as wide as theirs. The boys could fly higher and longer than Dawn—just because she was born a female. Sometimes the physical limitations would get to her. She wondered: How could I be kept from doing it all? She desired to be better than everyone else in class. There must be some reason for my obsession with ballet, thought Dawn.

Louis XIV adored ballet. He was divinely dubbed king, so why not I dubbed the Queen of Ballet? wondered Dawn. I have spent my entire life perfecting myself for dance. I must be repaid soon with fame and glory and wealth. The time is almost here for when a company watches me dance and I prove myself the best prodigy of all time. Maybe one day, I will get to meet with “The Sun King” himself in his cloud up there, she thought. My cloud, of course, will be the largest in the entire place.

For now, Dawn continued to feed her habit. Her body was starting to take the shape of a young lady now. Although she had missed her moment to shine in front of the then-new high school girls who were, at present, either mothers or professional ballerinas with good ballet companies. They had moved beyond that moment where Dawn still saw them crystallized in life. Those older girls would always remain just as stunning and new as when she watched them dance at seven years old for the first time…and the envy for what they had enjoyed was still there.

Since her first class, Dawn had a competitive streak. She wanted to become the art form. No teacher was allowed to look at any other student in the room more than Dawn. Imaging herself of noble birth, she stomped her feet when she was little for the teacher to come over and correct her. Even having the teacher slap her wrist or correct her for a lack of composure was better than not being noticed.

To not stand out among the group of students with the same rib cages poking out of their leotards, with the same spindly legs bending awkwardly in their pliés, or with the same barely arched feet, was suffocating. Dawn could not stand being in a state of invisibility for more than a second.

Her tantrums from childhood were only slapped out of her. Today, they still erupted, but she kept them inside herself, which could be more deadly if she were to release all the previous tantrums from years of pushing them down. Dawn knew that her classmates would loathe her forever if they ever discovered how she thought of them and herself. Her classmates were amusing at times but always a threat.

A boy once said to her during partnering: “Why are you shaking so much? Don’t worry, I’m strong.” He continued digging his hands into her ribs because he could not even find her tiny hips.

Dawn shook harder. She was livid at having a partner who was inferior to herself. He took away her shine.

She only managed to jab her elbow a few times back into his ribs to see how he liked it. He never did understand what she was getting at. Her enemies did not need to know that she was watching.

The sense of competition has been shown to the outside world. It is nothing new to dancers. They sugarcoat their world on camera with “Oh, everyone is really nice” or “We make a great team.” But Dawn promised herself never to say such things to the world. Her silence confirmed nothing. If she were to say anything out loud now, she would only hurt her chances of getting into a company.

People in this world like “nice” people. People who can be run over by anyone with half the skill they have. Dawn refused to be nice to anyone. What she would be is stern. Her focus remained solely on ballet and her name in all the top soloist roles. Nice people did not get those roles, only determined people. She did not bleed and sweat for twelve years of her life for nothing. Her gains were tied to her wealth, fame, and glory.

Ticking away, the clock in the studio reminded Dawn of her limited time left here in this studio she grew up in. The wood floor was one of her few friends. The floor could not be her enemy since she knew too much about it, like where every dip in the wood was or where it creaked the most. Her dancing orbited these places on the floor so that she never sounded too loud on landing her jumps or coming out of turns.

Her other friends were the mirrors, the barre, the uniform she wore, and her beloved pointe shoes. They never talked back or discouraged her. They just were, and Dawn worked with them to form her body and mind accordingly. The mirrors showed her all flaws she needed to fix immediately. The barre supported her in new combinations. The uniform of leotard and tights kept her focused on her habits. Her pointe shoes gave her the ability to soar.

Dawn wore out her friends in the studio over time. She had to continue buying new clothes and shoes. The spot she always stood at for barre was starting to rub down where her hand rested. The mirrors grew dusty and warped over time. The studio aged with Dawn, but she cleaned the studio as much as she could whenever she was not dancing. Her box to dance in gave her such pleasure to clean and polish because, with each wipe, she discovered a new angle or crack, as if she found a new piece of herself in the process.








  
  
  CHAPTER II

  
  




A line of older women left the studio as Dawn was approaching for class today. The adult classes were taught before her final classes for the night. There was a beginner class and an “advanced/intermediate” class for the adults. They just love to play professional, Dawn thought. Why can’t they find a hobby more for their age? Like knitting? She rolled her eyes as she saw one woman from the adult class walk past her right shoulder with her head held high. Dawn wondered, What in the world was there to feel good about after being in a class like that?

“Dawn, go! March into the studio so that I can get to my spot!” yelled Jeanne.

“I’m going! Calm down.” Dawn lifted herself off her heels and walked into her home, which was sadly shared by buffoons. Ballet had too many baroque details for anyone over thirty to master. She knew she would master all the variations before she hit that dreadful number. After that, she could dance to her death like the Wilis or teach…and teaching was its own form of death for a dancer.

Stepping up beside her favorite spot at the barre, Dawn cracked her toes and moved her ankles in continuous circles. She warmed up her body in the same way before every class. It was the way she could tell time. After the third warm-up of the day, she knew it was the last. Her soft, warm bed was looming larger in mind. But she understood that the pre-professional exhaustion was nothing now compared to the professional life.

The pianist began to play, and silence spread across the room. Exhaling, Dawn prepared herself to obey her teacher’s commands.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen! Tonight’s class will be taught by someone new to the Academy. Please welcome, Madame Angulaire.”

The students all clapped and bowed for the new instructor.

“Right! Students, please start out in first position. We’ll do our normal plié combination, followed by a cambré forward. Then, switch to the other side.”

The pianist struck his beginning cords and then Dawn followed suit. She stretched out her feet and arms symmetrically, as if attached to a single thread. Her head bowed forward while the top of her hand grazed the floor. She exhaled as she went down and inhaled on the way up. Nothing seemed out of order in her universe in those few moments of movement.

However, when center work began, class normalcy began to change.

“Now, we are going to practice some positions from Giselle in order to get you all thinking about your new roles. Eric, please step forward here. Good. Dawn, look at me, please step over there. Okay. Now, Michelle, please step back a bit. I want you three to get into position for pirouettes, but do not turn.”

Eric, Dawn, and Michelle followed as they were told. All of them extended one leg and balanced on both in fourth position with their arms ready to turn.

“Excellent. Now, I want all of you to turn your feet in.” Grabbing Dawn’s foot, she pushed it inwards. Her feet, positioned this way, made her look like a broken doll. She scrunched up her face in horror, but then she exhaled with a laugh. Soon, the entire class was laughing.

“All right, silence. You’ve all had your giggles, but now is the time to improve your dancing tremendously. I am about to take you all into the modern age when dance is a true expression of the soul.”

She shoved the other two exemplar dancers’ feet inwards too. “Voila! Feet are inwards. Moving on to the arms. Please stick out your elbows as if they were trying to escape from your body.” Taking Eric’s arm, Madame Angulaire crooked his elbow out so much that he winced. The mirror showed a triad of scarecrows.

All the dancers watched in confusion. Their entire lives they had been told to turn their feet out and to round out their arms. Their movements were beautiful, while the opposite was ugly. The scarecrows before them now were ugly. Yet, the teacher wanted this. The teacher expected them to be ugly. They all laughed louder.

Dawn felt tears coming. She was trapped between crying for her ugliness and her joy at being freed. She could break and bend the rules now. She had been permitted by her own teacher.

“Please turn as you are now,” said Madame Angulaire.

The ease with which Dawn turned became impossible. The physics were not there anymore to get herself around without falling. She tried two more times, but she had lost the ability to turn. Panicking, Dawn looked over at her other two colleagues. They were also failing. “Look at them falling over themselves! We’re just as bad as the adults tonight!” laughed Dawn.

“Arrêtez! Stop, that’s enough! Did you notice what happened to you when I changed your positioning?”

“We couldn’t balance,” said Eric.

“We couldn’t turn around,” said Michelle.

“We couldn’t even stand upright,” said Dawn.

“Exactly. You looked like fools. But that is how a fool walks. That is how a fool on the street looks to others. What you felt is how a fool must feel throughout his day.”

Dawn imagined the adult dancers looking as uncoordinated as they just did, but, for some reason, the image would not fully come. It disappointed her because she could not laugh at them again. Instead, she had to envision a monkey trying to dance or an elephant. She certainly felt tonight like an animal and nothing remotely human.

“I expect all of you to run through this exercise tonight in your dreams. In fact, I would like all the other dancers to come out from the corner and try to turn this way. If anyone manages to do it, then I’ll give you ten dollars.” The instructor giggled for the first time at her cunning. We all knew that there was no way to get around with turned-in feet and chicken wing arms. Yet, we all still tried over and over and over again to please Madame.

***

“Less poise, more unsightly! I will play some Stravinsky to show you the music that will expand your souls to the plight of human suffering.”

Madame Angulaire gave the pianist a signal to stop playing as she turned up the volume on her phone. Stravinsky’s famous Rite of Spring was playing through her tiny speakers, but it was enough sound to silence the class. The erratic volume and movement of the piece made certain students cringe. Timothy looked revolted, as did Stephanie; Michelle and Eric tried to turn to it in their newly fixed positions; Dawn stared at the floor, trying to follow a pattern. She could not find a pattern or story to the piece. All the music she heard before went along with a story and helped increase her musicality with its clear count.

“No longer are you dancing as angels would but as human beings in their darkest times. Look, here is another position that is very popular in other ballet schools today.” Madame got down on her stomach and then rolled over while kicking her right leg up and out. Her arms lay there at her sides. She reminded the students of a clock telling time sped up. She swung her legs back and forth, mimicking a dying insect.

“Do as I do, class. Hurry!”

Everyone got down on the studio floor and rolled around as she did. They played themselves at their worst…

The music continued to play, the pianist picking at the hangnail on his finger, while the rest of the bodies covered the floor. Picking up other people’s hair and dust from the floor, Dawn was thoroughly disgusted by the time she got back up on her feet. She wondered if she had rolled around like that when she was a baby and having tantrums. Maybe I was like that and ballet never expressed that type of babyish movement before. It still felt odd, though.

From birth, Dawn was told to grow up and mature into a beautiful young lady. Yet, here she was now in class, rolling around on the floor for her art. She could no longer envision herself as the Queen of the Wilis but only the court jester from long-forgotten history.

“This, class, is modern dance—modern ballet. It is a release from the aristocratic movement of the archaic world of the West. We are on a trajectory forward in showing how life really is and what the music of today really sounds like. Our bodies are finite, limited. It is okay to be afraid. We are all afraid in life. No one knows what they are doing from one moment to the next. You just have to go with what life’s music sounds like in the moment.” Madame Angulaire swayed on her feet to show life, taking her where it willed. She swung like a living pendulum, allowing what seemed like the air around her to move her to and fro. A few strands of hair swung from one side of her face, hitting her nose in the process, to the other.

Dawn watched her intently, absorbing everything she saw happening this evening during class. Rather than learning the parts of Giselle she had seen in videos, she was learning a new form entirely. The meaning of the entire ballet was beginning to shift in her mind. What was once the pinnacle of romantic ballet was shifting into a rebellious cry for revenge.

Revenge mixed with competition was a common emotion for Dawn. She watched her classmates turn and roll like insects. Their buns became antennas while their hands and legs crawled all over the studio floor. An urge to crush every single one of them cropped up in Dawn’s soul. She wanted to soar in the air with grand jetés and land right on top of a head and then jump over to the next. The game she played included never touching the floor, and that was how she would maintain her control as Queen. She was Queen of the Insects.

To be a Queen of the Insects, Dawn committed herself to learning everything from Madame Angulaire. She walked up closer to the front of the studio, right beside her teacher.

Madame noticed Dawn, and she smiled. Her students seemed to learn quickly. Soon her class would express everything that the modern world wanted to feel—true suffering. Akin to Christ on the cross, Madame committed her life to show what He felt like there dying for our sins. She wanted her dancers to show the blood trickling from their wounds. She knew they all must have them somewhere.

“Dawn, tell me about the worst pain you ever felt growing up,” said Madame Angulaire.

Dawn froze. How could I answer that in front of the other dancers? she wondered. Dawn shifted from her left to her right foot before saying, “I’m not sure. My cat died a couple of years ago. That was sad.” She gulped at her insignificant answer, hoping her instructor would accept that as her answer and move on.

Madame just nodded and said: “Timothy, what is the worst pain you ever felt growing up?”

She continued to question every student in the room during the last ten minutes of class. There was no movement that evening. The question lingered in everyone’s heads long after class due to how many times Madame had to ask it over and over again: “What is the worst pain you ever felt growing up?” Dawn began to worry that perhaps the worst had not yet come. Her greatest immediate fear was not being able to dance her role in Giselle. Beyond that fear was, of course, the general fear of not being able to dance any role ever again.

Nausea rose inside of Dawn that night in bed, and she had to jump up and out of her room straight to the bathroom to breathe in the toilet water. Nothing came up besides the fear which made her gag. She felt her face grow pale and weary with the pain of suffering. She touched her cheek.

***

The next morning Dawn awoke a different person. Feeling much older and more tired, she foisted herself up on one arm to roll the rest of the way out of the bed. Her body felt bloated to the touch, and nothing in the atmosphere made her feel calm. Feet touching the cold floor, Dawn walked to the bathroom to get ready for the day’s classes.

This morning’s class would not be led by Madame Angulaire. Thankfully, none of us had to see her until the evening again, thought Dawn. The morning was left to the old regime. The way ballet used to be taught was safe. Every movement was already ingrained in her body—to tendu meant only one thing and not a dozen different things. A divide grew between her “old” body and her “new” body.

Madame Roberts was the most frequent instructor for Dawn’s class level. She greeted every new day with pliés in first, second, fourth, and fifth positions. The music remained soft, allegro piano music. The pianist was just as relaxed in the mornings as the students.

Sunlight trickled into the studio and lit the floor. The rays moved their positions as class continued. Dawn grew higher in her pointe shoes when the sun chose to shine on her. When she was a younger dancer, she became mesmerized by the sunlight, making her pink tights shimmer. They were like little shiny scales that covered her legs. Allowing her eyes to go out of focus, she watched her tights shine. When her eyes focused again, Dawn began to recognize her own legs within the tights. Her legs were like two round balloons that were attached by strings by the time she got down to her feet. A ballerina’s calves are extremely powerful while still maintaining delicate ankles and slender, arched feet.

Dawn leaped higher for joy when the sun chose her on those days. She felt the sun was her first spotlight. Louis XIV must be up in the clouds, directing the sun to shine on her legs. The light made her feel so refreshed and whole. Standing there in the studio, in her ballet uniform, surrounded by light and music, made her soul sing. There was no other place she wanted to be in those moments.

Love must feel like that, thought Dawn, complete and utter bliss. She smiled as she placed her hand on the worn spot at the barre, which she claimed as her own. The wood of the barre felt slightly warm and welcoming. The music started off slow.

“Good morning, dancers. Please take your place at the barre. We will do our usual plié combination just to wake up those sleeping muscles. Also, it is a bit chilly out there today, so I fully expect to hear some cracks and pops!” Madame Roberts chuckled.

Class always started the same way and became a ritual for everyone in the room. Feeling relaxed in the morning was felt by all—it also showed through the movement of the dancers. A plié was no longer a physical movement but an act of scooping up water for your baby. A frappé was no longer a strike on the floor but lightning devastating your land. A rond de jambe was no longer a circle of the leg but a fish causing ripples in your water.

The repeated movements took on the emotional meaning of the dancer. Dawn gave her feet an extra striking power to the floor, and she imagined throwing lightning bolts down from the sky like Zeus. Smite the insects! thought Dawn. Her foot made the audible noise of hitting over and over again, hoping to make her jumps even more powerful in the center of the room later.

Madame Roberts looked pleased. “Very good! The musicality today is spot on. I really appreciate your effort to move in unison as well. Moving together makes for a better corps de ballet. Now, let’s move on to some center work.”

She led the flock of dancers into the middle of the room. The mother goose leading her babies all in a row. Dawn and the other dancers stopped just behind Madame Roberts to watch her every move. The combination given is deceptively simple, but Dawn was starting to feel a creeping sense of something being wrong. Should my feet really be turned out here? wondered Dawn. Or should my feet be turned in according to the music now? What about my arms? They could be crooked right now to convey the music’s sorrowful sound. How can I show that more accurately with my body?

For the first time, Dawn felt paralyzed. She stopped in the middle of the combination, afraid to move.

“Are we stuck? Hello? What’s wrong?” asked Madame Roberts.

Dawn violently shook her head. “No, sorry. I…I was just thinking about what Madame Angulaire taught us in last night’s class.”

“Which was what?”

“We were taught to turn our feet inwards and stick our elbows out,” explained Dawn.

Madame Roberts cringed. “Do you think that is ballet?”

“I…I think so. She said it helps to express the music better if we match it with our bodies.”

“What do you think we’re doing here?”

“We’re matching the music rhythmically but maybe not emotionally.”

Madame Roberts bent forward, grazing her hand on the floor, and then came up while singing a somber tune. “Is that not the most tragic thing you’ve seen?”

Dawn looked down. “Yes. But then why is Madame Angulaire so convinced that we are dancing all wrong?”

“Because Madame Angulaire has different theories on dance and choreography. Other than that, I cannot say.” Madame Roberts waved her hand as if to throw away the question. Dawn saw her instructor’s unease, and she could tell that she had more to say but refused to go any further with it.

The conversation ended there and class continued with Dawn in a haze. No longer did her movements feel as pure as they did before Madame Angulaire showed up yesterday evening. The world of dance for Dawn was shaken by her presence.

***

“Class, please give me some big jumps this morning. I feel like we need to release some tension.” Madame Roberts eyed Dawn swiftly up and down before turning toward the rest of the dancers in the corner of the room.

The students leaped high up into the air. When it came to Dawn’s turn, she felt like she lost several inches of her normal height. Her legs could no longer produce the strength needed to propel herself up into the air and beyond the studio walls. She felt too heavy for such flight anymore.

When she landed, Madame Roberts barely looked in her direction. Dawn’s lips grew pale as her cheeks burned with shame. From the left corner of the room, Dawn watched the other dancers fly swiftly through the air. They seemed to have no trouble flying today after the arrival of Madame Angulaire.

Hunching her shoulders, Dawn watched her instructor give the left side variation over again. The dancers marked the steps out and jumped from the left. The left side was her weaker side, and she had anxiety over performing on that side. Her left leg stretched only as far as it seemed to dictate. Dawn worked for months with a stretchy band to pull her leg closer to the proper position, but her muscles were too tight. On this side, her jumps were just passing. But a professional company would never accept a dancer who had a noticeably weak side.

As she watched Michelle jump from the left corner, Dawn’s eyes squinted. How could she have such clean lines? Dawn wondered. Why don’t I have such a perfect split? I exercise more than her. I care about ballet more than her. She doesn’t even know what she’s doing with her body. An uncontrollable heat warmed Dawn’s throat. Her immediate response was to run away, but instead, Dawn tore her face away from the other dancers and focused hard on her teacher.

Madame Roberts was showing the next combination. Dawn saw her perfectly arched feet wrapped in canvas flats. Her pink stockings were worn properly underneath her leotard, with her leotard covered by her flowing chemise skirt. The pink stockings were often covered by leggings, which were the shabbiest part of her attire. The knit parts around her heel were beginning to wear out as little strings stuck out from the hole. Her hair was kept in a chignon and sometimes a ballet bun. She had hazel eyes and brunette hair that probably came down to her bottom like all the rest of the female dancers. The most striking part of Madame Roberts was her pale skin. Every day she embodied Giselle with her Wilis. Her royal blue veins were clearly visible through her fair skin. She glowed, especially in contrast to her other darker features.

From underneath her leotard and tights, her body shined and spoke louder than any sound that came from her lips. She knew that her body was made for ballet. How lucky! thought Dawn. Madame is so lucky that she can look at herself in those huge mirrors and know that she is on the right path. Meanwhile, I look and all I feel is lost, like a sad imitator who should find another career.

Dawn peeked at herself in the mirror and saw a girl who was not thin enough. Her bones needed to be shaved down. Her hair was not coiffed enough. It needed to be thickened and hair sprayed into place. Her face was not sculpted with high cheekbones. That would require plastic surgery. She kept some of her baby fat in her cheeks and wisps of baby hairs blew across her forehead and neck. Her skin was fair but not glowing or haunting like Madame Roberts’s. She also had a mole right above her lip, which in the eighteenth century would have been thought lovely, but not now. Even her feet, which meant everything in the ballet world, did not look as precise and graceful as Madame Roberts’s slender feet.

Seething, Dawn turned her back on the incriminating mirrors toward the barre where she stretched out her calves. I cannot stand her! I cannot take being shown up every day by Madame. My teacher still gets to dance as a guest with the company of her dreams. She’s made it already. She has nothing left to worry about. But I have everything to lose! I watch her perfectly execute steps I haven’t mastered after two years of practice! She has it so easy because she was made for ballet. But I have to work like a dog to become acceptable. My body is just acceptable. It still has no curves to speak of and no glowing skin. I am no Giselle. I am a Queen of the Acceptable.

Choking back tears, Dawn raced through her reverence with her teacher, bowed, and ran off into the dark hallway of the Academy, hoping to be swallowed up in the blackness. Her home could never properly be here. Her body would never shape up like Madame Roberts’s. There were only so many like her that mesmerized other people into watching them dance. Dawn could never rise to meet the high expectations of a company. Her weak side would never improve, her turns would stay at a minimum, her body would remain too wide for a ballerina, and her cheeks would never slim down.

Dawn worried the most about her feet. Ever since she watched the older girls put on their pointe shoes and dance together in unison, Dawn dreamed of being in their position. Her pointe shoes had to look graceful and ladylike, but that required her feet to be the correct size and shape. Of course, her feet required a pointe shoe that looked much bulkier than a normal dancer’s shoes. Still, she was excited when she first started pointe class—believing that she would just simply force her feet to obey the shoes no matter what the cost.
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