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Introduction

Before I ever took ballet lessons or read a book of fiction, I 
made my first connection between stories and dance. I couldn’t 
have been more than 3, when a landscape painting caught my 
attention. Hanging on the wall of the living room, the painting 
featured a row of deciduous trees flanking a woodland trail, 
yellow and red leaves forming a mosaic in the middle of the 
path. That was the place I wanted to be. Why, I’m not exactly 
sure, but I know it had something to do with loneliness. I recall 
the dull ache that still revisits my bones, muscles, and organs 
whenever I feel isolated and misunderstood.

Planning how I would access that trail distracted me from 
feeling so lonely. I knew I couldn’t walk into the artwork, 
especially after I was told not to touch it, so I began to conduct 
experiments. If I turned around in circles as fast as I could, it 
looked like the painting was moving. If the painting and I were 
both moving, I believed I could move into the painting. When 
my experiment failed, I refused to give up. I distinctly remember 
counting the number of steps it took to complete a revolution. 
Knowing the right number was important. Getting the right 
footing was also important. While practicing, I visualized what 
I would do once I gained entry: head down the path, past the 
part where the frame cut off the scene. Once I was out of sight, I 
would meet a friend, talk to the woodland animals. We would all 
run and jump and play. We would have a wonderful time. This 
fragment of a story, which continues to stand prominently in my 
mind, accompanied me as I danced around in circles. The more 
I practiced, the faster I became. Gaining momentum and speed, 
I was on the verge of entering another world. 

Although I never really entered the painting, I accomplished 
two important tasks: dancing and creating a story. I guess 
I’ve always wanted to do both, despite warnings that I would 
have to choose one art form over the other. Fortunately, those 
warnings did not come from my parents, who encouraged me 
to pursue what I loved, and I did, thanks to their help. At 15, 
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when I was accepted into the prestigious School of American 
Ballet, my father drove me four days a week from West Hartford, 
Connecticut, to New York City for pre-professional training. 
That was the same year I learned about gerunds, participial 
phrases, and nominative absolutes, elements of grammar that 
beckoned me to see how they work, to write. If asked which I 
preferred—dancing or writing—I would have refused to make 
a decision. 

When friends and family found out that my 52-year-old 
father was driving me 250 miles a day after putting in a full day 
of work as a high school teacher, they said the stunt was crazy, 
the car would break down, and I would fail 9th grade. Stubborn 
and determined, my parents and I worked together. My mother, 
who awakened at 5 a.m. to get ready for work, had dinner ready 
at 10:30 p.m., when we finally returned home. Considering my 
parents had failed to predict one of New York’s infamous transit 
strikes, which increased the commute to three hours each way, 
the naysayers had their point. However, I was never late for 
any class, I excelled in ballet, and I earned A’s in all academic 
subjects, achieving a rank of first in my class by the end of the 
school year. In the car I did homework, using a makeshift light 
my father designed to plug into the cigarette lighter after dark. 
When we were stuck at a stoplight, Dad helped me with math, 
drawing equations in the condensation on the windshield. 
For English, I wrote about my dance experiences, and when I 
danced, I allowed my body to release the burgeoning anger and 
frustration I felt for being different, for choosing ballet instead 
of sports, for being called weird by other children, and spoiled by 
their adult counterparts.

As I think about the choices my parents and I made, about 
the poverty-line salaries I earned as a professional ballet dancer, 
about the general lack of understanding and acceptance so 
many Americans have expressed toward the arts and creativity, 
I know exactly why I chose to be a dancer and a writer: to make 
up for being unheard and misunderstood. Combine words and 
movement in just the right way, and you can get people to listen 
and feel. You can chip away at the laziness that feeds prejudice 
and bigotry—narrow-mindedness that causes a person to classify 
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a professional ballet dancer as unimportant, as compared to a 
medical doctor. You can even keep from feeling lonely. 

My goal in this collection is to use words and stories to 
redefine dance—to show that we all dance, whether we are 
performing a ballet or an appendectomy. Perhaps the surgeon 
who removed your appendix never had the privilege of studying 
ballet, but the movements she made when slicing into your 
abdomen require the precision and artistry of a ballet dancer 
raising his partner in a bluebird lift, making sure she looks 
beautiful and stays safe. Both sets of hands manipulate bodies. 
Both the dancer and the doctor set out to improve and preserve 
humans’ quality of life. When such a comparison is made, the 
definition of dance expands. My stories redefine dance through 
characters who run the gamut, from professional ballet dancers 
and directors in “Pavlova” to honeybees and a piano teacher 
in “The Dancing Bee.” While the collection focuses more on 
ballet than other dance forms, common themes predominate, 
including the loss of love and the devastation of war. My 
hope is that through these stories readers can make their own 
connection between language and dance, and that they can add 
to my definition of dance.

Many have argued that the beauty of ballet lies in the fact 
that dance is an art form that transcends words, and any attempt 
to use words to describe dance would be in vain. That argument 
overlooks the accessibility of dance. I believe it is a misconception 
that ballet and other dance forms are effete, indescribable, and 
stuffy, that they are meant for only a select few who have nothing 
better to do than support classism and flaunt their wealth. The 
protagonist in “The Continental” holds such a misconception. 
But when he attends to his sick wife, his attitude changes. When 
he learns of his wife’s last wish before she dies, he discovers a 
most unusual relationship between words and dance. 

Unfortunately, very few in the real world become so 
enlightened. Dance supporters, alongside those who couldn’t 
care less about dance or any other performing art, often fail to 
allow language and dance to coalesce. I remember sitting in the 
halls of the School of American Ballet reading a textbook while 
waiting for the studio doors to open, when Lincoln Kirstein, 
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the legendary founder of the New York City Ballet, walked by 
dressed in a black suit, his towering shadow darkening the words 
on the page I was reading. A colleague told me that Kirstein 
wanted to see the dancers stretching, not reading. The next time 
the behemoth made his rounds, I performed a perfect side split, 
placing my open book between my legs. No one, including the 
great Kirstein, was going to impede my relationship with words 
and dance. 

My linguistic aptitude did little to endear me to dance 
colleagues and superiors; however, my developing relationship 
with language and dance led to my greatest success as a 
professional dancer: I was on tour in St. Louis performing the 
role of the Nutcracker Soldier Doll for a group of school kids 
at 8 a.m., having finished a show at 11 p.m. the previous night. 
After the morning performance, I was ordered to go out front in 
costume and socialize with the children. I can just imagine the 
look on my face when I set foot into the house. Youngsters, in my 
eyes, were the enemy—the undisciplined idiots who tortured 
me for years because I studied ballet. It didn’t matter that these 
were children brought to the ballet by educators. Old memories 
had clouded my judgment. But with painted wooden sword at 
my side, I followed directions. 

I will never forget the reward I received. A boy in a 
wheelchair, 13 or 14 years old, reached out with his hand and 
stopped me. “You were so good,” he said. “I felt your dance. I 
was up there with you.” While the encounter lasted a matter of 
seconds, I have thought about it for years. The boy made me feel 
like a hero—not because I represented good conquering evil, 
part of the handsome Nutcracker army that defeats the ugly 
Mouse King and his misshapen army of mice, but because my 
dancing had a healing effect. I caused the boy to feel something, 
when medical professionals may have given up on him, when 
he may have been told by experts he would never feel anything, 
certainly not in his legs. I can only imagine what the boy felt, 
since I, along with most people, have the privilege of being able 
to walk. The memory of the encounter makes me thankful for 
my own abilities, both as a dancer and as a writer able to share 
my experience. 
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This scenario gets me thinking about dance, not only as a 
form of entertainment, but also as a method of communication, 
a text so to speak. Have you ever seen Prince Florimund declare 
his love for Princess Aurora, after the kiss, in the ballet Sleeping 
Beauty? He extends his left arm toward the princess, steps back, 
and places his right hand on his chest. Then he gathers both 
hands at his heart and points to his ring finger. These movements 
are a form of text that the audience reads. Whether you’re sitting 
in the front row or the second balcony, you know exactly what is 
happening. You feel the romance and excitement as a result of 
text performed through the art of dance. 

Decades after the termination of my dance career, I attribute 
my roles in ballets such as Sleeping Beauty and The Nutcracker, 
alongside my encounter with the disabled boy, as an impetus to 
use words to convey the importance of dance to the world. Since 
so few people experience the beauty of professional dance, I 
know that the stage is not my venue. Fiction, on the other hand, 
reaches people of all backgrounds and abilities. Reading is a 
way of accomplishing the impossible, of entering a painting and 
creating our own stories in the midst of someone else’s. Writing is 
my way of conveying what it’s like to dance. I use my imagination 
to express a feeling—a movement that becomes alive in the 
reader’s imagination, enabling that person to experience that 
feeling. Through the literary device of synesthesia—a sensation 
in one section of the body produced by stimulation of another 
section—I can tell readers that leaping high in the air and 
landing with soft precision feels like a seagull sounds when it 
calls out and then dives into the ocean to catch a fish.  

Dance is something we all do, whether we know it or not. 
Climbers, when they rappel into the Grand Canyon, use the 
same techniques dancers use to land gracefully from a jump. 
Lovers perform a dance when their bodies merge. Words dance. 
Language is the choreography that joins reader to writer in a 
dance that obscures the distinction between human and text, 
the dancer and the dance. Consider how William Butler Yeats 
ends his poem “Among School Children”: “O body swayed to 
music, O brightening glance/ How can we know the dancer 
from the dance?” You, the reader, have your own life, your 
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memories and imagination, which become intertwined with 
my life, my memories and imagination, through the fiction 
I write. Through our interactions with text, we become both 
the dancer and the dance. The ambiguity rendered from the 
dancer becoming enmeshed with the dance reflects a complex 
and dynamic relationship. According to feminist philosopher 
Elizabeth Grosz, the “body and the modes of sensual perception 
which take place through [the body] are not mere physical/
physiological phenomena; nor are they simply psychological 
results of physical causes. Rather they affirm the necessary 
connectedness of consciousness as it is incarnated.” Is it possible 
that when we read, we turn consciousness into a physical being, 
not completely our own, but part of other physical beings, 
people with whom we begin to connect? In his novel Howard’s 
End, E.M. Forster appears to address such a connection between 
Margaret and Mr. Wilcox in the following statement: “Mature 
as he was, she might yet be able to help him to the building of 
the rainbow bridge that should connect the prose in us with the 
passion.” 

What is the “prose in us?” What does it look like, and how 
does it feel? I see the collective or shared prose between you 
and me, reader and writer, as a collection of dance stories, pas 
des deux, in which we enter the stage for an introductory dance, 
separate to perform our solos, and then join once again in a 
finale. As you read my words, we establish an initial connection; 
the dance is intimate yet subtle and tentative. We’re just getting to 
know each other through the first impression of a character, the 
introduction of a scene. Then, as I express my words on paper or 
screen, I perform my solo. As you interpret my words, you have 
your solo. As my unwritten stories, personal and internal, blend 
with the fiction I write, interacting with your stories, personal 
and internal, we dance once again. This is our finale, in which 
consciousness incarnates: the prose connects with the passion, 
the reader becomes the writer, and the dancer becomes the 
dance.  

Dance has certainly placed me outside the mainstream, 
yet the most important benefit I glean from immersing myself 
in such an intense and mysterious art form is the desire to 
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persevere. Thanks to the unprecedented physical and mental 
strenuousness of ballet, I have beaten the odds on many 
occasions. When I dance, my negative qualities—widespread 
irritability and a general lack of practicality—melt away through 
movement. When I write, I dance. But unlike the stage, which 
is unforgiving to dancers who mess up, texts can be revised 
and reworked many times before an audience reads them. As a 
perfectionist, I find this element of writing, the ability “to perfect 
the dance,” the most compelling. If one were to ask me why I 
write and why I dance, I would give the same answer: to create 
and share worlds that encourage people to show respect for 
what is different, to have fun, and to connect. 

As a creative writer and former professional ballet dancer, 
I believe that writing and reading fiction are a form of dance. 
Every time I create a story I imagine performing a pas de deux 
with each of my readers, partnering her or him through conflict, 
lifting that person into a world both foreign and familiar. The 
dance is sensual yet respectful. You are my partner. As I lead, I 
transmit words from my body to yours, text traversing the lobes 
of our brains, imagined lives entering the marrow of our bones, 
the movement we make inspiring a connection between us—a 
simple touch that sparks a memory, or, perhaps something more. 
If I reach you in a significant way, that touch will be imbedded in 
your body, called up when you go about your daily life and come 
across something that reminds you of our dance.
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The Ballet Class

I’ll be the first to admit that I’m no expert. I didn’t start 
classes till I was 40, and my boobs go flying when I try to 
pirouette. But there’s one thing I can tell you with confidence: 
despite his lack of coordination, Thom was a dancer. When it 
came to combinations, you were lucky to get two steps, maybe 
three, from the six-foot, good-natured lunk. After two years of 
beginner ballet, he could do a glissade assemblé, and that was with 
great trepidation. Sometimes, when he performed this simple 
set of steps, he looked as if he were suffering from Parkinson’s, 
pausing with intensity between the glide and the jump. Yet 
there was something about him you could almost call graceful, 
especially when he was partnering. You always knew he cared, 
that he honored women, no matter who or how old they were. 
You could feel it in his touch. That’s what made him graceful: his 
graciousness, his respect. 

Thom was the only guy in the class, quite the underachiever 
at 16, but everybody liked him, and we all knew you didn’t come 
to Midtown School of Ballet to pursue a career. People of all ages 
were put in the same class, and all levels were pretty much for 
beginners. But unlike some studios, especially those with names 
like Miss Deedle’s and Allentino Academy of Artistic Expression, 
this place was legit. All the teachers were professionals. One 
came from the former USSR, said the Kansas wheatfields 
reminded her of her childhood in Ukraine. Old fashioned but 
sweet, she carried a wooden pointer to touch body parts that 
failed to follow the rules. We all loved her. Davin, the short guy 
who taught Thom, a bunch of preteen girls, and a smattering 
of us middle-aged women, was just as nice. He never yelled or 
made catty remarks. He just taught. 

Despite the convenient location and positive atmosphere, 
the studio setup was less than ideal. Tombé pas de bourée glissade 
assemblé, and you hit the wall. After a while, though, you got used 
to the small space: some chairs and a couch for the waiting area, 
a nice springy floor, and one bathroom with a broken lock. That’s 
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how I caught an accidental peek at Davin, nude, his left foot 
reaching into a dance belt. Nothing like that of a gym rat, his body 
was muscled but compact. It reminded me of an urban, small-
space bedroom—you know, with a teakwood desk and attached 
bookcase, bed overhead: so stylishly understated, perfectly 
balanced, every piece in place. From calves to forearms, he was 
covered in a veneer of slender musculature—his abdominals 
like rungs of a ladder that led to a firm but cozy bunk. When 
I gasped, Davin just laughed. After a moment, so did I. We had 
nothing to hide. Attraction was part of the business—one-sided 
or not.

But as amateur as we were, all except the teachers, everyone 
knew the Golden Rule of Ballet: to save it—the emotions, sex, 
whatever—for the audience. It didn’t matter that the few who 
bothered to come in and sit down on the ripped Naugahyde were 
bored husbands, hyperactive children, and polite friends, more 
interested in talking on cell phones, playing computer games, or 
reading magazines than looking at us hopping around on demi-
pointe. But that’s what made it exciting: my husband, Emily’s 
kids, the whole lot of them getting a jolt, a spark of electricity 
that stirred them out of their complacency. 

* * *

One of the dancers—salt-and-pepper hair and a half-decent 
body—took ballet to even greater heights, or so she thought. Her 
name was Lisle. A former intern who got booted from residency 
for condemning abortions in the OR, she used to arrive early, say 
a prayer, and slip in a CD of Tchaikovsky or Debussy. Her lips 
curling with a look of either constipation or ecstasy, she waltzed 
around the studio, sometimes with a Bible in hand, dipping from 
side to side as if she were using the book to anoint the room. 
Then, about ten minutes before class started, she went to the 
toilet. One time, when I didn’t have the car and Frank dropped 
me off early, Lisle asked me to the movies. They were showing 
Black Swan at the Megaplex, and she was organizing a protest.

“Hollywood’s trying to desecrate the sacredness of ballet,” 
she said, describing the film in graphic detail. “All about the 
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flesh and damnation of the spirit.”
“I’m not religious,” I told her.
“But don’t you believe in the sanctity of dance?”
She handed me a copy of John Paul II’s Letter to Artists. I 

read a few lines: “Every genuine artistic institution goes beyond 
what the senses perceive and, reaching beneath reality’s surface, 
strives to interpret its hidden mystery.”  

The former pope had a point. Whatever we had at Midtown, 
it certainly went beyond my senses, my reality. Davin’s classes 
kept me young, gave me an edge. Ballet was something I took 
with me wherever I went, including the bedroom. Sex was never 
better. And when it came to Frank, who’d slept beside me for too 
many years, that was a miracle.

I said no to the protest. Sure, Black Swan was awful, and 
anybody who’s ever done a plié knows that Natalie Portman can’t 
dance, but at least someone took an interest in ballet, even if it 
was twisted and sick. 

“It’s the age we live in,” I told Lisle. “Ballet went out when 
Baryshnikov got old. Society’s into raunch and exhibitionism, 
not Swan Lake. The fact that a ballet movie even made it into 
the mainstream, never mind becoming a box-office hit, is 
astounding. Gotta take what you can get.”

One day, when we were warming up before class, Lisle 
invited me to church. 

“Before you say no,” she said, “just hear me out.”
She told me about some novice liturgical dancer coming to 

the cathedral. “I know you’ll just love her performance.”
“I’m confused,” I said, looking Lisle square in the eye. “I 

thought Catholics weren’t supposed to proselytize.” 
Thom, who was trying to put his head to his knee while 

keeping his foot latched to the bottom rung of the ballet barre, 
said he might go. When Lisle went to the toilet, we both started 
to laugh. 

* * *

 It’s amazing how we all got along in those Thursday 
night classes—such different people, all lobbed together in 
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