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ADVANCE PRAISE

“An extremely touching, heartfelt, and often humorous account of a young woman’s journey to live her passion. WISH re-
minds us, that despite our obstacles, we can live the life we dream.”

–Zippora Karz, Former Soloist, New York City Ballet, Author of The Sugarless Plum/Ballerina Dreams

“Grier Cooper expertly weaves her insider knowledge into this compelling read. Even if you’ve never danced en pointe, you

may find yourself reaching for ballet slippers after reading Wish.”

–Charity Tahmaseb, co-author of The Geek Girl’s Guide to Cheerleading

“Grier Cooper’s WISH contrasts the elegant and disciplined beauty of ballet versus a gritty and often violent home life. She 
handles the topic of alcoholism with poignancy and honesty and choreographs a touching story of art and love.”

–Paula Yoo (Author of Good Enough, HarperCollins)

“Grier Cooper writes with emotional hooks that penetrate deeply. Her wonderfully-flawed characters are unforgettable. This

book and its lovely dancing protagonist sparkle as if onstage!”

–Corina Vacco, author of My Chemical Mountain

“I absolutely loved WISH; it brought back such memories of high school, boys and ballet. What a gift this is to young dance
students.”

–Lauren Jonas, Artistic Director, Diablo Ballet

“Grier Cooper is able to express these years of sweat and tears with the accuracy of someone who has lived through it her -

self. It’s a great read; I highly recommended WISH!”

–Jenna Lavin-Crabtree, Former Soloist with Atlanta Ballet, Miami City Ballet, Faculty/Choreographer, Ballet Academy 
East, NYC



 

Chapter 1

  Here’s what I’ve realized in the one hundred and fifty-one days since I first 

arrived at the New York School of Ballet: Every second counts. It isn’t enough to work 

hard and sweat; there has to be something more. Each moment is a new chance to reach 

just a little further, move one step closer to perfection. Like now. The piano music 

crescendos and my body responds, every movement precise and on tempo, even though 

the joints in my big toes feel like they might explode. My bunions are acting up today. 

The pain so intense I want to stop what I’m doing for one sweet moment–but I can’t–not 

until class is over and especially not with Madame Z standing three feet away. Not that 

I'm looking at her or anything, although she's a palpable presence just beyond my right 

shoulder. Instead I count the music inside my head and look straight ahead, keeping my 
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eyes on my friend Vivianna's perfect French twist. 

 I move with each beat of music and remind myself to breathe. This is my life; it 

unfolds second by second, packaged in tidy little patterns of eight-count measures of 

music, each bringing me one step closer to living my dream: To dance with Manhattan 

Ballet Theater, the best ballet company in the world. Not long ago dancing here in New 

York City was a wish I never thought would come true. It almost didn't–I'd only just kept 

my family from imploding when Mom's drinking got out of control. It's still hard, 

sometimes, to believe I'm here.

But I am, and that means keeping going. There is no stopping. Not if I want to be 

a dancer for the company. This means each time I move in unison with the twenty others 

in the room, I must push myself ever harder to stand out.

I relevé, rising on my toes, and mask a sob as pain shoots through my feet. My 

bunions (with me practically since I began dancing on pointe) are getting worse. Each 

throb in my foot forces a question: How badly do you want this, Indigo? I dig deep inside

for the will to rise above the pain. 

“It’s just a sensation.” That’s how Anya, my yoga teacher used to put it (on the 

rare occasions when I made it to a class). I don't think think she meant it to apply with 

pain like this. 

 The pianist bangs out the ending notes. I peek at my feet in the mirror for a split 

second as Madame Z ambles past, her sharp green eyes coolly appraising our every 

move. She's wearing her black crepe ensemble today, with pearls. She may be dressed 

like she's going to a cocktail party but she’s not here to kick back and socialize. 
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She speaks in a voice hoarse with decades of teaching up-and-coming dancers. 

“Eendigo. Vhat you make me, dahlink? Make tighter!” It's not always easy to translate 

everything she says. I make my steps smaller and tighter by bringing my feet closer 

together. The pain in my feet skyrockets and I clench my teeth in agony. But I will myself

to rise above it. I have to up my game. Madame Z demands it.

Madame Z fled the Iron Curtain; she’s one of the old-school, hardcore Russians 

that Yuri Kraminsky brought to America with him to train the dancers for his company. 

Madame Z may not say a lot, but she expects the greatest effort from every student.

Basically, the woman works us like dogs.

“Five, six, seven, eight… and feeneesh!” The music stops abruptly. Madame Z 

pivots around, checking final positions. It’s so quiet I can hear the blood rushing through 

my veins. Sweat drips off the tip of my nose and I smile, keeping my back ramrod 

straight, feet in a perfect sous-sous, arms extended to the ceiling like birds’ wings.  

Madame Z mutters something Russian to Ludmilla, the pianist. Each time she 

speaks in Russian in this way it's like having to decipher a secret code. I never know if 

she's talking about one of us or just making a casual comment. It's a familiar and 

perplexing feeling this --  not knowing what's going on. It's the problem I've had ever 

since I got accepted here. It's no fun spending most of my waking moments trying to 

figure out where I stand. None of the teachers says much. Every time one utters a word 

we search for hidden meaning. Each word must be taken as a clue. I'm never sure if I’ve 

unraveled the intended meaning. Like now, as Madame Z corrects my foot placement–is 

it criticism, meaning, get your act together, your footwork is sloppy, or is it a hidden form
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of praise because she thinks I'm worth correcting?

I’m never one hundred percent sure.

Barre is now over so we move into the center of the floor and wait for Madame Z 

to arrange us in groups. I glance at Lila, a skeletal blonde, but she's busy staring at 

Madame Z. Lila's eyes are huge compared to the rest of her tiny bird-like frame. How she

survives even one of Madame Z's classes is anyone’s guess.

Madame Z cranes her head, looking for someone. “Brianna, dahlink, come to 

me.” Brianna is always first to be placed. She's the star of our class and the best dancer 

I've ever seen. It's not enough that she's gorgeous, with long auburn hair, perfect skin and 

legs that go up to her chin. She's also incredibly nice, which makes it impossible to hate 

her. 

Five more dancers are placed, including Nikki, who slinks past me with a 

knowing smirk. My heart sinks further each time I'm not chosen. I stare at my feet for 

comfort. Madame Z's selection process always makes me feel bad. It's like waiting to be 

chosen for grade school team sports all over again, misfits and losers last. Only it's much 

worse here because my future depends on it.

“Eendigo.” I snap to attention when I hear my name. “Come to me here.” 

Madame Z gestures for me to stand in the middle. Of the fourth row.

I take my spot while she finishes assigning groups and questions erupt in my mind

like a flock of irate, clucking hens. Why am I only in the fourth row? And more 

importantly: What do I have to do to get in the front row?

 I'm still trying to figure out the answers when I realize Madame Z has begun 
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demonstrating the next combination. I shake my head and my brain goes quiet. Luckily 

I'm a quick learner so I know what I'm doing when it's time for my row to go. All the 

other bodies in the room fade into the background as mine becomes precise machinery, 

dialed into the tempo. I will my leg higher, push my body to go further. Give more. Give 

all.

 Madame Z starts jumps at exactly 11:18. Maggie and I lock eyes. She points at 

the clock and cocks a knowing look at me. We have an ongoing bet about what time 

Madame Z will start jumps–it’s always somewhere around 45 minutes before class ends, 

which is about double the time any other teacher makes us jump. I roll my eyes. I’ve lost 

the bet again today.

Twenty minutes later we’re on to the best part of class for me. I love big jumps 

most of all–those huge leaps where we defy gravity and fly across the room. But it's the 

moments in between these exercises–when the other group is dancing and my group has 

to stand and watch–that my resolve waivers. I watch Brianna and wonder if I'll ever be 

anywhere near the dancer she is. I wonder why we're even in the same class. Her 

cabrioles are insanely perfect, delicate yet powerful. She flies across the room when she 

grand jetés. 

How can I compare myself to her? I can't.

This is why I'm pretty sure that even though I'm putting every fiber of my being 

into this class, it's not enough.
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After class I hunch down on a bench in the dressing room and gulp water. I 

always sweat so much in Madame Z's class that I have to swig most of a bottle of water 

to get rid of the raw, parched feeling in the back of my throat. Between each mouthful of 

water I think of either crying or throwing up. A ripple of activity intervenes as heads turn 

to watch JoAnna Darling, resident ex-starlet and over-the-top stage mom who sweeps 

through the dressing room. She's wearing one of her famous low-cut filmy blouses, 

displaying her favorite asset: Her cleavage. It reminds me of peaches slightly past their 

prime. She plants herself directly in front of my classmate, Eliza, her unfortunate 

daughter. JoAnna points an accusing finger at Eliza and even though she has her back to 

me the set of her shoulders tells me that this won't be a happy conversation. Catching me 

staring, Eliza narrows her eyes. 

“I told you to be ready and here you sit, dawdling as usual.” There's a sharp edge 

to JoAnna's reedy, nasal voice.

Eliza exhales loudly. “Give me a break, JoAnna. You know I just got out of class 

two minutes ago.” 

JoAnna stiffens with a huff. “Your audition is in 45 minutes. I don't have all day–

and neither do you. I expect you out front, looking your polished best in exactly ten 

minutes, or else.”

“Fine.”

“And lose the attitude.”

“What? All I said was fine.”

“You know what. Don't pretend you don't.” JoAnna pivots on her kitten heels. The
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downy feathers on the edge of her gauzy top sway as she struts away. She flashes a 

toothy, flesh-eating grin at the group of gawkers. “Carry on, dumplings. Have a fabulous 

afternoon.”

Someone chokes on the gust of heavy floral scent that follows JoAnna out the 

door.

Eliza screws up her face and rolls her eyes before sagging on the bench, her 

shoulders slumped, head hanging. I can't remember another time I've ever seen Eliza look

anything other than full of herself.

“Don't you have anything better to do?” she says catching me staring.

I divert my eyes and focus on yanking off my sweaty dance clothes. I pull on a 

lacy camisole and tug at my purple velvet leggings. It's always a fight to get street clothes

back on my clammy body. 

“You really are a noodle, aren't you?”

I whip my head in Eliza's direction. “Excuse me?”

She holds up a hand. “Chill. What I meant is, you're just all legs, you know? 

You're long and slender, like a blue heron or something.”

“Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

“Just an observation. But you're lucky–you could have legs like–well, you know.”

Eliza doesn't have to say it but I know she's referring to Margaret Hogue, her arch–rival, 

who's a strong jumper, but cursed with large thighs. The two of them cut each other down

any chance they get.

“I guess. But don't you have about eight minutes to make yourself fabulous?”
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She gives me a look. “Like I need another mother.”

“Um, no. That you definitely don't need.”

She laughs. “Seriously.”

I spend a moment trying to make myself look fabulous in the tiny mirror inside 

my locker. My strawberry blonde hair is so dark with sweat it looks almost brown and my

pale skin looks flushed. Lovely. I sigh and brush down the flyaway tendrils and add a 

spot of lip gloss. By the time I'm dressed and packed, Eliza is pulling on her boots. Her 

hair and makeup are picture-perfect. Damn if she doesn't look fantastic.

“I'm not sure how you did it, but you look great,” I say.

She shakes out her hair one final time and winks at me. “Thanks.” She winds a 

pink scarf around her neck and shrugs on a glossy black leather coat. My fake fur coat 

seems sad in comparison, especially now that the lavender silk lining is shredding. Eliza's

stiletto-heeled boots click across the linoleum floor as she walks away. 

The clicking stops mid-stride. “It doesn't have to be that way, you know,” she 

says.

“Meaning?”

“Get your ass to Pilates or something.” She doesn't bother to turn around; just 

tosses this across her shoulder on her way out. Her final comment: “Maybe then you'll 

actually keep up with the rest of us.” 
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Chapter 2

“What the flock was that supposed to mean?” Maggie says when I relay my 

conversation with Eliza. “She's got the hugest ego ever. It's annoying.”  

We're walking back to school for our afternoon academics even faster than usual, 

because Maggie's pissed–ironically she's more angry about Eliza's comments than I am. 

Vivianna and I share a look as we hasten to keep up. It's not a good time, I decide, to tell 

Maggie she looks cute. She's all in stripes: blue and white slouchy top, white shorts 

layered over white leggings and tube socks with coordinating blue stripes at the top. She's

pulled her hair into two little kinky buns on either side of her head because she can–

Maggie does cute like nobody else I've ever met. She's short but she's also a native New 
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Yorker, so she walks ridiculously fast everywhere she goes, even faster when she's angry. 

Then again, we always have to race-walk the seven blocks between ballet classes 

and school. We have exactly twenty-five minutes to get dressed, scarf down some 

semblance of lunch and get to math class, followed by biology. Then we get to do the 

whole thing in reverse and scurry back to afternoon ballet class and rehearsals.

“I don't know exactly,” I reply to Maggie as I shuffle my backpack slightly so the 

straps stop cutting into my shoulders. “I interpreted it as a back-handed compliment at 

best. But that's Eliza for you.”

 Vivianna's eyes widen. She's lined them as usual in her signature Cleopatra style, 

smudged with a smoky charcoal shadow. “I don't know why she has to always act like 

she's all that,” Vivianna says with a shrug. Her soft, breathy voice is hard to hear over the 

traffic whizzing by on Amsterdam Avenue. Much of Vivianna's communication is non-

verbal, making her the quiet, black-clad antithesis to Maggie. 

“It's all an act and I'm over it,” Maggie says. “Can we talk about something less 

annoying?”

Vivianna looks at us, her almond-shaped eyes unblinking. “I heard Sarah Scharpp 

does Pilates.” 

“Who?” Maggie demands.

“You know, the actress. She was in Heart of Fire?”

Maggie snorts. “Good for her.” 

Vivianna shrinks visibly. “I'm just saying. It's supposed to make you strong. I read

an interview with Ilianna Lopez and she swears by it.”
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Ilianna Lopez is the top female dancer at Manhattan Ballet Theater. Maggie 

purses her lips and shakes her head, but her silence means she's backing down.

We pass the trees that line the quad at Frontline University, our favorite spot for a 

quick picnic when the weather is warm. Without their leaves the trees are colorless, the 

branches ending in bulbous knobs where they've been pruned. A few steps later we round 

the corner and our school comes into view. Something inside me dies just a little. The 

School for Performing Artists is one step shy of an eyesore: Grey, boxy and careworn, it 

looks more like a failing shoe factory than a school for professional kids.

It's warmer once we're inside. We climb the grey cement stairs, worn smooth and 

glossy after years of kids trudging reluctantly to class. Pallid light from the windows 

makes the hallway a dim monotone.

 Vivianna and I follow Maggie to her locker, dodging a couple of rail-thin models 

in wet-look skinny jeans and a couple of guys lugging cellos. I glance at the clock. We 

have seven minutes to wolf down lunch. We throw our book bags on the floor and sit in a 

circle. I savor my strawberry yogurt, appreciating the sweet flavor. Vivianna munches 

quietly on a banana while Maggie stuffs Kettle Corn in her mouth by the handful, 

crunching loudly over the din of activity in the hallway. Vivianna stops eating, a faraway 

look in her eyes. 

“Are you OK?” I say.

She shrugs. “I guess.”

“That's not a real answer.”

“Yeah,” Maggie agrees, in between crunches. “'I guess ' is basically a non-
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answer.”

Vivianna sighs. “I'm just freaking out.” Her voice wavers.

“Why?” I say.

She looks at us with watery eyes. “Well, my aunt and uncle are putting all this 

pressure on me lately. We've been fighting a lot. They think ballet isn't the best career 

choice and they're afraid I'm wasting my time. They gave me an ultimatum: I have to get 

a job by next summer or they're making me go to college.” A tear rolls down her cheek 

and drops off her chin.

Maggie's eyes bulge in surprise. “But that's like no time at all!”

Vivianna nods and looks at the floor. Her shoulders shake with silent sobs.

I put a hand on her shoulder. “Look, Viv, it'll be OK. You just need a plan, right? 

We can help you,” I say, looking to Maggie for assent.

“Yeah, Vivs,” Maggie says. “Forget about your aunt and uncle. We'll figure this 

out.”

“We’re a team. We’re not going to let you fail,” I say. “That’s a promise.”

Our eyes meet over Vivianna's bowed head and despite Maggie's confident tone I 

see shadows of worry swirling below the surface. They're the same fears that keep me up 

at night. The truth is we are all in the same predicament: Casting for our end-of-year 

Workshop performance is decided in a few months. We have until then to prove ourselves

and nab the best roles. Time is running out.
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Henry Starr's partnering classes on Thursday afternoons are the closest thing I'll 

ever get to a high school dance experience. At least, I assume this is exactly how high 

school works–although it's all hypothetical since I have no practical experience.

 There's the prerequisite division of the sexes; boys lounging against the barres on

one side of the room, attempting to look casual, while the girls stand around looking 

nervous, wondering who will ask them to dance. 

We are in studio B, which is a mirror image of all the other studios–white walls, 

smooth grey floor, glossy black grand piano in the corner–although this studio is the 

biggest, double the size of the others. Since class hasn't started, the extra floor space 

means an even larger chasm between guys and girls. 

Henry Starr strides to the center of the room. Once a star dancer with Manhattan 

Ballet Theater, he's a stellar teacher also known for his sense of humor and perfectly 

manicured mustache.

“OK, folks, gather round. I'll show the exercise, then we'll get started. First I need 

a willing victim...let's see–” his eyes scan the room. “–Lisa. Yes, you'll do. Right this 

way, please.” 

He gallantly presents his hand to Lisa, a tall brunette, who accepts it and steps 

daintily up into a piqué arabesque on pointe. All eyes are on them as he promenades 

around her and she spins in place. “Place the feet in sous-sous,” he says. He dips her 

backwards, her head dangerously close to the floor. Although he is an accomplished 

partner, Lisa's eyes snap closed, like she doesn't want to know her head is only inches 

from the floor.
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The demonstration ends and we herd into the rear of the studio, conversations 

buzzing as partners are selected. It's only then my attention is drawn to someone new. 

Although he wears the same uniform as the rest of the boys–white T-shirt with black 

tights–he couldn't be more glaringly distinctive. For one, he towers above the others by a 

good six inches. But that's not the thing that most sets him apart. It's his jaw-dropping 

good looks: Huge green eyes, a face with just the right angles and contours, buttery-

smooth skin.

I can't stop looking at him.

Judging from the frequent and furtive looks from the girls in my corner I seem to 

not be the only one having these thoughts.

His head turns my way and I stand paralyzed. He raises an eyebrow and I turn 

away, acting like I'm searching for a partner. Behind me Maggie titters like a hyena; she 

tends to laugh as dramatically as possible when she's trying to get attention. 

Someone grabs my elbow firmly and I turn to find the new guy leading me to a 

spot in line. I scowl at him and then at my elbow. “Um...hi,” I say. “That's my elbow.”

“You do not wish to dance?” he says, eyes wide. His accent is silvery, melodic. 

Also hot.

“Um, no–I mean yes–I mean, you're grabbing my elbow a little too tightly.”

He drops it like he's been scalded, holding up both palms in defense. A stray lock 

of brown hair curls along his temple. “My apologies, he says. “Sometimes I forget 

myself.”

I look at him as I appraise whether or not he's making fun of me, but his face is 
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unreadable. Also I can't look at it for long or I might get hypnotized. “Right,” I say.

We wait in silence, watching the other dancers ahead. When it’s our turn to dance 

I see our two reflections–dark and light–in the mirrors that run along the entire front wall 

of the studio. They are complementary. At least it's nice to have a tall partner for a 

change; I have limited opportunities to dance with someone my size because I dwarf 

several of the other boys in the room.

I start to move and feel my new partner's hands firmly on my hips. His breath 

warms the back of my neck and I feel myself flush. Normally I'd take a glimpse in the 

mirror to check my alignment, but I don't dare. For reasons I don't want to admit to 

myself, I feel nervous and jittery. We face each other and he offers his hand as I come 

into arabesque. He starts the slow promenade and I chance a quick glimpse at his face. 

He smiles and I catch my breath. I switch my gaze over to his shoulder and notice that 

my palm is slick with sweat. I'm so embarrassed I feel heat in the tips of my ears. I pray 

my face isn't bright red. 

He slides a hand around my waist for the dip and I close my eyes. “Relax,” he 

says into my ear. “I've got you.” The feeling of swaying towards the floor reminds me of 

how much I loved swinging with eyes closed as a kid. When he swoops me back up I feel

giddy enough to fight the urge to laugh. I blink against the unsettled, light-headed feeling.

It stays with me into the supported pirouettes; I'm more than a little off but his hands shift

me into balance as I spin around multiple times.

We finish the exercise and he guides me off the floor and away from the couple 

behind us. My hands still tingle from his touch. My head feels funny, like it's floating. No
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fewer than eight other pairs of eyes watch our progress as we rejoin the dancers in the 

back of the room.

I rub my tingly fingers together and take a few deep breaths but when I turn to 

thank him, he's gone. I spot him a few feet away, wiping his face with a towel. Three 

other girls are vying for his attention, but he's blissfully oblivious.

He moves to the far side of the room, followed by his entourage. Two of them 

bend their heads together, whispering behind his back. The third openly stares at him like 

he's a member of some rare, exotic species.

“Shall we?” a voice interrupts. Jefferson is tall and a little gawky but a decent 

partner. I nod and swing my attention back to business. I notice the difference in 

partnering skill right away; Jefferson's arm wavers during the promenade, making it 

tough for me to balance. The dip is so slight I barely register it happening. 

We finish and head to the back of the room. I watch Maggie turning like a top 

with her partner. Vivianna looks nervous, her neck tight with fear. There's a scuffle in the 

corner behind me and I turn to see what's going on.

A crowd of bodies backs away from two girls arguing, hands on hips, eyes 

blazing, heads jerking as they spit angry words. The new guy stands between them 

looking confused, but he's obviously the center of the issue.

“People!” Henry Starr shouts, clapping his hands for attention. He gestures to the 

pianist and the music abruptly stops. His gaze flickers over the eye of the storm. “Does 

someone want to tell me what's going on here?” he says.

He gets fidgeting, nervous glances and blank looks in response. 
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“I didn't think so.” He scans the crowd. “I'm sure I don't need to remind you that 

this is a professional school. Let's act accordingly.”

I look at the new guy and his groupies to see if this has registered. His eyes flick 

my way for a millisecond before he shrugs and shakes his head. I decide to stop looking.

The energy after class in the girls' dressing room is as thick as a wet wool blanket.

Eliza and her frenemy Nikki argue the new guy's merits at full volume over the excited 

chatter of no fewer than six other similar conversations. It's verbal ping-pong.

“Saucy,” Eliza says, licking her lips.

“Smoldering,” Nikki retorts, her eyelids at half-mast.

“Tasty.”

“Delectable.”

A peal of laughter.

“Scorching, sizzling, sultry.”

“Hot,” Nikki sings in an exaggerated falsetto.

“His name is Felipe,” a voice pipes above the fray. “And it shouldn't be legal to be

that good-looking.”

“Oooh, Felipe. Me likey Felipe,” Nikki sings. 

“Sexy.”

“Spicy.”

“Kissable.”
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“Oh reaaaaalllllyyyy,” Eliza says suggestively.

“Racy.”

“Enticing.”

“Hot.”

“You already said that.” Eliza says, laughing. “How many ways are there to say 

hot, anyway?”

“I don't know. Who cares?” Nikki replies. “How do you say, I love you in 

Brazilian?”

“You don't. They speak Portuguese in Brazil.” Eliza says slowly.

“You always have to be right, don't you?” Nikki whines.

“Sometimes.”

“No. Always. Anyway, you're the salacious one.”

“Ooh–pulling out the five-dollar words–I'm impressed.”

“Yes, but will it shut you up?”

“Never.”

I pull on my street clothes and grab my stuff. I don't even bother to let my hair 

down and brush it out like I normally do. I can't stand listening to these two any longer.

I pull open the heavy door, happy to be escaping from the chatter, but then I 

practically collide with someone in the lounge. “Oh God! Sorry...” My voice dies mid-

sentence. It's Felipe. I feel like a bumbling misfit. 

He emits a slow, resonant chuckle. “So, we are dancing again.” 

“Sort of,” I reply.
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He laughs. “Hmm. I think I like dancing with you,” he says, raising his eyebrows 

for effect.

Heads turn. We appear to have the attention of everyone lounging on the couches. 

I laugh nervously. “OKaaay. Great. It was nice to meet you, but I've got to go.” I 

hike my backpack up.

“But I didn't meet you. What is your name?”

“Indigo.”

“Eeendigo,” he says, like he's tasting it on his tongue. He grins. “OK, then.” His 

eyes rove down my body. “You are a tall girl. I like to dance with tall girls. I think we 

dance well together, no?” He touches my hand and my insides turn to jello. “Maybe we 

should practice together more.” 

“Maybe,” I murmur.

He releases my hand. 

“Felipe, how do you say I love you in Portuguese?” says a bold redhead. Several 

other girls erupt into laughter. Felipe turns to his adoring audience. His voice rumbles a 

response, but I can't hear what he says over the gushing sighs. I don't have to; his actions 

say it all. He caresses one girl’s cheek then moves on to grab another girl's hand and lay a

smacking kiss on it. Her face turns pink with pleasure while the others titter. I turn on my 

heel without a word and escape down the hall.
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Chapter 3

Downstairs in the lobby I pass a group of younger dancers. Their hair is up in 

buns, some an awkward mess of bobby pins, thrown together by parents who haven’t 

quite gotten the hang of the ballet hairdo yet. They stare at me with serious eyes that are 

out of place in such tiny bodies. I beam at them, remembering the days when I was that 

small. “How many turns can you do on pointe shoes?” says an adventurous brunette. 

I squat down to her level and smile at her. “Three or four on a good day.”  

“Is that all?”  

The others giggle. 
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“Jenny!” says a woman who's probably her mother. She gives me an exasperated 

look. “Please forgive her rudeness.” 

She grabs Jenny’s hand and leads the group to the elevators.

I head straight home but by the time I reach my dorm room I'm not really sure I 

want to go in. It's highly likely that Kimmy, my roommate, will be there, which is good 

enough reason not to set foot inside. Ever. Besides, there's no way I'm going to be able to 

focus on U.S. History with my mind looping every second over my interactions with 

Felipe in crystal detail. 

When I open the door an impulse to make a quick exit dials up a few notches. 

Kimmy's home. 

But then, Kimmy is always home. Right now there's no hope of her leaving 

anytime soon–she's already in a flowered flannel nightgown and pink fuzzy slippers and 

it's not even 5:00 p.m. yet. In exactly thirty minutes she will call her mother, just like she 

does every night and I will have to listen to her ramble on for at least an hour. She has 

zero social life besides her mother; probably because most people steer clear of someone 

who insists on using a nickname that's suitable for a three-year-old. 

“Are you going to let that draft in all night?” she says, looking up from the sock 

she's knitting. She scowls at me until I dutifully close the door. “I don't want to catch a 

cold,” she says with a sniff.

I grit my teeth, stomp over to my side of the room and turn my back. Each side of 

the room has a standard issue twin bed, bookshelf and tiny desk, but her side is floor-to-

ceiling shelves of perfectly-arranged stuffed animals, and tiny glass and ceramic figures, 
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while my side is sparsely decorated. I did break down earlier when I bought a few dance 

posters to make the room look more balanced. 

“Also, you keep forgetting to leave your shoes by the door. You may not realize it 

but every time you walk in wearing shoes you track dirt and grit across the floor.”

“Got it,” I say. 

Kimmy is also a neat freak. She’s perfectly comfortable insisting that I adhere to 

her standards. I'd rather tell her to back off and leave me alone. Who died and made her 

the room warden, anyway? However, I've learned after living with her for the past few 

months that it's useless to try to reason with her so our conversations are usually limited 

to one-liners.

I throw my stuff down and take a few minutes to clear this morning’s reject outfits

off my bed. I pull out my textbooks and set them on the bed, but decide to make some 

space on my shelves to store them when I’m not using them; anything to delay doing 

homework for a few more minutes. I grab the carved wooden box that holds my most 

precious memories. I consider looking inside it before I start my homework but a glance 

at my bedside clock shows it’s time to get serious. I shove the box under the bed and toss 

my textbooks on the shelf in its place.

Kimmy stops knitting to rearrange her collection of leotards. She grabs two 

leotards from a cardboard box spewing crumpled-up newspaper into the middle of the 

floor. She must have gotten another shipment from her mom. After I turn to my 

homework hearing her slippers scuffing back and forth across the floor fifty times makes 

me want to slap her, so I head to the shower. 
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The hot water feels exquisite as it hits my neck and shoulders. I close my eyes and

turn my face toward the jet to rinse off the sweat. The conversation with Eliza looms in 

my mind. I still can't believe she had the nerve to insinuate that I can’t keep up. Of course

it's only now that I think of a million witty retorts. Why do they always pop into my brain

when they are no use? 

I look down at my mangled feet, all raw skin and blisters and think about how my 

dad used to tell me I needed to grow a thicker skin. Maybe he was right. I worked my 

butt off to get accepted to the most professional ballet school in New York and here I am 

letting people like Eliza get under my skin.

 It's not like she has any reason to act superior. Or does she?

When I return to the bustling activity in my room I still don't have any answers. 

Instead I watch Kimmy at work and wonder why she's still at the school when it's 

obvious she has no future here. She's in level D, which is where all dancers who aren't 

chosen for the company end up. Everyone knows D stands for dumped; it's time to start 

looking into other options. In Kimmy's case, her short legs and inflexible feet mean she 

should probably focus on companies in smaller towns. All of this is so clear to me but I 

wonder if she understands. It's sad to think she may not.

If only I could be as clear about my future. But there's no real way of knowing 

who will be chosen for the company until the casting sheet goes up for Workshop, our big

end-of-year performance. It's the key to solving the puzzle of your ballet future. The best 

roles go to the best dancers. They are the only people with a prayer of getting into the 

company.
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A sinking feeling swirls around in my belly, physical proof that it's not helpful for 

me to think this way. And as arresting as Kimmy's pointy ski jump nose is in profile, if I 

have to sit here and listen to her talk to her mom for an hour I'm going to lose my mind. 

“How ya holding up?” Maggie says from her spot on the couch. I love this couch. 

The leather is glossy and smooth, and the view of the city below is spectacular.

“Fine, I guess.” I sink into fluffy pillows behind me, glad to have escaped Kimmy 

and the narrow confines of my room. Maggie lives only six blocks from my dorm but it 

feels like a separate galaxy. The lights of the city glitter below through huge picture 

windows. Everything is always clean and quiet. Her mom is a lawyer so she's almost 

never home.  

“I'm just feeling wiped,” I dig in to the dinner I brought and order myself not to 

talk about Kimmy again. I've already vented to Maggie more than once about my 

roommate. 

“I don't know how you survive on deli sushi and salad bars. You've gotta eat more 

or you're gonna expire,” says Maggie. 

“Says the girl who ate a gallon of ice cream the other night after polishing off an 

entire family-sized bucket of popcorn.” I respond. Maggie's epic appetite is a running 

joke in our group. How she stays thin is a mystery. 
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She laughs. “Seriously. It won't kill you to eat a real meal once in a while. Or have

a piece of cake.”

“Not everyone has your metabolism–or your hollow leg–whichever it is.”

“Fine. What about sleep? You have to get enough sleep.”

“Sure. But it's not like breakfast is waiting for me when I get up in the morning. I 

don't get the luxury of lounging in bed like some people.” A small burst of envy flares. 

Not only does Maggie get a cooked breakfast every morning, she has a cushy bed.

Oh yeah, and no roommate.

“Speaking of lounging in bed, how's it going with Kimmy?”

“Fine–except I can't turn on any lights when I get dressed in the morning. Getting 

dressed in the TV glow sucks. I can't even tell if my outfit matches before I leave the 

house.”

“Yeah, you pulled the lame roommate card, all right. Who sleeps ten hours a 

night, anyway?”

“People who can.” I shake my head. “I go to bed in the dark–and get up in the 

dark–all because Kimmy needs her beauty rest.”

Maggie snorts. “It’s not even working. Maybe she should shoot for twelve hours.”

“I wish I had my own room. The funny thing is I never appreciated it when I lived

at home.” Thinking about home makes me miss it. Just a tiny bit. This makes me feel lost 

again. “I don't know,” I say uncertainly. “I guess I'm just having doubts about my 

dancing. Sometimes I feel like no matter how hard I try I'm just not getting anywhere, 

you know?” 
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“This is because of what Eliza said, isn't it?” Maggie says frowning. “Don't listen 

to her. She's full of it.”

“But what if she's right?”

“Please.” Maggie says getting up and heading to the kitchen. “I know just what 

you need.”

I sigh and dig my feet into the crevice between the cushions on the couch. If only 

the solution were that easy. “Are they your mom's famous chocolate chip cookies?” I call.

“The ones with the ginormous chips?”

“What do you think?” comes the muffled reply. She's back a minute later with an 

entire plate of them. “You hit the right night. Mom just baked them.”

I take a bite and groan in pleasure. They're exactly the way I like them–soft and 

chewy–and they're still warm. “Oh my God. Delicious.”

 “I know, right?” Maggie says with a grin. “Speaking of delicious...how about the 

new hottie in partnering class? Could you believe the talent?” Maggie's always going on 

about guys. She labels anyone cute as talented.

“Oh, him,” I say, as I'm thinking, you mean the big flirt who makes my 

extremities tingle? Reflexively, I grab another cookie. Squelch those feelings with 

chocolate. Works every time.

“Yeah, him. What's with you? He's fine.”

Yes, I tell myself, but I'm ignoring his hotness. “If you say so.” 

“Absolutely I say so.”

“You and half the school,” I agree. I reach for another cookie but Maggie has 
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somehow consumed the rest. There's not even a crumb in sight.

“Which proves he's hot,” she insists.

“Who’s hot?” Maggie’s mom says. 

Maggie looks up, surprised. “I didn’t know you were standing there.” 

“How else am I supposed to keep up with what’s going on?” her mom says, 

arching a brow. “But speaking of hot, who’s up for some tea? I just bought this amazingly

tasty lemon lavender. It’s easily my new favorite.” 

Maggie and I raise our hands. 

“Coming right up.” 

I watch Maggie's mom walk away and wonder what it’s like to have a mom–or 

anyone–around to make you tea. For that split second I feel a pull of longing for my 

family and all of the people I left back home. For Jesse. Sometimes I still have to remind 

myself that breaking up with him was the right thing to do. For both of us.

But Maggie’s still talking about Felipe. “You never know, he might be sexy and 

sweet.”

I think about Jesse’s parting words: I’ll always be there for you. That’s what sweet

looks like. Compare that to Felipe’s behavior today.

“Questionable at best,” I say. “Look, the guy may not be everything he seems.” 

“You're right!” Maggie says firmly. “Plus there's the whole Nikki conundrum. You

shouldn't speak to him. We are not speaking to him.”

I'm sure she'll stick to this resolution. At least until the next time she sees him.
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Chapter 4

Even though I hate to admit it, I'm a creature of habit. Every morning I prove this 

when I grab my usual spot at the barre, just inside the door along the front wall. This 

morning the sky outside is the monotone grey of winter, a perfect match for the grey 

floors in the studio. The wan light coming through the windows does nothing to add 

cheer. It's also bitterly cold in here, like the heat can’t begin to fill this room with its high 

ceilings. I shiver and shove my dance bag against the wall underneath the barres.

Fridays are generally not my favorite day, not just because they begin with 

French, although that’s reason enough. When Monsieur Renard returned my essay it was 

so full of red edit marks it looked like the victim of a brutal stabbing. 

Peering down at my feet now they don’t appear a whole lot better. This one 

exercise we did yesterday morning had about a million hops on pointe and the skin on my
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middle toes still looks like raw red meat. I cut a couple of corn cushions in half and 

carefully place them around the outside edges of my blisters to protect the raw skin from 

further abuse. Then I mummify all of my toes with medical tape. 

Otherwise it’s a morning just like any other. I move through my usual series of 

stretches: Forward bends, lunges, splits, one-legged stretches on my back. Other dancers 

start to arrive in clusters. Most of them talk while they stretch, their animated chattering 

filling the room. 

Maggie plunks her bag down in the spot next to me. “Ten minutes ‘til the fun 

begins,” she says. She glances around furtively before adding, “Who knows what torture 

she'll dish out today. But inquiring minds want to know: Will she reach new levels of 

cattiness or will we be left sorely disappointed?” She grins wickedly as she finishes tying 

a ribbon on her pointe shoe.

Neither of us fares well when Alexa Damore teaches class. She's known for her 

snide comments and keen ability to pick people apart. “I’ll take disappointment over 

outright humiliation any day,” I say grimly. “But who knows. Maybe one of these days 

she’ll be miraculously transformed.” 

Maggie arches an eyebrow. 

“What?” I say. “It’s not too much to hope for. A little prayer can’t hurt. Pray with 

me.” 

I fold my hands together and duck my head down. Maggie smacks me. I stick my 

tongue out at her while I finish tying my shoes. I refuse to climb on the negativity train 

with her. It's never a good way to start class. 
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The studio door glides open and a sudden hush falls in the room, as if the oxygen 

has been sucked out. Alexa Damore has arrived–but she’s wearing street clothes–and 

she’s not alone.

Benjamin Stafford, Artistic Director of Manhattan Ballet Theater, also known as 

the man who holds our future in his hands, strides into the center of the room. From 

where I am, the ambient light behind him illuminates the outline of his body, as if he's a 

living embodiment of a god. Then again, he is a god in the world of ballet. The silence is 

deafening as he slowly circles the room, gazing at each of us in turn. He flashes a brilliant

smile and it’s all I can do to even look at him. He's larger in life than onstage, with broad 

shoulders, chiseled features, dark, tousled hair, and blazing blue eyes. On any given day 

he’s arresting to look at, but the glowing light emphasizes the glaring difference between 

him and everyone else in the room.

His eyes fall on me and my heart flutters. I immediately stand a little bit taller and

suck in my gut. My breath gets shallower and tighter. I close my eyes and force myself to 

breath normally. Passing out in class is not the way I want to make an impression.

I may not survive this class.

“Don’t let me interrupt anything,” he says to Alexa. He smiles again and he’s even

more handsome. If that’s possible. He folds himself into one of the black metal chairs by 

the front door, reserved for the visitors we never have. 

The nervous energy in the room is palpable. There's a flurry of sidelong glances, 

dancers primping, adjusting leotards, removing extra warm up layers. 

Alexa takes her place in the center of the room and gestures to the pianist to 
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begin. Pliés are always the same in her class, which means less work for her. She may be 

the newest teacher at the New York School of Ballet but she's already got it all dialed in.

Alexa demonstrates each exercise with precision. Until a few years ago she was 

performing with Manhattan Ballet Theater and she still executes the flawless footwork 

for which she was known. I watch her tiny feet, the delicate curves of her ankles, 

everything placed so carefully, and remember seeing her perform on TV when I was a 

kid. She looked like a fairy; sweet and full of light. I'd been ecstatic when I found out I 

would get the chance to study with her.

All that changed the first class I took with her.

Today, she strolls by and I sigh with relief as she passes. I come into the final 

balance on the right, rising on pointe with one foot in coupé. Just as she turns I feel my 

balance wavering. She comes close. Leans in. “Don’t fall,” she says. She spins on her 

heel and returns to the center of the room without another word.

My face burns with shame. This is why Fridays suck. Alexa Damore is either 

bitchy or brutal. There is no in-between. Several years ago she received a decree from 

Yuri Kraminsky: It was time for her to stop performing and start teaching at the school. 

She fought him–and lost–and even now she continues to take her frustrations out on her 

students. Which is why I privately call her The Shrew. I study her red hair and the pale 

dusting of freckles across her face and torso and wonder why I idolized her. 

We move on and my mind pounds out orders: Dégagé, carry to the side, pull up 

taller, raise the leg higher. Out of the corner of my eye I see Benjamin lean forward in his 

seat, craning his head in our direction. I work so hard I can’t breathe. Or maybe I just 
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forget to breathe. I use every ounce of my strength for every move. The room around me 

goes blurry. The music reaches a crescendo as I carry my leg back around to the front, my

muscles straining with effort. 

I lift my leg three millimeters higher. Lower my shoulder. Raise my chin. 

“Indigo, your working foot looks like a blob of clay,” The Shrew snarls. “Like 

some hastily attached afterthought. Put some life in those limbs.”

I close my eyes in defense. A drop of sweat rolls down my temple to my chin. 

When I open my eyes again she’s gone on. 

By the time we move to center floor I’ve racked up four more insults and I’m 

fuming. It’s one thing on a regular day but this is no regular day.

The Shrew calls for Brianna to demonstrate an échappé exercise. Moments into 

the demonstration The Shrew shakes her head, holds up an imperious palm like a traffic 

cop, obviously unsatisfied. “More delicate,” she tells Brianna. “We need a deft touch each

time we roll through the feet.” The Shrew demonstrates what she means, moving her feet 

gingerly in a hyper-exaggerated manner. “Like cat’s feet,” she says. “Understood?” 

We nod. Brianna looks pale and ashamed.

“Are you OK?” Vivianna stage whispers to me. “She’s been extra hard on you 

today.”

“At least it’s not just me this time,” I whisper back. “Even the perfect people are 

under fire today.”

When the first group goes I stand in back and watch. I tell myself to avoid looking

at Benjamin. But I can't help myself. Not only is he directly responsible for all our 
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futures, the futures of everyone in the whole school–he’s an alluring masterpiece. Even 

after leaving his chair and leaning casually against the barre in front of the studio he 

exudes charisma.

He catches me looking and quirks an eyebrow. I turn my head and step away, 

practically colliding with Yaeko. She ducks her head and edges away from me before I 

can apologize. I cover my blunder by quickly practicing a few moves, trying to replicate 

The Shrew’s cat steps. 

When it’s my group’s turn I’m placed all the way to the far left side, which works 

in my favor, for once. I am directly in line with Benjamin. Go all out, I hear a voice in my

head. This is your chance. I plaster a smile on my face and ignore the flames of heat 

licking through my big toes.

By the time we move on to turns I’m already exhausted. A quick peek at the clock

tells me there are twenty minutes left. I psych myself up: You can do this. 

Halfway through the second side I feel my resolve falter. My legs are getting 

tired. Even though I’m spotting I feel dizzy. I try to refocus, find my eyes in the mirror. I 

push myself to finish. Échappé and turn. Land in fifth. Again. My fingers feel cramped 

with tension. Sweat flies with each revolution. Each time I land in fifth position my feet 

feel like they’re made of cement. 

Crash! My next landing echoes loudly. I root down through my supporting leg and

shoulder. Will myself to grow taller. Keep going. 

The last turn. I whip my body around and land. I let out a sigh of relief. I did it. I 

walk off the floor to make room for the first group again.
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“What was that, Indigo?” The Shrew’s voice comes like a knife in my back.

I turn around to face her.

“Really. What was that?” she repeats. “You are all over the place. Your mid-

section is loose, you have no control.” Her lips curl in disgust. “Did you hear anything I 

said earlier? Or am I just talking to myself?”

I stand paralyzed as she rambles on. All eyes in the room --including Benjamin's 

-- are turned my way. I shrink about a foot. I want to fall through a trapdoor in the floor. 

Or run away. Anything to make her stop talking. 

Instead I stand and wait for her to finish cutting me into ribbons. My eyes sting 

with squelched tears. I remind myself to breathe. In. Out. Keep going.

“Do I make myself clear?”

I nod mutely.

“Good.” She dismisses me with a flick of her hand. “First group. We’ll go again.” 

The music begins and she goes to stand next to Benjamin. They bow their heads 

together and speak confidentially. He points to Brianna and The Shrew nods. They return 

to their discussion, glancing up briefly a couple of times as Benjamin motions towards 

other dancers. His eye falls on me. His brow furrows for a moment before he turns back 

to The Shrew.

From across the room, Maggie gives me a blazing look–the one she saves for 

defining moments, like cute guy sightings. Or emergencies. Since there are no guys 

around I’m guessing this qualifies as the latter. I shrug and roll my eyes.

But it’s obvious we are both thinking the same thing: I am screwed.
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When class ends I grab my stuff and walk out without looking back. I feel so 

twisted up inside I have to force myself to put one foot in front of the other until I get to 

the locker room. I don’t know why but all I can think about is washing my hands, like 

maybe that simple act will cleanse away some of the bleakness clinging to my skin.

The bathroom looks too bright. All that white. White sinks, white stalls, glaring 

fluorescents overhead. The white honeycomb tiles on the floor are slick with grime. Lila 

exits one of the stalls as I’m on my way into the bathroom. She smells pretty awful–a 

strange mixture of sweet and vinegar. I wrinkle my nose. Her eyes pop out and she takes 

a step back from me before tucking her chin down and scurrying away. I watch her go 

and shake my head. It’s not like I’m contagious or anything.

The warm water soothes my icy fingertips. Whenever I get really upset my hands 

get cold. Even though I know it’s wasteful I let myself linger, relishing how good it feels 

to have warm fingers. If I didn’t have a math test in thirty minutes I’d take a shower, let 

the water run over my shoulders and wash away my sweat and gloom.

The thought of the math test jars me back into reality. I have to get going or I’ll be

late. I shut off the water and dry my hands. Then I hear:

“So sad,” someone says.

“I know,” someone else says. 

“She’s just so tall. It must be hard to control,” a brassy voice cuts in. It can only 

belong to Eliza. “But God, I don’t know what I’d do if Alexa said those things to me.”
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 I realize they’re talking about me. I stop to listen. 

“Seriously,” one of the speakers says.

“What is she even doing here?” someone else says.

“Well, she won’t be for long with the way things are going,” the first voice says.

When I round the corner a moment later, none of the speakers looks me in the 

eye. I dress quickly in silence and feel the prickle of their stares along my back. I feel like

screaming. They have no idea how much it’s cost me to get even this far.

But I’m still here.

A blistering rage sweeps through me. I’m so angry my hands are shaking. They’re

judging me! It must be so easy when you get to go to a cozy home and cooked meals with

your family every night. 

I slam my locker door closed and whip around to face them. “No one knows who 

will get chosen or how this ends.” I glare at Eliza. “Even if you pretend you do.” 

I jab a finger at them. My voice trembles with anger. “I get that you all think 

you're better than me. But if you think I’m going to give up you're dead wrong.”

Collective shock shows. Eyebrows rise in surprise, jaws drop, Eliza displays a 

tight-lipped O of distaste.

“Now get out of my way,” I say and push past them.

My legs feel wooden and quivery as I stomp down the hall. Doubts nibble at my 

heels as I go. Do they see me as I see Kimmy? Am I just blind to the truth? My boots 

pound the floor, glittery specks spark in the black tiles under my feet, like some dark, 

distorted version of the Yellow Brick Road. I keep my eyes level and my chin up as I 
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march to the elevator.  

Keep going! I shake my head at the random thought.

There's a crowd at the elevator. Other people fill in around me as I wait. The 

elevator always takes forever, even though there are only four floors to serve. I keep my 

eyes lowered. I can't handle any more comments or pitying looks. 

The brisk sound of approaching heels makes me want to curl in on myself. The 

Shrew rounds the corner and everyone steps back. She steps close to me. Her vague smile

is more of a sneer. 

I wonder what she sees when she looks at me. I sneak a peek at my reflection in 

the elevator doors. I look pale and frazzled. I smooth my hair into place and stare at the 

floor.

When the elevator doors finally open I find a place as far away from The Shrew 

as possible.
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