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“A Promise Made In the Dark”

A promise made in the dark;

Lit by a single flame;

An arrow piercing the heart;

Fierce longing without a name;

Loose threads unraveling, twisting;

Scattered too far afield;

A prayer winged skyward falls silent;

Just a sigh in the gathering clouds;

Then rain, the drops like a blessing;

Forgotten by all in the dark;

Washes away all forsaken;

Cracks open an aching heart;

A lonely cry, it awakens;

Tears streak a line in the dust;

A trembling sorrow escapes;

Like a butterfly’s fluttering flight;

A ripple of wind shimmers through; 

Breath for the drowning soul; 

Unchained it breaks to the surface;

From the merciless depths far below;

A promise made in the dark;

Lit by a single flame;

Consoles the wounded heart;

And whispers its secret name. 
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Chapter 1
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“An Encounter”

I sensed your presence in the close surround;

an essence that was unique to you;

as though you carried your own

atmosphere in a bubble; 

soft and aqueous, 

enfolding those around you. 

You settled by the window;

perhaps deliberately aloof;

ran a hand carelessly 

over windblown hair;

as though to soothe your vivacity;

you sparked!; you radiated!

I was drawn imperceptibly;

then stared blatantly;

stunned as though caught 

in a web of fascination. 

Adjectives flowed across my mind

in quick succession; 

embraced then discarded; 

too banal for description. 

A ripple of pure desire 

flooded my core; 

a warm glow encircled my throat;

dripped slowly over my heart;

pooled behind my navel;

then spun upward and out. 

You turned and looked past me

intent on your own purpose;

until turning back our 

eyes locked for a second 

that slowed and stretched

as though time had simply flat lined. 

Flustered and suddenly shy 

I looked away first; 

almost embarrassed;

my mind reeling but desperately 

grasping at the moment; 

my tongue suddenly thick and awkward;

the words smothered, faded unuttered. 

You, seemingly unaware, gathered yourself;

then departed in a sea of anonymity; 

paced to the steps of those

at your elbow, in front and behind;

My eyes tracked you 

as though hypnotized; 

silently begging you to turn;

at last rewarded!, 

you looked back;

scanning the window for my face 

framed in the glass;

you lifted a hand and 

mouthed a word, indecipherable; 

but your fleeting smile, dazzling!, 

exploded in the space between us;

left me dizzy and dusted in your glitter.

––––––––
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Jualise Walker stared after the man who faded into the crowded station, swallowed up in the rush hour crowd intent on getting home after their hectic commute.  She watched, still hypnotized, as his easy stride sliced a path through the crowd headed for the stairs. Last glimpse, his dark curls bouncing along the nape of his overcoat as he lightly jogged up the stairs to the street. 

Jualise turned away from the window and ran her palm over her forehead as though checking for a fever. Her encounter with this man on the train, a total stranger, had left her feeling slightly dazed. Her heart was fluttering in her chest, her cheeks still burned with a rosy flush induced by his unforgettable smile. She felt slightly tearful as though she’d witnessed the departure of a longtime lover.  

“Ridiculous,” she chided herself. 

Suddenly the station announcement startled her into action. Dismayed, she looked up and realized she’d missed her stop. Hurriedly she shrugged into her coat, gathered her purse and gym bag, then exited the train at the next stop.  

She hesitated for a moment, as the crowd bumped past her, looking about, debating her next move. She could cross over and wait for a train to take her back the eight blocks to her usual stop or change into her running shoes and walk back.  

It had rained early in the morning but the afternoon had been beautiful with some real warmth in the early Spring sunshine. She decided a walk would be best. It would clear her head and maybe she could take a rare opportunity to stroll through the park and enjoy the sunset on her way home. 
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Chapter 2
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“Spring Awakens”

Winter in all his majesty;

Cold heart encased in frozen cloud;

Bitter breath that snakes an icy wind;

Rattling the naked trees; 

Huddled in their misery. 

Released from their icy captor;

Relentless rain gives way to sun;

Warm fingers run lightly from root to branch;

Exhale sweet breath of blossoms;

Come to greet the rising queen;

Spring at last awakening. 

––––––––
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Jualise exited the BART station and headed up Market Street toward Van Ness.  She found an empty bench, conveniently outside the newsstand.  Pausing a moment, she changed out of her heels into her Diadora’s. She never failed to ruefully remember that these were among the most expensive shoes in her closet and she wasn’t even into running, at least not for exercise. But as a prima ballerina with the San Francisco Ballet, her feet were a precious part of her artistic implements and vital to her continued successful career. Consequently, she tended to spend a small fortune on shoes. 

The evening air was warmer here than in the dark tunnels below the street. She shed her coat and slung it along with her purse into her gym bag; a feeble effort to condense her belongings.  She shouldered the heavy bag and set out for home. 

Traffic was thinning and it was turning into a gorgeous evening. One of those rare San Francisco twilights in early March when the sea breeze was just enough to lift a layer of smog off the horizon and the sun was sinking into the Bay in a glorious display of pink and gold. 

With just a few blocks to go, Jualise turned down Fillmore Street, crossed into Color Fountain Park, and stopped at a bench to rest and enjoy the last of the sunset. Her thoughts turned inward.

It had been a long day, flying back on a morning flight from Seattle, delayed until after noon, and she was feeling weary. Three weeks of rehearsals for the upcoming Summer series with Pacific Northwest Ballet, she had put in grueling ten-hour days to learn choreography for three brand new pieces and an excerpt from Afternoon of a Faun. She was excited to be invited as guest artist and flattered to have two of the new works designed specially to feature her. The choreography was so original and complex. It gave her immense satisfaction to master the intricate dances. 

But right now, her brain taxed and her body aching, she just felt drained. She thought how lovely it would be to have a few months off, to just be lazy, to do nothing, be a homebody, or really go wild, indulge in late night clubbing and fattening food or grab some friends and rent a villa in Barcelona.  

She faced the lowering sun to the West and closing her eyes against the glare, she saw again the face of the man who had captured her attention on the train. 

That’s an understatement, she thought. It’s been a long time since I had a serious crush.  Alright, let’s call it lust. Or better yet, a serious love affair. Thinking about him, the way his eyes had locked onto hers for that one moment. 

His face was classically beautiful, almost Greco-Roman features, like a bust of Michelangelo’s David.  Smooth, olive skin, with strong dark brows, his chiseled jaw and lips scruffy with a beard.  Perhaps he’d been traveling and hadn't had time to shave.  But it was his eyes that elevated his look to unforgettable.  Those eyes!  Rich, espresso-brown pools, large and luminous, shining with both quiet intellect and a certain hidden laughter.  She remembered his smile, a crooked grin that blossomed into a dazzling ear to ear smile.  What was the word he mouthed?  She couldn’t decipher it.  Maybe it wasn’t English.  

Jualise felt herself sinking again, almost hypnotized by the image in her mind’s eye.  She felt a pressure deep within her belly rise up again, a flush burst upward from her breastbone to her cheeks. Her eyes snapped open and his face dissolved.  She shook her head. Nothing but wishful thinking. “I don’t even believe in love at first sight,” she thought.  Spring fever perhaps. He is gone. Disappeared into a city where anonymity is easier than making meaningful connections. 

She let out an enormous sigh, then laughing quietly at herself, she stood and stretched her arms high above her head, one hand encircling her other wrist as though performing a half-hearted sun salutation. She gazed at the newly budding trees, the greening field around her, and heard birdsong as they bedded down for the night. She breathed deeply, suddenly glad that she’d walked home. A hot bath, some good food, eight hours of sleep, I’ll be a new woman, she told herself. 
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Chapter 3
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“Opportunity “

Life turns us round corners;

We never knew were there;

Lifts us from complacency;

Rushed along avenues;

Called Opportunity. 

––––––––
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“Hey Juju!” 

Above her head Jualise heard a familiar voice. She took a step toward the curb and craned her neck upward. Roberta “Bobbi” Merle stood on the fire escape wearing an apron and waving a bottle of champagne.

“Hi Bobbi,” Jualise shouted, “What a surprise! I didn’t expect a welcome home.”

Bobbi grinned mischievously. “Your maid and your gardener let me in. I came round to celebrate!”

“Seraphina’s not my maid. She just housesits for me while I’m away. It gives her a break from her mom and five brothers. Ramon is her boyfriend. He just likes to help her with my plants.”

“Uh huh, whatever,” replied Bobbi, “Get up here. I’ve got dinner, champagne, and all the latest gossip. I’ve been waiting for you.  Why are you so late?  I thought you were taking a morning flight.”

“I’ll explain,” said Jualise.  “I can’t have this conversation from here and I’m pretty sure the neighbors aren’t interested.”

Right on cue, Mr. Goodwin banged open his window and shouted obscenities at her. Bobbi grinned and rolled her eyes. 

“Sorry to disturb, Mr. Goodwin. Have a nice evening,” Jualise responded automatically. 

She keyed in the security code on the Victorian building and waited for the loud, obnoxious buzz before pushing open the door. Approaching the cage for the elevator she saw that the red light was flashing again. “Great,” she muttered, “those guys on the third floor must have left the elevator door open while they were taking out their bikes.”  Resigned, she mounted the staircase and walked up to the fifth floor. 

Bobbi met her at the door with an icy cold flute of champagne. Leaning in close, she puckered up and planted a resounding kiss on her cheek.  She smelled delicious; floury, like fresh bread, pineapple, garlic, and onions. She removed Jualise’s heavy bag and dropped it unceremoniously under the hall table. 

Ramon, visibly embarrassed by Roberta’s effusive welcome, muttered goodbye and went into the hallway to wait for Seraphina. 

Seraphina appeared from the kitchen, “Hola Juju!  There’s a huge paella warming in the oven and there’s fruit salad, fresh bread and a small cheese board on the table. You’re all set!”

“Thank you Seraphina. It all looks beautiful and smells amazing!  But, this looks like a dinner party. Are you and Ramon going to stay?”

“We’d love to but Ramon has an early class across town and mi madre is making passive-aggressive comments about me being gone all week.  Her Spanglish is improving”. 

“Too funny,” Jualise said with a giggle. “You should never have let her enroll for ESL classes at the Community Center.”

“Right? She’s mastering the art of subtle sarcasm. I dropped off your dry cleaning and Ramon will pick it up sometime tomorrow. The mail is on your desk.”

“What would I do without you and Ramon? Thank you so much!”

Jualise kissed Seraphina on both cheeks. Ramon, rather formally, kissed the back of her outstretched hand. He had the manners of an old world Spaniard, a total contradiction to his rather raffish appearance.  

“De nada, Juju. It’s our pleasure,” she replied, “Bobbi helped with dinner and Billy’s on his way with a friend and probably more champagne.”

Jualise’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Billy’s on his way? I’m having a dinner party for four?”

“You are indeed. Enjoy!  Buenas noches!”  Seraphina took Ramon’s hand and they disappeared down the stairs. 

“Bobbi, what’s all this?”  Jualise closed the front door and turned to her friend, an expression of mild dismay clouding her features. 

Bobbi, still bubbling with suppressed excitement, said, “I know you must be exhausted but I promise we’ll be in bed asleep by nine.”

“We? As in you and me together?”

“If you don’t mind, Juju.  We’ve got a fitting tomorrow at 8am. Issy is in one of her moods and demanded everyone be available for a final fitting before rehearsal. I suppose she doesn’t want to handle our sweaty bodies.”

“But what is this all about?” Jualise asked, “Surely not just that you’ve missed me. Champagne? And I know Seraphina only makes her paella for special occasions,” 

“Cheers girly-girl!” Bobbi pressed the champagne flute into Jualise’s hand, picked up her own glass and lightly clinked them together. “It’s a celebration! But before I share, let’s wait for Billy. He’s in on the good news and I promised I’d wait for him to arrive. In the meantime, you can shower and unwind a bit. I’ll play mother and set the table.”

Jualise looked into Bobbi’s sparkling green eyes and gave in with a smile. Bobbi’s enthusiasm for anything party-like was infectious. 

Jualise had known Bobbi since they were both fifteen and fledglings in the corps de ballet.  They’d made the audition circuits together in Los Angeles, Boston, and New York, then finally both ended up together at the San Francisco Ballet.  This had been their home base for the past three years, each honing their craft and expanding their professional resume.  Both Jualise and Bobbi would turn twenty-three this year. Both felt extremely fortunate to be doing what they loved for a living. 

One of the best things about Bobbi was she loved to eat as much as she loved dancing. Jualise was the same. Dancers' bodies were finely tuned, athletic machines and they burned a lot of calories, especially when dancing full-time.  She and Bobbi loved to refuel with great food. They were a bit of an anomaly among the other dancers but it sealed their friendship and they managed to avoid the pitfalls of turning to cigarettes, appetite suppressants, laxatives, or even worse starving themselves or vomiting after meals. They knew too many dancers who suffered the physical and psychological trauma of anorexia and bulimia. 

Jualise gave up her mild protest.  “Cheers Bobbi!”  

They both took a long drink from their flutes. The wine was icy and fizzed on their tongues. At the same time, they burst into giggles. Suddenly Jualise was looking forward to sitting down to a delicious meal with her friends. She headed for the shower taking the champagne with her as Bobbi started pulling out plates and silverware to set the table. 
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Chapter 4
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“Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans” ~John Lennon

––––––––
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Jualise came into the living room now softly lit with tea lights. She’d showered and changed into a simple, denim-blue, cotton shift and left her feet bare.  Her face was washed clean of makeup and her bright auburn hair was knotted loosely at her neck. 

Because she didn’t have a dining table to seat four, just a small coffee nook at one side of the kitchen, Bobbi had pulled a quilt and the sofa cushions onto the floor. She’d moved the coffee table to one side and loaded it with the platters and baskets of food. She had rolled the silverware into linen napkins dug out of a bottom drawer in the kitchen. It looked like an upscale picnic.  Her favorite B.B King album, My Kind of Blues, played softly in the background.  

William “Billy” Merco and another man, presumably his latest boyfriend, stood together on the fire escape drinking champagne. The boyfriend smoked a cigarillo. It smelled woodsy and faintly of cherries. 

Billy turned as Jualise came into the room.  Striding across the small space he swung Jualise effortlessly in a lift above his head, then lowered her to his shoulders in an enormous bear hug. 

“Jualise!  There she is at last.  I thought I was going to have to stage a Bathroom Rambo and drag you out of there!”  

Jualise threw back her head and laughed. She playfully beat her fists on his broad shoulders, “Billy put me down you loon and introduce me to your friend.”  

But Roberta was there first, gathering up the empty glasses, the ashtray, and closing the outer door against the cooling night air. 

“David Campbell, this is Jualise Walker. She pronounces it ‘zwa lease’. But it’s easier to call her Juju. That’s a soft J like ‘zhu’. Easier to remember. My friends call me Bobbi. I’m only Roberta on my birth certificate and theater programmes.”

Jualise turned away from Billy and smiling shook David’s outstretched hand. “My name always requires a bit of a linguistic lesson. Blame it on my dad’s eccentricity for unusual names.”

“It’s an honor to meet you,” David replied. “Billy’s talked so much about you but of course I recognized your name.  You’re quite famous here in San Francisco and I’ve followed your career for years.”  

“That’s so kind,” Jualise said. “Are you in the theater as well?”

David chuckled with amusement. “No, not at all. I’m an investment banker. But I enjoy music, opera, and theater. I have season tickets to the ballet.”

Billy chimed in, “Devoted patron of our local ballet.  A company of myriad talent and beautiful people. The best of that beauty and talent, I assure you, is here in this room tonight ready to drink up and stuff ourselves full of this gorgeous food.”

Bobbi piped up, “Take a plate and help yourselves. The paella’s really hot so be careful and use that potholder.”

“Of course darling,” Billy kissed the top of her head. “Frederick would have heart failure if I so much as blistered my thumb. Oh, the responsibilities when you're the premiere danseur to Jualise, our prima ballerina.”

David grabbed the serving spoon, “Here let me. A little champagne and you’re all drama.  I wouldn’t want you to damage anything vital.”

Billy kissed his cheek, “Thank you dear. So kind of you.”

Jualise and Bobbi watched the exchange in amusement. David was a cool mixture of charm and sophistication. Tall, blonde, and tanned with all-American good looks that were so polished, he looked as though he’d stepped right out of the pages of GQ magazine.  This was a new brand of boyfriend for Billy.  Good looking and athletic, Billy was so open, so generous of spirit, he always seemed to attract the wayward, down-at-heel, wannabe artistic types or what Bobbi referred to with unveiled vulgarity as “star-fuckers”. 

They filled their plates and arranged themselves comfortably against the cushions. Jualise, a slave for tradition to her Celtic upbringing, held out her hands and they each clasped the other’s hands, David joining in without hesitation. 

Jualise recited a simple prayer of thanks,

“In a world where so many are hungry;

May we eat this food with humble hearts;

In a world where so many are lonely;

May we share this friendship with joyful hearts.”
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Chapter 5
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“This is how betrayal starts, not with big lies, but with small secrets”. ~Shalini Joshi

––––––––
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With dinner cleared and the dishwasher humming in the background, Jualise poured the last of the champagne round, no more than a swallow for each of them. Throughout dinner they had chatted inconsequentially but the big surprise, the reason for this impromptu celebration had not been revealed. 

“Alright Bobbi,” said Jualise. “It’s time to spill. What’s up?”

“Well, while you were away,” Bobbi drew a deep breath and her next words exhaled in a rush, “Issy confronted Sonia about her little belly bump and demanded to know if she’s pregnant. Turns out she is!”

Jualise gasped in surprise, “Good grief!  Did Frederick find out?”

Billy spoke up, “Are you kidding?  Issy broadcast it all over the building. She’s the equivalent of a human bullhorn.”  Turning to David, “Ismena Ariti is our costume designer, has been with the company for ages and of course, is a legend in theater circles. She’s a Greek goddess of extraordinary talent and a total terror. Think of the evil queen Maleficent and you’ve got the right picture.”

“Frederick went absolutely ballistic!” Bobbi continued, “Four months pregnant and apparently Sonia knew three months ago.  She has ultrasound pictures and everything.  Even took a picture of the Clearblue test with a big plus sign. Sonia’s denied it point blank to everyone who’s been asking her for weeks. She and Sean secretly got married at the courthouse back in January”. 

“And kept it a secret all this time?”  Jualise was astounded. 

“The only one who knew was Celeste. Sonia confided in her a month ago,” Bobbi went on.

“Because Celeste is Sonia’s understudy for Giselle,” Billy explained for David. 

“But Celeste turned her ankle showing off her dance moves in stilettos at a nightclub last weekend. She’s out of commission for at least eight weeks. She won’t be replacing Sonia as Giselle,” said Bobbi. 

Now Jualise looked very concerned, “Giselle is in production. It has been in production for months!  The promotional ads, billboards, programs, tickets, all printed featuring Sonia and Sean. The curtain goes up in less than two weeks for ten performances.”

Billy groaned, “Please don’t remind Freddy of that fact. He dragged Sonia and Sean into his office where there was a high-pitched, high-volume discussion complete with accusations of betrayal, tears all around. Talk about dramatic!  Then Freddy stormed out of the theater. He was gone for two days.”

“So, what now?” Jualise asked, almost afraid to hear the answer. She was the logical choice as one of the five principal dancers and she’d performed the role two years ago with San Francisco Ballet. But she wasn’t prepared to dance the role of Giselle having been cast this time as Myrtha, Queen of the Wilis.  “Will Sasha or Jennifer take the lead?”

Bobbi smiled, “Here’s the thing, Sasha is going home to Russia for two weeks, vacation time that she put in for last September. She told Frederick in no uncertain terms, in English and Russian, that she was not canceling her trip.  Jennifer’s too tall for Sean and her usual partner, Kevin, has never danced the role of Albrecht.  So Frederick auditioned some soloists, by invitation, for the role of Giselle and...”

“The soloists!” exclaimed Jualise, scrambling to her feet. “So you?  Did you audition?  What happened?”  she demanded excitedly. 

Bobbi jumped to her feet and pulled Jualise into her embrace, kissing her and spinning her around. 

“That’s right!” Billy crowed, “I am pleased to introduce our newest principal dancer, Roberta Merle, starring as Giselle in her debut performance!”  David clapped his hands together, a delighted and spontaneous gesture, swept up in the atmosphere of excitement.  

“Wow Bobbi!  That is marvelous. I am so very happy for you.  You worked your tail off for it. That is simply the best news!” Jualise held Bobbi close, overjoyed at her success. At long last!  Opportunities to move up in a ballet company, particularly where there was an abundance of talent, often took a rare chain of events to move competitors aside. 

“Well, I have a lot of work to do and I’m going to have to put in some long days this week. I haven’t partnered with Sean in a performance, only in practice sessions from time to time. But I do know the role from performing in Giselle over the years.  Except for her solo in Act I and the pas-de-deux in Act II, I feel totally confident about taking over the lead role.”

“There’s more Juju,” said Billy, “I hope your passport is dusted off and up to date”. 

“My passport? Why would I need my passport?”

“Apparently, Hugh Briskin, artistic director of the National Ballet of Canada wants to premiere The Firebird this Fall and needs our star caliber to justify the thousands of dollars he’s been granted by their Patrons Council to put on the production.  So Frederick graciously has consented to let us go,” Billy replied. “We leave in August as soon as you finish up your guest appearance in Seattle.”

“He committed the two of you just days before he found out about Sonia and before Celeste got injured.”  Bobbi winced, “He’s so demented, I’ll bet he’s wishing he could renege on that promise now. You know he’s been talking about capitalizing on the pre-holiday tourists and putting on two weekends of performances in October. That will not be possible without three of his principal dancers.”

Jualise barely heard Bobbi’s last statement. She was more focused on her good fortune at the opportunity to dance The Firebird with the National Ballet of Canada.  

“Oh The Firebird!” Jualise excitedly clapped her hands together, like she was a little girl again at her first successful auditions. “I love that ballet and I’ve never danced the lead before. I’ll have to ask my dad to make the trip. The Firebird is his favorite.”

Billy suddenly yawned enormously. “I’m sorry, Jualise, it’s getting late, and you must be ready for your beddy-byes as well. We’ve all got an early start tomorrow. I don’t know about you, but I definitely need my beauty sleep.”

Jualise glanced at the wall clock in the kitchen. It was tick tocking away at nearly ten-thirty pm. So much for being in bed asleep by nine. She retrieved David and Billy’s coats from the hall closet and followed them to the elevator.  “Yes, it’s been a long day, and an eventful evening. I’ll see you in the morning.”

David turned to Jualise, “Thank you for a lovely evening.”

“It was my pleasure,” said Jualise warmly. “It was so nice to meet you. We’ll get together again soon.”

“Goodnight you two,” Bobbi called from the doorway. 

“Sleep sweet my lovelies,” said Billy and taking David’s arm they departed. 
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Chapter 6
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“The Talky-Talk”

Gossip has a way on a sleepless night;

Of rattling the brain with the talky-talk;

Around and around, surmise all you please;

It never halts until you sleep. 

––––––––
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Despite the long day, Jualise lay awake in the bloomy darkness, listening to Bobbi’s deep breathing, envious that she could fall asleep so quickly and sleep through the night. Of course, Bobbi had the time to digest all the gossip long before tonight’s surprising revelations. 

Jualise relaxed but wide eyed, watched the shadows in the room, cast by the decorative street lamp on the pavement below her window. Clouds rolled past, painting lazy, thunderous shadows that chased themselves across the ceiling and faded down the walls. The occasional car coming up the hill, briefly lit up the room, sending sprays of bright light or that weird, purple-blue glow from halogen headlamps, and the occasional red blinking from someone braking and turning at the corner. Once, an ambulance screamed past. Bobbi slept soundly beside her. 

She could hear her neighbors, who worked night shifts at a local bar, coming home. She glanced at her bedside alarm clock. Good grief!  It can’t be three am, she thought with dismay. The front door buzzed and Mr. Goodwin opened his window with a bang, shouting the usual obscenities. Jualise sighed.  Did the man never sleep?

“Insomnia blows!” she muttered.  Quietly she got out of bed, careful not to disturb Bobbi, and felt her way carefully down the darkened hall to the bathroom. She looked into the mirror noting the tiredness in her eyes, her face was slightly pale and her freckles stood out in sharp relief. Champagne was delicious but always left her with a bit of a headache. Not quite a hangover, just a bit woozy. 

She took a washcloth and soaked it in warm water, then made her way to the living room.  She stretched out on the sofa, her head and shoulders raised slightly, pillowed against the rounded arm. She pressed the warm washcloth against her gritty eyes, her cheeks, and then laid it like a scarf across her throat. Grabbing a handy throw blanket she tucked herself in. “I’ll close my eyes,” she thought. “Even if I don’t sleep, I’ll at least rest my eyes”.  She practiced a deep breathing exercise, mentally counting her inhale “1,2,3,4,5, hold 6,7, exhale 5,4,3,2,1. Repeat.  Again. Again. Hold 6, 7. Exhale 5,4,3.” Jualise felt her body sink heavily into the cushions. Her mind unraveling at last, she fell gently into a deep sleep. 
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Chapter 7
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“At Half-light”

There is a moment of bliss;

Between sleeping and waking;

When all the world is paused;

And breathes deeply; 

Before waking. 

––––––––
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Jualise dreamed of the man on the train. Only this time, when their eyes met, he stretched out his hand to her. His mouth moved in words but she heard only music, a violin. 

Suddenly she jerked awake, rattled rudely from her sleep by the shriek of the electric kettle boiling itself dry. She jumped to her feet, stumbling a bit, her feet still tangled in the blanket. She pulled the plug to silence the tea kettle then rummaged through the cupboard for the Oolong tea. Coffee gave her the jitters and upset her stomach but she liked to start the day with a cup of strong, black tea. 

She heard the shower running. Bobbi must be up and getting ready. Glancing at the clock she realized she needed to get a move on as well. Pulling out the teapot she started the Oolong brewing then swiftly scanned the cupboards and refrigerator for suitable breakfast food. She decided to make avocado toast topped with soft boiled eggs and clementine oranges to round it out. 

Jualise grabbed two eggs and dropped them carefully into the electric kettle, then switched it back on. A little kitchen hack she’d learned from some celebrity chef on TV, this method made a perfect two-minute egg.  She had just pulled out the toaster and popped in the bread when Bobbi appeared, her wet hair wrapped in a towel but otherwise dressed for the day. 

“I borrowed your blue unitard and some yoga pants,” said Bobbi. “I hope that’s okay. I should have grabbed something from our dressing room at the theater but I was in such a rush to get over here yesterday, I forgot. I really need to get a new bag, everything smells a bit fusty even when I’ve just laundered it.”

Jualise nodded, deftly moving about the kitchen, arranging the food on two plates. She handed Bobbi a mug of hot tea and her plate. 

“Sure, no worries,” replied Jualise. “You might want to grab a wrap as well.  The fog has moved back in and it seems a bit chilly outside.”

“The basement will be frigid. I’m not looking forward to starting this morning with Issy. No one makes me feel more self-conscious about my body than fitting costumes with Issy.”

“Right?” said Jualise. She paused, peeling a clementine. “I hope she doesn’t start talking about Sonia. You know how she is, can’t resist the chance to gossip.”

“I know,” sighed Bobbi. “Issy can be so harsh sometimes, and she has so much influence, especially over the younger, more impressionable dancers, who are still in awe of her.” 

“Sonia and Sean are going through a hard time and have a lot to figure out. We should all back off and give them some space,” Jualise said. “Not to mention, we should be happy for them. Marriage and a new baby on the way should be a cause for celebration, not condemnation.”

“I agree wholeheartedly.  Juju, aren’t you going to eat?” asked Bobbi. 

Jualise had grabbed her mug and plate and started toward the bathroom.  

“On the fly,” Jualise replied, “It’s a quarter past seven. As my father would say, we’d better put a wiggle in it or we’ll be late.”

Jualise retrieved her bag from under the table in the hallway. Dumping the contents unceremoniously on the bed, she grabbed a camisole leotard, clean tights, and her favorite hand-knitted shrug from the pile. 

“These are reasonably clean,” she muttered to herself between mouthfuls of toast. She retrieved her sponge bag of toiletries. Setting these aside on a handy armchair, she quickly threw the bed pillows and blankets aside, grabbed the corners of the sheets and balled everything up. Heading toward the kitchen again, she heard Bobbi washing up. Bless her! Bobbi was an easy houseguest, always pitching in where she could. 

She pulled open the door to her micro-laundry room and flung the dirty pile in the general direction of the washer. No time to sort and start a wash. She left the door ajar to remind herself later. 

She grabbed her tea and headed into the bathroom then took the quickest, hottest shower ending with a spray of cold water. It was a habit that to outsiders seemed a bit masochistic but Jualise was slow to wake and needed the chilly boost. 

Wiping steam from the mirror, she twisted her long hair into a chignon pinning a few small, silk flowers into one side behind her ear. She never wore jewelry, too easy to lose or catch on her dancewear; the flowers were her jewelry.  She applied minimal makeup, foundation powder, curled her eyelashes, and some tinted lip balm. No point really, she thought, in an hour or two I’ll be drenched in sweat. 

She heard her phone vibrating on the dressing table. It was Bobbi calling her from downstairs.

“I’m holding an angry cab driver hostage in the street. Hurry up Juju!”

Pulling open a drawer she pulled on sweats and a hoodie, grabbed up her gym bag, her purse, her keys, and hurried downstairs. The cabbie greeted her with a stream of profanity, having driven twice around the block to avoid being pinned in by other cars vying for space on the narrow street. 

“Juju, I promised him an extra five to wait,” Bobbi whispered. “He really doesn’t deserve it but maybe he can use it on soap to wash his mouth out!”

They burst into giggles and their day was underway. 
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Chapter 8
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“Sometimes good things fall apart so better things can fall together” ~Marilyn Monroe

––––––––
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The cab driver hurtled down Van Ness toward the Civic Center in bumper-to-bumper, rush hour traffic. One thing you could say about native San Francisco drivers, they could fearlessly floor it and maintain control of their vehicles, even on the steepest hills.  Cab drivers drove with confidence, at breakneck speeds, their working territory well-traveled. Tourists tended to take the cable cars or the BART, better to see the city attractions and less hassle than hunting for affordable parking.

Muttering and cursing the whole way, their cabbie finally screeched to a stop in front of the War Memorial Opera House narrowly missing a man dashing from a cab waiting curbside. The man had reached into the front passenger window to pay off his cab driver, then sprinted across the busy street headed toward the stage door of the theater.  

Bobbi looking out for a break in the traffic so she could exit the cab exclaimed, “Wow!  Beautiful man at two o’clock!”

But Jualise, busily digging into her purse to pay the driver, barely heard her. She slid out of the cab with Bobbi at her heels and together they crossed the street ignoring the hooting horns and a few wolf whistles from a group of construction workers taking a break and drinking coffee on the corner. 

“Bobbi, tell Issy I’ll be there in a few minutes. I really want to see Freddy first and let him know how it all went in Seattle.”

“Sure Juju,” replied Bobbi. “It’s going to take Issy a bit longer to fit me anyway. Sonia’s slightly taller and more curvy than me.  Are you going to let Freddy tell you all the gossip?”

“I would be surprised if he didn’t bring it up,” said Jualise. 

“Will you try to act as if you didn’t already know?”

“Oh Bobbi, you know I’m hopeless at pretending.”

Bobbi chewed the corner of her lower lip, a sign she was slightly nervous. “Okay, but Juju please don’t throw me and Billy under the bus. Honestly, the gossip is a few weeks old and all over the company by now.”

“No worries Bobbi.” Jualise squeezed her hand. “I’ll just listen. I’m hoping I’ll get the chance to chat with Sonia and Sean today as well.  I’ll see you at rehearsal.”

Jualise jogged up the steps and entering the school felt the familiar, old building embrace her. The air was scented, a combination of wood floors, rosin, and sweat. It was early morning and quiet now. Later the hallways would be jammed with school-aged children, chattering and stretching before their classes. Their parents were left in the hallways to amuse themselves or socialize quietly. Frederick never allowed parents to watch classes, “breeds the proverbial stage mothers,” he always said. Most of the parents, once their children reached a certain age, simply dropped them off for class, rather than jockey for standing room or crammed shoulder to shoulder on the uncomfortable benches. 

Jualise heading toward Frederick’s office heard someone coming down the stairs. She looked up and saw Celeste descending carefully, one foot wrapped in a thick bandage and encased in a bulky walking boot.  Their eyes met.  Celeste’s gaze was forlorn and her eyes moist with recent tears.  She took a deep breath and let it out in a slow, tremulous sigh.  

“Welcome back Jualise.  I gather you’ve been clued in on all that’s happening around here.”

Jualise waited for Celeste to finish descending the steps, then embraced her gently and kissed her cheek.  “Oh Celeste, I’m so sorry.  How are you feeling?  Is it terribly sore?”

“I’ll live,” Celeste replied.  “It will be at least eight weeks of rest and then another four of physical therapy.  I won’t be back in pointe shoes until the end of the summer.  It seems a long way away.  By then, Frederick will have promoted another soloist and I’ll be just a memory.”

“Surely Freddy is not looking for your replacement Celeste.”  Jualise said this with all the confidence she could muster but deep down knew it could easily come true.  There were no guarantees, despite Celeste’s talent.  Any injured dancer could well find themselves out of a job permanently.  The competition was fierce and positions limited, especially for principal dancers.

“Time will tell,” said Celeste, “I’m trying to remain optimistic, but I’m well aware that the odds are stacked against me.  It wouldn’t take much for Freddy to replace me.  There’s already a handful of hopeful soloists giving Freddy the eye and asking pointed questions to gauge his intentions.”

Jualise was quiet.  She was searching for the right words of comfort but was coming up empty. 

“Look how fast he replaced Sonia,” Celeste continued, “Roberta just waiting in the wings, literally and figuratively.”

Jualise still said nothing. Celeste reverting to Bobbi’s given name was a sign of resentment. They’d always been friendly before, but Jualise could recognize professional jealousy when she saw it. Instead she took Celeste’s hand and squeezed it in sympathy.  Celeste was struggling to keep from crying.

“I’m not sure what to say,” started Jualise. 

“There’s really nothing to say, is there?  The show must go on and all that. I’ve got to go home to rest, elevate, and ice.  That's all I can do for now.”  Celeste started to turn away.

“Can I bring you anything?  Perhaps a few bags of groceries?”

“Not to worry Jualise,” replied Celeste.  “My mother came in from Boston last night.  By now the apartment will have been scrubbed from top to bottom and the refrigerator restocked.  This morning I woke up to fresh coffee and cinnamon rolls.  I’ll probably gain a few pounds while she’s here.”

“You’ll work it off later,” smiled Jualise.  “I’m glad your mother’s here to take care of you.  Let her spoil you, it’s what mothers do best.”

Celeste gave her a thin smile, then turned and walked away.  Jualise had the strange sensation that she would never see her again.  As it turned out, she was right, but it wasn’t as she had imagined. 
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Chapter 9
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“There is nothing permanent except change.” ~Heraclitus

––––––––
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Jualise paused outside Freddy’s office, suddenly feeling a need to compose her thoughts.  Something was amiss, she could feel it, a sense of change underway, like standing inside a kaleidoscope while all around her the pattern shifted.  She thought, “I’ve been away too long, I’m out of step with the rhythm.”  

She could see Freddy standing at the window, his willowy frame clothed in his usual black on black.  He wore flared yoga pants, topped by a turtleneck, and his soft, jazz boots.  His dark hair was fashionably long and pulled away from his face in a tight bun. For some reason, the man bun suited him. He had the sort of ageless face people associated with Dick Clark. Jualise suddenly realized she had no idea how old Freddy was, she’d simply never thought about it until this moment. If pressed, she’d guess he was in his early fifties. 

He was standing at the window, clearly lost in thought, his arms folded across his chest, one hand supporting his chin, his forefinger tapping his lower lip.  This was his usual stance when observing dancers in class, or watching choreography on the stage.  It was as though he watched a performance unfolding on the lawn below his window.  

“Hello Freddy,” Jualise said quietly, pushing the door open a little wider and crossing the threshold.  

Freddy turned to her, and in that instant, she thought he looked older.  There was something in his eyes, a sadness she’d never seen before.  

“It’s me,” she added unnecessarily.  She felt a moment of confusion thinking he doesn’t recognize me.  She held her breath, still uncertain.  

Then his eyes brightened and smiling said, “Jualise, it’s you, returned to us at last.  How lovely to see you!”

They crossed the space between them and took each other's hands, formally kissing cheek to cheek.

“So, Pacific Northwest Ballet didn’t try to steal you away?”

“Oh Freddy, you know I’d never leave San Francisco.  This is my home!  But it was fun to be working with them for a bit.”

“And the new choreography, are you pleased with your roles?”

“Oh yes,” Jualise replied.  She started to fill him in on the details, but Freddy abruptly interrupted her.

“Don’t tell me more, I plan to attend your performance.  Michael and I were graciously invited by the director.”

Jualise threw her hands over her ears.  “Please don’t tell me when you’re coming, or I will be so nervous I’ll trip all over myself!”  Secretly, she was gratified that he would make the trip and she smiled warmly. 

Freddy shook his head, chuckling, “That’s hardly likely Jualise.  I’ve never known you to be anything but a consummate professional.  You’ll be brilliant as usual.”

“Well thank you for saying so.” 

Jualise hesitated, she didn’t quite know where to take the conversation.  Fortunately, Freddy opened the door for her.

“You missed all the drama here.  One girl pregnant, another injured, the production over budget, and rehearsals stalled.”

“I’ve heard.”  Jualise had decided not to pretend and to just move past the gossip.  

“Thank goodness for that. Roberta and William, no doubt, eager to share the scandalous details.”

Jualise felt slightly rebuked and spoke up in their defense. “Not so much to delve into backbiting and gossip Freddy. But we did want to celebrate Bobbi and her promotion to principal.  An explanation was necessary.”

“Of course it was,” Freddy replied. “And she should celebrate herself, she’s worked long and hard to earn it.”

“What will happen to Sonia and Sean?”  

Jualise was venturing into conversational territory she knew was littered with eggshells. She expected Freddy to admonish her. Mind your own business, Jualise!

Instead he replied, “Sonia quit outright. Left a note on my desk and collected her personal items from the dressing rooms.  She’s in love, she wants nothing more than to be a mother, her years in ballet are numbered, etcetera, etcetera. A rambling note thanking me for the opportunity, then happily moving on, leaving the company and her career for a boy and a baby.”

“And Sean?”

“Sean is still showing up to rehearsals, mooning about, sulky, and withdrawn. Unenthusiastic about partnering with anyone except his beloved Sonia.  I suppose he’ll leave as well after the final curtain of Giselle.”

“Would he have to leave?”  Jualise knew words were exchanged in a heated row. She was curious if Freddy had slammed the door shut on their careers. 

“Of course not Jualise!  I never suggested such a thing. I fear Sean might ditch his career too, in some misguided solidarity with Sonia.”

Jualise was quiet, waiting for Freddy to continue. He was silent a moment, as though gathering his thoughts, while pacing the perimeter of the room. 

“Sonia and Sean are like my own children,” he said.  “In fact, you all are. They’re making their own choices. Certainly, I pointed out that Sonia could not take an active role while pregnant. She could injure herself and the baby. Quite frankly. I don’t have theatrical roles featuring pregnant women. But she could continue taking classes and stay in shape.”

“Did you suggest it?” Jualise kept expecting Freddy to cut off her questions. 

“I was taken by surprise, I was upset,” he said. “I suppose I didn’t react in the most helpful fashion.”  

Freddy covered his eyes with both hands, briefly massaging his temples. Another familiar gesture when stressed out or exhausted. He met her eyes again, then abruptly turned away and sat behind his desk.  He began tidying the desktop, moving papers about for no particular reason. This was Jualise’s signal to move on. 

“Perhaps, you’ll have a chance,” Jualise began but Freddy interrupted her. 

“For now the subject is closed. As I said, it’s their lives, their careers, their decision. I’ve too much on my plate at the moment to give them space at the table.”

“Well, I’d best be off to rehearsal. We’re on the stage all day?”  

“Yes,” said Freddy. Looking up, he met her eyes, and she felt again that sensation of a deep sadness behind his composure.  “I’ll need to meet with you and William about the arrangements for The Firebird. Connect with William please and meet me back here at four this afternoon.”

“Will do, Freddy”.  Dismissed, Jualise turned to go. 

“Jualise, one more thing, a favor, for me.”

“Sure, what can I do for you?”

“Can you put in some extra hours and work with Roberta on Giselle?  We’re opening in less than two weeks and she’s not quite ready.  She’s a fine technician and she has been a quick study with the choreography but there’s something,” his voice trailed off. He leaned back, frowning, arms crossed his chest again, tapping his forefinger on his lower lip, his eyes scanning the ceiling for the words he meant but couldn’t say. 

“She doesn’t look dead enough?”

Freddy’s face cleared. “Precisely, but how did you know?”

Jualise smiled, “It’s the same critique you had for my first performance of Giselle.”

“Ah, of course,” Freddy gave her a rueful grin, “Death, after all, is something we never practice and only perform once.”
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Chapter 10
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“A Loose Thread”

Fate pulled a loose thread

And my heart unraveled

Spilled from its tidy ball

Abandoned on the floor. 

––––––––
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Jualise hurried to the theater, dropping her things in her dressing room, and joining the dancers on the stage.  In the semi-darkness of the wings, a portable barre was set up. She started with plies to warm up, falling into the prescribed, traditional exercises behind Bobbi who was well into her own warm-up.  Each maintained a professional silence, mentally singing their own accompaniment.  For Jualise it was always Chopin, classic and well-loved.  

On the stage, the corps de ballet were practicing Act II of Giselle, the Dance of the Wilis.  Eighteen girls, in perfect coordination, crossed the stage, lifting their legs into an arabesque, every movement measured in time to the music, their arms, the turn of their heads moving as one.  The stage was dark, lit only by blue light to create the ethereal atmosphere.  One or two of the dancers sounded as if they had new pointe shoes, a distinctive clippity-clip, interrupting the scene.

Frederick clapped his hands to signal a halt in the choreography, making corrections and admonishing a few of the corps about their shoes.  Jualise thought there was no need, the shoes would be well broken before performance. 

Jualise suddenly realized she’d forgotten about her fitting and should have been in costume for this rehearsal.  She noticed Bobbi had put on a long, white tutu to practice.  Good grief, thought Jualise, now she’d have to face Issy.

The thought had no sooner crossed her mind, when Ismena Ariti appeared in the wing opposite where Jualise stood at the barre.  At her shoulder was a man dressed in dark trousers and a dark oxford shirt.  He carried a violin.  Ismena pointed to the conductor, John Hughes, who had left his podium, and was using the side steps to access the stage.  

The violinist, who had been in shadow, now walked onto the stage stepping into the light.  Jualise gaped, her breath caught high in her throat, her mouth forming an “O”.  It couldn’t be!  But it was unmistakable, he was the man she’d met on the train.  Well, not met, but stored in her memory as unforgettable.  

Bobbi standing at her shoulder whispered quietly, “Wow!  Beautiful Man has arrived!  Who is he?  I didn’t know we were looking for a new violinist but I never paid much attention.”

Jualise heard her own voice whisper back, but it seemed to come from a place deep inside her.  “I don’t know, but he’s the man I’m going to marry.”

“Excuse me?” Bobbi stared at her in surprise, as well she might.  Jualise herself was stunned that the words had spontaneously exited her mouth.  

Before she and Bobbi could go further with their discussion, Issy abrasively addressed Jualise, calling loudly from across the stage.

“Come Jualise, you were due to be fitted first thing this morning.  Why must I be the one to come looking for you?”  

She stood with her hands on her ample hips, shaking her head in aggravation.  Ismena was tall and had strong, ethnic features.  Her long hair was always piled high upon her head which made her look even taller.  She was beautiful, but her good looks were often overshadowed by her brisk and perpetually dour demeanor.  After more than ten years living in the United States, she still spoke with a decidedly Greek accent. Those who knew her well gave her a wide berth whenever she reverted to her native language. It was a clear indication that she was upset.  

“My apologies, Issy,” Jualise stuttered.  She could feel her cheeks flaming as everyone turned to see her crossing the stage.  Everyone was not looking, but she thought so, and was embarrassed to be chastised.  

The new violinist, “Beautiful Man”, turned to watch her cross the stage.  If he recognized her from the train, he gave no outward indication.  But she could feel his eyes, those incredible eyes, upon her as she disappeared into the wings, trailing Issy to the fitting room in the basement.  
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Chapter 11
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“Love at First Sight “

Love at first sight;

How can you know?

Is love so familiar; 

Innate to all?

Can we recognize love;

Immeasurably deep?

Or is it merely fatalistic;

A happy happenstance. 

––––––––
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Jualise stood before the full length mirror, lost in thought.  She thought about her dream, the man on the train, and how when he spoke she heard not words but the music of a violin.  Hours later, there he is, in the flesh, carrying a violin!  He was apparently performing in Giselle, with the rest of the orchestra next week.  She felt this inexplicable sense of connection to him, as though quirky Fate were at play here.  

She shook her head, inwardly admonishing herself.  “You don’t believe in love at first sight, there’s no such thing.  You’ve ten performances of Giselle to focus on, opening night is next Thursday.  You’ve no room in your life right now for infatuation and fantasies.  It’s simply a coincidence, nothing more.  You don’t know the first thing about him except that he’s easily the most beautiful human being you’ve ever set eyes on.”  She exhaled in a long sigh.  

Jualise looked into her own reflection.  She looked radiant.  Love shows, she thought.  No, not love, just lust.  She shook her head.  Stop! Focus on Giselle.  You are Myrtha, Queen of the Wilis, regal, frozen in time, leading your band of vengeful, undead maidens.  Incapable of love, only eternal malice.  Unable to forgive and forget, you eat men for lunch.

Behind her Ismena chatted away at Jualise as she shuffled through costumes hung high from the ceiling.  Jualise, busy with her own inner dialogue, heard her only vaguely, disrobed as instructed and removed the flowers from her hair.  

The basement stretched the length and breadth of the building, and looked like a huge dry cleaner. There were automated rack systems suspended from the ceiling and costumes were arranged according to each ballet, first by various roles, and then by sizes.  In the far corner was a full laundry, complete with several washers, dryers, hand sinks and drying lines for delicate items.  This lent the otherwise cold and utilitarian basement a marvelous, homey smell of fresh linen. 

One side of the basement was divided into four cubicles, semi-private fitting rooms, each lined with mirrors and garment racks.  The opposite side was open with long cutting tables, several stations equipped with sewing machines, and ironing boards.  Along the length of this wall were floor-to-ceiling storage cupboards containing every imaginable tool necessary to make and maintain the costumes.  The inventory was enormous and Ismena Ariti, the Costume Designer, managed everything from design to execution.  She had two full time assistants but often hired temporary seamstresses during the season.  

“Jualise, please give me your attention!” Issy snapped at her, taking a measuring tape from her pocket.  “Have you lost weight?”

“I don’t know,” Jualise replied truthfully, “I don’t think so, but I never weigh myself.”

“I know,” nodded Issy sagely.  “I measure you with my eyes and my hands.  Come, take that dress off.  It will need to be taken in.”

Jualise complied, then waited as Issy turned the dress inside out and slipped it over her head again.  Jualise rotated slowly as Issy pinned the bodice.

“Issy,” Jualise began, “Who was that man you were with?  The one you brought to the stage?”

“His name is Rhys,” replied Issy, still busy with the pins and the measuring tape.  

“Who is he?”

“He is filling in for what is his name,” Issy replied distractedly, “The first violin chair is empty.”

“Why?” asked Jualise

Issy stood back again, hands on her hips, regarding her intently.  “Turn please, and rise up en pointe so I can see the length.”

Jualise obeyed.

“Perfect,” said Issy.  “Now don’t put that weight back on before the performance.”

Not much chance of that, thought Jualise, her rehearsal schedule was packed.  If anything she might lose a little more weight, she almost always did during performance season. 

“Where did he come from?”  Jualise was still intent on questioning Issy.  Despite her time in the basement, she seemed to know better than anyone else all the comings and goings of the ballet company.  She was an avid gossip, which at the moment, Jualise wanted to exploit for information.

But Issy was all business, moving about the fitting room and gathering up Myrtha’s costume.  

“Recently? I’ve no idea, just that he’s replacing the first violin.  The man is in hospital, something about his appendix.  Suddenly everyone here is in need of a doctor. It’s contagious!” she exclaimed. 

“Is that all you know?” pressed Jualise.  There was something more going on, something Issy wasn’t telling her.  She felt sure of it.

“Honestly, Jualise!”  Now, she sounded exasperated and Jualise followed her out of the fitting room.  “We’ve no time at all to be concerned with the orchestra.  I don’t provide their wardrobe and it’s nothing to do with you.  Careless kittens follow their curiosity until it’s not good for them.”

Jualise knew she meant “curiosity killed the cat” and didn’t dare correct the phrase for Issy.  She got the message loud and clear.  
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Chapter 12
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“The Legend of the Wilis” 

There is a tradition of nocturnal dancing, known in Slav countries under the name of Wili.  The Wilis are maidens who have died before their wedding day; those poor, young women cannot rest peacefully in their graves.  Although dead there still remains a fierce passion for dancing which they could not satisfy during life.  At midnight, they rise up and gather in bands on the highway and woe betide the young man who meets them, for he must dance until he drops dead.  

Dressed in bridal dresses, with garlands on their heads, the Wilis dance in the moonlight; their faces, although lifeless and white as snow, are beautiful in their youthfulness.  They laugh with a deceptive joy, they lure you so seductively, their expressions offer such sweet prospects, that these lifeless Wilis are irresistible.  

Giselle was an unqualified success and Bobbi, introduced as premiere danseuse, rose above expectations bringing the full force of her star glow to the stage.  She had worked long days, with scarcely a break to eat and sleep, with Jualise and Billy assisting her after hours. The fruits of her efforts were rewarded at every performance by thunderous applause, standing ovations, and showers of roses thrown by enthusiastic patrons onto the stage. 
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