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      "The only way to make sense out of change is to plunge into it, move with it, and join the dance.”

      - Alan Watts

      

      "Et parlerez de six sens, cinq dehors et un dedans est la coeur"

      Talk of the senses, five outside and one within, the heart.

      - Jean de Charlier de Gerson
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      At the end of the grueling ballet class, Gina applauded her teacher and the pianist, as she had customarily done at the end of every ballet class for the last ten years of her life. All of the other dance students clapped enthusiastically and loudly. “They think they will get a better part in a ballet if they clap extra loudly,” Gina thought as she looked around at her classmates.

      In the crowded dressing room she changed quickly, cramming her sweaty leotard, tights, and pointe shoes into a dance bag. Seventeen-year-old Gina let down her long, dark hair and looked into green eyes in the mirror, thinking, “That was one awful class. I couldn’t turn, leap, or jump. Nothing. Nothing! And that creep, Niles kept staring at me.”  

      “Why was I accepted at the School of American Ballet, anyway? I’m nothing like the other girls. And I certainly am not the best dancer. I can't make any friends. Why can't New York be like when I took class in St. Petersburg? That was fantastic," she thought, pulling on jeans and a sweatshirt. Gina and her Uncle Gene had moved to Manhattan so Gina could study at the School of American Ballet. Gina, born in Minneapolis, had lived with her uncle for almost a year in Russia when she was thirteen.

      “At least Tiffany was nice to me.” She smiled and thought, “Even at the end of that awful class, Tiffany came up to me at the end and whispered in my ear that I was beautiful. Maybe I do have one American friend who is a dancer. I don’t have any friend like Tina, my very best friend. But, she's a Russian ballerina, so she was snapped up by the Paris Opéra Ballet the second she graduated!” Gina sighed. "I miss her.”  

      She stopped by her dorm room, tossing her bag onto the bed in her cluttered half of the tiny room, and thought, “Oh, good, no roommate. Violin students are such a drag. All they ever do is practice. I know I should practice that much,” she thought, looking at her roommate’s pristine, perfect half of the room. Gina felt disgusted. “I should practice more, but I have a life.”

      She saw a picture on her bed stand of her beautiful, honey haired, blue-eyed Russian friend Tina. She thought of Tina dancing exquisitely in Paris. Gina was jealous of her success, but loved her. “Yeah, well, you and I would have been great roommates, but you had to go and get accepted in the Paris Opéra Ballet company.”

      Grabbing a pen and a notebook, Gina walked out into the sunshine, and headed for Central Park. It was May and there was an early summer warmth in Manhattan that day. She sat down on a bench overlooking the boathouse and the lake. Birds singing, dogs barking, scraps of nearby conversation, and far off police sirens filled the air. Runners, picnickers, nannies with strollers, and tourists passed by her as she studied.

      As she did every day, she reviewed all of the mistakes she had made in class, making notes about them in a notebook. She was in her last year of training at the School of American Ballet. She imitated her teacher’s precise voice: “Tendu - a stretch of instep and ankle while pressing the foot into the floor. Gina, what you are doing is not a proper tendu.”  

      “A stupid tendu. The very first thing my mother taught me in ballet and I can’t even do that right," Gina said to no one in particular as she scribbled in her notebook.

      An elderly man walking an Italian Greyhound passing by looked at her sympathetically. She looked away from his pitying gaze, thinking, “I can’t be the only person in Manhattan who talks out loud to themselves. Geez.”

      She figured out that she had probably done at least 38,000 tendus in her life. “I am seventeen and this is the end of my life. Ten years of ballet classes, six days a week, rehearsals four days a week. Not counting performances, recitals, and summer eight-week intensives when I danced eight hours a day.”

      She looked out onto the lake and sighed. “I can’t. I can’t face another one. Not even one more tendu.”

      She gave up, drew huge cross outs over her mistakes, and started walking. She looked up after nearly tripping over a Pekinese ferociously yipping at the end of a very angry woman’s leash. The woman picked up the dog and cradled it, and glared at Gina saying, “Stupid klutz.” The woman scurried away when Gina glared back saying, “Stupid klutz is right. And I’m a loser. And ugly.”

      Gina silently argued with herself. “They just don’t care about Russian training here. Gelsey Kirkland found that out after she took classes at the Kirov. So did that ballerina that I met in Russia, Zhanna Ayupova. I saw her dance in La Sylphide in St. Petersburg. She was the most ethereal sylph anyone has ever seen. She looked like a cross between a ghost and an angel! The critics didn't like her when she performed here in New York. How can they not get it?” 

      She felt she had the solution to her dilemma when she thought, "Russian training is the best, and my American teachers hate me for it. They're all jealous, that’s what! And it doesn't help that my last name is Shostek. Right away they think it's a Russian name, besides they can see the Russian training." She knew her teachers weren’t jealous of her, but it made her feel better to think so. Better than thinking they didn’t like her because she was a bad dancer. 

      A smiling young man with blonde hair wearing a Failure is not an Option tee shirt ran up behind her and grabbed Gina’s arm. She jerked her arm away from his grasp and ran ahead. He ran after her. “Gina, it’s me! “

      She turned. It was her boyfriend, Charlie. She stopped on the path. “Don’t scare me like that! Charlie, you know my mother trained me to be defensive because I didn’t grow up with a dad! I had no idea it was you!” 

      Charlie grinned, “Well, you must have had a dad at some point. You are here.” 

      Gina glared at him. “I know. I know. I’m sorry.” 

      He took out his driver’s license. Showing it to Gina, he pointed out that he was indeed, Charlie. He got down on one knee. “Please, Miss, if I may ask, wilt thou allow me to kiss thee? O Helena, goddess, nymph, perfect, divine! To what, my love, shall I compare thine eyne? Crystal is muddy. O, how ripe in show thy lips, those kissing cherries, tempting grow!”

      “Charlie, my name is not Helena and for god’s sake, get up. People are looking.” He scrambled to his feet as she asked, “When are you done with that stupid Shakespeare class?”

      He gave her a kiss and said, “One is never done with Shakespeare.” He stepped back and looked at her. “Usually you’re laughing by now. Am I losing my touch?”  

      They started walking on the path along the lake together. “I'm in this awful mood. I had a bad ballet class.”

      He frowned. “Why is that enough to put you in a bad mood? There are tons of times people don't appreciate my stand-up. Actually, most of the time, lately. You need to toughen up, you know. Or you’ll never make it.”

      “Thanks a lot. So, I’m not talented enough, or tough enough. What else am I doing wrong?” Gina threw up her hands.

      “Nothing! It’s just... How long are you going to keep trashing yourself like this?”  

      “Until I have a good class.”

      “Well, and what makes it a good class?” he asked, as though he were talking to a child.

      Gina clenched her teeth. “One where I dance better than anyone else. Or at least I dance better than I have ever done before.”

      “You do realize this is probably not a great way to get through life. You are going to get old some day and there will be all these little teen girls running around who are better than you. If you're pregnant someday, you won't have a good class for a whole year.”

      “I thought you were on my side? Now I feel even worse! And why are we talking about babies? Ugh!”

      “Cheer up. Maybe I hope I'm around for those days when you get older.” He kissed her again and swung her arm as he held her hand. “Let's keep walking until you feel better.”

      “You know I'm not supposed to walk very much," she said sullenly.

      “Why the hell not?" he frowned annoyed. "I always forget.”

      “It tightens up my hip flexors.”

      “So what?” he asked testily.

      She batted his hand away in annoyance. “So what? I tell you this all the time. Don’t you ever remember what I say? So, if I walk too much, I can't turn out my legs the right way.”

      “Are you sure it's worth it to be a ballerina? Your legs look great to me.” He grinned.

      She swatted at him and giggled a bit. “I can go biking. That doesn't tighten up my hip flexors.”

      “All right. Let's go rent bikes. It's only a few blocks. Oh, no, I forgot. You can’t walk that far or something bad will happen to you!” He grabbed her and picked her up in his arms. She batted him on his shoulders until he put her down.

      “God, you eat lettuce all the time. You can't walk. You have a bad class and it ruins your day. It's way easier to be a comic.”

      “I thought you said drunk people heckle you and swear at you if they don't think you're funny?”

      “Other comics, Gina. Other comics. Besides, that’s why I love Shakespeare. He wrote the best of the best insults. If anyone ever does heckle me, I’ll be ready!” 

      To prove this he yelled, “You scullion! You rampallian! You fustilarian! I’ll tickle your catastrophe!” He laughed to himself. “Shakespeare is so awesome.”

      “More of your conversation would infect my brain.” He yelled at a couple walking by holding hands.  

      And finally, “Thou art unfit for any place but hell,” was yelled at a pretzel vendor who shook his fist at Charlie.  

      “Stop," Gina shushed him. “You’ll get yourself beat up. Charlie, no one would ever heckle you.  Everybody loves you!”

      “I'm a stand-up comic. That's the whole point. To get people to love me.”

      “Why doesn't everyone love me? The girls at the school are horrible and the teachers don’t like me, either.”  

      “You know that's not true. You're in a really competitive art, for christ's sake. And you're really good at it. And the teachers do like you. They are just pushing you. Of course no one likes you. Even negative attention from your teachers is attention the other dancers aren't getting.”

      “I suppose. But I never feel like I am good enough, or thin enough, or anything enough.”

      “Maybe you don't see yourself as others see you.” He continued in a theatrical tone. “And since you know you cannot see yourself, so well as by reflection, I, your glass, will modestly discover to yourself, that of yourself which you yet know not of.”  

      “Now you sound like Tina.” Gina's year studying ballet at the Kirov Academy and living with her uncle, who worked at the American consulate, seemed like a million years ago. “I can't believe it's been four entire years since we danced together in Russia."  

      “It's been that long? Anyway, good! I'm glad I sound like Tina. I know you miss her.”

      “I do, and there's nothing I can do about it. She’s in Paris, being loved in a great part, in a great ballet company. While I’m here getting nothing parts.”  

      He stopped walking. “Gina, do you ever like yourself?”

      “I can't think of a time.”

      “Not even when you're with me?”

      “Especially not when I'm with you! You're great. You're perfect! I'm just plain, old nothing.”

      “Gina, that is so not true," he sighed. "I don't know how to help you.”

      “You can't. Not when I feel like this.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He picked her up again, putting her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.  

      “Charlie, No! Put me down! Why do you always want to carry me around?”  

      He started running. “So I can control you. Mmmwaaaa ha ha. I’ll throw you into the lake! Under love’s heavy burden do I sink.” He pretended to stagger under her weight.

      “Hey! I am not fat. Stop stumbling around like that. You’re going to drop me!”

      She screamed as he tripped, and they went down onto the grass together. And finally, she  laughed.  

      He leapt to his feet and gave her a hand to help her up. “You had me worried. I thought I was never going to get you to laugh. Laughing is good for you, you know?” He led her back toward Sixty-Sixth Street. “Forget biking! Next is pizza! Then back to our dorm! I am victorious!”  

      She stopped and kissed him, for real.  

      “This woman’s an easy glove, my lord; she goes off and on at pleasure.” 

      “I should slap you!” 

      He took off running. She chased after him swinging. 

      “Charlie, I'll tell my uncle what you said! Easy glove!”  

      She spent the evening with Charlie in his dorm. She laughed at his jokes that she thought were funny and argued with him over why she didn’t find others funny. She read lines back to him that he skipped over as he acted out a scene for his acting class. She helped him figure out what he would wear to an audition for a television show, even though he refused to consider her suggestions. His roommate arrived allowing Gina to dodge the question of spending the night. She kissed him “Good Night” and left.

      Back in her room she tried to reread her scribbled notes from the afternoon. Her roommate liked to sign out practice rooms and play violin pieces over and over, far into the night.  Gina thought, “I imagine that's where she is. Maybe if I did that, I wouldn't make so many mistakes in ballet class. No wonder the teachers don’t like me. They can’t trust me to do anything right."

      She threw the notebook across the room. It landed on her roommate's side. Retrieving it she said, "God knows what she would do if she saw my dirty notebook in her hypoallergenic environment."

      Looking out the window she thought, "Why can’t I just be beautiful and loved like Tina? Why don't I ever feel I'm as good as anyone else? Why do I spend hours going over my mistakes? Why am I so afraid I will make them again and everyone will think I’m an idiot?” She turned out the light and after much tossing and turning, fell asleep.
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      The next morning in class was better. Gina thought, “Not much. At least I turned a few triples today. The boys have it so easy. No pointe shoes. All the boys have to do is breathe and not crash into other dancers.” 

      She knew that wasn’t true, but it made her feel superior. She changed in the dressing room into a pink print long sundress and oversized, soft sweater she had picked out that morning to cheer up her mood. She grabbed her dance bag and went to her regular academic classes. 

      They were dull as usual.  The math, science, and English teachers, knowing students attended the academy purely for training in a performing art, didn't try too hard to make things interesting. Although always heavy on Shakespeare, English class was okay. Large portions of the class were devoted to reading silently and completing homework. Teachers were wise enough to know that future ballerinas, actors, and instrumentalists spent little time in libraries. They were reading Othello. Somehow Gina found comfort in Othello wrestling with the jealousy that tortured him.

      After classes she purposely didn't go back to the dorms to avoid Charlie. She looked up as she left the building. It was raining. She ran to her favorite café overlooking Central Park, ordered a latte, and sat down to write.

      

      May 20, 1995 

      

      Dear Tina,  

      I miss you. Well, duh. I don't like taking class without you around. I think the time I spent taking ballet classes in Russia is the only time I really liked it. And I was only 13, but I danced great in St. Petersburg. I did like taking classes from my mom when I was growing up, and later from Madame Branitskaya. But even my main teacher in Minneapolis was Russian. It's not the same here. New York is great, but it's not Russia. Russians make ballet natural, like breathing, like part of life, not like you are trying to kill yourself.  

      The girls here are crazy. They try to be so thin. I saw one eat Kleenex. I asked some of the other girls why she does that. They told me, "It's so she doesn't feel hungry. It works." I mean, if they can’t control their hunger enough to be a dancer, like we do, they should give it up and become dental hygienists or some other boring thing normal girls do.  

      I’m being horrible, aren’t I? I had a bad week and bad classes. But the girls are so mean to each other. I only think horrible things about other dancers, I don’t actually do or say anything to them. I just don't get it. I don't even know how to be mean. I can only think up insults in my head. I never say them out loud.    

      One girl said she hated another girl so much that she was going to put cat poo in her pointe shoes, so that when she put them on... Well, you get it. I don’t know if she actually did it. And a company ballerina, Rachel, was jealous because she didn’t get the Lilac Fairy part. Rachel is a soloist and the girl who got it is in the corps. You want to know what Rachel did? She shredded the costume of the dancer who got the part. The night before opening. The costume shop had to work all night to build a new Lilac Fairy tutu and bodice. 

      Somehow everyone found out who destroyed the costume. Rachel resigned and never came back. I think she tried to commit suicide at home. It must have been hell for her here. And those were company dancers, under contract. Aren’t they supposed to act professionally? 

      I mean, really, what did Rachel think being a Lilac Fairy was going to get her? Happiness? A rich husband? Power to be at the beck and call of yet another director or choreographer? Tina, I’m really down on ballet right now. I see my whole life stretching out before me. Choreographers and directors never liking me. Dancing tiny, icky parts. Being bored.  

      And the male company dancers, you would not believe. Niles and Holland, company dancers, come to my class every few weeks to check out the young ballerinas. They say they need extra classes to keep in shape, but we all know they are there to leer at the girls. It's disgusting.

      Not everything with me is awful. I have a big surprise. I’m dating someone. His name is Charlie. It’s been about three months. He knows the day, hour, and minute when we had our first date. Which is nice. He’s nice. He’s blond. Which is weird for me, usually I like dark hair. Anyway, he’s funny. I mean, really funny. He is a stand-up comic and an actor. But, more a comic and he's cute. 

      I don’t seem to drive him too crazy. Yet. Sometimes I get so weird and depressed. I suppose I still feel horrible about my mom dying of cancer. It was so awful watching her suffer and be in pain and not being able to help her. Sometimes everything just turns to black. I hate it. I never told you this, but I went to a psychologist after she died. I think it was good for me. I really liked her, but she lives in Minneapolis. Enough! Enough sad stuff!

      You know one weird thing that always makes me feel better? Looking up in Manhattan. When I'm south of Central Park I can see the skyscrapers downtown. They go on and on forever! It's funny though, in some places you can't see if it's cloudy or sunny, because the buildings are in the way.

      Tell me how everything is in Paris and about your great reviews. Next week I get to see what a crummy part I will have in the end of year spring graduation show. Why don’t they like Russian training here? I can’t get any student choreographers, or my teachers, to like me. They all dance so angular and sharp here because of Balanchine. I mean he’s been gone over ten years. He was a genius. I get that, but it’s not the only way to dance. Is it? Maybe in New York it is the only way. Sometimes I think Balanchine was trying so hard to create something new in ballet that he trashed everything Russian about it. Except for his annual Nutcracker. That's pretty Russian.

      Can we meet in Paris soon? Or do you want to come to New York? Can you afford it? Maybe in August when nothing is going on? I think I could get Uncle Gene to kick in.  

      Anyway, Uncle Gene wants to take me and Charlie to dinner tonight. He thinks we’re starving all the time. Charlie makes him laugh, so that’s good. I don’t want to see Charlie with him, though. I feel like Charlie takes over. I like that he makes my uncle laugh, but sometimes I just want to be with my uncle.

      I think Uncle Gene likes being a professor of Russian Studies at Columbia University. Columbia isn't far from the School of American Ballet and he has an apartment nearby. I know he misses working in the consulate in St. Petersburg. It was an exciting time for us to be in the Soviet Union when the whole Soviet Union was collapsing. And I got to meet you. I’m glad he's here. He tries very hard to not be overly involved in my life, but still be my safety net. He's a great guy. I'm sure my dad doesn't know I'm here. I haven't seen him since I was little.

      I’d call, but I guess Sprint is wildly expensive to call Paris. I’d cry anyway. To hear your voice would be tough with not being able to see you.  

      Love you, Gina

      

      Gina heard a voice. “Well, if it isn’t that cute, lil’ ballerina from Minnesota.” Gina looked up to see Tiffany and her brother, Vincent. They sat down with Gina. “Mind if we join you?” Vincent asked, leaning close to Gina.

      For coffee on a weekday with her brother, Tiffany was dressed in a mini silky slip dress, chunky sandals, and a short Burberry raincoat. Her jet-black dyed hair was in a severe bun that contrasted with her blood red lipstick. Dark haired and dark eyed Vincent had on his usual skintight black tee shirt with a leather jacket slung over his shoulder.

      Gina looked up, thinking vaguely, "Wow. They look like caricatures of themselves."

      Gina quickly covered her letter to Tina and answered, “I didn’t have a choice, did I?” She forced a smile. "You already sat down.” She appreciated Tiffany’s compliments to her after class, however she didn’t completely trust her. Gina especially did not trust creepy Vincent. She thought, "I hate that he's in my English class. He always looks at me like I leapt into bed with him covered in nothing but whipped cream. Like he is going to devour me, or something."

      “You're improving in class,” Tiffany said as she stirred her skim latte. “I’m going to have to look out for you. Competition! I mean, look at her, Vincent, long legs, beautiful face, great dancer." Turning to Gina she said, "If you were blonde, I’d have to kill you!” She laughed, although somehow Gina didn’t believe she was joking.  

      “You could say I’ve noticed,” said Vincent as he stirred sugar into Gina’s coffee and took a sip. “Now it’s sweet. Just like you. From my lips to yours,” he said sliding it back over to Gina.  

      Gina thought, “Oh, god, really?  Did he see that in a movie?” She had a thought about Charlie and stood up to leave. “This has been great, but I’ve got to go. I forgot. I have to meet my uncle.” 

      Tiffany and Vincent looked surprised, as though no one had ever refused their company before. Gina laughed and gaily called out, "Ciao!" as she headed for the door. She smiled and waved back at them through the window as she walked by outside.  

      Gina crossed the street thinking, “Tiffany isn’t so bad, but Vincent is the worst. But, they are really well connected. What if Tiffany could help me get better parts? Maybe I should have hung out with them.”  

      She met her Uncle Gene in front of Lincoln Center. Tall, slender, graying, and dressed as professor of Russian Studies, in a summer weight grey suit, crisp white shirt, and dark grey tie, Uncle Gene hugged his niece. Gene had taken care of her since her mother, Lily,  died of cancer when she was twelve. Gene was Lily’s brother. He missed her, too. They decided to walk to a nearby restaurant for dinner.

      Gene put an arm around Gina's shoulder. “Pretty pink dress. No Charlie?”

      “Thanks, I figured you were tired of seeing me in jeans and sweatshirts all the time. Charlie? Oh, I guess he couldn’t make it.” Dodging them on the sidewalk were New Yorkers with children in strollers, grocery bags, or briefcases, all hurrying home or to restaurants for dinner.

      “Did you invite him?”

      “Actually, I didn’t," she admitted. “Sometimes I need time without Charlie. Besides, he has a million friends. He won’t even realize he’s not seeing me tonight.”

      “Oh, I think he will miss you. He’s quite fond of you. I can tell.” Gene's voice was nearly drowned out by horns of cars fighting their way through traffic and pedestrian conversation at the crosswalks.

      “Mmm, I suppose. He’ll probably take off soon, anyway. He’s starting to get auditions for TV stuff.”  

      They approached a busy intersection and Gene put his arm out in front of his niece to prevent her from walking into traffic. “That doesn’t mean he doesn’t want you to be with him.”

      The light turned and they crossed the street. “Uncle Gene, I can’t even get out of the chorus. He’s going to be a comedy star. What’s he going to want with me?”

      “That remains to be seen. I only want you to be happy. With Charlie, or without him.”

      “I know.” They walked down Broadway past Columbus Circle and onto eighth street. “How about Borsalino, Uncle Gene?”  

      They were going to Borsalino because Gina wanted to go there for dinner. Gene knew why. He considered arguing with her, but he had other things in mind to discuss with his niece. "Borsalino? A fine choice. And we can walk from here."

      In the comparatively quiet atmosphere of Borsalino, Gene chose a table with a view out of the window. Gina looked up at the waiter. “Beef Carpaccio with lettuce and parm, please. And sparkling water with lemon.”  

      He looked at her disapprovingly as she ordered. “Gina, there are negligible calories in any of those foods. Are you eating enough?” he asked, ordering the mildly flavored rabbit stew with creamy polenta for himself.  

      “I live on dance, Uncle Gene. Besides, I don’t want to not get a part because I'm fat. The Borsalino dish is one hundred eighty calories, including beef, lettuce, and parmesan cheese.”  

      Gene took out a pipe after dinner. Gina looked at him in awe. “You are such a caricature of yourself, Professor Shostek. I can’t believe it. Really? A pipe now? And remember, you can’t smoke it in here.”  

      Gina took it from his hand before a waiter saw it. She stashed it in her backpack.  

      “Why not? It is every man’s given right to smoke.”

      “Not anymore. Not for months now. Don't you ever read local news?”  

      “Actually, no.  Only the…”

      She interrupted him, “I know. I know. Only international news, or local, but only if it’s from Paris, Moscow, Leningrad, or London. And, yes, I remember. It’s called St. Petersburg now, not Leningrad anymore.”

      “I think you know me better than anyone," he said, replacing a tobacco pouch in his pocket.

      “So, the law is no smoking in restaurants, unless they are little, less than twenty-five seats. Or, you can smoke in bars." Deftly changing the subject, she asked, "And since I know you better than anyone, why don’t you let me hunt up a girlfriend for you? But I refuse to introduce you to any of the evil ballet mistresses at the academy. Did you see that movie Susperia?  My teachers are just like that.”

      “Susperia is an exceptional film, but I doubt your teachers are evil witches secretly plotting your demise. And I am capable of finding my own girlfriends, thank you.”

      “Except you never actually get to looking for a girl, let alone finding a girlfriend. And don’t be so sure about my teachers. I swear they put a hex on me.”

      “I am quite sure they did not. Back to the smoking ban, how do you know this?”

      “Some girls at school smoke to kill their appetite,” Gina said sipping water.

      He looked horrified. “Do you?”  

      “No. I don’t like it.”

      “So, you have tried smoking.”

      “Yes, and I said I don’t like it. So, stop worrying about it, okay?”

      “Oh, well. We should have dessert anyway. Split profiteroles?”  Gene motioned to the waiter.  

      “No. Thanks, though.”  

      “I might have known. Gina, we used to eat pizza and ice cream and popcorn, all in one evening!”

      “Uncle Gene, I can’t eat that much! I’m not twelve anymore. Believe me, I eat enough.”

      “I will have a vodka with kahlua and cream.” 

      The waiter smiled, “A White Russian, yes, sir,” nodded and left.  

      “Why do you need time away from Charlie?”

      “I don’t know. I just didn’t ask him to come tonight.”

      “Why not? I thought you liked him?”

      “I do like him. I don’t want to spend every minute with him. I’ll get sick of him. Or more likely, he’ll get sick of me.”

      “Gina! That is not possible. You are a fascinating young lady.”  

      “Oh, Uncle Gene. I’m just plain, old me.  Nothing special.  Not a lot of talent.  Or, of anything else, really.”

      “Gina, you don’t usually talk about yourself this way. What is it?”

      “It’s nothing." She paused. "I got a letter from Tina. She’s doing great. Getting great parts, great reviews. I can’t even get any choreographers or teachers to notice me."

      “Can any of your friends in class help you? Maybe older students who could put in a good word for you? True, dancers have to be technically marvelous, but if they have horrid personalities, choreographers and directors will not work with them no matter how talented they are. Perhaps your friends could let choreographers know that you are bright and willing to learn.”

      “Maybe. I don’t really have any friends, even after four years here. I suppose I could mention something to Tiffany.”

      “Tiffany, the one who appears in all of the lead roles? She is your friend? Excellent!”

      “Not exactly a friend, but she’s nice to me. Sort of.”  

      “Wonderful. It’s settled then. You will talk to her. I have been mulling over something else.  I am not sure how to approach the subject.” He turned his drink glass around and around on the table.

      Gina sighed. “Just say it, Uncle Gene. What is it?”  

      “Do you and Charlie...?”

      “We are not having this conversation," Gina said, interrupting him.

      “It doesn’t matter to me if you do. I’d rather you didn’t yet. But, if you are, please take the pill, perhaps?”

      “God, no! The pill makes you fat!”  

      “Well, there are other methods.”

      “Uncle Gene, like I said, we are not having this conversation. You are not my mother. Or even my aunt.”

      “Your mother would want me to talk about this with you. What does Tina do? Surely, you discuss things of this nature with one another.”

      “When? On the phone? I haven’t seen Tina in person for four years. We don’t write about it in letters, either. I don’t think she even goes out with boys. All she cares about is being a ballerina.”

      “Perhaps. It is possible she has discussed the matter with her mother.”

      “Maybe. Even if she did have a boyfriend and had a baby, it would be perfect. Just like she is. Not a loser, like I am.”  

      “Gina, I don’t understand where this is coming from. Your teachers have meetings with me. They report that you are doing well.”

      “Well? That’s it? Well? No one becomes a ballerina by doing ‘well.’ You have to be fantastic, or exceptionally talented, or super beautiful. You have to have something that sets you apart.”  

      “Gina, No one expects you to be perfect now. You are seventeen. It takes a long time to make a ballerina.”

      “And a dancer’s life is very short. I don’t have time!" She gripped the edge of the table. "I graduate this year. What will I do if I can’t get a job?”  

      “You have nothing to worry about. You do have time. There is no rush to join a company. Look around. Work with smaller companies first and find out what suits you best.”

      Gina sighed, “Oh, all right. I’m sure you are right. Thank you for dinner, Uncle Gene. Let’s go home.”

      Gene walked Gina back to her dorm, pointing out famous historical landmarks dating from the American Revolution the whole way. Gina was bored, but pretended to be interested, because she loved her uncle.    

      He dropped her at her dorm and continued onto his apartment. She watched him walk off. He really was a terrific guy. 

      “He needs a girlfriend,” she thought as she fell asleep wearing earplugs. Her roommate had an exam coming up. All of the practice rooms must have been full, because she was practicing in their room. Mostly through the earplugs it sounded nice, though.
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      Gina suffered through another week of mediocre classes, both ballet and academic. One Monday morning, she got up extra early and had extra coffee. “I have to focus and dance better!” she thought as she worked through the barre part of class.  

      In center she worked on her turns. “If you push your doubles, your triples would look better,” an older male student whispered to Gina after a tough turning combination. She smiled and whispered back, “Oh, great tip. Thanks!” even though what she really wanted to do was slap him.  

      “I didn’t think anything was wrong with my triples,” she thought. “Since when does he know everything? And when did I ask him anyway?” His comment threw her off. During a tough combo, Gina tried to get in front so the teacher would see her, and she ended up crashing into another dancer. She apologized and felt like a complete idiot.

      Then came adagio. Adagio went well, but it always did. Whenever she did one in class, the other students stood along the sides of the room to watch her. The teacher always put her in the front of the group for the adagio section. She also knew that some of the girls watching stared at her with a mean glare, daring her to fall over. She tried to ignore it, and usually she could block it out.  

      After the adagio her teacher said, "Your execution of steps was perfect." The teacher then turned to the entire class and critiqued Gina. “If you were a surgeon, the operation would have been successful, but your patient would have died of boredom.” You could have heard a pin drop it was so quiet. Everyone was listening. The pianist turned around from the piano in disbelief as he heard Gina being publicly humiliated.  

      Gina was terrified she was going to cry, but she didn’t. Gina somehow finished out the class. Tiffany didn’t give her any kind words after class was over. As she was walking out, Gina overheard a student saying to another, “Wow, I’ve seen that teacher hate dancers before, but never as much as she hates Gina.”  

      She took her time leaving the dressing room so she wouldn’t have to face anyone in the hall. She took a long drink from the fountain and thought, “Great. So now on top of everything else, I’m boring.” She slowly went downstairs to the basement to search for her name on the cast list for the spring recital held at Lincoln Center. She had purposely not looked at it before class when the others did. She was afraid it would have ruined her performance in class. A few other dancers from class were with her that had had the same idea.  

      Gina found her name, Eugenie Shostek. “Bottom of the list. Bottom of the bucket, that’s me. I’m so used to this I refuse to cry. I am a boring dancer.” She slammed her dance bag to the floor, then picked it up and raced up the stairs before anyone around could see as she did start to cry. She walked right into a group of dancers in the lobby hugging, squealing, and laughing about the parts they had been assigned. 

      She pushed past them into the bathroom where she saw the newest, heavier set girl smiling into the mirror. She decided not to say anything, ran back out, and headed for the door. "You can eat all you want and you still got a better part than I did,” Gina thought.

      She smacked into Charlie coming in and raced past him. He gave chase. She raced to her dorm room and tried to slam the door on him. 

      He pushed his way in behind her. “Gina, stop it! I’m coming in even if you don’t want me to. What happened?”

      “I’m at the bottom of the cast list. I hate myself and I can’t do anything right.” Gina threw herself face down across the bed.

      “That’s no reason to hate yourself. You are beautiful. Are you sure it wasn’t alphabetical?”

      She turned her head to look at him. “Yes. I’m sure it wasn’t alphabetical. I’m not a moron.”

      “But you dance great and you had that big breakthrough in Russia.”

      “I know, but no one thinks I dance great here. I know you do, but that doesn’t count. My teacher told me in front of the entire class that I was boring!”  

      “What? Who said you were boring? Maybe the cast list has a mistake.” He sat down on the edge of the bed and tried to rub her back.

      She turned over and batted his hand away. “It’s the School of American Ballet. No one here makes mistakes. Except me. I am so nothing. Nothing. A boring nothing. Nothing I have ever done matters. None of the hard work. Nothing. I am still where I started.”

      “How can you feel that way? You know you can do more things in dance than you used to. That’s not nothing.”

      She sat up in bed explaining, “Well, that’s how I feel. This black inky feeling comes that means I am nothing. Whenever I have a bad class or don’t get a good part, which is all the time. And sometimes it just comes for no reason.”

      “When?”

      “Whenever I don't think it will! I just want the world to notice me and love me. And every time I start something new, I think everyone will laugh at me or hate me. And then I think everyone will know how scared I am. I can't do this anymore. I'm too alone.” She sobbed.

      Her roommate opened the door at that moment, took one look at Gina and said, "I can't take this anymore." As Gina expected, she slammed the door and left.

      She pushed Charlie away when he moved closer and put his arm around her.  

      “What did you do that for?” he asked angrily.

      “Because now you know how I really feel about myself and you will hate me, too!”

      “That's not true or logical. I’m getting tired of you being like this."

      “I know it's not logical! You’re tired of it? Imagine how I feel. This is horrible.”

      “I think you are the one who should be studying acting, Drama Queen,” he sighed. "Do you want me to leave? What do you want me to do?”

      “Just listen and don't hate me.”  

      He moved to her roommate's bed. Gina blew her nose and dried her tears. He could see under Gina's bed. “Why do you have all those clothes stuffed in plastic bags under your bed?”

      “Because of this.” Gina rose and opened the door to her closet revealing boxes and boxes crammed inside.

      “Gina, what is all this?”

      “Baby pictures, old diaries, poems I wrote, junk from childhood.”

      “Why are you hauling this stuff around with you?”

      “They sold my mother's house. There’s nowhere else to put it. Uncle Gene wouldn't want it messing up his elegant Manhattan apartment.” 

      “Did you ask him if he would mind?”

      “No," she admitted.

      “Why is this stuff important? I don't save stuff.”

      “Of course you don't. You don’t have to. Your mother does.”

      “Oh, yeah. I'm sorry, Gina. I forgot you don't have a mother anymore.”

      “Besides, I don't exist without this stuff. And my mother never existed for me unless I keep all of it.”

      “You don't exist?”

      “Without my stuff there's no record of my being here on earth. There's no proof that I ever did anything good. Or, that she was really here and loved me.”

      “Proof?”

      “Yes, proof! I have to keep proving to people that I am worth having around! And I need proof that my mother really loved me.”

      “Of course she loved you! Just because she’s gone, doesn’t make that go away. How can you not know that she loved you?”

      “Because I can’t feel it anymore. It’s been almost five years since she died, and I can’t feel her around me anymore.”

      “I don’t know what to say. You have to let me help you.” He tried to hug her and again she pushed him away.

      “You don’t know what it’s like and you never will. I keep failing at everything all the time. Please go away. I can’t stand to let you see me like this and hate me for being a loser.” 

      “I could never hate you. You just have to think positive. Think that things are going to be okay. Know you are the best.” He grinned, pointing to his Snapple tee shirt Made from the Best Stuff on Earth.

      “But I'm never the best. And things never turn out okay! My dad hit my mom. He left us. She died of cancer. Nothing in my life has turned out okay! You always make me feel worse about everything. Please, go! I just want to be alone and cry.”

      “All right." He moved slowly toward the door. "But like I said, you have to be more positive.”  

      He walked out, gently closing the door. Gina threw a shoe at the door and shouted, "And I hate that tee shirt!" Gina sank down onto her bed as her roommate entered.  

      “I gave you half an hour. Crying again? I’ll leave. You really need to get a therapist.” She grabbed some sheets of music and left.  

      “What is wrong with me? There is absolutely not one thing I can do right!” She saw there was a letter from Tina on her nightstand. Her roommate must have put it there for her earlier. Gina somehow decided to get up and make herself feel better. She took a shower, put on her favorite pajamas, even though it was the middle of the day, and got into bed. She opened the letter thinking, "I am skipping classes today. I don't care. For once, I am more important."

      

      20 May, 1995

      

      Dearest Gina, 

      I am excited that you know Charlie! He sounds nice. I know Charlie must like you very much. You are Gina! Like when you knew me before, I have no time for boys. My cousin, Nick, is still in love with you, I think. I know he was very sad when you left Russia. There is a letter from Nick also in my envelope. I did not read it! He sent it to me to send to you. He does not know your address.  

      I read in your letter about how you think you will not be cast in a wonderful part. Gina, you must think better of yourself! You say the other girls you dance with are mean to each other, but sometimes I think you are mean to yourself. You will be cast in a beautiful, big part, I am sure of it. You are a beautiful dancer!

      I have been dancing, of course, and making my way in this new company. No one speaks Russian, only French. I dance all day and go to my place and study French. It is going well, my teachers and directors like me very much.  

      I was given an award for being the most promising new ballerina to join the company. I’m not sure why it was given to me, but I am very happy.  

      I miss you and love, Tina

      

      Gina finished reading, folded the letter back up and sighed. “I miss her so much. I knew she would do great in Paris. I’ll read Nick’s letter tomorrow. It’s too sad to miss both of them together.” 

      She skipped dinner and ignored Charlie's knocks at the door and phone calls. She fell asleep remembering performing in Russia. She hugged a pillow remembering the crowd applauding very loudly and for a very long time.   

      

      The presence of her mother, Lily, was in the room. Lily put a pale chiffon clad hand up to her face and wept. She hugged her weightless silky waist with the other arm. "I wish I could be there with you." Out of nowhere, somewhere, Lily realized that had she been alive, this was to be Gina's time. She should not interfere.
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