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    “What makes A Body of Work a must-read is the raw honesty with which Hallberg describes the intense loneliness of a jet-setting career, his oscillation between extreme perfectionism and uninspired listlessness, and his harrowing mind-set as he faced, and ultimately overcame, what was nearly a career-ending injury.”

    —Dance Magazine
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For Mom and Dad, who never doubted and always nurtured my passion.

For Mr. Han, whose tireless commitment shaped that passion.



INTRODUCTION

I remember what it feels like to dance. To move so freely that my body releases and creative intuition takes over, leading me beyond the worry of executing technique to a realm where nothing exists but the movement, the music, the emotions. I miss those memories of freedom, but they are embedded in my mind and body. I can replay them whenever I wish.

I think of the ballroom scene in Romeo and Juliet. She is seated, plucking a lute, while I dance for her, spinning, boldly flirting, an unapologetic intruder at the ball, unable to contain my magnetic attraction to this enchanting stranger as destiny binds us. Finally, the other guests leave the ballroom and we are alone, face-to-face, longing, gazing. We dance, playfully and innocently for the moment, but with an undercurrent that will soon reveal itself as tempestuous passion.

When the scene is over, I dash offstage. I pant in the wings, out of breath. I slip out of the heavy, sweat-drenched velvet tunic I’ve danced in for the past forty-five minutes and wipe my face on a towel to remove what is left of my stage makeup. I put on a flowing white shirt, which clings to my still-damp body. My dresser drapes a floor-length brown cape over my shoulders. My lungs burn; I desperately fill them with air in preparation for bounding onstage again.

All around me, the anticipation is palpable. I feel it backstage: from the dancers watching in the wings, from the stage manager cueing the lights in a hushed tone, from the musicians in the orchestra pit caressing their instruments as they play the hypnotic Prokofiev score.

The scene changes. Juliet’s balcony appears in the distance. The audience waits in the piercing silence. The stillness, the soundless stage shrouded in dim lights, creates an atmosphere that is alien, unique, almost unearthly.

I stand there, awaiting my entrance, eyes closed, seeking to break free from nerves.

When the first notes of the pas de deux begin, I open my eyes. My Juliet is there, on her balcony, bathed in moonlight. The sight of her gives me strength, arouses me emotionally and physically. Erases all doubt and fear. I move toward her, beckon to her, enfold her, as we speak with our bodies in ways far more profound than mere words. It is love, I am convinced. Both real and staged. The lines are blurred. There are no boundaries. We dance as one person, one thought, nothing held back. No gesture ruled out, as long as it is truthful.

Moments like this are worth it all. The doubt. The sacrifice. The injuries. The scrutiny. The burden of expectation. Those moments of living so intensely and fully on the stage are why I danced. Now, each day, I face one towering question: will I ever experience that euphoria again?

*  *  *

AT THIS POINT, the lengthy time I’ve been injured seems like a purgatorial dream from which I cannot wake. My life as a dancer seems distant, like another lifetime. Moscow. The stages I danced on. The partners I loved. The prime shape I was in. Circling the world once, twice, three times each year. I can’t let myself remember too much; when I do, it invokes despair and a knife-sharp pain of loss. It forces me to face what still seems unthinkable: that I no longer have the ability to be the dancer I was, the person I am meant to be. To answer my calling.

Dancers say, “Our bodies are our instruments.” We know we must take care of them. Not abuse them and wrongly assume they will always be at the ready.

But when you are healthy, you have no way to imagine how it would feel to be stripped of your art, your means of expression.

I’m locked in a desperate fight. A fight with my body, which does not work for me anymore. And the longer I go on fighting, setback after setback, month after month, I lose, in a very slow but inexorable way, the ability to envision myself back on the stage.

It’s been more than two years since my life became divided into two distinct parts: before the injury, and after. Before, I was dancing at full force, in one grand opera house after another. But I began to sense something was wrong. It was a gradual, encroaching sensation, barely noticed at first. In any case, I had a lot at stake and couldn’t be bothered. I danced in pain because I had to.

MRIs, X-rays, CAT scans later it was determined that my injured foot needed to be surgically reconstructed. Wear and tear. A bone embedded in my deltoid, slowly fraying the ligament. No massage therapy, no acupuncture, no other known treatment could help. An operation would be a radical move; making the decision to do it left me anxious. But soon after that, I felt calm. Or was it simply resignation? Or immobilizing fear? In any case, I was desperate to be well, to fix the problem that had plagued me. Nearly two years after that initial operation, and the rehabilitation process that followed, I still had not returned to dancing and had a new and different cause for anxiety: the fact that everyone knew how wrong everything had gone.

And so there was a second operation. The morning it took place, I walked into the hospital as a normal person, relatively free of pain (it was dancing that induced the unbearable pain). I left there an invalid, hardly able to put one crutch in front of the other. I was officially “out.” That’s the word the dance world uses to signify that someone is injured. “Is he out?” they ask. So there I was: “out” and aching and trying my best to crutch ahead. Anyone who has been on crutches knows the feeling. That feeling of being totally helpless. You can’t carry a glass of water to the couch. Middle-of-the-night negotiations to the toilet in the dark. Wanting to get out of the apartment; unable to go anywhere. A constant negotiation: the reactions of others. The gawking eyes when you are finally able to crutch down the sidewalk. Especially if they know you from the stage. As a dancer.

Rest is the physical and mental devil. But rest is the healer. With idle time come the waves. Waves of elation and positivity followed by waves of depression. A wave of people come to wish you well. Keep you going. Bring you soup or flowers. Have a chat. The feeling is light; you are thankful to have the support. They try to make you believe you’ll get better.

But the visits tail off and time alone becomes more and more frequent. I have always thought that if I had a stretch of free time I would use it to the fullest advantage. Learn the piano. Improve my Russian. Read War and Peace. God knows I have enough books. Their collection has been an obsessive pastime. But as the days slip by, I remain unproductive, shadowed at first by the stupor of oxycodone, then by the paralyzing reality of the long road ahead, a road that seems to lead far away from the stage.

It’s the uncertainty that has killed me the most. The inability to say for sure whether I will ever be back on the stage, where everyone expects me to be. As the months crawl on, my ambition to get there never wavers, but the dream of being there seems exactly that: a dream. I wear emotional armor, necessary protection against the thoughtless things otherwise kind people say. Even my mother, who is only well-meaning, asks, “Well, honey, what if this doesn’t work? What will you do then?”

As if the thought hadn’t crossed my mind that maybe I am on the road to not recovering.

I go to see a dance performance in New York City. Someone spots me, yelling across the aisle at intermission, “David, is there any hope?” I look at him, stunned, and say, “Of course there is hope. There is always hope.” What else could I say?

In fact, there are many hopes. The hope that I will be able to jump again. The hope that the simplest steps won’t cause me pain. The hope that I can dance a show I committed to a year and a half before. The hope that I will not disappoint the ballet companies that rely on me.

Thick in my disquieting haze, before I realize it, three more months have passed. Then another month. And another. The goal remains as distant as ever. Even the smallest goal becomes a long shot. A proper tendu. One pirouette. A bend or stretch of the leg that does not cause pain.

And so I am faced with the truth: the power of my will is all I have at this desolate time.



CHAPTER 1

Morning class was an essential daily task. Like making that pot of coffee first thing in the morning. Out of bed, half-asleep, and straight to the coffee machine. Filter. Water. Coffee grinds. On switch. Every day. Day in. Day out.

By nine thirty a.m. I would shuffle into a worn studio that was always empty and silent. The only light came from the morning sun edging in through huge windows. Outside, one floor down, the streets and noise of New York City.

At first, my body resisted the task at hand, especially when I was drained from the previous night’s performance. But the work continued the following morning, as if no exertion occurred, as if I hadn’t given to the performance every ounce of my emotional and physical energy.

I started with what I often dreaded: that first small physical movement that would call me to attention, easing me out of my slumber into another day. I would always begin with the same exercises. Done at my own pace and with the understanding that if I skipped them, I would not be set up well for later, when I would need to push my body in order to transform ballet’s absurdly difficult steps into seemingly effortless movement onstage. I began with small, basic movements, continuing on to those that are more advanced and complicated, each of them essential to achieving huge jumps and whiplash turns. People often wonder why we need daily ballet class when we are already professionals. But it is when we are performing virtuoso moves that we need those classes more than ever.

The deeper I went into the movements, the further I escaped into thought. The exercises slowly became a meditative experience. My mind would wander to last night’s show, my coming travels, the day’s rehearsals, a project I wanted to develop, a choreographer I needed to contact, emails I needed to write.

As the start of class drew near, other dancers trickled into the studio, shuffling in just as tired as I was. Everyone spoke in hushed tones. The lights would be turned on by someone who needed to feel they were officially starting class. As more dancers arrived, the volume and energy picked up. Some chatted about the show the night before, about what they did after it. Others discussed the new ballet they were learning, talking as they stretched or strengthened. A few, with headphones on, weren’t yet awake enough to discuss anything. We all wore different “uniforms.” Mine was Nike sweatpants, tights underneath, a cotton T-shirt, an insulated track jacket. Traditionalists wore nothing but tights and a T-shirt or leotard, as we all did when we were training and weren’t allowed to wear “junk”: the sweatpants, leg warmers, and baggy clothes that obscure the body and keep it from being exposed to the teacher’s critical eye. But I like junk. It’s comfortable.

Fads in dance attire come and go. In the 1970s and ’80s the more tattered and ripped your practice clothes were, the better. Maybe the wear suggested the dancer was working harder than others or was too dedicated and rehearsing too hard to take the time to buy new clothes. That has changed. I’ve gotten flak from my colleagues for having holes in my dancewear. When I was promoted to Principal Dancer a friend said, “Now you’re making Principal salary, so you can afford some better-looking clothes.”

But class is not a catwalk. The important thing is not how good the clothes look on the dancer; all that matters is what’s being danced in those clothes.

Moments before class was to begin, the teacher and accompanist would enter the studio, the former standing in the front of the room, the latter taking a seat at the grand piano.

“Are we ready?” the teacher would ask, “or do we need five more minutes?”

Always five more minutes. Compulsory for dancers to do their last stretches, yoga positions, exercises with weights. Or merely to delay the recognition that the day’s responsibilities were calling.

Grace period over, the talking ceased. We assumed our usual places at the barre. These barre spots are not free for the taking. There is, in every ballet company in the world, a pecking order. All the spots—by the piano, by the mirror, at the end, in the center—are accounted for. Some are claimed by Principal Dancers, others by members of the Corps de Ballet who have stood in the same spot for years. When outsiders come to take class with a company, they know not to claim a place at the barre until class starts. And God help the new kid who takes a much-coveted spot.

With one hand placed on the barre, we began with pliés. The most basic of movements. A dancer’s training commences at a very young age and starts with pliés at the barre. Whether you’ve danced once or a thousand times, it is the plié that begins your day.

A plié is a bending of the knees with the feet positioned in specific ways. This fundamental movement is the precursor to more advanced steps. Every turn and every jump—however high or low—starts with a plié. It’s the essential taking-off point to things far more difficult and impressive. For so many years I did pliés every day with a mindless ease and agility gained through repetition. I had done this series of exercises daily for twenty years. That is what we do: repeat the same movements every day throughout the entirety of our careers. It never ceases. If we think we don’t need class and the daily focus it provides, our work slips and that slippage is eventually visible on the stage. The audience can tell; they may not know in technical terms what isn’t working, but they know that something doesn’t look right. “I can’t put my finger on it,” they’ll say, “but it didn’t quite do it for me.”

So class is critical; if the basics go, the rest goes with them.

As we moved along to more strenuous movement, still holding on to the barre, my mind would drift again. At times I would become bored. Distracted. Want another coffee. I would look out the window, wishing I could take advantage of the beautiful day. Especially on Saturdays, when it seemed that everyone in New York City was just a few blocks away, leisurely strolling through the stalls at the Union Square Greenmarket. But class pushed on. That was a saving grace. You had to dive in and take motivation from other dancers in the room as you executed the familiar steps in their never-changing order: plié, tendu, dégagé, rond de jambe, fondu, frappé, développé, grand battements.

*  *  *

CLASS ALWAYS HAS the same structure: barre followed by center work, during which we execute combinations of steps, some in one place and some moving across the entire studio. As they increase in complexity, class becomes more like a performance, with dancers caught between two desires: to show off to colleagues and to dance for the sheer bliss of moving. As the dancers grow ever warmer, layers of clothing come off, one by one. The daily strip-down to a leotard and tights.

After a while, the windows would steam up from the body heat of eighty exhausted, sweating dancers. Inevitably someone would write on them in the same spirit that you’d write Wash me! on the dirty windshield of a car. Here, the words were always some variation of I LOVE BALLET!, in all their intended sarcasm.

Some dancers would trail out of the studio and leave class early, saving their energy and bodies for the long rehearsal day ahead. But those who stayed would pull off stunning jumps and turns, soaring higher and higher across the studio, unleashing a whirlwind of grand leaps and fleet turns in the air. The pianist’s music would propel us as we sought to one-up each other with every successive combination.

And the music . . . ah, the music! An essential aspect of dance. The skill and enthusiasm of the pianists and what they choose to play is paramount. Their music could take me beyond where I stood. It could take me into the melody, into the small accents of the downbeat, in front of the phrase, or behind it just a bit. Or, if they were uninspired, their lack of enthusiasm could make the steps seem more grueling, deepen my fatigue, make me momentarily hate my profession. But music, as a whole, allowed me to envisage new ways of inventing my work. Lengthen where I once tightened, ascend more slowly where I once rushed. When I heard something I loved, the steps were forgotten and I just danced. Around me, others would be dancing too, all of us engulfed in the beauty that comes from the fusion of music and movement.

That euphoria occurred for me on an early morning in a nondescript daily class years ago. The first chords of Schubert’s Moment Musicaux No. 2 took me somewhere beyond my place at the barre. I was simply doing pliés, but as I heard the first chords of the No. 2 opening, I became lost in its simplistic perfection. Suddenly, I felt I embodied the music. Bending and stretching my legs, coordinating my arm movements, this everyday exercise became something ethereal, heightened, spiritual. There was godliness in the movement. Meaning and purpose. It wasn’t the pliés that changed me. It was the beauty of Schubert that possessed me. This is what music can do to a dancer, if one is open to listening.

In such moments of transcendence I was doing what I aspired to do, and loving it in the purest and most primitive way.

*   *   *

MY MEMORIES OF morning class bring to mind the eternal interplay among dancers that veers between intense competition and mutual support. The extreme physicality and grueling nature of ballet create unusually close attachments. We feel part of a special tribe, drawn together by shared dedication, experience, and the understanding that dance possessed us all at a very young age. Because ballet demands and consumes so much energy and time, for many dancers the world begins and ends with dance. They proceed from class to rehearsal to performance and back to class again, year after year, barely noticing life passing beyond the studio and stage. To fulfill what’s asked of us, in a physical sense, we feel that we don’t need to interact with the “real world.” Many of us never do, despite the fact that a knowledge of art and music, literature and poetry provides powerful enhancements to anyone’s dancing.

Though we become professionals at an early age, we paradoxically remain juvenile in many aspects of our lives. Our schedules are dictated to us, our ballets are chosen for us, our touring schedules are arranged by others. Our conversation revolves, for the most part, around the ballet we’re learning, the ballet master we’d rather not work with, the performance we wish we could give or the one we already gave. Our colleagues are not only our friends; they become our husbands, wives, one-night stands, occasional enemies, enduring affairs. For dancers throughout the world, all of life seems encapsulated within the confines of their own companies.

But unity of the tribe also has a dark side: our devotion to one another is inevitably trumped by our individual desire to succeed. A group of dancers drinking at a bar at night can revert to bitching about other dancers like a clique of chatty schoolgirls ensconced at the popular table. I have been subject to my own demons of jealousy when someone else got a role instead of me, or when I danced the second performance instead of opening night, or when someone else was invited to a ballet company I hadn’t yet danced for. All of us are extremely vulnerable, which leaves us craving support from our peers and opens us to moments, in class and rehearsal, when we can laugh together about the silliest, most ridiculous things. We encourage each other through those rehearsals that run late into the evening when we’re delirious from the long day’s work. We share collective discovery in rehearsals that are euphoric; we remain united through rehearsals that are a living hell. I miss the way that, on an opening night, we huddle together onstage just before the curtain rises and share a moment of “we did this together.” Even when we hate the ballet we have created with a choreographer, we still stick together, soldiering on to make the experience something constructive. It’s a remarkable and invaluable intimacy.

*  *  *

SOMETHING ELSE I miss: the routine that characterized every performance day. Each dancer has his or her own preshow rituals. No matter where in the world I danced, mine started invariably with morning class, with setting up my body. Then home, or to my hotel, where I’d have a relatively large lunch. Chicken, rice, salad. Not too many carbs, no sugars. Filling enough to last me through the performance but light enough to not feel like a weight in my stomach.

Soon after eating, full of food and feeling dozy, I would take a nap. One of the ballerinas I have partnered, Gillian Murphy, is famous for her two-hour sleeps. But sleeping for that long before a show would make me too groggy. So my naps lasted half an hour, or an hour at most. The moment I woke to the sound of the insistent alarm, the anxiety and stress of the show rushed into my mind. It’s happening, I would think. The wait is over.

In the shower, hot water warmed me as I mentally reviewed the steps I would soon dance. After the shower, always a shave. I have a superstition that if I don’t shave before the show, it means I have slacked off somehow and am not fully committed to the performance. I normally dressed nicely: suit, good shoes, all intended to emphasize the evening’s event, the sense of occasion. Usually there was a dinner afterward with family or friends, or a special treat when I could slip away with my manager and have a couple of drinks and dinner alone at our usual place.

I always packed clothes to sweat in when I warmed up before the show, and a greeting card for my ballerina in which I would write a merde note. “Merde” is the word dancers use when wishing each other good luck. Obviously, we’re not going to say “break a leg,” as actors sometimes do, but that we came to settle on the unlikely “merde” still amuses me.

Before I left the apartment, my feelings were a jumble of anticipation, excitement, and dread. Yet nothing compares to it. The nerves you feel with the show fast approaching. The pressure to dance your absolute best. Troublesome questions would seep in at the last moment, attacking my mind like some plague I didn’t know I’d contracted. I would careen between confidence and fear.

I can do this, let’s conquer this!

What if I miss this turn? Mess up that lift? Do I have enough stamina? Will I get it right? I have to get it right. I cannot miss this lift! It will all be over if it goes wrong!

No matter how much I’d prepared, the performance was always a risk. Anything can happen on that stage. Ballets have passages that are incredibly tricky, even potentially dangerous. One misplaced step of the foot and it can painfully twist. One slightly off-kilter landing from a high jump and something can crack that shouldn’t. Dancing virtuoso steps can feel like traversing a darkened room trying to avoid a trip wire.

*   *   *

I’VE ALWAYS DREADED that moment when the show is over and the coaches, director, and staff come onstage to talk to the dancers. I’d look into their eyes as if to say, “Was it good? Did I do okay?” When you perform, you subject yourself to judgment and criticism from everyone.

And when people who attended the show would praise a performance, I often suspected they were lying. I knew they felt the need to be complimentary and I understood why. They know you’ve given everything you’ve got onstage, and not to say something nice would be rude. But most times their praise produced one reaction in me: I wanted to hide. Which is perverse, considering that dancers who can’t take a compliment annoy me.

Still, their well-meant words would make me want to run up to my dressing room and see no one. To be alone with a beer. I could even feel guilty about drinking that beer. I’d think, I don’t deserve it. I didn’t dance well enough. I only deserve to work harder. Or give up.

After more than two years of not having felt that vulnerability, it strikes me that I could have been less harsh in my judgment. I wish I had focused on the sheer enjoyment of dance that I felt as a child. Accepted that nothing is ever perfect.

Yet I also believe that my harsher judgments had value. Because unless I kept questioning and recognizing my shortcomings, I couldn’t learn and I couldn’t evolve. The trick is to be realistic, balanced: to not overpraise or be easily pleased yet not judge myself too harshly, as others often tell me I do.

Once, in a rehearsal with the prima ballerina Diana Vishneva for American Ballet Theatre’s Sleeping Beauty, I danced my variation while she looked on. As I toiled away at the jumps and turns, incorporating notes from our coach, I could feel Diana peering at me from the side of the studio.

Finally she said, “You have everything ballet needs of a dancer, but you don’t know it.”

Her comment left me speechless. I will never forget those words. They made me realize that not acknowledging your own potential or talent isn’t modesty. It’s a disservice to yourself and your art form.

*  *  *

THESE DAYS, I am consigned to watch from the sidelines. As I try to recover, my daily routine of rehabilitation places me in the building during rehearsal hours, peeking in on a studio where a new ballet is being created or an old one is rehearsed. I take company class with the other dancers. But the difference is that I am in a cocoon, healing. After class, I watch them head off to rehearsals that I no longer have the privilege to participate in. They complain just as I did. They stress just as I stressed. But they also feel the happiness and satisfaction of having a purpose. Their goal is the final product onstage. My goal is to be able to call my dancing my own again. To execute steps proficiently enough to rehearse, let alone perform.

So what keeps me going even now, when the path is so rough and uncertain? Hunger. Since childhood I have had an insatiable hunger for dance. I cannot control it. It controls me. And it has set me on a path dictated by one essential principle: never be afraid to go where your passion leads you.



CHAPTER 2

The drive that spurred me on was not forced into me. It was never someone else’s dream. I didn’t have stereotypical stage parents pushing me to work, insisting I take class, telling me I needed to make something of myself. It was my own dream and I was fortunate that, although my parents had never been involved in the arts, they came along wholeheartedly for the ride.

*  *  *

I GREW UP in a typical suburban household. My mom and dad were hardworking Americans trying to create a harmonious home for me and my older brother, Brian. We lived first in the small town of Rapid City, South Dakota, where my parents owned three restaurants, all of which eventually closed. After that we moved to the suburbs of Minneapolis.

My mother went back to nursing and worked her way up the corporate ladder to become CEO of a hospital. She is a born leader, democratic and fair.

My dad had a number of professions: he was a clothing salesman, a food broker, a real estate agent, and finally the owner of a used appliance store. One thing I inherited from him was his visually creative sensibility, which you could witness throughout our houses. We lived in seven different ones over the course of my childhood. It wasn’t that we needed to move; my dad just got bored with spaces quickly and would seek out new renovation projects to tackle. Each of our homes was decorated with original taste and flair. My dad’s favorite hobby was to rearrange the furniture, and pieces would come in and out: couches, paintings, lamps, chairs, everything. It was a constant rotation to fit the mood of the month, coinciding with the changing color of paint on the walls, which went from eggplant to burgundy to azure to gold.

On weekends he blasted loud music throughout the house, anything from Dire Straits to Beethoven. My mother loved it; my brother and I tolerated it.

Brian and I were polar opposites from the starting line. Very close in age, we fought constantly. He had little tolerance for my annoyances, which made me enjoy them even more. I knew exactly how to make him explode. My favorite way was to sing a song. He would then ask me to stop. I’d hum a few more notes.

He’d look at me contemptuously and say, “I asked you to stop singing.”

“I had to finish my song,” I’d reply.

When I had exhausted his patience he would punch me and I would cower away in tears. We each had our own ammunition. I would annoy. He would hit.

*  *  *

MINE WAS A true American childhood, at least for a while. In the first years of elementary school I went to classes, came home, did my homework, and played with friends in the backyard, riding my bike with a pack of other kids, building forts with them in the woods. Summer evenings were idyllic, long events when we would run all over the neighborhood until the escaping sun put an end to that day’s activities.

All of that was changed one evening by a mysterious man gliding across our TV screen. His name was Fred Astaire. His talent and effortless charisma ignited a flashing spark within me. I stared at the screen, unsure of what he was doing but certain of its significance. I was mesmerized. I wanted to be him. Move the way he moved. He skimmed across the stage smoothly, calmly, effortlessly. It was so clear to me that that was what I wanted to do.

Fred’s dancing was the birth of it all for me. He became an obsession. With that obsession came the vision of myself dancing. Jumping, turning, gliding across the floor. Dance is a force that has always been stronger than myself. Even when I was eight years old, that force pulled me into its world. I knew nothing about it but wanted to know everything. And from that moment of seeing Fred on the screen, dance has stayed with me every day of my life.

*  *  *

I BEGAN DANCING in my family’s basement in Minneapolis, in the long rectangular laundry room, which had a door that closed off the music and noise. I started alone: no class, no peers, just me on the cold concrete floor next to the washer and dryer and shelves of detergent and bleach, lightbulbs hanging over me.

For tap shoes, I had my Sunday-school penny loafers, some duct tape, and a handful of nickels from my mom. I looped the duct tape around to make double-sided tape and stuck it to the bottoms of the shoes. I carefully lined up the nickels one by one, row by row, and affixed them to the soles and the heels. I had tap shoes.

The nickels were heavier than pennies and made more noise, replicating (to my naive standard) the tapping sounds Fred’s shoes made on the TV. I paced back and forth, alone in the laundry room, making up the steps as I saw fit. No technique, no names for steps, just the joy of moving and the sound my feet made when I struck them on the concrete.

As Halloween approached, I pulled together what was then my sartorial ideal: a bowler hat, a white shirt, and black pants. And my makeshift tap shoes. I was officially Fred, if only for a day.

Dancing came to me naturally. Like eating or sleeping, it felt like second nature. It was simply a part of me. I answered its call because I had no other choice. Ignoring it wasn’t an option. The force was too great. I never imagined in those early days that dancing would become my profession. I didn’t even know that dancing was a profession. I just knew I had to do it.

*  *  *

WHEN CHRISTMAS ROLLED around, my parents got me a pair of proper tap shoes. It was by far the most exciting gift under the tree. Even better than the Nintendo that Brian and I had begged them for.

Opening that rectangular package, seeing the red shoe box and, inside it, the black patent leather Capezios, was the official starting point. No more nickels on the bottoms of my penny loafers, but true sound, from true shoes. No more imitating Fred, but being Fred.

My parents enrolled me in an after-school tap program. Once a week, a noncommittal forty-five minutes, just a class where I could express my desire to dance with like-minded kids.

I could not have pursued that desire without my parents’ support. They had no idea where it would lead. They didn’t know if I had “talent.” All they wanted to do was show their love for their son and help him fulfill his desire to dance like Fred. From the very start, they were on board, never asking me if I wanted to play T-ball like the other boys. They took the road that parents often do not take. I hear frequently from young boys who have the exact passion I had when I was their age. They just have to move. They fall in love with dancing, with its beauty and athleticism and rigor. But their parents think a dancing boy does not fit society’s norm, the role of a normal boy. They don’t want their kid to endure the pains of teasing and being the outcast. They figure sports are the better option. The road more traveled.

I understand the predicament parents face when their son wants to do something they know nothing about and no other boy in their neighborhood is doing. But kids’ natural inclinations are what they are. When I played sports I would make excuses to go to the bathroom in the middle of games, my disinterest showing in my lack of motivation. I knew these sports—soccer, baseball, basketball—weren’t for me. But dance was my outlet, my purpose, my joy. And my parents could see that in me. Which is exactly why they nurtured it.

How lucky I was that my parents chose to help me pursue what made me blissfully happy. That it didn’t matter to them that my happiness started with putting on tap shoes and eventually led to ballet shoes and tights.

*  *  *

THE FIRST PERSON to teach me proper dancing technique was a tapper named Maxine Vashro. She was a spitfire, energetic and lively. Her class was held in the basement of the local community college. Maxine would demonstrate and we would follow: shuffle, ball change, flap (learning it sounds more like fa-lap, striking the floor twice). Then picking up the pace, flap ball change, shuffle ball change, flap heel, all in repetition. I remember the students going “across the floor” one by one, and seeing my reflection in the mirror as I made my way. I was not terribly focused at the beginning. I was still a kid who liked to hang with neighborhood friends, and at times I would call my mom at work to ask her if I “have to go to tap today.”

Nevertheless, my interest grew into intense fascination. I would show people my tapping skills without apprehension or self-consciousness. When I was at the grocery store, I would tap down the long aisles, a perfect length of space to try newly invented moves. I was never ashamed of or embarrassed by what I wanted to do. I never felt I needed to hide it or lie to friends about what I was doing after school. It came so naturally to me that I naively assumed everyone had a similar desire and passion.

My third-grade crush was a girl named Amanda. To express my devoted affection I gave her a photo of myself dancing in the basement. It was maybe a tad unique to give my crush a picture of myself tapping away, arms swung to one side of my body, smiling at the camera. Unfortunately, my little present provoked a mildly horrified response from her and her friends.

*  *  *

I QUICKLY CAUGHT on that the boys in my class didn’t approve of my passion. But it was hard to understand why they wanted to pick on me. A couple of them would regularly chase me around the classroom and act as though they were going to do something far worse. I was never a kid who fought back, nor did my dad ever give me that traditional talk: “Stand up for yourself, boy. Come on, punch me! Let’s see what you got!”

So when bullies approached me, I had no idea what to do. My instinctive reaction when facing danger is to run, and I did exactly that. It didn’t work. I suppose I could have just ignored them, but it’s different in the moment when you’re a little kid being taunted by your contemporaries. They seemed to get pleasure out of my inability to fight back.

I just wanted to fit in. Like every kid, I wanted to be accepted by my peers. But there was a fundamental difference that made me a target. A weak target, at that. I was effeminate. I wasn’t wearing sparkly shoes and prancing around the classroom (which is perfectly acceptable)—I was just different. My best friends were girls. I could always hang out with them more easily than with boys. I had a constant flow of girl friends, so many that my fourth-grade teacher took me aside one day and said they were distracting me from my schoolwork. Other boys would be trying to gain attention from the girls, and I was seen as the effeminate roadblock to their desires. They didn’t want me in their way.

*  *  *

TEACHER APPRECIATION WEEK came once a year, and while other students dutifully wrote to teachers they liked, I used the opportunity to write to the school counselor and let him know I was being harassed daily by a group of persistent classmates.

Though I needed to share what was happening, being forthcoming with that information made me feel even more vulnerable. Next thing I knew, I was in the counselor’s office giving the names of my taunters. Then my parents were called in. They wanted to take me to a child psychiatrist who could teach me how to deal with bullies. I told them I didn’t want to go, but they insisted, saying it would do me good to “just talk about what was bothering me.” I could tell it killed them to know I was being demoralized by other kids.

A week later, despite my protests, I walked into the psychiatrist’s office in a high-rise building in downtown Minneapolis. I hated the idea of talking about an emotional issue for which I wasn’t even seeking advice. The thought of verbalizing my problems to an adult made me feel even weaker, like I couldn’t do anything myself.

Despite my reluctance, we finally spoke about what was happening at school. The psychiatrist suggested I develop an alter ego who could help me stick up for myself. We named him “Tough Tom.” The idea was that, when the bullies started to go at me, I would somehow work up the confidence to become my trusty and stronger other self. But Tom turned out to be less than trusty, because when I was being verbally assaulted I couldn’t convince myself that an imaginary character would help me in any way.

The teasing followed me to Phoenix, Arizona, when my parents relocated there for work. It was an exciting move for a now ten-year-old boy, a fresh start and, potentially at least, a chance to make new friends.

I picked out my outfit for my first day of fifth grade. I was like every other kid, making a personal statement for the start of the school year. The prospect of new school clothes and the chance to show them off was thrilling. I chose a black T-shirt, black-and-white-checkered flannel shorts, and my favorite, coolest item: red high-top Converse sneakers, paired with white tube socks. As I walked to my classroom, some boys barked, “Nice shoes!” It stung.

After that the teasing escalated. It confounded me. I was just being myself. I couldn’t act another way or put on another face. And I still couldn’t stand up to them. It wasn’t in my nature. I cowered in front of the bullies. It hurt to be made fun of and all I wanted when it was happening was to get away from it. Yet as much as I wanted to escape, I also wanted to fit in.

*  *  *

IN PHOENIX, THE pinnacle of my entire week was the dance class I began taking at a local jazz studio. With more formal training, I mustered up the courage to audition for my school talent show. A lot of kids would sing, some would dance, others did magic tricks or gymnastics. I was the only boy dancing. I didn’t want to be teased, but when it came to dancing, I took every opportunity to do so, even if the entire student body would be watching and judging me. I decided on a few routines I had been working on at the studio: a tap solo, a jazz routine to an early nineties dance anthem, “The Hitman,” and a top-hat-and-tails tap dance to “Sing Sing Sing.” I was focused and nervous auditioning in front of my music teacher, Mr. Bernstein. I took my dances very seriously, so I was anxious while waiting to hear whether I made it into the show, and full of joy and excitement when I did.

It took some courage to dance in the talent show. But I didn’t see it as such. Every student set himself up for massacre when he went out on that stage in front of his or her peers.

As I sat in the music room with the other kids, each one nervously awaiting his or her turn to go on, Mr. Bernstein came over to me and sat down.

“You must follow your passion to dance, David,” he said. “Ignore the nastiness and the teasing heaped on you by other kids. All you need to do is explore your love of dance.”

Never before had someone suggested that I had something worth nurturing. At the time I simply listened, nodded, and then went onstage to perform my routine. But that was the first bit of encouragement I received. I’ll always be grateful to him, for he was the first to instill in me the crucial idea that anyone—even a tap-dancing boy in suburban America—has the right to follow his dreams.



CHAPTER 3

Increasingly I became everyone’s favorite target at school. I was the class punching bag for the other boys’ entertainment. One day, as I waited quietly outside the classroom for school to commence, four guys approached me and formed a half circle around me. I tried to prepare myself for whatever was coming.

“Hey, girl,” one taunted.

I was used to hearing this, but that didn’t keep it from stinging; it was becoming just as familiar as my real name.

“You know you’re a girl, right?” another said. “And what do girls do? Huh? Do you know? Girls wear perfume!”

Before I could react they drained an entire bottle of cheap drugstore perfume all over me. Every last drop. In seconds. On my shoulders. My face. My hands. My arms. My clothes. I had done nothing to them. I stood there frozen, in shock and disbelief. Embarrassed and empty and alone.

They had purchased that bottle of perfume for the very purpose of humiliating me. Most of the boys were not in my class, so they’d have made a special trip around the grounds to find me. Mission accomplished. I reeked of perfume. I officially smelled like a girl.

From that scarring moment on I built a shell around myself. I was miserable and scared—scared of the bullies who seemed to take such pleasure in hurting me; scared of what they planned to do and say. The more the bullies went after me, the more I withdrew. And the more I withdrew, the deeper I sank into the reality that I honestly didn’t fit in and felt like I never would.

*  *  *

THE RELENTLESS BULLYING I received at school prompted me to find refuge in dance. Dancentre, my jazz studio, was my safe haven, where I had friends with whom I shared the love of movement and who saw me as the person and the dancer I was, not as a freak outcast.

I thrived on the physical and emotional release that came through the movement of jazz, tap, hip hop. Any form of dance fed my craving. I was never judged negatively. The opposite. I was encouraged to be the dancer I wanted to be. I wasn’t the girl or the faggot. I was free, my true self, and comfortable in my skin.

In jazz classes, form and technique mattered less than style and attack, and jazz gave me freedom to express myself so long as I knew the combination. I needed this expression. It helped me blot out the horrible teasing that went on during the day.

*  *  *

MY FIRST BALLET class was at Dancentre when I was eleven. Ballet was not popular with the jazz students, who viewed it as boring, a waste of time, and too stiff. I also felt that way. Jazz teachers would tell us about the importance of ballet, saying that it’s the foundation of every other form of movement. But of course we never listened. We would all make excuses to skip ballet class, giving lame reasons for why we couldn’t take class that day.

“I have too much homework and need to study.”

“My toes hurt.”

When I did take a ballet class I would wear baggy sweatpants and a T-shirt. I couldn’t in my wildest dreams imagine wearing tights! The girls would dispiritedly put their hair in a bun and maybe wear pink tights. The ballet studio was, to put it mildly, a very unmotivated atmosphere.

One day, not long after I started my feeble attempt at ballet, I saw, posted on the front door of the studio, an invitation for kids to try out for Ballet Arizona’s version of The Nutcracker. Instantly, I thought, I want to audition. Thinking back, that spark of sudden interest perplexes me. Why was I so attracted to the idea of auditioning for The Nutcracker when I only halfheartedly studied ballet? I knew a total of three steps in the classical idiom. Yet reading about that audition ignited a curiosity to explore the unknown that would guide me throughout my career and, on more than one occasion, lead me in an unexpected direction.

*  *  *

BECAUSE I WAS scheduled to compete in an afternoon jazz competition on the weekend of the audition, Ballet Arizona agreed to meet me for a private audition on Saturday morning.

At their studio I was tentative, quiet, intimidated. There were kids my age sprawled in every part of the reception area, all waiting for their chance to prove they could be part of The Nutcracker. I was met by Katharine Frey, the company’s ballet mistress (a term used in the ballet world for the rehearsal director). She led me past groups of eager kids into an empty studio. My eleven-year-old eyes had never seen a studio that big. It was a vast, run-down empty space, equally intriguing and intimidating.

*  *  *

THE AUDITION LASTED less than fifteen minutes. I was trying out for the coveted role of the Nutcracker Prince, who saves Clara from the evil Rat King and leads her to the Kingdom of the Sweets. This was the best role a boy could get in the production. The ballet mistress started to teach me the intricate mime scene at the beginning of Act II, in which the Prince recounts his battle with the Rat King. I had never even seen mime, much less performed it. She would show me a mime passage and then sit down quietly in her chair and watch me demonstrate it. But I couldn’t get past more than the first few gestures. I was in completely over my head. This was my first attempt at portraying the Prince, and deservedly, I got the far lesser role of the Nutcracker in the battle scene, during which my entire face was obscured by an enormous foam head.

*  *  *

DESPITE THE DOWNGRADE, it was during the eight performances of The Nutcracker that I became irretrievably enthralled by ballet. I was mesmerized. Once I took my foam head off after the battle scene each night, I would phone my mother and beg, “Can I stay and watch?”

Nurturing my newfound obsession, she usually obliged. I would stand quietly in the wings, transfixed by everything I saw and sensed. The dancers seemed suffused with a purpose bigger than themselves. They were like worshipers devoted to a religion. It was as if the stage itself were holy ground. I could feel the energy, the nerves, the reverence. The lead man dancing the Cavalier, in his tunic and white tights, took such care to support his beautiful ballerina onstage.

I was so taken by these professional dancers, by the focus it took to perform. The attention to preparing their shoes by dipping them in the rosin box just before they went onstage. That final practice of a difficult step just before the curtain went up. The call of the stage manager to “Places” right before the orchestra sounded. The muffled applause of the audience through the closed curtain as the conductor came out to the podium. And the dancers’ swift intake of breath as they moved onto the stage and their struggle for breath when they came off it.

Ballet seemed important. It had purpose. It was serious, weighty, a force stronger than any individual dancing it. I couldn’t help but inch as close as I could to witness this new world. I felt equally comfortable and enthralled. It was a brilliant new feeling. Ballet had captured me, never to let go.



CHAPTER 4

The division between my two worlds became more defined. As my dancing life after school flourished and became more and more of a haven, my life at school sank into a hell as the bullying escalated.

The extreme highs of expressing my calling as a dancer were consistently offset by the extreme lows of being everyone’s targeted “faggot.”

In my suburban school district in Phoenix, 1,500 kids came together for seventh and eighth grades at Desert Shadows Middle School. A completely new experience: new classes, new friends, and a new sense of freedom.

At Desert Shadows, I didn’t disappear into the mass of teenagers as I’d hoped I would. I was immediately singled out. The new faces from other elementary schools saw me as fresh prey: an effeminate blond boy who took dancing classes with girls after school and didn’t hide it.

Puberty was still far on the horizon for me, so I had a high-pitched voice and a very slight, skinny wire of a frame. The inevitable physical changes that other boys were experiencing were a big deal, and they would brag about who was shaving already, who had hair in their armpits. I didn’t even see peach fuzz on the top of my lip, let alone the need to shave anything off. I also still had a slew of girl friends. Because I found it so easy to connect with girls, talking to them wasn’t an awkward event like it seemed to be for the other boys. As it had when I was younger, this made other boys jealous and added fuel to an already blazing fire. Once again, the two words I became very accustomed to hearing were “girl” and “faggot.”

But I had trouble with some girls too. One day, on the bus ride home, I could sense, across the aisle, two girls whispering about me. I was sitting there, waiting for my stop, when one of them turned to me.

“Say ‘hello’!” she demanded as the other looked on.

I knew exactly why she said it. I looked her dead in the eyes. Cold. Enraged. Hurt.

I said, “Why? So you can hear how much I sound like a girl?”

They both looked back at me in shock. I had totally caught them off guard. A thick, tense silence ensued. The only answer they could muster up was a feeble “No.”

I looked away. I didn’t make a scene; instead I stared out the window, my face hidden from theirs, and cried quietly. I couldn’t help myself. I had never felt so bereft. If I couldn’t fit in, then all I wanted was to be left alone.

*  *  *

TO MY DISAPPOINTMENT, things were no better at Sunday school. Once, on a forced weekend retreat with my Lutheran church, the other boys honed in on me. None of them went to my school, so this was yet another crop of taunters. They didn’t want me sleeping in the same room with them because I was a faggot. I might “try something in the middle of the night.” Their unwarranted fear was matched by my own anxiety.

There was no other cabin to stay in, so while the other boys chummily piled into bunk beds and giggled themselves to sleep, I slept in a bed by myself in the corner.

Church was supposed to be the most accepting, inclusive environment. It was where people worshiped something greater than themselves and where kids could learn about the beauty, forgiveness, and acceptance of God. I imagined religion to be a refuge from the judgments and confusions of everyday life. A sort of utopia. At least that’s what they told me it should be at my suburban church, La Casa de Cristo.

Later, I would be disappointed, to say the least, when I learned that my own church regarded homosexuals as sinners.

*  *  *

AS SEVENTH GRADE moved on, I became more and more depressed. I started to write in the back of my school notebook about how much I hated school and wanted to escape. I dreaded leaving home to head to the bus stop. The teasing started and ended there every single day. Once I joined the kids in line for the bus, my guard was up, like a shield in battle. When the day was over and I was dropped off at the same bus stop, I could finally transform back into my true self.

I realize now how incredibly lucky I was to find both escape and a form of salvation in dance. I always make a point of that very thing to boys who reach out to me to tell me about the teasing they endure in school. I tell them to be grateful that they have an outlet that is as unique as being a dancer. The kids taunting you should only be so lucky to have a passion equal to yours. And by no means should teasing and verbal abuse be an excuse to give up what you love. I make the point that I never considered quitting dance because the teasing was so relentless. When I hear of other young people considering that option, I give my most impassioned reasons why that is a mistake. You cannot give in to the bullies and detractors. You cannot let them win the fight. They will say whatever they like, but you always have something stronger than they do: The courage to do something different. And the passion to equal that courage.

*   *   *

DURING MY JAZZ years I auditioned for a small TV pilot called Kid Tech. It told the story of a group of kids who lived in a world of war and conflict and had magic powers that could bring world peace. Six young dancers were chosen to be in it. We came to the project with equal commitment and enthusiasm. As we rehearsed, we experienced that collective euphoria found in the simple bliss of movement. Dancing hours on end in a small studio, I felt at home with them.

Among the six kids was Jack. A year younger than me, he danced at a different jazz studio. I had never seen him at competitions, where you normally encountered the same group of dancers. He came from a poor family and lived in a rough part of Phoenix known for its crime and violence. His mother worked night shifts as a nurse, so he took care of himself most days, getting from school to the dance studio by city bus. You could see instantly that he wasn’t spoiled like some of us kids. Whereas we came in with new clothes and the latest gadgets, he dressed simply, appreciating what he did own.

He was also the most arresting dancer in the group. Sharp, confident, edgy. He had a spark that no one else possessed. Your eye was just drawn to him and his mesmerizing raw energy. He upstaged everyone.

Jack and I got along instantly. We bonded over our mutual love of dance and had enough different interests to be immediately fascinated by each other. Physically, we were complete contrasts. I was blond; he was dark. I was lanky; he was compact. He was a huge Paula Abdul fan and schooled me in which pop stars were worth listening to. I took in every word he said, transfixed by his confidence and cool, brash demeanor. He was true to himself in front of others, unapologetic and proud. While I was getting made fun of on all fronts and cowering under the pressure, Jack would never take abuse from other kids. He would fight back. I was in complete awe of him.

As our friendship developed, we started to talk on the phone every day. At school, I constantly looked at the clock, anticipating the moment when I could call Jack. We would both rush home for our daily phone call, which took place just before we went off to our separate dance studios. I savored anything he had to say.

“I’ve been counting the hours till we could talk again,” I’d tell him.

“I know,” he’d say, “I couldn’t concentrate all day.”

Our friendship, we agreed, was the very best thing in our lives.

On weekends we’d spend the entire night on the phone, from six p.m. until six a.m. He would play me dozens of songs and I would reciprocate. One of us would doze off holding the receiver and the other would wake him. Together we watched the sun rise, me at one end of Phoenix, Jack at the other.

I finally mustered the courage to tell him that I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I waited on the phone, holding my breath until he broke the silence and said the same thing.

*  *  *

AS MOST COUPLES did in middle school, we selected “our” song, making our connection official. The song was “Sometimes It Snows in April” by Prince, a ballad about someone whose best friend dies and is looking back on their intensely unique connection.

We would play that song for each other, think about the lyrics, and cry.

“You can never leave me,” I’d say.

“I’ll never leave you and you’ll never leave me,” he’d reply.

*  *  *

WE FINALLY MADE a date for Jack to sleep over at my house. I was consumed with anticipation. I obsessed over what we could possibly do in those many private hours together. Would we go to sleep early or talk until the sun came up? Would we listen to music? Would we kiss? When he arrived I met him and his mother at the front door. After niceties were exchanged between our parents, we escaped into my bedroom.

With the door locked behind us we stood face-to-face, uncertain of what to say or do next. Spontaneously, like two magnets, we wrapped our arms around each other and held on tightly for what seemed like minutes. It felt like an electrical surge to have his arms around me.

“I couldn’t wait to see you,” I whispered.

“I know, me too,” Jack said.

We stayed up all night in a blissful stupor, listening to music, looking at magazines, talking, and cuddling.

*  *  *

FALLING FOR EACH other was never a choice. It felt so natural and unforced. Through this first sleepover and others to follow, we discovered what intimacy is like with someone you care about so deeply. I had fallen in love with Jack and he had fallen in love with me. We became obsessed with one another. Dance was our shared passion. But our mutual love—pure and honest—was the warmest sensation yet. Throughout the summer, we would fall asleep together in my twin bed, clinging to each other. My parents set up a second bed for him to sleep in, but we never used it. In the mornings, my mom would come in and say goodbye before she left for work and see us sleeping side by side in my tiny bed. She never said anything about it, so I could only guess what she was thinking. I didn’t care what it looked like to my parents, or to my brother, who caught us, on several occasions, holding hands or hugging. Someday, I assumed, I would have to let them know the truth. But, dreading their reaction, it was a lot easier to opt for silence instead.



CHAPTER 5

At school, the bullying continued unabated and unmonitored by the teachers. These days, I hear of antibullying campaigns at schools and of kids being suspended for taunting others. I wish that had been the case when I was struggling to fit in. Back then, bullying was not an issue to be taken seriously. The prevailing attitude was “kids will be kids.”

Eventually the abuse I absorbed caused me to crack. The issue that was the ultimate breaking point wasn’t a kid tormenting me. I accidentally missed a rehearsal at my jazz studio. There was a policy that if you failed to show up for a rehearsal you were cut from the number for the upcoming competition. I wasn’t there, so I was out. I called the studio in a panic. Rehearsal had started. One missed rehearsal signified that the one place I knew I belonged had ousted me. In rehearsal I was happy, confident, assured. I couldn’t lose that.

Suddenly all the pain I’d held in after being called a faggot for so long bubbled up and flooded out of me. The facade I had built up no longer worked. The armor no longer shielded me. I couldn’t allow myself to be pushed anymore. Or called a girl. Or have perfume poured on me. Or be singled out and mocked for just being myself. I sobbed uncontrollably. I called my mom in a panic. She was on her way home from work. I tried to tell her what had happened but was barely able to speak or breathe. She tried desperately to calm me down, but I was hysterical. It all came out in heaving sobs.

I had never told my parents that I was the punching bag at school. I had kept it all a secret, knowing they would make a bigger deal out of it than I could stomach. I certainly didn’t want to be sent to see another psychiatrist. But now the words came pouring from me. I told my mom that I had no friends. That I was taunted daily. I was constantly called a girl and a faggot and everyone made me the butt of their jokes. I told her how miserable and depressed I was. There was silence on the other end as she listened in shock.

When she finally arrived home I had stopped crying, embarrassed by my uncontrolled outburst. But the words had been spoken, the pain exposed. She drove me to rehearsal an hour late. My teacher graciously decided not to take me out of the piece, but I knew what was waiting for me when I returned home. My parents wanted to hear all about the bullying, the depression. How long had it been going on? Why hadn’t I said anything?

*  *  *

THE NEXT MORNING my parents insisted on meeting with my principal to ask him what the school’s responsibility was in regard to constant bullying. The principal’s attitude was that neither he nor the teachers could control every word students said. My parents looked at him, aghast and confused at this admission of impotence.

They stormed out. That afternoon they assured me that I would not have to spend another year at Desert Shadows Middle School.

The looming question was where to go. Surely every other school would be the same. The same jocks and cool crowd. The same girl friends of mine that would make the guys jealous. Where could I possibly seek refuge and start anew?

*   *   *

JACK HAD HEARD that the city’s first art school was opening the following year in downtown Phoenix. As soon as he told me the name—Arizona School for the Arts—I knew it was the answer for a lanky suburban boy obsessed with dancing.

So I finished off my seventh-grade year in hell, surviving the name-calling until the bitter end. Then I emerged, making my pilgrimage to my new school, where I joined two hundred students in grades five through twelve from all around Phoenix. Dancers, singers, actors, musicians. And Jack.

The entire student body at ASA immediately bonded over our distaste for “normal schools.” We dismissed things as “so public school”: sports teams, varsity jackets, proms, cliques, bullying. And while we all commiserated over our inability to fit in elsewhere, ASA offered us a haven where we could be ourselves. Jack and I could walk around the school holding hands. Kids could play the piano and sing during lunch break. No form of expression was taboo. No one made fun of anyone else for their taste in clothes, artistic inclination, or sexual orientation. I had found my daytime nirvana, to complement my equally gratifying evening utopia. At last my two worlds were one.

*  *  *

ON WEEKENDS, I would, at times, accompany my mom to the market. After one uneventful Sunday trip, just after I turned fifteen, we headed back home with a car full of groceries. It was a day like all the others until I called out, “Mom, you just missed the turn to our street!”

“I know, honey,” she said dryly. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

What had I done? When had I lied? I couldn’t think of anything I’d done wrong. At least nothing from my own perspective.

She slowed the car and pulled over. We were on a quiet street in the suburban complex we lived in, where every house looked identical. No cars or people in sight. We were all alone.

She lowered the radio to a hum and turned to me.

“Honey, I want you to know that anything you say, your father and I will support. Okay?”

“Yes,” I answered with trepidation.

“We want to know if you have had any experiences with other boys.”

I was frozen. Floored. Before this moment I had pictured how my parents might react to me telling them that I was gay. I imagined my father actually taking it quite well. But a vision burned in my mind of my mom not accepting it, and kicking me out of the house. I had heard of scenarios like this, of other gay boys living through that sort of nightmare. My overwhelming fear of their reaction meant I’d never even considered telling them the truth.
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