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			Praise for Someone Has to Be the First

			“Knowing Leslie as I do, and having worked alongside her for over two decades, I can tell you that this book truly reflects her spirit and journey. 

			Leslie’s book is a powerful memoir that explores her experiences of often being the ‘first’ in various rooms and situations and the determination it took to navigate those paths. This early experience set a tone for her life, teaching her about resilience and speaking up when something isn’t right. She’s done it for herself, and she did it for me and my partners at FUBU. 

			For all of those who strive for greatness, you will often find yourself to be the ‘first’ in the room. Her insight and reflection will serve you well on this journey, as it has helped shape the man I am today. I know you will enjoy her authentic voice and unwavering belief that someone has to be the first, and that someone can be you.”

			– Daymond John, FUBU Founder, Shark Tank Investor

			“Having known Leslie Short for more than twenty-five years, I’ve watched her transform every space she enters—with grace, conviction, and an unshakable sense of purpose. This memoir captures the power of a woman who went from trained ballet dancer to trusted advisor for organizations looking to expand their current culture. I learned so much about her and couldn’t put this book down. From dance to fashion to corporate boardrooms, her life story is a masterclass in courage, reinvention, and leadership.”

			– Elena Romero, Assistant Chair and Assistant Professor, Marketing Communications, Fashion Institute of Technology

			

			“Leslie Short is proof that courage and clarity can rewrite every rule. Her story isn’t just inspiring—it’s a roadmap for changing the world, one first at a time. For those of us who’ve had the great fortune to work with Leslie, she brings joy, compassion, and purpose to everything she does—and much like her life, this book uplifts and empowers.”

			– Jeffrey Sharp, Executive Director, The Gotham Film & Media Institute

			“This memoir radiates resilience, courage, and hard-won wisdom. I was completely captivated, drawn in by every page, and reluctant to reach the end. It felt like a privilege to walk through the chapters of Leslie’s life, witnessing the strength it took to go first, to forge ahead without waiting for permission or a path. Her honesty and heart are not only admirable, they’re unforgettable.”

			– Kim Smith, Tech Executive

			“There are so many lessons and bits of knowledge that would advance anyone if they could take that knowledge and process it the way Leslie has. I realized when reading the book that it doesn’t matter what kind of opportunities are shown to you. Unless you can handle them, get it done, and keep it moving, it doesn’t mean a thing.”

			– Mark Coughnenour, Former Dancer

			“I am a firm believer in directed steps from God, and after reading Someone Has To Be the First, my belief is confirmed! From a young age, Leslie knew exactly what she wanted to do, and she put in the work to get there. From Chapter One to Chapter Thirteen, Leslie was not only first but also created an actionable plan to succeed!

			

			I also believe that things happen in your life the way they are supposed to, meaning every path you take is your choice. Someone Has To Be the First is a smooth and easy read with clear points of direction that show how Leslie took advantage of every opportunity with a belief that she belonged in every room. Leslie is a pioneer of true success, and this book will also give the reader a blueprint to believe in yourself and never give up!”

			 – Joe E. Pryor Jr., Former Head of Security for Montel Williams and The Montel Williams Show

			“Someone Has to Be the First is a beautifully written and heartfelt story about courage, discovery, and the power of embracing one’s uniqueness. Leslie Short takes readers on an inspiring journey that begins with the innocence of a six-year-old second grader and follows her as she grows into a confident, expressive woman who learns to dance through life’s joys and struggles and discovers her beautiful voice.

			From the very first pages, you are drawn into her world of laughter, determination, and quiet reflection. You can almost see her dancing through the narrative, using movement as both a metaphor and a method for self-expression and resilience. Each chapter unfolds like a rhythm of life: sometimes fast-paced with excitement and triumph, other times slow and reflective, capturing the moments of challenge and transformation.

			What makes this book truly special is its focus on finding your voice when you are different. Don’t be afraid to step out. Leslie’s journey celebrates individuality while honoring family values, relationships, and perseverance. One of the key messages that shines through is that every ‘no’ in life can be transformed into an opportunity to find another way. This message, both intimate and universal, will resonate with readers of all ages and backgrounds.

			

			Whether you are a young reader just beginning to explore your identity or an adult reflecting on your path, Someone Has to Be the First offers encouragement to keep moving forward with faith, creativity, and confidence.

			In the end, this is more than just a story—it’s a celebration of courage, growth, and the power of being the first to step into the unknown. Thank you, Leslie Short, for stepping out first.”

			– Rev. DR. Joyce Brandon

			“Through her work with our school, Leslie opened my eyes to topics I had not thought of before. She built relational trust and challenged existing mindsets. Her message shows how, if you are authentic and focused, you can succeed despite systemic barriers and roadblocks. I sincerely appreciate all she has done for our campus, helping our students access what they need and reshape our culture on campus.”

			– A. Michael Guyon, Educator
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			Dedication

		

		
			To my parents, who taught me that “no” is a complete sentence as well as an opportunity to do things differently.

			To Henry, Dana, Francisco, Monique, and Michael—through your deaths, you gave me a different perspective on life and living.

		

	
		

		
			Preface

			I’ve often been the first—and sometimes the youngest—in rooms where no one expected me to be. Yes, history opened doors, but determination walked me through them. And still, I see people held back from their “firsts” because others don’t want to make space.

			Being the first isn’t always glamorous. It can be lonely, exhausting, and full of silent battles no one sees. You’re asked to prove your worth over and over again—not just for yourself, but for everyone who might come after you. You’re told to be grateful for a seat at the table, even if the seat is folding and uncomfortable. And yet, you stay. You lead. You show up. Because you know that if you don’t take that step, someone else may not get the chance.

			Someone always has to be first. And sometimes, that someone is you.

			I hope you find value in these pages. And I hope when you put this book down, you think to yourself, There’s more than one way to do whatever it is I want to do. And there’s more than enough room for me to do it.

			

			I have drawn inspiration from countless people who have been the first and who have inspired me to do the work I do. Those firsts include people like Hattie McDaniel, Jackie Robinson, Shirley Chisholm, Colin Powell, Condoleezza Rice, Barack Obama, Sandra Day O’Connor, Rita Moreno, Misty Copeland, Ruby Bridges, Bethann Hardison, Ketanji Brown Jackson, and so many others. I hope my story pays forward the lesson their lives have taught me: First should never mean last.

			Leslie

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 1

			New Jersey Is Not New York

			I was about to go into second grade when we had the family meeting. We gathered at the dining room table as my father shared that he had been given two new job opportunities, one in California and one in New Jersey. He selected New Jersey because he would be able to help build a town.

			Wait, what? I thought. We’re leaving New York? No, thank you. I’m good! I’m not moving . . . and did he say town, not city? As a kid, I wouldn’t have traded living in New York for the world. New York is culture, and I was lucky enough to be exposed to it through my family, friends, school, and even simply walking down the streets of NYC. It was common to hear different languages and see a variety of people everywhere. I was taught that no matter what someone has or doesn’t have, no matter how they look, you treat them as you want to be treated. Respect is earned, not given, and if something is not right, you speak up. Those lessons have worked in my favor my entire life.

			

			I was not feeling this move. What about all the other things I do? Back then, the education system had a variety of in-school programs for kids, from music and the arts to book clubs and sports, and I took advantage of them. And to make the idea of moving even worse, I had recently been selected to dance in a school assembly with an African dance company.

			I knew it at age seven, and I know it now: I am a city girl. I can move anywhere, but deep down, I need to be able to move around, and not in a car. I need and want to have things happening around me—a diversity of activities and people—and something new to learn that brings me joy.

			Let’s be clear: growing up in the city had its pitfalls. One time, before my family’s move, I had been out with my mom, sister, my mom’s friend, and her daughters. I was carrying my purse with my Ring Dings (pastries) in it when a teenager ran past me and tried to steal my bag! He snatched it, but luckily, a man snatched it back and then yelled at him for trying to steal from a kid.

			In New York City, just because culture and cultural outings are abundant, that doesn’t mean people always blend across cultural lines. There are communities within communities, and some people don’t cross those invisible cultural boundaries. They never see anything other than what they know. Still, there were countless opportunities to learn about other cultures for those with eyes open.

			New Jersey was a different world from New York. The culture was different. Where we moved in New Jersey, people really didn’t see beyond where they lived. The whole area was filled with trees and land, and we had to drive everywhere. Kids played with frogs and in the dirt; I wanted no part of it.

			

			After we moved, I told my mom, “These kids aren’t sophisticated. They don’t know about pimps and prostitutes and the real world.” I was only seven when I said that. If you were a kid growing up in New York in the ’60s, ’70s, or ’80s, you knew about pimps and prostitutes. Times Square was not run by Disney.

			The house in New Jersey was nice, and it wasn’t an apartment building, but I still felt stuck inside it. My dad was busy building the town. He was one of the architects who moved to the area to help build housing developments. My sister and I needed a car to go anywhere, so there wasn’t much we could do, as my mom didn’t drive. She wasn’t used to not being able to move around freely either. New Jersey is next door to New York, yet it felt so far away—the people, the town, all of it. We were in the country!

			

			One day, once we had somewhat settled into living in New Jersey, I was playing outside as I often did. A woman who lived a few doors down came outside and said she had been watching me play the last few weeks. I explained to her my new skills: splits, flips, and turns. I said I invented them. She laughed (as she should have) as my mom came over. They began to speak, and I went along spinning and jumping. She told my mom that the Pennsylvania Ballet School was looking for little girls to train as classical ballet dancers, then asked if I would be interested in going. We yet didn’t know that the woman used to be a modern dancer and still took classes.

			“Of course,” my mom responded, “Let me speak to my husband though because I don’t drive.”

			My parents were not into the arts—my dad played softball, and I heard more about sports than ballet—but I was exposed to them. After talking with the neighbor, my parents agreed to let me audition on the condition that the woman ask me first if I wanted to go.

			

			I was outside twirling and jumping when she came out to ask.

			“Sure,” I said, without missing a beat. I had no idea what I was saying “sure” to.

			“I don’t want you to get your hopes up,” she said. “They don’t normally train little Black girls as ballet dancers.”

			“OK,” I said, and kept twirling.

			Who knew that “yes” would change my life?

			

			My mother couldn’t drive, so our neighbor drove me from New Jersey to the audition in Pennsylvania. On the first day of the audition, there were hundreds of little girls dressed in pink with their hair in buns and their feet in pink ballet shoes. I did not have a leotard; I was wearing a purple bodysuit with snaps at the crotch! Now I wish I had held on to it. I think I was the only Black girl there.

			There were mothers everywhere. When dance schools hold auditions for little girls wanting to start ballet, they want to see the mother too. That way, they can see what the little girls’ bodies will look like as they mature. My mom hadn’t come; it was just the neighbor and me. But if she had been there, I still would have been good, except for her breasts. My mom was billed as the Black Marilyn Monroe when she modeled because she had the same measurements.

			I made it through the first body check and was put into a room to review my flexibility. The teacher lined us up against the ballet barre. One by one, they grabbed our feet, made us bend backward, stretched our legs, and pulled our arms, all while other teachers and directors looked on in the class and through the window. No parents, guardians, or other adults were allowed near the studio. I faintly remember little girls being escorted out. I was still in the room with my purple bodysuit.

			

			Out of the hundreds of girls, they kept thirty for the second day of auditions. I was asked to come back.

			

			On day two, I arrived again with my neighbor and my purple bodysuit. We were broken up into small groups, since there were only thirty of us. Out of those thirty, the school was only going to pick three girls.

			My name was called, and I went into the studio. Once again, the teachers stretched me and then asked me to follow their directions about what to do with my feet, legs, and arms. I followed without issue. Then they left the room, saying, “We will be back shortly.” Some girls sat and talked, and others played on the barre.

			Me? Well, I needed to show them what I invented.

			I started jumping in the air, doing my splits and twirling as I told other girls to try it. I lined them up and had them follow me. I had no idea the teachers were watching us to see how we interacted with each other. They came back into the room and said, “Thank you. We will let you know in a few days.”

			I didn’t think much about it. All I knew was that I had fun and got to show others my jumping splits. On the way home, my neighbor reminded me not to get my hopes up. She told me that I should be proud that I had done well, especially since I had never taken a dance lesson.

			A few days later, I received the call. Out of the thirty girls, I was one of the three selected for training. I still didn’t understand what it meant to be trained as a classical ballet dancer, other than that I would learn how to do bigger jumps in the air.

			

			I did know it wouldn’t be easy to get to class. How will I get to Pennsylvania three times a week? I wondered. My mom was still not driving, the neighbor couldn’t possibly take me that often, my sister was in school running track and doing band, and my dad was building the town!

			My parents promised we would make it happen, and we did. Or the universe did. One of the lead teachers from the Pennsylvania Ballet School, Ms. Haught, was retiring and opening a school in New Jersey, which would still be affiliated with PBS. She had a studio. It wasn’t the PBS studio, but I was going to learn to dance there. My neighbor could commit to taking me to the studio in New Jersey three times a week.

			Seems like New Jersey will have something to offer me after all, I thought. Time would tell.

			

			By the time I started at the studio, I was ready. I was official this time, with a pink ballet leotard, tights, ballet shoes—and of course the ballet box to hold my shoes, towel, and everything else. I walked in and changed, and Ms. Haught lined us up at the barre. There was a piano and a piano player.

			Ms. Haught looked at all the girls and started reciting the rules.

			“You must not chew gum, your hair must always be tied back in a bun, and you must wear pink,” she said. We learned that pink was the color for beginners, and we would change leotard colors depending on our level or scholarship. “You must be on time,” Ms. Haught continued. “No playing around.”

			Great, I thought. Let’s go.

			

			She came to me and said, “You must take your bracelets off.”

			When we lived in New York City, our next-door neighbor from Jamaica had given me sterling silver bangles that were supposed to bring me good luck and told me not to take them off. (I do not remember taking them off for the audition, but I must have.) I didn’t think twice about keeping my bangles on when I changed into my ballet clothes for class.

			I can still remember standing near the piano. “No, thank you,” I said.

			“No jewelry is allowed in class unless they are stud earrings,” she explained again. “No rings, bracelets, or necklaces. It can be dangerous.”

			I still said no, explaining that they were given to me as a blessing, and I had been told not to take them off.

			The other girls stood there watching this exchange. I was taking up class time. Clearly, we were at an impasse. Maybe dancing is not for me. I thought about saying goodbye.

			I don’t know why Ms. Haught was patient with me, but she looked me in the eye and said, “If you take them off, I will put you near the piano, and the bracelets will stay on the piano where the piano player and I can see them. Would that work?”

			I reluctantly took them off and placed them on the piano, their usual spot for years to come.

			I learned many things from Ms. Haught. I grew up in her studio and moved through ballet levels. When I wasn’t in class, I watched the older students dance and knew without a doubt that was what I wanted to do.

			

			New Jersey had three places where I really felt at home. My home, the ballet school, and church.

			

			I went to the Baptist Sunday School, and I loved it. I took the blue bus there since my family went to a different church. Sunday school meant learning and being peaceful.

			One day, at the end of class, the teacher asked if there was anyone who would like to accept God into their lives, and then she explained what it meant. I was so excited. Yes, of course I would accept God into my life. In my seven-year-old mind, I thought, If there is someone bigger than all of us who will watch over me as I go through life, then I’m in! I know I will need him; this dancing thing is going to be hard. Plus, they keep saying dancing can be very lonely. Well, not for me, I assured myself. I’ll have God.

			I was dancing five or six days a week and loving it, but just in case it didn’t work out, I would ask God each night in my prayers if I could come work for him. In my mind, I had to be a nun to work for God, so I wanted to become a nun. As part of my prayer, I’d ask, “Dear God, how can I come work for you? If I can come to work for you, do I have to wear the same outfit each day? Can I change it up with jewelry or shoulder pads? Thank you, God. Love, Leslie.”

			I still laugh because God laughed and said, “I gave you the talent to dance. Do that, and maybe I’ll call you later.”

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 2

			It’s All About Dancing

			When people ask what the most formative years were in my life, I say seven because of dancing and God, and twelve because that was when I became a professional ballet dancer.

			At twelve, I was learning pointe (where you dance on your toes). My mom had learned how to drive and was now bringing me back and forth to class six days a week. It was my mom who would pick me up from school each day as I ate half of a sandwich on the ride from New Jersey to Pennsylvania. I would be in class until around 7 p.m., drive back to New Jersey to do homework, then start it all over the next day.

			People began to tell my parents I would most likely quit between the ages of thirteen and fifteen. When girls discover boys, they want to hang out with friends and go to dances, those people said. Five or six days a week of ballet class and going to school was a lot. I did not hang out, and it was rare that I went out with school friends. I was already focused, and I was turning professional. (Yes, I was paid for some of my performances.) I was not dancing lead roles yet, but I was getting small solos and receiving invitations to dance in certain ballets. When I was older, I had two ballets created for me, and I began dancing lead roles.

			

			Around this time, one day set the tone for the rest of my life. My parents had given me a strong foundation of self-worth, purpose, ethics, and love, but it was Ms. Haught who pulled me aside and taught me a different type of work ethic that I have never forgotten. I was playing around and laughing in class with two of the other girls. After class, Ms. Haught looked me in the eye and said, “Don’t you ever play around in class again. You are very talented, more than the other girls, but their parents will pay their way into a company.” She was referring to the way many girls’ parents would make substantial donations to assure their daughter got a spot, regardless of the girl’s ability or behavior. “Your parents will not do that,” Ms. Haught warned. “Not because they can’t, but because they won’t. They’ll expect you to earn your spot by working hard and staying focused.”

			After that day, I knew there was a time to work and a time to play. Dance was work.

			

			Saying I was a ballet dancer as a little Black girl had some folks on their heads. Kids didn’t understand it, and adults thought my parents were crazy to let me run back and forth to dance class each day. Weekends were for the next-level classes and rehearsals. That meant I needed to quit gymnastics and cheerleading at school, because there was no way I could do it all. I still went on a few class trips and somehow did a few activities with classmates, but if it wasn’t about dancing, it was not important to me. That included school.

			

			I was a good student and a bad test taker. I used to pray to be smart like many of my friends who were on the honor roll. I didn’t want to be on the honor roll; I just wanted to be smart in a test-taking kind of way. I knew I was smart in different ways, but with that piece of paper in front of me (yes, paper), all I wanted was to be in the dance studio. I had my career.

			I had many teachers who were supportive of my dancing and would make sure I had the assignments I needed when I went on tour or had to take a few days off to perform. In sixth grade, when I walked into the classroom on the first day, I saw that the teacher had a huge decorative sign that said “Dynamite” hanging across the front of the room. The entire room was decorated as well. I was excited, thinking I was going to like her.

			That changed quickly, as it was easy to see she preferred the white students over the Black students. It was her tone when she responded to the white kids. They would get a laugh, while the Black kids would get a half-smile. So, she wasn’t going to be my favorite. Whatever, I thought. I have several performance dates coming up. I’m just in school because my parents say I have to go. My parents wouldn’t send me to a private boarding school for dance because they were told it was not as serious as the dance classes I was already receiving, nor would I have the same opportunities to dance and study with various teachers. Looks like I’ll be in a cool, decorated classroom with a not-so-cool teacher. Jesus, take the wheel!

			I remember going up to my teacher with a note from my parents about the days I would miss. Everyone knew I performed. The local papers had featured me, and the other teachers were supportive.

			When I went to speak with my teacher, however, she said, “I don’t care about the note.”

			

			“Excuse me?” I responded.

			“You’re being silly,” she said.

			“Silly or not, please take the note from my parents.”

			“Well, I’m not honoring it.”

			“Great,” I said. “The principal will.” And he did.

			Another time, the same teacher made a comment asking why I didn’t take gym class.

			Here we go again, I thought.

			“I have a note that states I meet the gym requirements because I train five to six days a week as a dance student and a professional dancer,” I explained.

			This time, she snapped. In front of the entire class, she roared, “Tell your mother to stop sending you to school like you’re going to a fashion show. She should stop putting fantasies in your head because there is no such thing as a Black ballerina!”

			I stayed in my seat, but I was fuming. I shot back, “Who do you think you’re speaking to? And why do you think you can yell at me like that?”

			Finally, I jumped out of my seat and headed for the door as she kept yelling about how there was “no such thing as a Black ballerina.”

			When I get mad, I cry. And if I cry, watch out. I looked at her from the doorway and said, “You will regret this.”

			I went to the pay phone in the hallway and called my dad in his office. He was not there, but his business partner, Jason, was. Jason was like a second dad to me, a Southern man who took no mess. He could hear that I was upset and said he was heading to the school.

			I called my next-door neighbor, Jack, next because I couldn’t get my mom on the phone (this was before cell phones and pagers). He was a college professor, and he lived with the woman who took me to the ballet audition. As a kid, I thought Jack was in his own world. He would always say, “I want to go sit on a mountain and just be.” Lucky for me, he wasn’t thinking about his mountain that day! Jack said he was on his way.

			

			In the meantime, other teachers heard me crying and started coming out of their rooms. I told them what happened and said, “She will be sorry for the disrespect. I don’t care if she is a teacher!”

			They tried to calm me down as a male teacher went to my classroom to see what had happened. Jack and Jason arrived, one behind the other. Jack reached the teacher first after I walked him to the classroom. He opened the door and asked her to step out immediately.

			Before I knew it, Jack and Jason had surrounded her with Jason stating, “If you ever speak to Leslie that way again, it will be the last time you teach a child.”

			“Don’t hurt her,” the male teacher said, trying to keep things calm.

			“There’s no need for that,” Jack and Jason both said. “But clearly she was confused about who she was yelling at. If Leslie ever calls or comes home with another story like this, it will be our issue.”

			I should mention that both Jack and Jason are white. I think that, and the fact that the two of them showed up—and so quickly—threw my teacher more than anything. They told me to get my bag; the day was almost over, and my mom would be picking me up to go to ballet.

			Keep in mind, this was a different time. I still have no real explanation for why she yelled at me so violently, other than that she said she was sick of me getting special privileges. That, and that she truly didn’t believe a Black ballerina did (or should) exist. I bore the consequences of that disbelief. I was not the first, and I was not the last.

			

			

			Most of my classmates treated me kindly. Still, in school, there are always going to be a few who just don’t like you. I don’t believe I thought I was better than anyone else; it’s not how I was raised. I just knew that I was already focused on my career, and I was able to do things differently than my classmates. I worked hard to go to school and stay on top of classes, rehearsals, and performances.

			The ones who did not like me came at me. I was called stuck up, BAP (Black American Princess), Rich Girl, and my favorite, Oreo. It means exactly what it sounds like: Black on the outside, white on the inside. I wasn’t Black enough for some of the Black kids because, just like that sixth-grade teacher, they thought there was no such thing as a Black ballerina. They thought I was acting white, talking white, and dressing white. They believed I was stuck up because my family had money and that I was the teacher’s pet—which I clearly was not. Well, at least not for my sixth-grade teacher. For some of the white kids, they never said anything to my face, but I could feel the judgment coming from their parents.

			I had two close friends at school. One invited me over for Shabbat dinners and presented me with my first Star of David. That friendship was the start of my understanding and curiosity about Judaism. My other friend had nine brothers and sisters, so what was one more kid at the table? Except, I was the only Black kid. Her dad never said, “No, she can’t come over,” yet sometimes saw the look on his face seemed to say, “It’s okay if she doesn’t come over.” I still went when I could. She was my friend, and that was that.

			

			One day at school, a boy was picking on her. I took my pocketbook full of rocks and swung at him to make him leave her alone. I should mention I was not a big kid; dancing stunts your growth. Yet what I didn’t have in height and weight, I made up for with my pocketbooks, which always matched my outfit, and where I also had my wallet, lip gloss—and rocks. I had no intention of fighting, but I was always prepared to give one good swing if needed.

			I tried to be involved in school as much as I could, participating in student government or cheerleading. But I would always end up leaving because I was going on tour, or because the performance schedule was heavy. Some kids understood, while others felt I was treated differently. To a certain extent, I was. I knew I had privilege—and privileges that came along with the privilege. I like to think we all have a degree of privilege; it’s the privileges that separate us. I knew if a kid came at me teasing, a teacher would shut it down. I knew I thought differently than the other kids did; most of the people I was around were older dancers and stagehands. I was usually the youngest dancer performing outside of Nutcracker season. On tour or at rehearsals during the rest of the season, I was the youngest and most likely the first and only Black person within that circle.

			Beauty pageants were the other activity I would take part in between rehearsals, school, and performances. As if the kids didn’t have enough to say, there I was, squeezing in a beauty pageant.

			Dance was my talent. I remember that at one pageant, a judge asked me, “What did Mr. Balanchine say about dancers?” (Mr. Balanchine was a choreographer, regarded as the father of American ballet.)

			

			I looked him in the eye. “He said a dancer should be the color of an apple core. But that’s not the color I am, so what he says doesn’t mean much to me.”

			The judge just sat there. As far as I was concerned, I was asked a question, and I answered. Next question.

			Growing up around dancers and dance instructors coming at you from all different angles gives you two options: be strong or melt away. I never thought about melting away.

			

			Most days, I would eat dinner in the car. Dinner consisted of a salami and cheese sandwich, which I would only eat half of on the way from New Jersey to Pennsylvania. I couldn’t eat much before my first ballet class. I’d take a class or two at one dance studio; then, we would get in the car and drive to the next company, where I would take a class and rehearse for an upcoming performance. Rinse and repeat, except weekends. I didn’t have school, but I would still dance. Around the age of thirteen or fourteen, I started staying at one of the older dancers’ apartments (by older, I mean eighteen or nineteen) so I could be at an early morning class on Saturday, followed by a full-day rehearsal. It gave my mom a break from driving.

			I was running around between three different dance companies at that time and never noticed the pain. There was always something hurting. My knees were always in pain, and I lived with ice packs on them most days. I was also in physical therapy at the University of Pennsylvania. In the clinic, I was the only ballet dancer getting worked on between two huge professional football players. The three of us would discuss the pain and rehab together. Pain was common, just part of the job.

			

			One day, my mother came to pick me up from the Nutcracker rehearsal and asked me why I was limping across the stage. I had no idea I was limping because no one—and I say this with all my heart—no one in ballet cares if you are limping. “Get it together and do it again,” was the only encouragement I received. I was lucky I picked up choreography fast; if I couldn’t get it right during rehearsals, I would dream it that night and be able to dance it the next day.

			My mom forced me to go to the doctor, and it turned out I had a hairline fracture. I began to explain to the doctor how he needed to wrap it, since I needed to get back to rehearsals. I did not leave the doctor’s office with a wrapped foot, but in a cast and crutches. The three months that followed were the longest of my life.

			Overall, I have good memories from school. But despite all the supportive teachers, the one I remember most was the sixth-grade teacher who told me I couldn’t and wouldn’t. I knew she was wrong, because I was already doing what she said I couldn’t do.

			Years later, I was featured in a three- or four-page magazine story. One of the African American teachers at my former school bought several copies of the magazine and displayed them all around the teacher’s lounge to make sure my sixth-grade teacher saw it. To the new teachers, she was sure to state, “This is one of ours. She was here and already had a career, whether some wanted to acknowledge it or not.” I had no idea, but that day in the hall left a wider impact than I thought. And I had no idea what adventures were still ahead of me.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 3

			No Apologies for My Glow

			Who knew a day trip back to New York to take one ballet class, eat lunch, and shop at Barney’s would be a change-making day in my life? It was a day off from school, and my parents decided that we would drive up to NYC so I could take a class with the Joffrey Ballet School. We would then meet my dad’s friend for lunch in Chinatown, and to close out the day as usual, we would shop at Barney’s with my dad, where he would “suggest” we head to the women’s floor on the penthouse level.

			After the class at Joffrey, I was asked to stay and take the pointe class that was happening in an hour. I checked in with my parents, and they were fine with it. After the second class, the administrators asked my parents if I was there to audition for a scholarship, because technically, they were full. We said no; we knew nothing about a scholarship or the prior auditions.

			There was a bit of discussion behind closed doors. Then the administrators returned, offered me a partial scholarship, and handed us a list of boarding houses for young ladies. I would need to be back in New York in two months.

			

			My parents and I looked at each other, surprised. But I had learned from my parents to keep it moving, and that we did! We made arrangements to assure I could be back in two months. Instead of immediately going to lunch as planned, we visited the three closest boarding houses next to the school, which at that time was located on 10th and 6th Ave. We looked at Milbank House, Katharine House, and Markle Residence.

			I wanted Milbank House, a beautiful brownstone with only thirty-two girls, but it was already full. Markle was also full, but I got into Katharine House on 13th Street. I was lucky to get a single room, since they had eighty-two girls, most in shared rooms. My room had a bed and a small sink; shared bathrooms and phones were down the hall. The boarding house residents were a mix of young women, some going to college or prep school, and others working in fashion or as models, dancers, or actresses. Ages ranged from thirteen to twenty-eight. Everyone was living in New York, chasing their dreams.

			The day I moved into Katharine House, my parents drove me from New Jersey. The room was small and bare, but I had everything I would need, plus some, like my own TV. I had money in my pocket and all the tights, ballet shoes, and pointe shoes I thought I would need. I settled in, then we went to lunch and said our goodbyes. I was officially living back in New York at the age of fifteen. I’m ready, I thought. A little scared, but ready!

			I moved in on a Sunday, so it was relatively quiet in the house. After my parents left, I went to the library/living room area (picture Downtown Abbey era), where a few girls were stretching on the floor—clearly dancers.

			“Why are you here?” They asked me.

			“I’m on a scholarship with Joffrey,” I stated proudly.

			

			In my head, I was laughing at how they scanned me from head to toe. They stared at me like crazy, clearly wondering how I got a scholarship.

			“Well, stay away from those girls over there,” they said, motioning to a handful of other dancers milling about the common area. “They aren’t on scholarship anywhere.”

			Dancers from Joffrey, ABT (American Ballet Theater), and SAB (School of American Ballet) were rivals. Other girls were dancing in other places, but if you weren’t at one of the “top three,” you were a bit of an outcast.

			I didn’t take the girls’ advice, and I spoke to anyone I wanted. There was only one other Black girl living in the house, and she was also a dancer at Joffrey. I don’t remember her caring about who others thought she should speak to or not. She was very much like me in that sense. She’d moved into the boarding house the summer before, so maybe she never got the “don’t speak to them” speech. She’d been there longer and moved how she wanted.

			On my first day of classes at Joffrey, I selected a place at the barre, and that’s where I stayed for the next four years. I remember being placed in the center of the second line behind a dancer whose leg was beyond her ear, which meant mine needed to do the same, if not more. Where you are placed on the barre and in line to dance across the floor is a big deal. Dancing is not a team sport, and dancers compete against each other every day. In fact, it’s encouraged.

			I remember how the girls from California with flowers in their hair were treated differently than the rest of us; the European dancers could do no wrong. I also remember the diet pills that most of the front row took to stay under 100 pounds, and most of all, I remember that there were three Black dancers: two girls, including myself, and one guy. For the four years I was there, there would only be three Black dancers, regardless of how many students came on a full or partial scholarship.

			

			

			Spending my summer in New York at age fifteen was amazing. The week was full of classes. My first ballet class started at 9:00 a.m. I would wake up before 7:00 a.m. to watch the Today Show, then go downstairs for breakfast, which meant maybe having an apple or muffin. Mondays were weigh-in days. You could not be heavier than the week before. Being called fat was common. Eating, not so much. Since there were other dancers in the boarding house, everyone was watching what the others ate. The competition was no joke; just because you got in didn’t mean you would stay in. I saw girls pass out and get sent home because of weight, drugs, or alcohol.

			I was focused on Monday-to-Friday classes, which were over around 5:00 p.m. On Saturday, classes ended by 2:00 p.m. After Saturday classes, I would run back to the boarding house, change, and go have my hair washed on Eighth Street. That was the one day I would wear it down and not in a bun.

			Eighth Street in the ’80s and ’90s was everything—funky and fashionable, full of little restaurants and great shops. It was NYC, the Village, and I was in the heart of it. Besty Johnson’s store, Patrica Fields, Capezio. Going to Eighth Street was an event. The Black hair salon I went to was full of celebrities, and I was the little ballerina who they made a fuss over whenever I came in. They appreciated the fact that I was in NYC to dance ballet. They had mainly only ever seen white girls going into the Capezio dance store across the street.

			

			I saw some things at fifteen that a lot of people haven’t seen in their lifetimes. I made great friends, one of whom, Susan, is a dear friend to this very day. Technically, we shouldn’t have been friends. She was SAB, then she went over to ABT, so we were rivals in the attitude of being dancers. Dancers from different schools, companies, and genres can be snobby! Susan was from a small Virginia town and extremely Southern. New York was new for her, but not for long. Meanwhile, I was back where I belonged; in New York I was home. She was quieter than I was, and neither of us now can remember how we started talking. We spent two summers at Katharine House and hung out a lot the first year, going to the supermarket because the boarding house had no air conditioning. We’d sneak out to eat at Entenmann’s cakes and Ray’s pizza on Sundays.

			My first summer flew by. I was invited to take classes during the winter, but my parents made me come back to New Jersey and finish out eleventh grade. Whenever I had a school break and I wasn’t performing with the other companies, I would come back to New York for class. I was again invited back for a summer scholarship, and I was happy since I knew Susan would be back too.

			Back in New Jersey, my routine of being driven from class to rehearsal to a different company only became more intense. I was performing a lot. At fifteen, I was already dancing with a different ballet company, and I had gotten into Philadanco, which was not ballet! Philadanco was a modern dance company with some of the best teachers from Alvin Ailey and the Dance Theater of Harlem, along with guest teachers. It was also a predominantly Black company. At that time, I was the youngest person to make the main company. Lord, that was the first time I saw or took a class full of Black dancers. Philadanco taught me a lot, and I am grateful to Aunt Joan—that’s what we called the owner and creator of Philadanco. They teased me about ballet, but they took me into the company and embraced my presence there.

			

			Philadanco may have been the first and only “Black” company I performed with. I still love to watch Alvin Ailey and the Dance Theater of Harlem (DTH) perform in NYC. I was accepted into DTH that same year, but my parents would not let me move to Harlem by myself and felt that the boarding house was too far for me to be on the trains at night. Plus, they wanted me to finish my last year of high school in school, not with a tutor. So back to New Jersey I went for the school year, and back to New York for the summer.
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