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For Lettie, the “L” in my name.

Miss you, Grandmother.

Wish you could hold this book in your hands.

And for Cherish. You know why.






CHAPTER ONE The Barre


Miss Kuznetsova was right; I don’t know what hard work is. I’m ghost-knuckling the barre, doing the opposite of what I was taught in ballet—clinging for dear life, trying to hold myself up. I want to tilt my head to reroute the highway of sweat working its way down my face, but dare I tempt the balance gods and risk eating the floor? On the other hand, I’m hungry. I’m afraid to move my eyes anywhere but in front of me. I’ve been staring at the corny LET’S GET PHYSICAL poster for ages now. It brings a new definition of spotting.

I remember my first-year training under Miss Kuznetsova. I knew I was great, everyone told me I was. Miss Kuznetsova worked that attitude right out of me with my first pirouette. Trash. You call that spotting? I’m surprised you aren’t picking yourself off the floor. Come back to that spot or leave my class. That was her being nice.

God, I miss her.

“You got this, Genie,” Logan tells me. He sounds so sure, loosening his grip around my waist.

“I can’t do this.” My elbows shake in sync with my voice, I swear. Is the ground getting closer? Logan tightens his grip on me, and I fall back into him. “Dammit!”

“None of that. Come on. Straighten up. You can do this,” Logan says.

He’s so close behind me, it reminds me of partnering class. The way his hands round to the curves of my waist. I close my eyes. I want so bad to be back. I want to be lifted. To feel as if I’m soaring through the sky, then put down, ever so gently. But it’s not pointe shoes skimming the surface, or boys landing out of jumps that I hear. No. It’s the sound of a walker scraping and a metal leg stomping across the room somewhere.

“I’m done with this.” My hands start to slide, and I have nothing left in me to straighten myself up. Danny, Logan’s assistant, sits on a rolling stool; he holds my ankles, the only thing keeping me weight bearing.

“Okay, hold on.” There’s subtle defeat in his tone. “Bring me her chair,” he orders Danny.

I hate this place.

I’m mad at myself. Scratch that. Mad doesn’t begin to describe how I feel now that I can’t stand on my own and the only place I want to be is at my summer dance intensive. I had so many new dances I wanted show Kuznetsova. This was the stepping-stone to my last year of being a student. Logan lowers me onto the floor, because everything in this place is a test. I’ll have to work to get into my chair. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.” He kneels down and looks at me, but I turn my head.

“You said I’d be able to walk again.”

“No, I said you could work toward standing with supports and maybe taking some steps, but I didn’t say it would be today.” He takes off the ugly ankle-to-knee braces I wear in therapy and stretches each of my legs out. “You okay?”

Just this morning, Miss Kuznetsova asked me the same thing. She’s been checking up on me since the day after my accident. It’s been nearly three months of daily emails filled with her life affirmations, well wishes, and the same question: When will I see you again? I love her too much to reply. But every morning, despite my silence, there’s her email asking me if I am okay. She doesn’t need my answer to figure it out.

I glare at him. “I’m at Disneyland.”

“That’s the spirit.” He smiles and gets up to write some session notes.

I take the time to feel him up with my eyes. Given his long, lean build, he would be a perfect pas de deux partner. Whenever he’s spotting me, I sometimes imagine he’s Chris, my ex-partner and best boy in our level. Naturally, he’d fit me in skill and height for partnering. If I squint enough, Logan’s shaggy brown hair could be Chris’s.

Finally, I’m able to wipe some of the sweat off my face with my T-shirt, which reads VAGANOVA AMERICAN BALLET in the boldest, most sparkliest red letters the school store offered. Pink has never done it for me. The black shirt makes the red pop more anyhow. I should be there now, throwing Black Girl Magic pixie dust in their faces. Funny, right? Now all there is to throw is salt in my wounds.

I watch Kyle, the guy who’s usually here with me, shuffling along the length of the room with a walker. Slow but steady, he’s making it. Not just his exercise, but this whole rehabilitation thing. Just two weeks ago he could only stand with that walker. Before that he needed all hands on deck to kick a ball. His eyes bulge out of his face, and his patchy head mimics a water slide as droplets make their way down his neck. Not even the railroad-track-like scars lining his head can stop them. Standing. Walking. That will never be me, though. Not as an L1-L3 incomplete paraplegic. We exchange a fuck-this-shit glance and a small, friendly smile. While we’re on different sides of the boat, it’s still the same boat, so despite the fact that it took me a month to smile back, I can return the nice manners now.

“You should really think about going to group therapy sometime. Kyle goes.”

Logan lowers himself onto the floor, and I scoot backwards into my chair. “I won’t go.”

“Did you miss what I said about Kyle going?” Logan whispers. “You’d be surprised to know you’re not alone in this whole recovery thing.”

“I heard you loud and clear. Can’t see what that has to do with anything.”

“If you go, you could actually talk to him instead of secretly wondering what his deal is,” Logan reasons.

“Why do that when you could just tell me? Actually, don’t.” I would hate if Logan told anyone anything about me. Especially my injury.

“It wouldn’t hurt to check it out.”

“Kyle or the QUEST group?”

Logan crosses his arms and smiles that Realtor-ad grin. “Both.”

I use what strength I have left to lift myself into my chair and push off. Pretty sure Logan could’ve picked me up by his pinky.

“Great transfer! Maybe I should get you angry more often.” He follows me out into the hall. “Think you’ll stay the full session next time?” Logan asks.

And watch Kyle pass all his tests? I think not. I keep rolling away, pretending not to hear him.

“Try to have a good day, Genie,” he says behind me. “Buckle up!”

Too late.

I follow no hallway etiquette as I rush by everyone and every room on my way out. It feels like I slam directly into the beaming sun, finally out of that maze. How can anyone move in this heat? If a power chair didn’t cost college tuition, I’d look into one for summer purposes alone. At least there was air-conditioning inside. Now I’m rethinking my signature dramatic exits. As Miss Kuznetsova would say, Come in with presence. Leave a legend. Logan would argue I’m not on the stage, and I’m not doing myself any favors, but once prima, always prima. Yep, that’s how I roll now—twenty-four-inch rims.

The good thing is, I still have my amazingly flexible arms to fish around for my bookbag hanging in the back. My hands swim around inside the bag, pushing away Vaseline and a pack of gum, until I pull out my shades and slide them on my face. I readjust my feet on my footplate. Good. Now I can go.

Starbucks’s mermaid logo on the corner taunts me. The calories alone used to be deadly to this ballerina. Now the distance is the killer. I make my way down the block. It’s slightly uphill, which is why I try to talk myself out of needing a chilled drink. The mermaid won’t get to win this round. Double caramel drizzle will coat my thick lips like fancy lipstick. Starbucks lipstick. Makes me think of Hannah, my best friend. The girl who would rather wipe her bright lipstick off before class than not wear it at all. I can hear her voice now: Genie, which one? Selena or Salsa red? I’d shrug because they look the same to me.

Before I know it, I’m halfway up the block. Just three weeks ago I didn’t have the strength or the willpower to make it up a block, let alone up an incline. Logan would be pleased.

How’s that for needing a full session?

“You got this, Genie,” I chant. “Two more pushes and you’ve earned yourself a venti iced caramel Frappuccino.” Logan’s rubbing off on me.

The door is closed.

I’d rather do thirty-two fouettés on pointe any day than open a door now. Before my accident, there’d be someone on their way in or out. All I’d do was slide in. Now people sympathetically open the door for me, but no such sympathy today. Damn, I pushed myself all this way, too. I’m starting to feel like I’m peeling off a Band-Aid every time I lift my arms.

Don’t let this mermaid bitch win, Genie. I take a deep breath and align myself to pull the door open. Success. Take that, you scaly bitch! With my right hand I hold it open for as long as I can, but it’s heavy and my palms are sweaty—the door closes too early and sandwiches me between it and the frame. Touché. We’re both being bitches to each other. I’ve been known to be competitive.

The barista’s mouth opens and closes like a fish. She doesn’t know what to say. What do you say? Sorry you suck at navigating the world? Sorry you spend too much time leaving therapy early and angry to properly learn how to get through doors?

Trapped, I rock side to side in my seat, trying to squeeze by. Relief hits me as the door opens behind me, and I’m able to wheel myself to the other side of it.

“Thank you. You’d think they’d have automated doors,” I say loudly, so the barista hears.

The woman who opened the door gives me a quick nod and smile, making her way to the register. The cool air calms me, and I take in the famous coffee smell. It’s not often I get to have these high-calorie frozen treats. I never starved myself, but I did have to diet. Being a little curvier than most, I had lines to maintain. As dancers, our bodies are not just a form of entertainment. They’re living art; we have to take care of them. My art died along with my nerves.

After the woman places her order, I’m next. I can see the unease on the barista’s face. She’s trying to be professional, but my chair makes her uncomfortable. At least it feels that way. I can’t tell if I’m being sensitive. It’s a turn of events from the glowing looks I could conjure before by just walking in a room. Yes, I’m that gorgeous, but it’s like I can’t be pretty and in a wheelchair. The computer monitor blocks her name tag. Being low is a pain in the ass.

“One venti iced caramel Frap, please,” I order.

“Whip?” she asks.

“Yes, extra drizzle, too,” I add.

“Name?”

“Cripple,” spills out my mouth like a slippery ice cube.

Her eyebrows rise in question or shock. Both? But I’m not in the mood to apologize.

“I’m sorry?” she asks again, probably hoping she heard wrong.

“Genie. Just Genie.”

The space is tight. I survey the room for a spot to wait that won’t be in the way of the line that has formed out of thin air. Just great. I swivel behind me, looking for another door to exit out of when I’m done here. Nothing but tables and a bathroom. What happened to our truce, mermaid?

People tend to part like the Red Sea around me. No one wants to get rolled over by a person in a wheelchair. The funny thing is, even if it isn’t their fault, they usually apologize. I guess they figure I have it bad enough. Actually, I don’t really know what they’re thinking. “Genie?” The man behind the counter places my Frap on the bar top. He looks out at average height, not even noticing me approach the counter.

The counter’s a bit high, but I push up on my arms to reach it. I grab a straw and place my drink between my legs. If I didn’t watch myself place my drink there, I wouldn’t even know it was there. I have no sensation in my legs, but if you bang my knees hard enough, there’s some reflex capability. The perks of my low-level paralysis. In common terms, it means my back broke just close enough to my ass that my top half works, while my hips and lower are equivalent to a wet noodle. “Perks” and “paralysis” shouldn’t be in the same sentence.

Out the same way I came in, I make my way to the nearby park and find a shady area to sit under. I need two hands to push myself. Drinking and driving is not an option for me. Ba dum tssh. Thank you, I’ll be here all week. I’ll be an artifact before I laugh at that joke.

I’m not doing myself any favors taking out my phone to scroll through social media, but I do it anyway. It’s a struggle to see all the dancers I follow, yet I can’t bring myself to kill my own profile. Scrolling down the page, I hover over a picture of Hannah. Black leotard, arch to die for, 180 degrees of perfect penché, posted just fifteen minutes ago. Hannah smiles, making it look easy. Just fifteen minutes ago I was at a barre, and I didn’t look beautiful. I didn’t look effortless.

Why would Kuznetsova want to see me again when she can look at that? Even though I want to hate the picture, I bring myself to like it. Hannah and I were two of the few minorities at our studio. We connected the minute we started at VAB when we were twelve. Between my caramel and her mahogany skin, we stood out in our black leotards among the girls who looked like they were taken right off a music box. Five years later, Hannah’s living out the dream we planned together on train rides home from class.

Come fall she’ll be auditioning for top ballet companies all around the world. And she’s good, too. Some company will want her. Wouldn’t be surprised if she got a few offers. I figured we’d drift apart from being busy working our way through our respective companies… but I never imagined it’d happen like this. Hannah always wanted to dance in Paris at the super-exclusive Opéra National de Paris, but I fancied Germany. Specifically, Semperoper in Dresden. I haven’t spoken to her since my accident. All my doing. I don’t want my bitterness to rub off on her.

I look down at my legs, covered in sweatpants. I had plans to wear the shortest shorts possible this summer. Now I don’t feel comfortable showing my legs. To me they look misshapen already. Like my bones have forgotten so quick they’re supposed to be lithe and muscular and gorgeous like everyone says they are. But they know they’re useless, so they’re starting to look like it.

My phone rings, and Mom’s picture engulfs the screen.

“Yeah, Mo—”

“Where are you? Why aren’t you at the therapy center?”

I roll my eyes so far back I can see my brain. “Relax, I’m up the block at the park.”

“You need to stop leaving your sessions early because you find them hard.” She pauses. “And if you’re going to leave the center, at least have some decency and text me, Genie.”

She can’t see that I’m giving her the speed-it-up hand.

“Leaving.” I end the call and shove the phone back into my pocket.

Not in a rush to get back, I sit tight and finish my drink. She can wait if she insists on coming to pick me up every time I have a session. I can take the bus home, but she’s too busy suffocating me to allow it.

“Genie?”

The voice sends me to a time of sneaking kisses between classes. Hershey’s and real ones. Being serenaded with improvised songs about pretty brown girls and the promise of never being left. Freshman year was sweet in every sense. Junior year was beyond rotten. A squirrel squeaking brings me back to the real Nolan. The one in front of me with the water bottle dripping sweat down his arm. Speaking of arms, he’s got his muscles and a few new ones on display in the Looney Tunes tank top I got him from Six Flags the first summer we spent together. It makes me sick to see him looking so healthy.

I turn my head, hoping he’ll take the hint. He doesn’t. He sits down on the bench so close to me, I have to remember we aren’t in calculus, let alone dating anymore. Feeling safe with him is no longer a thing. And now the smell of chlorine is attacking my nostrils.

Mowing him down comes to mind, but so does guilt and shame. I hate how he makes me feel. I’m a knot around him, twisted and hopeless to untie. That wasn’t always the case.

He hums. That’s what Nolan does when he thinks. What is he thinking about? Us? The last time we spoke? What to say next?

“I miss you,” he says finally. “You went ghost on me. I was mad close to talking to your mom. And you know how we feel about each other.”

That’s what he says. No Wow or Are you okay? I’m not surprised.

“Ghost would mean I died, though. What are you even doing over here?”

“Lifeguarding at the Y up the block. Getting back into swimming. I work for training.” His earring catches the light. Against his dark skin it’s like a flashlight in a tunnel.

He’s getting his life back while I get to work on not killing myself if I fall out my chair. And only two blocks away.

“I didn’t know you were so bad,” he says, voice low. “Is it permanent?” There’s an uncomfortable hopefulness in his voice.

Maybe it’s the milk from the Frap, but my stomach boils with fury. “Don’t do that.”

He inhales sharply, sucking back anger. “You still look the same to me, Genie. Beautiful.” He licks his lips. “I can come by later and show you what I mean. We got to catch up anyway,” he suggests.

Sweat drips down my forehead like rain on a window. The last time I saw Nolan, he proposed the same thing. And just like before, I’m not having it. He can keep all of that to himself.

I sense him staring at the chair. I don’t want to look, but I can tell he is. Everyone does. Intentional or not. He swallows loudly, and my attention turns to his Adam’s apple. What is he feeling? Guilt? Shame? Disgust? Fear? Everything I feel when I transfer into this aluminum hunk of transportation.

“What’s up with Hannah?” he asks. I know he doesn’t care. He’s just trying to get a reaction.

I think of the picture she posted, stretching against the barre. “She’s fine.”

“Good… good.” He nods. Nolan does that when he’s nervous.

His hand lingers over my thigh. I don’t blink. If I do, I won’t know if he touches me. Reminds me of calculus, when his hands would slide up my thigh.

I finally look at him. “Are you going to leave, or do I have to?”

He squints from the sun moving out from behind the clouds. “Something told me to wear this shirt to—”

“My mom’s waiting for me. So…” I place my hands on my push rims, ready to go, when he grabs the back of my chair.

Where were those reflexes that night? “Let go!” I yell.

He jerks his hands away quickly. “Sorry! Please. Don’t go yet.”

“What do you want, Nolan?”

“I just want to—”

“I have to go.”

I throw my cup into the trash and work my way out of the park. Pretty sure I just made wheelchair drifting a thing. And Nolan better not follow me, but I don’t look back, either. By the time I cross the street, I’m sure he isn’t. There’s nothing like hearing your heart as the soundtrack to the insanity that just played out.

Mom’s waiting for me outside the center as if she thought I might pass her and the blinking hazards on the car. She looks like she’s about to melt. Her twists hang down in front of her face as if she’s started to already. Why not wait in the car?

“You overworked yourself,” she starts. “If only you took direction from me like you did from your dance teachers.” She realizes what she just said and tries to backtrack. “I just mean you’re so stubborn sometimes. Guess you get that from me.”

I dismiss her. “Whatever.”

She opens the car door and tries to help me get in. I push her away.

“Let me help, Genie.”

“No. I can do it myself.”

“What’s wrong with you today?”

“Let’s see, my legs—useless. Bladder—useless. My bowels are like—screw it. It’s hot out here, and instead of you just letting me hurry up and get into the air-conditioned car, you’re asking me what’s wrong.”

That shuts her up for now. What I really want to say is the boy who let me fall off a three-story building showed up today.

But I can’t say that, because she thinks I just lost my balance, which isn’t a total lie, but it’s not the whole truth, either.






CHAPTER TWO On the Mag


On this episode of The Breaking Pointe: No. Just no.

Mom wants me to sleep with chucks under me like some elderly dog. It’s not until I pull my covers off that I see the stain on my bed. I touch it—still wet. I feel my face contorting. This just happened and I didn’t feel it—couldn’t stop it. Even though no one’s here, I still look around, embarrassed. If I tell Mom I wet the bed, she’ll give me the I-told-you-so speech, feel bad, and then give me pity eyes. The eyes that stared at me when I woke up out of surgery. She knew my life was over before I did.

I think back to Nolan yesterday. What if it happened in front of him? As if seeing Nolan again wasn’t hard enough. There would’ve been no hiding it. Oh God, what if it were my bowels? No, I can’t—won’t think about it.

Remember the dream, Genie.

Last night, I had my first dream in a month. It all felt so real. So real that I thought I could walk again. My legs felt real. I could feel the coolness of the lotion that I put on my legs before class, so my knees wouldn’t be ashy.

It’s all been nightmares since my accident. Flashes of the seconds it took to fall through the sky. The moment I knew there was nothing I could do. My heart drums so fast that I wake up, my sheets clenched between my fingers, mirroring the way I held on to the edge. Sometimes it’s just dark and my screams play over and over.

But not last night. This was a dream, a show, a reminder of who I used to be. I didn’t want to wake up. I was back in class. Hannah and I stood in our favorite spots at the barre, right in front of the large window, open to the public and the restaurants across the street. We chatted about auditions. The school was putting on a production of Giselle, and we both wanted to be her.

Other girls fit the bill of Giselle more. Maya comes to mind. Her long, lanky limbs and small head are the definition of a perfect ballerina body. Clean technique and blue doe eyes say Giselle belongs to her. But Hannah and I wanted to stir the pot. We would force a new way of dancing Giselle that fit us.

Miss Kuznetsova entered and everyone stood tall. She bowed and we all bowed back, signaling class was beginning. The piano started slow and precise and I closed my eyes. I like to hear only the music sometimes. We’ve done the exercises so much, it’s muscle memory. Grands battements. Ronds de jambe. The sound of pointe shoes lightly rapping the floors is comforting. Nothing else matters when I dance.

There I was onstage—flying, my white tulle tutu catching the air in time with the music, my brown peasant top telling me I got Giselle. I performed the whole show. The audience cheered on their feet when I took my bow. Miss Kuznetsova applauded from the wings, a smile on her face. A former Giselle herself, her smile told me I was where I belonged. My music-blasting neighbor woke me up before I could accept my flowers.

I transfer into my chair. The smell confirms that I definitely peed myself. Great, I’m going to have to do some sanitizing when I clean up. I do my best to take my covers off the bed myself. Despite pushing myself on stealth mode, I roll over every creak and groan in this apartment. I throw the sheets into the washing machine and squeeze myself into the bathroom. Hopefully Mom won’t barge in so I can keep this to myself.



After getting myself clean as can be, I roll down the hallway to the kitchen. I scrape my elbow going around the corner. Technically, we need to move to a more accessible space. My occupational therapist, Kelly, described moving a wheelchair through here as “constipation.” The sad thing is she isn’t wrong. Shortly after that talk she went on vacation, and when she comes back, I guess we’ll pick up where she left off. She’ll be back in August refreshed and I’ll be here still constipated.

“How about we go out for breakfast?” Mom asks when she sees me.

“No.”

“Pastrami omelets,” she sings. “It’ll be like girlfriends and brunch.”

“I said no.” We’re not girlfriends.

“Genie, let’s go out. I don’t feel like making breakfast.”

“Don’t. I’ll make it.” And it’s not like she ever feels like making breakfast.

“You can’t reach the stove.”

She immediately covers her mouth. I’m annoyed with her, but mad at myself for even forgetting that I can’t properly cook in this kitchen. I can barely open the fridge without hitting my knee.

“Mom, one. Genie, zero.”

“I didn’t mean that,” she says, sticking up for herself, obviously hurt.

“Yes, you did.”

“Why can’t you ever just believe me or listen to me just once?”

“Oh boy, here we go again.”

“Here.” She holds a magazine reluctantly out to me. “This came for you today. I debated showing it to you, but I think you should see it.”

I look down and see Relevé magazine, the most popular ballet magazine ever, featuring me! I’m doing a grand jeté across the cover in a bright red leotard. My name is in big bold black letters. My throat gets dry, as I swallow repeatedly to keep it from snapping shut.

With everything going on, I forgot. How could I forget that I did a cover? It’s the “Dance and Diversity” edition. They scouted across so many schools for new talent and stopped at me. Before I knew it, I was in front of a camera, told to just dance while the camera followed. They wouldn’t let me see any of the magic they captured. I had no idea what image they would pick for the cover.

I turn to page twenty and read the headline:


GENIE AND THREE WISHES: WHY SHE WISHES MORE GIRLS OF COLOR WOULD DANCE BALLET



Marie, the journalist, told me I was creating quite a buzz in the dance world. Just reading the headline makes my face hot. I remember when she told me. We were in studio four. I could see everyone from class peeking through the paned door. Hannah gave me the thumbs-up, a smile plastered on her face. She herself was a little bummed at first, but I won’t be the last brown girl to grace the cover. That I’m sure of.

“You’re very popular. I would expect your talent to deter most of your classmates. Quite the opposite. Talking to them, I can easily see they admire you,” Marie said, looking behind her at the gawking girls from the studio.

For the most part, me and the girls got along, but there will always be someone intimidated by greatness. I can’t change who I am. But that day, the girls were happy for me. Genuinely so. I guess they didn’t forget who helped them out with steps. Sometimes I withhold my feelings, but I never did with ballet. I spread it like butter. If you’re dancing next to me, you have to look great too.

There’s nothing admirable about me now. How can you admire someone whose life is done? I’m not Stephen Hawking. At least he still had his mind. I’m losing the little bit of wits I have left. Without dance, I’m nobody.

I skim through the text and some more poses of me, scanning over questions like, When did you start dancing? and What’s your favorite song to dance to when not in the studio? As I make my way to the end, it’s Marie’s finals words that upset me the most: Can’t wait to see what happens next for you.

Follow-up story: WETS BED LIKE ELDERLY DOG.

“You’re upsetting yourself,” Mom says.

She can’t talk to me about being upset. This is the woman who has her therapist on speed dial. She’d suck up all of the Atlantic Ocean to avoid having a drink, or going someplace where they serve them. Seven years ago, she said she was done drinking, but clearly, she’s still so upset about it, she goes two, sometimes three times a week to AA to keep from swallowing alcohol again.

The magazine scrunches between my fists. I will my fingers to loosen up and not rip it apart.

“Of course I’m upset! Hey, remember when I was supposed to be somebody?” I wave the magazine at her.

“I thought taking you out to eat first…” I can see the guilt on her face.

Great plan.

“You should’ve thrown it out.”

She gives me her heartbroken look, all sad and hopeless. I wish she would think first. What good would seeing this magazine do? How could seeing what I can never have be good for me?

“Give it to me, then.” She holds her hands out.

“No, I don’t want it in the house at all.”

I roll to the window and shove it out. She shakes her head at me, her eyes filling with tears. But I can’t comfort her. I can’t even comfort myself.

“Maybe I keep giving you the impression we’re friends, but watch your tone with me. That was all uncalled for. If you won’t talk to me, you need to talk to someone else,” she says before leaving the kitchen.

That won’t happen either. I will not sit in a circle and explain how I felt falling off a roof. Not even with a hundred-foot pole will I touch how it happened. That leads to Nolan, and I want to forget him.

What would I say? My mom keeps my cereal knee height now so I can reach it? Falling off that roof was the worst day of my life? That’s obvious. No one ever just showed up to physical therapy because they want to be agitated by a physical terrorist.

Mom keeps some of the silverware on a short serving tray in the kitchen. It’s how she keeps my “independence.” Today I’d rather get a bowl that’s in the dish rack. I align myself parallel to the sink. The rack’s too high and far back, so I have to leave some space to tip on the wheel. I lock my elbows and try to remember what it’s like to have balance.

I reach for the rack with my right hand and feel around. I’m hitting a lot of glasses. Where are the bowls? I drag it closer to the edge, seeing a bowl just beyond my fingertip, and I stretch more, reaching it. Just as I’m lifting the bowl, my chair tips back on both wheels and my elbow brings the whole rack down. Glass shatters everywhere. All four glasses and three bowls in pieces.

“Dammit!”

I can hear Mom barreling down the hallway before the last fork hits the gray laminate tile.

“Jesus, Genie! Be careful!”

“I can’t step on any of it.”

She grabs the broom from the corner and begins to sweep up the shards. “I don’t want you getting hurt.”

“I’m aware!” I snap.

Her hands press against her temples, trapping all the anger. What does she really want to say? If she knew why we were truly up on the roof, she’d absolutely be pissed. Madder than watching me have to figure out a new excuse for a life. She can’t pine about me being a dancer anymore.

“You’re frustrated. I know you just want things to go back to the way they were, but quit taking it out on me.” She stops sweeping. “I’ll ask Anne for recommendations.”

“You don’t understand. Let me figure it out myself.” I turn my wheels backward, creating distance between us. “Leave me alone.” I don’t need her asking her therapist for special help for me.

“Use that pretty little head of yours, Genie. I’m not keeping things low to embarrass you. It’s for your safety. You could’ve hurt yourself.”

“Already got hurt.” It’s a low blow, but I sit low.

“Go to your room.”

I can’t believe she’s banishing me to my room. Complete with the angry point and hand on her waist.

“And if I don’t want to?”

“I didn’t ask what you wanted. I know you’re not talking to me like that!” Her hands clasp together, and she brings them to her mouth like she’s praying for the strength not to send me flying through these walls. She lets out a heavy sigh and says more quietly, gently, “You clearly need some air, but I’m going to clean this mess up and you’re going to wait for me to help you down the stairs.”

Ugh. There’re only two steps, but it’s enough to keep me stuck inside. The makeshift ramp the landlord put out isn’t very safe, and some stupid kids keep stealing it for skateboard tricks. I can see them from my window having fun at my expense. We’re having a legit ramp installed, but the super moves slower than a geriatric adagio. I don’t even want the ramp. That’s just something to alert people that some disabled person lives here.

“Genie,” Mom snaps when she sees I’m not moving. “I don’t care where you go, just get out of the kitchen.”

“There’s not enough space to go around you!”

She backs out into the hallway and I push myself as hard as I can. I don’t even care that I almost roll over her foot. “Watch it, Genie!” She moves out of the way just in time.

I choose not to respond. As soon as I think that next time I won’t miss, I scrape my elbow going around the corner. I remember the days I could kick the door behind me, making all the pictures rattle with a slam. I have to settle for a two-handed slam once I face the door.

How can such fire become a flower onstage? Miss Kuznetsova often asked me. That flower is dead. I’m just a pit of burning ashes now.

You need to relax, Genie. Well, as much as I can. I ready myself to transfer to my bed even without any sheets on it. I need to take a nap. Yes, I basically just got up, but I don’t want to do today anymore. If I can sleep, maybe the dream will happen again.



Just added napping to the list of things I can’t even do right. I fooled Mom into thinking I was asleep while she left a delicious pastrami sandwich from David’s on Nostrand on my nightstand. As much as I wanted to get my chin dirty with mustard, I decided to just smell it until it went cold because I have to keep a united front here. Me, myself, and I have to show her that we can feed ourselves without her.

I flip onto my back, checking the time on my phone. It’s two o’clock. My collage of photos featuring Raven Wilkinson, Janet Collins, Delores Browne, Joan Myers Brown, Lauren Anderson, Aesha Ash, Michaela DePrince, and Precious Adams poses back at me. Wasn’t so long ago I thought maybe I could be on some other little girl’s ceiling.

Three hasty knocks turn my head. I see a crouched Nolan on my fire escape. I don’t do a good job of hiding my fear. He knocks harder, like I went deaf instead of paralyzed. My eyes shoot toward my cracked door. Now is not the time. Never would be more like it.

“Genie, let me in, please,” he says, his voice muffled by the closed window.

Just to see a look of hope on his face, I transfer into my chair and roll out of his line of vision. Genie, one. Nolan, zero.

Nolan knocks some more. “Word, Genie? Don’t do me like that. Five minutes.”

I come back into view. “Why?”

“To talk.”

“Talk, then.”

His nose spreads wider than it is already. “Let me in.”

“Or what, Nolan?”

“I’ll tell your mom about the abortion. I got the receipts.” He pulls out his phone. “Don’t make me knock on the front door.”

He gives me a look that says, You know I’ll do it. We know each other well. I have a good ten seconds before he plants himself in front of Mom, spouting the very thing that might actually break her heart more than me not dancing.

“You’re an asshole, you know that?” I open the window. “Keep your voice down. I can’t exactly hide you in the dark.” Like I would’ve done if this was old times when he came over in the dead of night.

“There was a time you used to wait for me by the window.”

“Yeah, well, there was a time I used to like you too, so…”

There’s still the lingering smell of chlorine on him like yesterday. He must’ve gotten out of work and skipped the shower. An ice bag is taped to his left shoulder, so he keeps his backpack on the other shoulder, reminding me of how he walked around school. I thought it was the cutest thing, too. Sneaking kisses in the stairwell, letting our fingers touch as we scraped by each other to our classes before everything changed between us.

“I would’ve called first, but we both know you blocked my number.”

My eyes follow his gaze down to my legs. I knew I should’ve put on pants.

“Damn, those legs could still be on a magazine.”

“Get to it, Nolan.” I roll back to the door and shut it. “Mom’s going to check on me soon.”

“That’s never scared me before.”

I wonder if I tell Nolan to go to hell, would he reappear on the other side of my bedroom? This is hell. “Nolan, again, what do you want?”

“Do you know how hard it’s been for me?”

There’s got to be a better word than “insane.” It’s too nice for Nolan. “More than most, less than me?”

“I’m being serious—”

“I know you are. Excuse me for not wanting to be talked to like this in my own room.”

“I haven’t seen you in forever. My mom keeps asking for you and I had to lie. You can’t just block me and that’s it.”

“That’s how blocking works.”

Nolan brings his hands behind his head like he’s being talked to by the cops. “I’m trying to tell you—how was I supposed to know what was up with you? For weeks I called here and I just kept getting your mom. Hannah didn’t reply to none of my texts or calls.”

“You weren’t supposed to know what I was up to. That’s why I blocked you. I can’t speak for Hannah.”

“I got more than just baby talk on my phone, Genie.” He could choke on his confidence. “I don’t wanna straight embarrass you, but I will.”

Oh, how kind.

“You wouldn’t even ring the buzzer to talk to my mom, so actually I don’t believe you.”

He lets out a tire-flattening sound and shakes his head. “She hates me, and I never have anything nice to say about her, so I was doing us a favor. I was thinking space might be good for us, but it’s too hard. I’m so stressed. You’re the only one that gets me, Genie.”

I wish he were just being dramatic. So easy my mind plays a reel of all the time I made for Nolan here at night. Time I should’ve been sleeping, rehearsing, or working on my own choreography. He would come over if he was happy, sad, bored, angry, stressed, or just because. Nolan always called to say good morning or good night.

Genie, one. Nolan, one.

“We’re not together, nor are we friends. You need to find someone else to do this with. You can’t pop up to see me anymore. Not without a good reason.”

Everything on his face is getting tight. For someone so honest, he gets upset easily when told the truth.

“There you go making decisions without me again.” He wanted that to hurt and it does, but my tolerance for pain is at an all-time high.

“There you go stalling like always because you can’t take a no.”

“Let me ask you this: You really think after everything that you can just end it? That I’m supposed to go away ’cause you got an attitude with me?”

“Shit I’m Not Answering” for four hundred, Alex.

“This is just what we do,” he continues, dropping down to his knees. “We’re going to figure this out like always. But first you’re going to unblock me.”

Sometimes he has a way of looking at me like I’m some sort of fish in a tank. He’s doing it now, even tapping my arm as he would the glass.

“No. No way.”

He stands up. “I know you want me out of here, and I cannot sleep unless I text you good night later on, so please stop thinking about yourself and just unblock me. You owe me.”

I hear Mom’s slippers shuffling in this direction. If she opens this door, I’m dead.

“Fine,” I say too fast. I just want him out of my room.

Nolan watches me as I unblock his number. “I feel better already.”

I wish I never agreed to see him that night either. Should’ve ignored his texts and what-ifs. Then I wouldn’t be stuck in this chair. I’d be re-creating my Relevé cover all summer.






CHAPTER THREE Pas de Hell Nah


After my day off yesterday, Mom signs me into therapy like it’s a kindergarten dance class, killing any chance of my famous exits. She takes a seat and pulls out her Nintendo Switch. I sit on the other side of the waiting room, away from her, next to a little girl with sparkly pink AFO braces and forearm crutches to match. An adorable high-pitched giggle escapes from her mouth as I stick my tongue out and point to my mom.

When her mom gets up to go to the water cooler, the girl whispers to me, cupping the side of her mouth, “Don’t you like your big sister? I have a yucky brother.”

I lean in closer to her. “I don’t have a yucky brother or a big sister. That’s my mom.”

“I wish my mom played games.”

“Hey, Genie, ready?” Logan has perfect timing. I have to check the wall clock to see how he can be so damn happy this early. It’s barely ten o’clock and he’s in his superhero stance: hands on his hips and a smile on his face. Superhero name: the P.T.Q.T. “Hey, Tasha.” He waves to Mom. “Our girl is doing good.”

Mom puts down her Switch. “She gets that from me,” Mom laughs.

“But of course,” he says, patting my shoulder as I wheel to the back. “We’ll see you later,” he adds before turning to me and breaking down my day. “Today we’re going to start with chair-to-floor and back-to-chair transfers. It needs to be second nature if we’re going to let you out of here. Safety is number one.”

I literally bite my tongue not to say anything. Today I will comply, because I don’t want to lie about how I’ve been moving around, between the glass incident and only putting on my belt when I reach those front doors. “Always keep this on,” Logan said when I sat in this chair for the first time, as he buckled me in. I refuse to wear my seat belt on the off chance I’ll fly out of my chair and somehow reconnect my nerves. Meanwhile, a few blocks up, Nolan is perfecting his breaststroke and trying to beat his best time.

Genie, one. Nolan, two.

Chair to floor is a lot easier for me. I scoot forward on my chair—safely unbuckling first. I press the little square of freedom. My arms still have enough strength to lower myself like I’m entering a pool. Logan compliments my transfer to the floor, and for a small moment, I feel the corners of my mouth upturn, but I quickly kill it. Can’t have him seeing me smile. He might think I like him or something.

Kyle lies on the floor a few feet away, close enough for me to smell the sweat streaming out of every pore. Looks like he’s doing some version of a push-up, or maybe he’s kneeling. Who knows with this place? Everyone looks like they’re in some horror version of the game Twister. Right arm ouch, left leg agony. He turns his head in my direction, and a smile breaks out across his face. “G-G-Genie, right?”

“Yeah, and you’re Kyle?” I look down to see Logan tinkering with my left leg. He mumbles about my braces looking too tight. Like I would know.

“I f-f-feel… like we’ve seen each other… f-for months, but have never… talked.” His voice is slow, like his walking.

“It would seem so.”

What would we talk about? How every day he gets stronger? Better? Why everyone’s so in love with him? I suppose I could’ve asked where he got the cupcakes he brought for his therapist Lisa’s birthday. Cupcakes hit different when you’re not expecting them. As if he wasn’t perfect enough, he made sure they were vegan and gluten- and nut-free so everyone could try one. The sheer audacity of him to be so thoughtful. To be here and think about someone other than yourself or progress—how?

“S-s -so what… b-b-brings you here?” Kyle asks.

Apple picking. Cider. The usual.

Logan and I both look at Kyle. Except Logan smiles like a proud father, and I squint, wondering if he’s serious. I fight the urge to laugh. I can’t believe he just said that.

“S-s-sorry, I w-w-wish I could blame that on m-my TBI, but… unfortunately, that’s all me,” Kyle apologizes.

TBI? Traumatic brain injury? At least that’s what some of the “Fun Facts” posters spread around say it stands for. I always thought it was weird that they used “fun” to describe the facts. There’s nothing fun leading to a severe head injury—though, per the facts, some can be mild. I look Kyle over, focusing on his unevenly shaved head. A curly Gumby. I’m sure he had loads of fun waking up to that.

“I hear guys here like to show some skin. Thought I’d check it out.” I nod at the amount of thigh he is showing from his warped game of Twister.

That makes us all laugh. I actually find I don’t want to stop. It feels good to let some of it out.

“She laughs,” Logan says.

“Maybe if you were funny like Kyle, I would laugh more.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Logan says, giving me an approving wink.

Kyle has to walk himself to his next task. More like dragging his lower half, but his top half seems very strong. He gives me our secret fuck-this-shit look before moving on. I find myself following him with my eyes. Take out the discomfort of pushing your body to remember how to work and the equipment around, and it almost felt normal. I almost felt normal, and not like the girl in the wheelchair.

I prepare to transfer back into my chair. Left arm on my seat and my right hand in a fist. I push down on my fist and lift up, but I don’t use enough force, plopping back down on the floor.

“Let’s go, Genie. You got this, Genie,” Logan chants.

I try again. I dig my fist down into the mat harder and pull my top half up on my cushion. From there I use my arms to lift the rest of me onto my chair. Situating my feet back on the footplate, I let out a sigh.

“Good job, Genie. You’re doing great.”

“Oh goody.”

“All right, give me a few more. Back on the floor again.”



Kyle and I finish at the same time. We head back to the waiting room together. I usually plow through the hall here, but walking—rolling—with Kyle slows me down. I’m not sure when it happened, but somewhere around three weeks ago, I started looking past the grimacing and stumbling about and noticed that Kyle is fine as hell. And when a cute-ass boy and you have a chance to just look at each other, you take it. That’s when the fuck-this-shit glance was born. Besides, he’s the first person here I’ve talked with around my age who’s in a similar predicament.

We pass several other “torture rooms,” as I call them. A sign leads the way to the pool. It reminds me of Nolan, and I shudder. Some staff push equipment around us and others give supporting smiles as we make our way. The clanking of Kyle’s walker on the squeaky tiles fills the silence. He smiles so nicely at me; it feels weird to take off. Now I don’t know what to say.

“Heading home?” I ask.

I can see the words form on his lips before he says anything. “N-n-no, actually.”

“Oh.” I give myself short, soft pushes. I notice the logo on his shorts, a red S with a tree in the middle. “In college?”

“H-h-heading. Fall I will be a-a-a…” There’s a long pause as he stops walking and thinks. His eyes look up to the ceiling, reaching and searching.

“Freshman?”

“Yes.” He seems relieved yet embarrassed. “Stanford gymnastics,” he pushes out. “S-s-supposed… but.”

That explains his insanely good upper-body strength. “I was wondering where you got those abs from.” They’re all hard and ripped, just like I like them.

“I c-can eat what I want now. No more f-f-flying through the air for me.”

He jokes it off, but I can feel his pain as if I said it. Once our bodies did amazing things. Now we struggle to do the basics. Kyle fights to get words out. Everyday words. His legs used to send him flying down a mat like an airplane on a runway. I don’t think he could pass a toddler learning to walk now.

Part of me wants to ask him if he has nightmares about his accident. Does he wish for dreams, so he can have a moment’s happiness? I want to tell him all about what happened, because I feel like he would get it. He used to fly. Kyle knows what that felt like. Maybe I’m reaching, though. He probably hears enough sob stories in group therapy.

“Word. I never knew how much I liked food until I could have it whenever I wanted,” I say instead.

“Dancer, right?”

“How’d you know?”

“A-a-arms and… l-l-legs for days,” he chuckles. “A-a-and the shirts.”

I look down at my lifeless legs. I guess they still hold some shape, though I know it’s only a matter of time before they’ll atrophy. For now, they have no memories of chaînés across the floor, turning my body instead of these wheels.

“Thanks.”

He stops at the elevator and presses the up button. I notice he’s leaning a little hard on his walker. “One d-d-day I’ll make it here… without f-f-feeling like… I’m about to die,” he gasps.

“I would offer you my chair, but I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.”

Exceptions could be made for Nolan.

“Th-th-thanks, friend.”

Say what? A croaky noise of confusion comes out my mouth.

“I-I-I’m going… to the s-s-support group, if you’d l-l-like to come.” He moves the conversation along.

With that, I wish the elevator were here so I could go. What if Logan put him up to it? That’s unlike Logan, though. He’s pushy, but not pushy. I cancel the thought and linger at the elevator as a possibility. Mom would eat this up if I asked her to wait so I could go to QUEST. I know from the signs around the building it’s a Friday meeting around this time. Speaking to Kyle again would be nice. I can’t remember the last time I spoke to someone about something that wasn’t my bladder, recovery, or what happened.

“No, thank you.”

The elevator dings and the door opens.

“Sure?”

“Positive.”

He positions himself between the doors so they don’t close. “I—I—I know you got a lot going on, b-but in case you don’t make it there…” He pulls a napkin out of his pocket. There’s a small chocolate stain on the corner, and it’s wrinkled like it’s been in a lot of different pockets. “B-been holding on t-t-to this.” Kyle holds it out to me.

When I take it, I finally see it’s his number, and also that the napkin is from the French bakery he got the cupcakes from. It’s been a little over a month since the small party happened. Is that really how long he’s been holding on to this? I look past the bakery logo to see for whenever in script and underlined. Finally, he backs into the elevator. He gives me a smile after a struggle with the terrain change, even though I can see the disappointment in his eyes.

“Hey, wait!” I stick my hand through the door before it closes. It opens back up. “Next session. I’ll be there.” Why not? It’s my last day of therapy next week anyway.

His eyes search for the words again, but there’s a bigger smile on his face. I want to tell him I’m a flake acting on impulse who he won’t see after we graduate. I numb my tongue instead. I don’t need him to know I’ve been eavesdropping on his rehab timeline.

“S-s-see you… then!” he finally says, the excitement letting loose a bit of spit. “S-s-sorry!”

I take my hand off the door. “Bye.”

“B-b-bye.”

He gives a smile I would run to tell Hannah about if she hadn’t telepathically figured it out. We used to be that close. Once the rest of his hair grows back, Kyle would totally be Hannah’s type: cute. He’s not tall, but neither is she, so that’s perfect. Puppy-dog brown eyes with labradoodle-like wavy hair growing in thick. Being a gymnast, he could keep up with her competitive side. Hannah’s sweet, but she’d slap her mother if it meant she would win. To think I even thought about setting her up with Nolan when he and I first talked. She was so guy shy, I thought Nolan could be good for her. Ultimately, that plan bit the dust when Nolan and I kissed the next day. Strange to think our places could’ve been reversed.

The door closes. I coast to the waiting room. This is the first time I’ve slowed down in this place. The hallway never seemed so long.

Mom sits, legs crossed, still playing her game. I slow, tightening my grip on my rims to stop short of her. When she sees me, she checks her watch.

“I thought you slipped away somehow.” She puts her Switch in her bag, but I detect the distrust in her voice.

“Walked a friend to the elevator.” Is it thirsty to call Kyle a friend? It’s not that crazy. Friends have things in common. Like wishing we were someplace else but here. We’ve both been through something traumatic. We’re practically a friendship recipe.

“Friend? I’d like to hear more about this friend.”

“Let’s just go, please.” If I mention Kyle, she’ll bring up Nolan.

We take a left instead of the right where we parked.

I stop to rub my shoulder. “We parked over there.”

“There’s this cute café over here. Seeing how you stayed the whole session, I thought I’d treat you.”

I grumble. “I’m sore and tired.”

I’ve only been in this thing for close to a month, and it’s only three months post-injury. Cute cafés usually translate to pain in the ass for a wheelchair. Tiny with barely enough chairs to make you think they want you to sit there.

“Come on, it’ll be fun.”

“For you, maybe.”

“What happened to trying new things?”

Has she seriously forgotten that for years my life has been the same routine? Wake up. Go to school. Proceed to dance. Come home. The only thing that changed was switching to VAB from my little storefront school to give myself the best chance ever of becoming a professional.

“If I go, will you please leave me alone until we get there?”

“Fine, Genie.”

We reach a café on a corner after ten minutes of pushing. There’s outdoor seating when all I want is air-conditioning. I pull up to an empty table, push one of the chairs to the side, making room for my chair. Even out here there’s barely space. The chair makes an awful screech as I wrestle it to the side. Mom could do this easier, but of course I give her the back off look as she tries to help.
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