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  Prologue

The pain of telling a lie cut deep. Each time I told one, however small it seemed, it tore its way into every fiber of my being. But living a lie year after year, that was particularly torturous, and the longer I lived it the more I realized that the lie, that pretend life I’d created and the real one I had pretended didn’t exist, was eroding my soul bit by bit, absorbing into the crevices of who I once was. It burdened everything I did, every thought I had. Physically, I was there—wherever I needed to be at the time—but spiritually and mentally, living a lie isolated me, made me feel like more of an outsider than I already felt on most days, and it created loneliness and self-loathing so overwhelming that it bled through my pores. All the fame, success, and celebrity on the planet couldn’t wash away the damage.

I thought lying was saving my family from pain when in fact it was inflicting constant unspoken pain on them and preventing them from growing and walking their own walk. I thought I was lying for them. Or I was simply lying to myself to stop my own pain; maybe I had convinced myself that what I was doing was best for them. It wasn’t good for any of us, and I learned far too late the implications my secret would have on my life and, worst of all, on those I loved most in the world.


  Part One


  Chapter One

My first lie came easily to me.

Limayri and I were getting bumped and pushed as we stood elbow to elbow with fifteen thousand other anxious teenagers waiting in a penned-off area for the gates to open, excited to enter the concert. We lived in one of the hottest cities not just in Venezuela, but on the entire planet. And the humidity that day was oppressive. Sweat dripped from our foreheads and down our backs, and down the back of my legs, which always sweat. I hadn’t even wanted to come, but my sister had begged me earlier that week to join her.

“Patricia, they are the biggest band in the world right now,” she pleaded one night in our bedroom in our apartment. “Please.”

“I love them, but I don’t want to go stand there and scream at a band,” I said.

“But Mamá said if you come with me, I can go.” Limayri was seventeen and I was fifteen. I knew she really wanted to be there, so I relented and agreed to go with her.

As I waited for the gates to Plaza de Toros, the bullfighting stadium turned concert hall, to open, I suddenly did want to scream, surprised at how caught up I was in the frenzy for this famous Spanish band that had made its way to my city, Maracaibo. The crazy energy surrounded us. When they finally opened the gates, hundreds of teenagers with floor tickets rushed in like a dam breaking, and my sister and I ran as fast as we could to get to the front row. There were no seats where we were, nothing assigned. It was standing room only in the dirt where the bulls would normally run and fight. We bolted faster than everyone, running like bulls ourselves, and we made our way right up to the stage.

The crowd was enormous—and loud. Everyone exuded such happiness, especially Limayri, who was wearing super-tight jeans. She liked tight clothing, and it always looked great on her. We had edged our way as close as possible to where the musicians would be—we were right there. Everyone was screaming, the sound of anxious teens almost deafening, and in what felt like minutes, the lights dimmed, the stage lit up, and the band stepped out and started singing music like we’d never heard. They were cutting edge and ahead of their time, performing a soulful take on pop.

I barely noticed the lead singer, a petite woman, or the drummer and two others, but I was struck by the bass player off to the side, in his rugged brown leather jacket, despite the heat, and jeans. Mega-struck. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was so attractive with his short, curly brown hair and kind of big nose. He smiled to the side. I liked the way he moved—the way he tapped his foot to the rhythm of the bass. Almost as soon as the band started playing, I weirdly fell for him. Like, madly. I suddenly had an instant crush on this man I didn’t even know. I felt a physical sensation in my stomach and in my heart, which was pounding. I think I was a little bit starstruck as well because I had never really seen a band this famous, and had certainly never been so close to celebrity. I had been to concerts before, but this was the biggest.

As I stared at him, he started looking back at me. I didn’t break our gaze, though he looked down at times as he played. I laughed when I heard the girl next to me talking.

“Oh my God,” she said. “He’s looking at me.” She was yelling it to anyone who would listen. “He’s looking at me.”

She was talking about my guy. Every time she said it, which was often, I smiled. But I knew he was looking at me, not this stranger to my left. But everyone was crazy for this band, so it’s not like I didn’t understand how amazing it would feel for anyone to receive the attention directed at me.

I looked away from him for a second, abruptly distracted as I witnessed a girl fainting at the end of my row. She fell to the ground with a thud. The heat and the excitement were too much for her, it seemed. Within seconds, a big, beefy, bald security guard in a black T-shirt and jeans, his arms covered in tattoos, rushed out and scooped her up, bringing her off to the side of the stage for help. Over the next hour as the band played, several girls dropped to the ground just as that one had.

As a slower song began to fade and a crazy, jump-to-your-feet one began, I realized the concert was coming to an end. They were going out with a bang, and the entire stadium was screaming and jumping, knowing that things were wrapping up. I started to feel a little desperate. I needed to get to this musician I’d been so taken with.

Without taking my eyes off him, I leaned over to Limayri, yelling over the music but hoping no one else would hear me. “Hold my hand,” I said as I grabbed her hand. Darkness had set in. The sky was pitch black.

She didn’t ask why; she just held on. Then I let my knees buckle beneath me, and I fell to the dirt with my eyes closed. I didn’t wear tight jeans; instead, I used my brother Carlo’s hand-me-downs. They were baggy and comfortable for me as I fell, not constricting. Limayri hung on for dear life, and within seconds I was seized by a guard and, with Limayri running beside me, carried backstage.

I didn’t open my eyes until I could tell by the noise that we were away from the crowds. I could hear the music, but the screaming fans were far away. I finally opened my eyes and looked at my sister beside me.

“Are you okay?” Her eyes were wide open and starting to fill with tears. I knew she was scared. I should have told her ahead of time that I had planned to faint on purpose, but I knew it had been too loud to explain and I needed to act quickly.

I looked around and knew instantly that I was backstage. I could see the steps leading up to the stage where the band was still playing. They would soon walk right by us.

The guard put me on the steps for a few seconds. When I stood up, I made sure I was wobbly-looking. I caught Limayri’s eye and gave her a wink. She knew immediately that I had just gotten us backstage. Sharp as always, she gave me a modest nod and then played right along.

“Oh my God,” I said. They brought me a chair and I sat back down.

“I’m so glad you’re okay!” Limayri said. “You’re okay, right?” She put her hand on my forehead. “Oh, Patricia, you’re still hot. Oh no. Are you sick?” She was good. She gave me a knowing look, and I could tell she was holding back a smile. This made her day even more than she could have imagined when we left home that afternoon. To be backstage—not just front row—was an entirely new level of bragging rights for her.

A few seconds later the music ended and the stage lights darkened. I heard the fans screaming in the distance. I looked toward the stage, and the musicians came barreling down the stairs, the sound of their boots clanking loudly on the metal steps as they moved. My guy was the third one to exit the stage, and before he had even gotten close to the steps, he made eye contact with me. I realized he had seen me faint and probably knew I’d be there when he exited.

He came downstage and stopped in front of me. Limayri was just staring at this point, shocked and smiling. The last few musicians jumped down the stairs, and one smacked my guy on the back as he walked by.

“Hi,” he said. “What’s your name?”

I panicked a little. I didn’t know whether to stand up again or if that would give away that I had pretended to fall. I remained seated and said, “Patricia.”

“I’m Ernesto,” he said.

I turned to Limayri and said frantically, “Do you have paper?” She looked stunned and didn’t move. “Quick,” I said. “Paper!” Backstage felt frenzied. Everyone was hustling, and the band was racing out. Workers were already breaking down some of the stuff onstage.

My sister reached into her bag, pulled out her concert ticket, and handed it to me. I pulled a pen out of my bag and wrote down the phone number for our apartment. I handed it to him without saying anything. I knew I had very little time to make my move.

“You’re okay?” he asked.

“Yes. I had to be closer to you,” I said, surprised I’d given myself up so easily. “Call me.” I handed him our number at home.

“Okay,” he said. “We’re leaving first thing in the morning for Caracas, though. But I will call you.”

I knew he probably had many girls doing what I had just done and that he was used to this kind of thing, but I felt a sense of sincerity from him. His voice was soft, his eyes authentic. He looked me right in the eyes and smiled. He put my number in his front jeans pocket, touched my shoulder, and left.

That night, back at home in our apartment, I stayed awake staring at the white walls, almost hypnotized by them. All night long, I sat out in the living room waiting for him to call, a bit worried my mother would notice that I was up to something. There was a phone in the kitchen and one in her room, so I had to stay as close as possible so she wouldn’t answer it before I did. I couldn’t sleep—not that I wanted to. I needed to hear his voice. All I could think is, He’s going to call. He’s going to call. He’s going to call.

He didn’t. The phone never rang that night. I wondered as I sat if I’d given him the wrong number or if he’d lost the paper. I had been so certain I’d hear from him. The next morning I didn’t go to school. I couldn’t. I had to wait. I told my mother I was sick, and because I was never sick, she believed me. I had never given her any reason to think I was telling anything but the truth. Limayri was the free spirit, not me. I was a straight shooter. She was fun and spontaneous. I followed the rules more, colored inside the lines. And I’d certainly never lied to my mother.

My brothers, sisters, and mother left that morning for school and work. Once everyone was gone, I panicked. I felt like I had to see him. I was so obsessed that it didn’t matter what happened; I had to see this man. I just had to. By mid-afternoon, the phone still hadn’t rung and I was trying to figure out how to track down this musician. I decided that if he didn’t call me, I’d find his number and call him myself.

I walked into the kitchen, opened a drawer, and pulled out a phone book. He had said he was leaving that day, and leaving meant the capital. I flipped through the yellow pages and made a list of all the nice five-star hotels in Caracas, and one by one started calling them looking for my rock star. By the fourth hotel I got lucky.

“Hilton Hotel, how may I direct your call?” a receptionist said.

“Ernesto Escudero’s room, please,” I said, gripping the phone receiver tightly. I had called a friend at school early that morning to help me figure out his last name.

“Hold one second,” the voice said.

I gasped. I couldn’t believe I had found this man. I waited in silence with the receiver to my ear.

“He’s not picking up in his room. May I take a message?” the receptionist asked when she returned to the line.

My head was spinning. Without thinking about it I said, “It is urgent that you give this message to him. It’s a matter of life and death. I know he will be leaving very soon, and this is a family matter, so please have him call me right away.” I gave her all my information.

“Don’t worry. I’ll make sure he gets the message,” she said. We hung up.

I hadn’t even changed out of my pajamas yet, and I wasn’t about to. I needed to continue waiting by the phone. My sisters and brothers would eventually come home from school, and my mom from work. I knew he was going to call me back. I thought perhaps he was at rehearsal for a concert later that night. What else could he be doing that would prevent him from calling me? I figured he’d be back soon. All this was swirling in my head as I sat perched on a chair in the kitchen, hugging my knees so that my feet rested on the seat too.

The door opened and my younger sister, Caty, came in. Her uniform always looked as pristine and pressed at the end of the day as it did when she left in the morning. She gave me a glance, knew I was up to something, and walked straight past me into her room, always great at minding her own business. I watched her walk by, momentarily forgetting my mission, when suddenly I was startled back to it with the ring of the phone. I grabbed it before the first ring even finished. I knew it was him and I knew I was about to do something crazy.

That phone call changed my life. At the time, I had no idea to what extent.


  Chapter Two

We lived on the fifteenth floor in an area called Valle Frio. I used to stand out on the balcony and cover the bottom of my face with my hand, so the only view I could see as I stared out was a beautiful one—seeing only the really good neighborhood that ran along the edge of the lake, deep in the distance. My mom would often sit in the living room on her rocking chair and watch westerns. She loved cowboy movies. But seeing them and the dry land the horses ran around on, which looked like a desert to me, actually gave me this overwhelming feeling of thirst. So when the TV went on, I’d go stand on the balcony after a few minutes and block out everything but the lake and the sailboats, dreaming of being out there with those people, on the water, in the water.

When I was just a year old, we left our then new apartment in Venezuela because my dad was offered an academic post and work with UNESCO in Paris. I don’t remember much at all about those years, but I was told I started speaking French around the same time I started speaking Spanish. From Paris, a few years later, we moved to Pátzcuaro, Mexico, for another post with UNESCO, living in a beautiful enclosed community with a giant park in the middle, where we ran freely, climbing trees and playing. I remember it had the most enormous Mexican-looking fountain—with tile and red clay—in front of the main house. It was a fun place to live.

Eventually we moved back to Maracaibo into the apartment we’d bought on the hill less than a decade earlier, but everything there had dramatically changed for the worse. It was what we called an invasion. A building was built and then, as the years went by, it became surrounded by huts and extreme poverty. A barrio emerged. Our apartment inside remained impeccable and beautiful, thanks to my mother’s tireless efforts to make a nice home for us. But, below my hand as I looked out from my balcony, when I moved it away to see the full view, that was my reality. Poverty surrounded our once shining new building, which was now in need of repair in every corner. The immediate surrounding neighborhood looked like a desert too—dry and decrepit, void of vibrancy and greenery. It hadn’t been a poor part of town years and years ago. When my family bought the apartment, just before I was born, it was the only building around at the time—modern and new in what was expected to be an up-and-coming place. But by the time we returned, our building was surrounded by favelas and huts—some made poorly with concrete, some with metal roofs. It was true poverty. Our building was suddenly in a very poor part of town, but misplaced.

My mother did her best to give us all a great life. Sundays were something special because we’d pile into the car, get out of our neighborhood, and go to the water with our extended family. We were, after all, a Caribbean country. We’d drive to a beach called Caimare Chico in the Wayuu region, which was safe back then, though that changed in later years. My mother had eleven brothers and sisters. I had more than one hundred first cousins, so when a lot of us went, it was a large gathering. The kids would swim all day, and there’d be music blaring, beer to drink, and sheep on the grill. The beach was packed with tons of families having fun just like ours, and the one road in and out was always filled with car accidents because people would get drunk and drive home. It was a crazy but wonderful place. My aunts would sit under umbrellas or under these straw huts on the sand and gossip. My mom was allergic to the sun, so she’d stay in the shade, though every once in a while she’d step out, walk to the water, and put just her feet in. She’d kneel down and splash a little onto her arms and face, never venturing too far in, and then she’d go back to the hut. I assumed she couldn’t swim but wondered why she never went in a bit farther.

I always felt the love, but we weren’t outwardly affectionate people. There was no hugging or saying “I love you,” because Wayuu people aren’t expressive by nature. But love to me meant commitment and sacrifice, as exemplified by my mother’s work to keep us happy and healthy. My mother worked as the director of a kindergarten with eight hundred children. It was a huge responsibility because it was the largest school in the state, but she managed it well. Every day she would come home from work and take care of us all, alone basically. She never complained and did her best to make us feel like we had enough, but looking back, the pressure must have been immense for her. Because she was a shy and quiet woman, she never complained and we never talked about it. Love in my house was never bubbly or physical when we were young, but it was there all the time.

My dad traveled a lot for work, and although looking back I know he loved us all, I judged him for not being around. But I also respected him for giving us what he had to give. We were poor and I wanted to blame that on him. He was there for birthdays and special occasions, but his work kept him away, and that made me blame him for everything to an extent. Especially when I couldn’t see his efforts and sacrifices, but I could see my mother’s. She lived a typical Latin life, caring for her family and husband. I didn’t realize that at the time he compromised too. But my mom struggled in front of us to make ends meet, and our situation was a sad reality that many Latin families encountered.

Their relationship deteriorated little by little, year after year. We were stuck in that building in the middle of a tremendously impoverished part of town. My dad was off doing other things most of the time, leaving my mother to raise six kids with very little. When I think about what we used to eat for dinner, it was always pork. My mother would generally fry it, and if we had bread, then we’d have a sandwich with pork—ham and some cheese. She’d buy seven pieces, but some nights, Limayri would get up late at night and make herself one piece. So when dinnertime came the next day, I remember many meals where there was no meat on my mother’s plate. There was no money left to buy more. Eventually I stopped eating pork altogether because it just reminded me of those days, and we ate so much of it. Once in a very great while, we’d have an actual steak and that was a big treat.

The food was scarce, but because our neighborhood and our building were so poor, the water was even scarcer. We barely had any. No one could afford it on a regular basis. Once a week, or every few days when people cobbled together some money, the water truck would arrive. My mother worked so hard to keep the apartment clean and beautiful despite the shortage, but the building had become quite run-down. It got rough when we went many days without water, mostly because the bathroom would smell and the ants and cockroaches would get in. We couldn’t flush the toilet too frequently, so the smell lingered. I had a hard time going to the bathroom, which made the smell seem worse as I’d sit in there for so long. My legs would fall asleep while I sat there, and I would actually do my homework to help pass the time. We could bathe, but usually with cold water, using a bucket of water for washing.

When the truck, or sometimes two trucks, would occasionally pull up (we knew that everyone in the building had collected extra money when there were two), we’d hear the engine coming up our little hill, and when it did, we all sprang into action. Everyone had a job, and we had to move fast. We’d hear the pipes getting filled. We’d open up all the faucets in the house, but because we were on the fifteenth floor, we’d get less water than everybody below. Once the water started flowing, I would wash the dishes while one of my sisters would dry. My brothers would fill buckets and put them everywhere so that we could save some for bathing and dishes later in the coming days. My mother would clean up the bathroom. We usually had ten minutes once the truck had filled the building’s tanks to get it all done, using every drop we could get out of the taps.

My mom made our apartment nice despite our poverty. In Venezuela the streets outside might be riddled with litter, but inside we kept our homes impeccably clean. My mom would compensate for the outside conditions with tons of plants inside, and we had beautiful wooden furniture from Mexico. So even though there were little lines of ants that we could never get ahead of, she made a pretty space for us and kept it ultraclean.

One thing my dad did give us all, which was very important to him and to us, was an education. So while we lived in rough conditions, we went to a really good school, which became more of an issue socially than we ever told our parents because while we had no money, everyone else at the school had a lot of it. We had to take the RUTA 6 bus to get there. The bus was usually reserved for maids and really poor people like us. There was no greater evidence of a social divide than when it came to transportation.

I felt how poor we were even though we all wore uniforms. I pretended at first to be Mexican; it was self-preservation. “Pretended” is perhaps a notion I thought of later upon reflection, because in truth we had learned to speak Mexican Spanish. So we didn’t even sound Venezuelan, my brothers and sisters and I. We sounded Mexican, and that worked well for us at this school. I used that, in part because I felt like such an outsider, but also because I knew I was different from everyone else at school and didn’t want that divide to be about money. We made it about Mexico instead, though I learned later everyone had their struggles in life. Mexico sounded foreign enough to be almost sophisticated and special. So even in my home country where I was born, I was always out of place somehow, wanting to escape my reality. Being “Mexican” helped mask my feeling of not belonging. It was just too harsh to face the reality: that we were broke and on the bus. My brothers, though we never discussed it, played the secret role somewhat too, mostly because they were really good at soccer and the kids even referred to them as the “Mexicans” on the field. My brothers never corrected them.

It got so bad that, after coming out of school and walking to take the bus, which picked us up a few blocks away, I would hide behind one house’s fence, ducking down so no one could see where I was waiting to go home. The other kids were picked up in cars and driven home. I had to walk past them to get to the bus, across the avenue. I’d watch car after car go by, and I’d occasionally even let a bus go by so that no one from my class would see me getting on it. I would hide and wait, and the second a bus came and no one else was driving by, I would run very fast and get on that bus. I had an aunt who lived very close to the school. If I bumped into someone while I was heading to the bus, I would say I was going to my aunt’s house to explain why I was on foot.

Most days, as I crouched down behind that fence, I didn’t dare even dream that I’d get out or think that I’d have the chance to do anything but live the way I was living. That was the life I knew. Still, I never felt anchored there or anywhere. I almost always had a feeling I didn’t belong, no matter where I was. For some reason I was an outsider at the core and that feeling may have had something to do with how my life eventually turned out. I didn’t know it so much at the time because I lived with that feeling, that outsider feeling, daily. I didn’t know until much later exactly why, but I knew I felt it, like it was always a struggle.


  Chapter Three

Growing up, I escaped through dance and was a member of a company in some capacity from the time I was five years old. It was quiet and safe, a space where it was okay to just be, move, and not have to work to fit in. I felt at home with the dance company and onstage. It might have been the one place I felt I belonged and where having no money really didn’t matter. I just danced to dance—never seeking approval even onstage, always hoping to touch the audience or even just one person through artistic expression. The movement, the music, the expression—I loved losing myself in all of it. It was a wonderful, happy place for me. I don’t remember ever not dancing. I went almost every day from three o’clock to six o’clock, which made me different from the rest of the kids at school because I didn’t participate in a lot of the other activities they did, and I had to study after dance.

In addition to the artistry, I learned discipline and dedication, which carried me through my life and career. I won’t say I fully agreed with the methodology at the time; when I was fourteen years old, I had one strict director, Miss Soraya, who made us all step on a scale daily when a trip was approaching. I didn’t know what it was at the time, but looking back, it is clear that some of the girls I danced with were bulimic or anorexic. I never fell that deeply into the dieting. It was an important dance company, so we abided by the director’s strictness and didn’t eat what other young teen girls were eating—nothing fried, no pastelitos with carne or queso. There were seven or eight of us, and we all had different lead roles in different numbers, but if one person gained a few pounds, we knew someone in the wings was rehearsing our part, ready to replace us. The director would simply pull you if she wanted to, and she often did. But I stuck it out. It was an enormous opportunity for most of us. We traveled all over Latin America to perform, seeing places we’d never otherwise have had the opportunity to visit. We loved travel for two reasons: we got to see new cities, and we weren’t weighed while we were on the road. That meant we were allowed to eat whatever we wanted. I remember one trip in particular to Mexico City, standing in a park after a show with my sister and my future sister-in-law Laura, and we ate seventeen tacos. Seventeen. Because we knew the director wasn’t going to check our weight until we returned home and were in rehearsals.

At one point, a trip to Aberdeen, Scotland, was being discussed at rehearsal and we were all really excited about it. Only some of us would get to go, however, and that had everyone on high alert. I was excited about the trip and fairly certain I would be chosen. I worked hard. Visiting Europe seemed liked something so far out of reach for most of us that we couldn’t even imagine it. Dance, and the trips, made us forget our poverty, and getting to see Europe would have made any one of us feel something incredible. Around the same time the prospect of Scotland was buzzing; perhaps because our reputation as a troupe was growing and we were getting new opportunities, our director was reaching new levels of ugliness—almost becoming abusive. Some girls had come and gone as a result of the pressure she placed on us to starve ourselves, including my sister, who found it far too strict and stressful, even though she was the skinniest one among us and had the least to worry about in terms of getting fat.

One afternoon, my friend Teresa’s mother picked us up after rehearsal. The director had been particularly evil during the weigh-in, and we were explaining this to Teresa’s mom as she pulled out of the parking lot.

“She told me I was fat,” Teresa said. “She told us we had to stop gaining weight to get Scotland.”

“You are young girls,” her mother said, watching the road. “That’s a lot of pressure. You’re still developing.” She seemed concerned. “Patricia, is your mother worried? Should we get a few of us together to talk about it?”

About a week later, we convinced six or so girls and some of their mothers to meet in Teresa’s living room. It was bright because of the many windows, but I remember thinking that it was very brown inside. The wooden pieces were dark brown, the couch was brown, and the curtains were brown. But there was this big glass window overlooking a terrace, and it created brightness despite the decor. I felt nervous because we were meeting to come up with a plan to stand up to our director. Many people were sitting, but I stood in front of the big window, pacing back and forth a little as we collected our thoughts.

“We can’t be starving ourselves, and we can’t be rehearsing so many hours anymore,” one of the girls said. “Everybody is getting injured.”

I thought for a moment. I decided I needed to be the one to speak up on behalf of us all. I looked down at the carpet to think about what I should say. The carpet was plush and thick. I had bare feet, beaten up from dancing. I looked down at them, thinking that the carpet must be thick for my feet to sink so deeply into it that they half disappeared. After pausing I said, “I’ll do it. But just so you know, it’s not that I mind confronting her. I don’t. But what if she kicks me out?”

“We’ll all quit,” someone else said. “If she does that, we’ll all quit. She’ll have no group left.” These were strong, smart girls. They wanted to dance, but they wanted to be healthy too.

Side conversations erupted, and everyone was nodding and discussing things at the same time. I interrupted, “Guys, guys. Okay. If you’ll all walk out with me if it goes bad, I’ll do it tomorrow. I’ll speak up.”

We came up with some things I should say to make our point. Everyone thanked me as they were leaving. I was going to change things for the better, fix a problem. I felt empowered by the support, terrified at what had to be done, and excited to make everything better for everyone. Still, I didn’t sleep that night, knowing that what I had to do would be difficult. But I knew it was important. I’d been given a mandate, and I wouldn’t let people down.

We arrived at the studio after school the next day as planned. After we rehearsed, some of the girls were giving me looks and nodding, telling me it was time. I looked at our dance director while I gathered my thoughts. She was thin. Not too tall. Bony. She was curt and aggressive in almost everything she said. With everyone cooling down, I swallowed hard and said, “Miss, can we talk?”

I paused. Then I spit it out. It was like one long sentence, but it was hundreds of words spoken faster than I’d ever have spoken them normally. It was adrenaline. I was so afraid that I mixed up my words; they all just spilled out of my mouth in some random order. I don’t even remember each thought. I just blurted out one big prepared speech. When I stopped, the room was silent. Some girls were looking at their feet, while others showed solidarity by standing cross-armed. I wasn’t sure if some had lost their nerve, but I feared a few of them had. I stared straight at the director, trying not to show fear. I told her that we were worried, that we were growing and the weight was just from developing, not fat, that we couldn’t help it, but that we loved dancing and working hard. I kept looking around, waiting for some backup from the others, but nothing. No one said a word. After what felt like an hour but was only a few seconds, the director said, “Leave.” She didn’t even look me in the eye, just flung her hand in disgust and spun around to go.

“Why?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.

She stopped at the doorway before leaving the studio. “Leave. If you don’t like it, leave the group. Consider this your last rehearsal.”
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