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      Why is dance beautiful? Answer: because it is an unfree movement. Because the deep meaning of the dance is contained in its absolute, ecstatic submission, in the

      ideal of non-freedom.




      Eugene Zamiatin, We


    


  




  

    

      We have not managed to surmount the obstacle, as we were absolutely determined to do, but life has taken us round it, led us past it.




      Marcel Proust, The Sweet Cheat Gone


    


  




  







  

    

      This is a true story. However, with the exception of my family and certain prominent individuals, I have changed the names of and details about

      persons described in the book to protect their identities.
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      A ballet class always opens at the barre with pliés. Pliés are deep knee bends, done within the confines of ballet’s

      rigid aesthetic, but in principle not at all unlike the squat jumps football players perform just before the game begins.


      


    


  




  UNTIL I WAS ALMOST TWELVE, the only child in our neighbourhood who took ballet lessons was Susan; her back yard and ours were separated by a wooden

  fence. I was supposed to be learning the piano. Susan’s father could whistle scales through his hands. He cupped his stubby fingers over his mouth, puffed out his cheeks, and the notes came

  out like ascending raspberries. I used to go home, not as sure as I had been that the piano was as awful as it seemed. My mother said Susan’s father didn’t know anything about real

  music. He played the saxophone on the Breakfast Club, a radio programme broadcast each morning in San Francisco at six-thirty. That sort of music, my mother said – well, it wasn’t real

  music at all.




  He was a sandy-haired man, prematurely bald, with round, pink cheeks. In the afternoons, when Susan and I got home from school, we used to feed spools into the player piano that stood in her

  living room and dance to that while he pumped the pedals. It seemed to me a wonderful thing to have a piano that played itself all by itself, but my mother said it wasn’t a real piano. On

  Tuesdays and Saturdays he drove Susan to her ballet lessons; I went along once or twice.




  The girls in her class wore fluffy white skirts, as I remember it; they must have been practising for some sort of recital. I took an immediate fancy to the shoes they had on. I could stand on

  my hands better than anyone in the neighbourhood – Susan included – and I bet myself that I could stand on my toes pretty well too. Besides, ballet lessons looked like fun, and whatever

  else piano lessons were, they weren’t that. Music – real music, that is – was a touchy subject in our house. When Beethoven boomed out from the record player, my sister Judy and I

  knew our father was depressed; he sat silent and brooding at the dinner table, and God help us if we upset our milk. Sometimes he was depressed for days. Sometimes, especially if the Archduke

  Trio played during the afternoon, he had to have his Spam and baked potato delivered to the door of his study on a tray. When he was angry, Stravinsky took over from Beethoven; when he had a

  headache, Mahler. Our piano teacher was his best friend.




  Our piano teacher was an elegant Irishman, a graduate of Stanford’s music school, who had found out the hard way that being Stanford’s prize pianist cut little ice in New York. He

  trembled and twisted his hands when he went to concerts. He didn’t have as much money as we did. My mother and father were bringing us up by what they called the Open Door Policy, which meant

  that we saw them without their clothes on, listened to their frequent fights and heard a selection of adult sorrows – not excluding the tightness of Patrick McKuan’s budget. We had the

  vague notion, Judy and I, that we stood between him and starvation.




  Judy did well. Patrick wrote ‘Good’ and ‘Excellent’ at the top of her music sheets and pasted silver and gold stars there. My lessons started some months after hers, and

  when I got back home from the first one, my father was playing Stravinsky at full volume. He shouted over the heavy percussion – and half in time to it – that I was to go upstairs and

  sit down at the goddamned piano and practise a whole goddamned hour and be goddamned glad of it. He’d never had a chance like that. There’d been no goddamned piano in his house.

  He’d been too poor. And I ought to be goddamned grateful. In the year that followed, there were lectures, pleadings, scoldings, but the only time I could work up any interest in the piano at

  all was when Susan’s father whistled scales of raspberries through his cupped hands.




  One day when Susan got home from school, she found her father dead on his bed. The newspaper said an empty bottle of barbiturates stood on the table beside him. It also said he’d been

  discovered by his daughter, ‘Susanne’. Susan was angry that they’d misspelled her name, and she said there were red pills scattered on the carpet and a water glass broken to

  pieces. She said her father’s face was blue and his eyes were rolled back white; there was stuff coming out of his mouth, she said, and she’d gone screaming from the room.




  From then on I hid as best I could on Saturday mornings from nine onward, the hour appointed for my piano lesson. I wasn’t a very successful hider, though, and when Patrick finally asked

  me, as I thumped dispiritedly at the keys of the old brown piano in his studio, why I bothered to come at all, I said, ‘Because Daddy says you need the money.’




  I didn’t have to go back after that, but when I told my parents I wanted to take ballet lessons instead, my father said no. My mother, eyebrow lifted, said that if I continued to ask for

  them for two years, then perhaps – just perhaps – I might be able to take some. That would have been that, I’m sure, if I’d had strong feet. But like so many others who end

  up in dance, I didn’t. I’d started wearing corrective shoes the year before, and corrective shoes are expensive. My mother complained to the doctor who’d prescribed them, and he

  suggested a few dancing lessons instead. So my mother took me to Miss Wanda Wenninger’s ballet school in nearby Albany.




  Miss Wanda charged only seven dollars a month for two lessons a week. I could get to her easily on the bus, and ballet was, after all, as my mother said with a sigh, a cultural activity of

  sorts.




  Wanda Wenninger had pendulous lips, bulbous cheeks and protruding eyes, like a gargoyle on a French cathedral. Her reddish-blonde hair waved thickly and tightly over her head, and she pulled it

  into a massed net of curls at the nape of her neck. Demonstrating to her class of gangly little girls in shorts and socks and ponytails, she placed one hand on the barre, buried the other somewhere

  in the folds of bright cloth beneath her enormous bosom, and told us to express ourselves all the way from our diaphragms. Her legs were surprisingly delicate; when she posed in front of the

  mirror, she lifted her flowing circular skirt to expose, ever so daintily, one dimpled knee, and it was always a matter of wonder to me that such a thing could disappear into such a skirt to marry

  up in some devious way with the matronly figure that emerged from the waistband.




  She wore rings and loose bracelets, necklaces, brooches and earrings, and all of them glinted in the sunlight and jangled when she moved. With one pretty leg raised to forty-five degrees in

  front of her, she used to tilt her head a little, while a small, artificially sweet smile inveigled its way into the heavy contours of her face. She always studied it – the smile, that is

  – sometimes adjusting her eyebrows a fraction farther upward, sometimes pulling her large lips fractionally farther away from her teeth, before turning to address her pupils. ‘I was a

  pupil of Muriel Stuart’s, you know, dear,’ she would say. ‘And ballet, dear,’ she often said, ‘is a good activity for growing girls. The arts mature one.’




  ‘You must admit you’ve brought her up well, Mildred,’ the dinner guest said. ‘There aren’t many kids who’d sit so quietly while a tableful

  of adults talk.’




  My mother smiled, reaching across to pat me on the shoulder. ‘Well, she is a little more grown up than most. That’s just the way she is.’




  ‘Come on now, Mildred,’ the dinner guest said archly. ‘Don’t be modest.’




  ‘I take ballet lessons twice a week.’ My voice squeaked and I nodded my head two or three times to emphasize the importance of the words.




  My mother laughed. ‘Well, yes, you do – but what . . .?’




  ‘The arts mature one, Mother.’




  I was a pupil of Miss Wanda’s for about eighteen months. I adored her, enjoyed my lessons, and fairly quickly established myself as the fourth-best dancer in the school

  – after Miranda and Beverly and a girl with red hair like Miss Wanda’s own. I took to pointe shoes every bit as easily as I had hoped. I liked jumping about to the thin quaver of Miss

  Wanda’s soprano – we had no music – I liked expressing myself all the way from my diaphragm.




  At home I improvised dances to records, and my mother was pleased. My father made it plain that he found the dancing dull though I looked charming while I did it. I performed as a Dutch boy, the

  partner of Miranda’s little Dutch girl, for the Easter meeting of Miss Wanda’s ladies’ club. My mother got me a pair of black pointe shoes (just like Miranda’s) when she was

  in New York, and Miss Wanda choreographed a piece for me to a Chopin prelude; I performed it for some of my father’s students, who were very polite. And I became, at last, Miranda’s

  friend.




  Miranda was a year younger than I was, pretty if plump, dark-blonde and, I thought, marvellously gifted. Miss Wanda said so. ‘Miranda’s so expressive,’ she said.

  Miranda’s parents were strict. Her father didn’t approve of dancing because it showed too much of a girl’s body, but Miranda wanted to be a dancer more than anything else in the

  world, and I, the loyal friend, decided I wanted to be a dancer more than anything else in the world too. We talked about it often. Miss Wanda’s school held no summer session, and Miranda and

  I made a dollhouse to keep ourselves occupied while we planned our futures as ballerinas; we papered the miniature walls with wallpaper samples given us by a local store and we made furniture from

  papier-mâché and match sticks. We talked about poems too. Miranda could recite ‘How do I love thee? Let me count the ways,’ and I could get through a couple of verses of

  ‘The Highwayman’.




  Miranda’s father didn’t think little girls should know poems like that; he decided we shouldn’t see each other anymore. I spent the rest of that summer more or less alone,

  brooding about being a dancer. I stroked the satin surface of my black pointe shoes as though I were Aladdin with his lamp and posed in front of my bedroom mirror, leg raised to forty-five degrees

  in front of me, head tilted, face fixed in the lines of Miss Wanda’s sweet, artificial smile.




  That fall I went to the Anna Head School for Girls. I was doing badly in the public school system, and my father said education was the most important thing there was in a child’s life. He

  taught economics at the University of California at Berkeley. He’d worked his way through college and graduate school – lumberjack, forest ranger, shipyard worker – and he’d

  had to fight his way through the public school system first, walking three miles from home and back, doing his homework by candlelight, getting up at four in the morning to take the cows out to

  pasture. He’d had to wear his father’s cast-off clothes to school. The kids called him ‘baggy-pants Brady’ until he was more than sixteen, but at the end of it he’d

  entered Reed College and escaped his father’s poverty and religious fanaticism. He also put his younger brother through medical school, and wasn’t going to do less for his own kids,

  despite the fact that Berkeley was punishing him financially for the stand he’d taken, almost alone with his friend Max Radin, against the loyalty oath the university was pressing on its

  faculty then.




  ‘Well,’ said Max, a fat man with a moustache and a wet kiss for Judy and me, ‘I’ve thought of a motto to put over Berkeley’s new faculty building. You remember

  The Wind in the Willows? Remember when Mole spends that whole night wandering around in the forest pursued by the dark and its beasts? And the next day, at dawn, the rabbits all come out of

  their holes and Otter gets hold of one and learns that they knew about the fix Mole was in. “So why didn’t any of you do something?” Otter asks. “You could have

  helped.” “What, us?” said the rabbit. “Do something? Us rabbits?” Now, that’s what belongs over the new faculty building door. “What, us? Do something? Us

  rabbits?”’




  My father laughed, but the hurt of Berkeley’s scourging never healed. He never got to be chairman of the department, although he served under some of his own students, and the trustees

  never let him march in the front lines of the faculty parade in black gown and mortarboard.




  During my first term at Anna Head’s – I was thirteen and a freshman – my teachers said I hadn’t settled down yet. I was doing as poorly there as I had

  in the public school, and it was only towards the end of the second term that any improvement took place. It had nothing to do with settling down, though, and everything to do with Suki Schorer,

  who entered as a freshman halfway through the first term. There had been rumours about her for weeks. Her father was an eminent critic, Mark Schorer, who taught English at Berkeley. He’d been

  on sabbatical in Italy. He was famous, the kids said. Suki could speak Italian, they said, and she was a ballet dancer. I was somewhat piqued. I was a ballet dancer, as I saw it; it was only that I

  hadn’t blabbed it all around. And I was studying with Wanda Wenninger, who was a pupil of Muriel Stuart’s. I did not welcome Suki’s appearance in the school.




  She was tiny. At that time she hadn’t reached her full height, which when she did, barely touched five feet one, and she was very fragile-looking. The school uniform, worn by girls from

  the seventh grade upward, wasn’t made in sizes small enough for her; grey sweater and starched regulation blouse hung like deflated tissue balloons from her shoulders, emphasizing the strong

  outward thrust of her breastless rib cage and the imperial straightness of her back. She wore her blonde hair in an uncompromising bun, pulled starkly away from a face that belonged on a Victorian

  doll: heart-shaped, small-mouthed, thin-lipped, large-eyed, round-cheeked. Her skin was almost transparently pale; through it you could see, if you looked closely, the slightest movement of her

  pulse amongst the network of blue veins at her temples.




  She walked with a strange splayfooted walk, which, because the executed it with complete authority, distinguished her instead of making her ridiculous, and she had none of that timidity common

  to children entering a strange school for the first time in the middle of a term. She seemed as indifferent to her classmates as she was to her badly fitting clothes; this indifference gave her an

  air of command no one of the rest of us had ever seen before in someone our own age. She was plainly a most remarkable person.




  I was some five inches taller than she and very, very thin. I felt like a clumsy giant next to her then, and the feeling stayed with me as long as I knew her. Her interest in me was, or so it

  seemed, quite impersonal. She asked me a few questions and looked me over a bit.




  ‘Let’s see your legs. Um. A little weak. Nicely shaped, though. Very pretty, in fact. Point your toe. Don’t sickle. Like this. Um. Good arch. Good body too. Nice and thin. You

  should stand up straight, you know. Who’d you say you were studying with? Wanda Wenninger? Oh, my God. She’s disastrous. A pupil of Muriel Stuart’s? You don’t say. Well, if

  she was, Muriel Stuart’s a lousy teacher or she was a lousy pupil. Do you know who Muriel Stuart is, anyway? No? Well, then, what’s so great about studying with a pupil of

  hers?’




  As it turned out, Suki herself had studied with Miss Wanda for a short time before switching to the San Francisco Ballet School. I’d never heard of the San Francisco Ballet School, and

  Suki smiled wryly. ‘Well, you should have. It’s the only good school in this half of the country. As a matter of fact, you ought to go there. It looks to me like you’ve got

  talent, even though you’re pretty old. I could probably get you into Basic 4. You’ll never learn anything anywhere else around here. You can come and watch a class if you want

  to.’




  Suki’s mother drove us to San Francisco. On the way, Suki ate a cold and very rare hamburger patty; when she’d finished it, she dipped her fingers in the red juice left in the foil

  and sucked at them. She was on a protein diet, she told me. She had four more pounds to lose. People in Italy ate too much.




  At the time, the San Francisco Ballet shared its studios with a fencing club. Swords in scabbards and pictures of fencers hung from the walls; the barre, cantilevered out to make room for the

  foils behind, ran around all sides of the huge room Suki led me to. Girls with their hair tied back in tight buns stood at regular intervals along it, feet in first position, athletic bodies

  sternly erect, faces as serious as those of Bemelmans’s Madeline and her schoolmates. There were a few boys too, with groin lumps like wadded-up diapers and muscles etched on nylon-sheathed

  legs as though in medical relief. A full wall of mirrors reflected them all back upon themselves, row upon row of them, physically powerful, decorous, attentive, intensely quiet. At one end of the

  room stood a grand piano, top raised, strings exposed. Behind it sat an elderly, cloche-hatted lady with open-fingered gloves in black lace.




  The teacher, who turned out to be Harold Christensen, was dressed all in tan – tan shirt, tan trousers, soft tan shoes. He took a theatrically deep breath, settled his belt into place to

  show how well pulled-in his thin belly was, told his pupils to execute four pliés in first position, four in second, four in fourth, and four in fifth, demonstrating the movement and

  the positions as he spoke them, and left the barre. Across the room from me, Suki wore a blue leotard and pink tights. I sat in my grey uniform on a bench to one side. The pianist played an opening

  chord and the class began.
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      Tendus battements follow pliés at the barre. They are slow, steady movements that strengthen the quadriceps, that large mass of

      muscle on the front of the thigh, and – as all barre work does – forces the development of ballet’s basic distortion, the turn-out.


      


    


  




  MIRANDA WASN’T IMPRESSED with my report. ‘Miss Wanda says they turn you into machines there,’ she said.




  ‘You didn’t see it. I did.’




  ‘I bet they didn’t express themselves, did they? Miss Wanda says they couldn’t express themselves to save their lives.’




  ‘I don’t know. But they can do things. All of them. And there were boys too. And they sweated and strained and they all wore leotards and tights and their hair pulled back, and there

  was a pianist –’




  ‘That sounds nice. I wish Miss Wanda had a pianist.’




  ‘– and the teacher was a man!’




  ‘You’re kidding.’




  ‘No, and he –’




  ‘Well, I bet he didn’t study under Muriel Stuart.’




  ‘I don’t even know who Muriel Stuart is. And anyhow –’




  ‘She teaches in New York. For George Balanchine. That’s where I’m going to go. Miss Wanda says Muriel Stuart will love my dancing. She’s very expressive. Besides, people

  who go to the San Francisco Ballet School never make it in New York.’




  ‘How do you know?’




  ‘Miss Wanda told me. They like expressive dancers in New York, she says, and –’




  ‘The San Francisco school has a company of its own. A real company. I wouldn’t even have to go to New York.’




  ‘Oh, Joan, they’ll ruin you. You’ll never really dance. Miss Wanda says so. What does your mother say?’




  I sighed. ‘No. Just no. She won’t even discuss it.’




  ‘What does your mother know about it?’ Suki asked.




  ‘Only what I told her.’




  ‘You mean she’s never heard of the company, either? Oh, well, that’s different. Have you got tights and a leotard?’




  ‘Yes, but there’s no point. She won’t –’




  ‘How much do you want to bet? You want to go, don’t you? Well, then, don’t be silly. You’ll be taking class within two weeks. I’ll get my father to

  phone.’




  My mother was angry. ‘Look, Joanie,’ she said, ‘it’s devious. I don’t like that. I told you no, and I meant no.’




  ‘Oh, come on, Mildred.’ It was a Saturday and my father had been working in the yard. His hands were dirty and he held them out in front of him as he spoke. ‘It’s not her

  fault.’




  ‘Of course it is. She got that little Suki and they arranged it together.’




  ‘I didn’t!’




  ‘Well, what if she did? She plainly couldn’t get you to listen to her all on her own.’




  ‘So she goes behind my back. And to Mark Schorer, for Christ’s sake.’




  ‘Where else was there for her to go?’




  ‘Look, Bob, I talked to Miss Wenninger this morning. She says it’s a terrible school, and it’s terribly expensive. We simply can’t afford it, no matter how

  –’




  ‘And what makes you say that, pray?’ My father looked down at the dirt on his hands. ‘If Mark Schorer can afford it, we can afford it. Are you saying we can’t educate our

  child as well as Mark Schorer can educate his? Is that what you’re saying?’




  Within a week I purchased, under Suki’s direction, a ten-passage ticket on the Berkeley–San Francisco train. Under her tutelage, I took the train, then the bus, then the cable car up

  over the hump in California Street, and entered the doors of the San Francisco Ballet School to register as a student. Suki stood beside me.




  ‘How long have you been studying?’ the secretary asked me.




  ‘Almost two years.’




  ‘Basic 2,’ she said. ‘Name?’




  ‘No, no, no,’ Suki interrupted. ‘She’s as good as Greta already. She could easily do Basic 4.’




  ‘OK, if you say so.’ The secretary seemed bored. ‘Basic 4. Name?’ I watched her write my name on a white card. ‘Show her around, will you, Suki?’




  I pulled my hair into a severe bun according to Suki’s directions. I wore tights and a leotard – both black – and I stood at the barre in the very room I’d seen for the

  first time no more than a week before. I put my feet in first position and held my back as straight as I could make it. Without my glasses I couldn’t see well enough to pick out my figure

  from the others reflected in the wall of mirrors across from me, but I could see girls there, several all in black, and I knew I was one of them.




  During my initial year at the San Francisco Ballet School I became privy to many secrets. The most important of them was the secret of pointe shoes. What I had learned from

  Miss Wanda was as nothing; Suki was my tutor, and I listened to no one else.




  The pointe shoe is an altogether peculiar invention. Nobody knows just who conceived it or just when it was originally worn or just why anybody would want to wear such a thing. The literature

  shows that a relative of the modern variety was in use early enough for the great ballerina Taglioni to comment, rather cattily, in 1820 that her competitors’ attempts to dance on their toes

  led to faulty arm movements. In 1832, however, Taglioni herself appeared on pointe in her father’s ballet La Sylphide. The idea given out was that dancing on the very tips of the toes

  gave an ethereal look, an illusion of lightness, a graceful new line. More important at the time, I’m sure, was the simple novelty of the technique. Contemporary dancers and choreographers

  had for many years been trying to complete the extraction of ballet from its position as dogsbody to the other theatrical arts, to give it a character different enough and interesting enough to

  fill a hall reliably on its own. Raised skirts, exposed ankles, and ladies actually on their toes must have sounded a promising combination. On a more personal level, Taglioni’s most

  noteworthy accomplishment as a dancer was her elevation, her ability to jump, an area of ballet where men are always more impressive than women. It’s hard not to suspect that her father

  figured – and correctly too – that by putting his daughter on pointe he would assure her supremacy over her male rivals, who were unable to master the technique without looking

  ridiculous.




  Whatever the motivations for its development, there’s no doubting the mystical importance of the pointe shoe to such as I was. There is a coming of age in first squeezing the feet into

  tiny satin shoes with soft sides and stiffened toe pieces, a confirmation of sorts; even the pain they cause, which can be awful, takes on a mystical significance of its own, like the first blood

  drawn in battle.




  Suki took me to the Capezio store in San Francisco, up several flights in a building on Market Street. It was run by a woman with long red fingernails and an oozing Hollywood

  manner that turned sharp if she suspected her client wasn’t amongst the gifted ones. Suki, like some later-day Charon, assured my passage. ‘Don’t bother with the kind you wore at

  Wanda’s, with that horrible leather toe. Nobody wears those. You can’t feel anything in them. Buy ones made all out of satin. And very tight. They’ve got to fit very, very tight.

  If you need to pull the little strings, the shoes are too big.’




  I squeezed my long, narrow foot, normally a 7½ AAAA, into a tiny pink 2½ D. It is no easy matter, even for an expert in the field, to achieve an exact fit, especially for an

  elementary student; pointe shoes are offered only in pre-decimal European sizes, which are quite a bit smaller than American ones. Shoes five sizes smaller (and more than half a dozen widths

  wider), such as I wore for some four years, are indeed extreme. But then, the cartilage never hardened properly between the bones in my feet; the time-coloured methods of fitting weren’t

  suitable for me. It took some years for the fruits of such foot-binding to manifest themselves. At the time, I was delighted.




  What a pointe shoe succeeds in doing is no less radical than changing the nature and function of the foot altogether. The leather backing and glue-stiffened toe block form an external bone

  structure, in principle not unlike a surgical corset or a crustacean’s skeleton. The purpose is to support the underside of the arch and bind the toes together, transforming them from five

  rather weak digits intended for delicate adjustments in balance into one solid digit strong enough to bear the entire weight of a body performing elaborate acrobatic tricks atop it.




  Despite their importance in performance, pointe shoes aren’t worn by students every day. The majority of classes are given for and taken in soft shoes, either soft leather slippers much

  like those that gymnasts wear or old pointe shoes with the heavy leather inner shank removed. Pointe work is a finishing touch rather than a foundation. And men never wear pointe shoes at all. The

  great Taglioni’s father was right: pointe work calls for a precision of technique men are not physically capable of mastering. They cannot build force along slender lines as a woman can; the

  sheer weight and mass of muscle necessary to their brand of strength gets in the way of intricacy and speed.




  At the Basic 4 level, I had one class on pointe a week. It lasted an hour and a half, which can seem a very long time when the skin of the toes is rubbing against a harshly textured,

  glue-stiffened brace. I wore no lamb’s wool to lessen the friction. It wasn’t done. Suki said so. ‘It makes you weak,’ she said. ‘And besides, you can’t feel

  what you’re doing.’ I could feel the blisters that resulted, though; they ranged from small white swellings of watery matter to half-dollar-size blood-filled bladders to the angry,

  bleeding sub-skin of the burst blister. After class, blood-stained tights and blood-soaked shoes were exposed and commented on. No tears were shed, but special fortitude drew special notice; the

  atmosphere was offhand Spartan. Suki taught me to cut away what remained of the blister’s covering vesicle and sprinkle the sub-skin with a vicious, iodine-laden stuff called D.P.T. Powder.

  The pain was enough to make the victim giddy, but it was the custom, as Suki made plain, to perform the surgery publicly, soundlessly, in the waiting room along with fellow sufferers and assorted

  onlookers.




  I doubt D.P.T. Power was intended for the treatment of blisters, but it caused the exuding area to dry quickly, and that was what we wanted. In doing so, though, it formed a brittle covering of

  scar like skin in which fissures opened up like red erosion marks in a dry lake bed. We treated these with D.P.T. Powder too; they healed more slowly, but the wounds remained uninfected, and the

  treatment, however radical, cleared the blister, however deep, in time for the following week’s class.




  There were other mysteries of a somewhat more minor character, but like pointe shoes, they added to the esoteric nature of what I did in the afternoons. Some of the evidence of what I did

  – the exaggerated posture and peculiar walk I borrowed from Suki, the hardening muscles, the constant tiredness – was available for public comment like a skullcap or a rosary; the

  blisters and the sore thighs and the occasional strained tendon served notice to outsiders as the Ash Wednesday smudge on the forehead does. The nuances of dress, though, could be understood only

  by an insider.




  I had worn all black at my first class, but I soon learned to discard it. Black was worn only by the less talented. Those who, like Suki, were gifted and known to be gifted wore pink tights and

  a leotard, either black or coloured; at Suki’s prompting I bought clothing suitable to my talents, which I assessed, again at her prompting, as considerable. But tights and leotard were only

  the beginning.




  There are a number of supportive garments sold for dancers; the most common one for women at the time was a version of the male jockstrap, which all male dancers have to wear regardless of

  fashion. We disdained the jockstrap. Instead we wore baby pants, those very things designed to keep a baby’s clothes dry when his diaper is wet. The ones we bought were completely airtight

  with the exception of holes through which safety pins were supposed to protrude, and they were pressed out of a single piece of rubbery plastic like a kitchen glove. We pulled them over our pink

  tights and stretched them dangerously – they often split when being put on or taken off – over our hips and bellies. Then we put on our leotards, which we tucked neatly into the leg

  openings of the plastic pants; the leg openings we rolled up to reveal just the right amount of interstice between outer thigh and pelvic bone, not too much (that was vulgar), not too little (that

  looked childish).




  Baby pants made our bottoms look like extruded plastic basins, and they made sweat pour down our legs as though we, like the pants’ intended users, had peed inside them. ‘They help

  keep fat off your hips,’ Suki told me, ‘and they make the line cleaner.’ I didn’t know what she meant by line, and I was far too thin to be interested in losing weight, but

  I listened with attention and I did as she said.




  Hair style had meaning too, although it was not so rigidly dictated. We usually wore a chignon, which we called a ‘rat’. We bought special hair-coloured nets to cover the chignon and

  special ribbons to decorate it. We always wore watches in class; Suki’s was the tiniest mechanism I had ever seen, but my own was smaller than was good for the eyes. Hatboxes were in. All us

  gifted ones carried our ballet clothes in big, round hat boxes. Earrings were out. Legwarmers were out.




  The only pair of legwarmers I ever saw in San Francisco were on the first real professional dancer I ever saw anywhere at all, and I knew she wasn’t a member of the San Francisco Ballet

  Company – none of whom I’d laid eyes on at the time – simply because she wore legwarmers. She took my class, Basic 4, one Saturday morning, but I knew she was a real professional

  even so, because Harold spent the entire barre talking to her. He didn’t tease her, either; he used a polite, almost tentative tone, as though he were at a formal dinner party and she an

  honoured guest. And except for the murmur of their voices – we could hear the heavy foreign accent in hers – the studio, always quiet, was unnaturally so during the entire class.




  Until that Saturday, Suki was the most advanced dancer I’d seen close up. I’d thought she was what a real dancer looked like – rather like me, in fact – but Suki’s

  turn-out was as yet only partially developed, and the sight of the full-blown balletic distortions of this new dancer made the skin crawl between my shoulder blades. Curly wisps of hair made a

  faint blonde aureole around her square face, and her legs were so flexible that even when she stood normally they seemed partially disconnected at the hips and partially disconnected at the ankles.

  It didn’t seem possible that anybody could control such limbs, but when she held her leg in second – out to the side of her body – it stayed there motionless, turned out to a

  complete profile, way up high in the air, as though obeying the strings of an unseen puppeteer. It was ugly and beautiful all at once, sinuous and strange, unnatural and yet consonant, powerful

  too, and almost otherworldly.




  ‘Who is she?’ I whispered to the girl next to me at the barre. ‘Why’s she wearing those things on her legs?’




  ‘Shhh,’ she said. And then, biting her lip, her voice full of awe, she said, ‘That’s Violette Verdy. She’s French.’




  She was, I learned from another friend in the dressing room after class, going through San Francisco on her way to New York; she’d danced leading roles in several European ballet companies

  and starred in two movies, and now she had a contract waiting for her at the American Ballet Theatre. I had a picture of her in one of my ballet books at home, and I studied it carefully for days

  afterwards. But Suki never wore legwarmers even so. Nobody in the San Francisco Ballet School did. Legwarmers were out. And sweaters were out, no matter how cold the day.




  Studying at school was in. Everybody who was gifted studied hard; it showed dedication. I found studying a disagreeable occupation. When Suki and I took the train to San Francisco together, I

  stared out the window daydreaming while she wrote rough drafts of essays in a large, untidy scrawl and memorized French verbs, her eyes closed and her small mouth working. I told her I would get

  motion sickness if I tried to write on the train. She said – not without scorn – that she didn’t believe it.




  ‘Look, Joanie,’ she went on, when I tried to press the point, ‘if you don’t want to work, don’t. But if I don’t work, my grades will be as bad as yours. If

  you want to stare out of the window, stare out the window. Whatever you do, don’t talk to me about it. I’ve got to study.’




  So I watched her, and in the end I did as she did. I wrote when she wrote and read when she read and memorized when she memorized. Within weeks my grades were on a par with hers. During our

  sophomore year she and I got the highest marks given in geometry, and we were both honour students.




  As often happens with people who enter a world closed to outsiders, I found my relationships with my family becoming strained. Judy and I had been taught from the time we were

  very small to talk openly about what we did and thought. It was our contribution to the Open Door Policy, and Mother used to quiz us to ensure our adherence to our side of the bargain. Both our

  parents were forceful and opinionated, though; Judy and I learned early what we were expected to have thought and done, and like the docile children we were, we told our tales accordingly. We

  believed them ourselves too, the tales – most of them, anyway. We were not popular girls; we had few friends our own age, and until I met Suki no one of the few had been strong enough to

  tempt us out of the family orbit.




  My mother took my exposure to the harshly unsentimental milieu of ballet particularly poorly. The tales I was prepared to blurt out were stripped of the niceties of middle-class society, and she

  seemed to waver between the certainty that I was growing corrupt and the fear that I was no longer quite right in the head.




  ‘Guess what, Mother. Oh, guess what! Harold asked me to demonstrate twice. Twice! I demonstrated at the barre and the pirouettes –’




  ‘What does “demonstrate” mean?’




  ‘Well, you see, he gives an exercise and then he asks somebody to do it all alone, to show the others, and he –’




  ‘Is that good?’




  ‘It sure is. Suki usually does it.’




  ‘I thought she was in another class.’




  ‘She is, but she takes ours most days too.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘So she’ll get stronger faster. You know, get better –’




  ‘What’s the hurry?’




  ‘Oh, Mother, really! Now listen. The best part is – oh, marvellous – she was there today. And it was me who demonstrated. Twice. Isn’t that divine?’

  ‘Divine’ was a word all the gifted ones used.




  ‘Good God, you’re positively gloating.’




  ‘I should be. It’s the very first time I’ve demonstrated when she’s been there, and he said – ’




  ‘Was she upset?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Suki, of course. Who else?’




  ‘I don’t know – don’t have any idea. The important thing is that he said –’




  ‘Joanie! Shame on you! Why don’t you have any idea? Don’t you care?’




  ‘Oh, Mother! I wasn’t even looking at her. I was demonstrating, and –’




  ‘Don’t you ever think of anybody else?’




  ‘Who else? Suki? Are you still worried about –’




  ‘Don’t you ever think about anybody but Joan Brady?’




  And she didn’t like the thoughts she sensed I thought about myself, either. Mine was, she said, an important age for a girl brought up under the Open Door Policy. An exciting age. Pubic

  hair. Boys, perhaps. The menarche. Breasts. Sex emergent. Judy had responded properly to all these beginnings only three years before. But my only discernible interest in pubic hair was how much of

  it had to be shaved off; I didn’t want anything like that showing through my pink tights. I had little interest in boys; most boys weren’t interested in ballet. And I saw the menarche

  as no more than a nuisance.




  Judy discovered one day that I’d arrived; she found my blood-spotted underpants on the bathroom floor and carried them triumphantly to Mother, who exchanged a knowing smile with her. They

  both offered congratulations. We were three women together. But I knew that sanitary pads underneath baby pants soaked up sweat; from time to time, blood and sweat intermingled and tinged pink

  tights with red around the crotch. Black tights were a partial answer, but since the gifted ones didn’t wear them, a once-monthly week in black served only as an advertisement. And then there

  wasn’t enough time after class to change before the long and uncomfortable train ride home.




  Breasts I wanted nothing to do with. When Judy was thirteen or so and I was barely eleven, Mother used to joke about our breasts. ‘Look, Bob,’ she’d say, ‘Judy’s

  got bee stings and Joanie’s got mosquito bites.’ As for her own breasts, she felt only bitterness, and despite the dictates of the Open Door Policy, she rarely left them uncovered.

  ‘They used to be small, high and round,’ she told us, gesturing with her hands, ‘and now they sag down like udders. That’s what breastfeeding does and I breastfed both of

  you.’ Once, after a fight with my father, she said, her voice shaking with anger, ‘Bob said he didn’t mind about my breasts. What right has he to mind or not to mind? What’s

  it got to do with him? I don’t mind his piebald penis.’
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