
		
			[image: Cover for You in Five Acts]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
		

	
		
			
			[image: ]

			An Imprint of Penguin Random House

			Penguin.com

			[image: ]

			Copyright © 2016 Penguin Random House LLC

			Janus Academy logo courtesy of Shutterstock.com.

			Penguin Random House supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader.

			Ebook ISBN: 9781101998953

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

		

		Version_1

	
		
			
			For you.

		

	
		
			
			Every song has a you

			A you that the singer sings to

			And you’re it this time

			Baby, you’re it this time.

			—Ani DiFranco,
from the song “Dilate”
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			Overture

			Diego

			IT’S ALWAYS BEEN YOU—you know that, right? You didn’t have to be onstage for me to see you in a spotlight; when you were around, everything else faded to the background, like some cheap cardboard set. Looking back, it doesn’t even seem real, what happened with us. I see you in flashes, a fouetté turn that won’t end, my eyes focusing for a split second, grounding me in between spins: your smile, your laugh, the way you looked so mad when you got nervous. The curve of your waist in your leotard. Your silhouette on the train that night, looking out the window with the whole city stretched out behind you like some crazy constellation. The weight of you in my arms as we practiced our lift, and how our eyes locked, so full of trust.

			I swore I’d never let you down. I didn’t know then it was a lie.
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			Act One

			Joy

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			January 6
127 days left

			PAS DE COURU, tombé, manège of piqué pirouettes. I ran the steps in my head, over and over, one after another like subway cars hurtling through an endless tunnel. Every move, every turn, every line of each leg, each elbow, each vertebra every second had to be on point. En pointe. I had to be on my toes, literally, and light on feet that felt like bricks by the end of each rehearsal. The puns were endless, but, as we liked to joke back then, the struggle was real.

			“She’s not even paying attention.” Liv flicked the back of my neck through my scarf with a thin, icy finger, and I heard you laugh.

			“What?” I snapped back to life, or as close to life as I could get in the unforgiving January chill. My breath danced in front of me in a quick burst of cloudy vapor.

			We were huddled at our usual spot at the Revson Fountain even though the marble was so frigid that sitting down meant sacrificing all feeling below the waist. Liv and Ethan always bitched about my love of the fountain because it wasn’t the squares, or the steps, or the clock, or any of the other “normal” hangouts. You were the only one who understood why I wanted to go—had to go—where we could pull our sore legs up against our jackets and look out at Avery Fisher Hall, those big cement columns encasing the delicate glass interior like a ribcage, and behind that, deep inside, its beating heart: ballet.

			“He’s here,” Liv sighed, turning my head manually with her hands. “Three days late, but who’s counting, right?”

			Of course Liv had seen him first. She’d always had a knack for knowing when a fellow Beautiful Person was in her orbit, almost like her brain came equipped with a thermal sensor for figurative hotness.

			“Calm down, he’s not even that famous!” Ethan scoffed, peering through his glasses across the square. “He was basically only in one movie, six years ago. I don’t know why everybody’s flipping their collective shit.”

			Despite its proximity to greatness in the heart of Lincoln Center, the Janus Conservatory had never had a celebrity before. I mean, there were plenty of famous alumni, and even a few teachers who used to be big deals. But all of the students, regardless of talent, were decidedly wannabes. Until Dave Roth.

			Ethan was upset because Dave’s sudden second-semester senior year transfer was all anyone could talk about, which meant that everyone had stopped talking about the original play Ethan was producing for Senior Showcase. It was no secret that he liked to think of himself as the star of the drama majors, even though he’d switched from acting to directing sophomore year.

			“Yeah, he’s just a normal dude,” you said matter-of-factly. You’d been perched next to me on the icy marble, bouncing restlessly on the toes of your well-worn Converse high-tops, but then you leapt down in front of me, holding out a French fry like a long-stemmed rose. “C’mon, you have to eat,” you grinned, your eyes twinkling out from your messy mop of dark curls.

			“I am eating,” I said, inspecting my locker-smushed turkey-and-spinach wrap with trepidation. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get much down with the wave of nausea I’d been riding all day. You, on the other hand, could pound junk 24/7 and still dance circles around everyone else—including me. It was completely infuriating. You shrugged and popped the fry into your mouth.

			“A ‘normal dude’ who played Angelina Jolie’s son,” Liv said. “I mean, didn’t he win a Golden Globe?”

			Pas de couru, tombé, manège of piqué pirouettes. My Showcase audition—the single performance that would likely determine my entire future—would begin in three hours.

			“No!” Ethan practically screamed. “He was nominated for a Golden Globe. Which means nothing, by the way. It’s a drunken circus.”

			“You guys need a hobby,” you laughed, crumpling up your greasy paper lunch bag. “And you,” you said, putting your hands on my knees, “Need to chill. You got this.”

			I forced a tight smile. Senior Showcase would be attended by industry VIPs and recruiters from elite companies all over the country. If I didn’t do well at the audition, I wouldn’t get a featured role. And if I wasn’t featured, I would barely be seen, which would mean that I could probably kiss a professional dance career goodbye, effectively rendering the previous ten years of my life a complete waste.

			“Shit, remember that hospital monologue?” Liv asked, ignoring you. She reached out and caressed Ethan’s face, sending a blush racing up his already winter-pink cheeks. “I’ll always . . . be . . . with . . . you,” she whispered, her face contorting into a mask of tragedy. Then she burst out laughing.

			“You’ll always be crazy,” Ethan said, but his eyes on her were soft and reverent.

			I took a tasteless bite of my wrap and looked across the plaza to where Dave and Ms. Hagen, the drama head, were standing near the entrance to the Metropolitan Opera House. He was cringing against the cold, wearing only a knit skullcap and a pretty flimsy-looking green hoodie. L.A. Boy’s going to have to get himself a proper coat, I thought, feeling a little flutter in my chest that, for once, wasn’t born of pure dread.

			I don’t know if it’s fair to say I had a crush on Dave Roth; it was more like a curiosity . . . made slightly more interesting by the fact that he looked like some kind of lush-lipped boy bander crossed with a Greek statue. And in a graduating class of 125 that was 70 percent female, any new Y chromosome was bound to make waves. Besides, Janus never took transfer students. It had been founded in the 70s by a crazy-rich art lover named Roberta Zeagler who had, according to the quote carved into a block of marble in the lobby, wanted to “democratize the path to cultural greatness.” That meant it was a free ride—tuition, supplies, even pointe shoes, which were $80 a pair and lasted one or two days—and, presumably, that talent was the only factor considered in the application. But each class only had room for twenty-five students per major, and there was a single audition period every spring, no exceptions. No one knew what Dave had done to get special treatment. “P.S.,” Liv said, turning to me like she could read my mind. “I saw his medical records in the nurse’s office this morning, and he’s six-foot-one, one hundred and sixty pounds, and does not have any STDs.” She plucked a baby carrot out of her ever-present Ziploc baggie and snapped it in half with her incisors. I knew Liv well enough to know that A) “saw his medical records” meant “opened the nurse’s file cabinet when she left the room”; and B) she was gearing up to play matchmaker again. She did that every so often—made a big show of trying to set me up with someone, and then lording over me how I never followed through. You never liked that; you always told me I should stop letting her act like I was some kind of pet project. What you didn’t understand was how far we went back, and how I helped her, too. Liv was just a lot louder about it. But then, she was the actress. Drama came with the territory.

			“He seems more like your type,” I said, trying to deflect attention.

			“He’s probably gay,” Ethan said, unconvincingly. “Anyway, you basically live in the nurse’s office, so that’s not exactly Sherlock-level sleuthing.” He smiled down at something on his phone. “And for the record, Wikipedia says he’s only five-nine.”

			“I have adrenal fatigue, asshole,” Liv snapped. (Another Liv translation: her “adrenal fatigue” was what the rest of the world called “a hangover.”)

			“Can we talk about something else?” you asked. You climbed up onto the bench and leapt into a perfect tour en l’air, landing with a squeak on the soles of your ratty sneakers. I rolled my eyes. I loved cheesy Hollywood dance movies—that was an established fact—but doing ballet jumps in street clothes was a little too Fame-y even for me.

			“Attention whore,” Liv grinned, tucking her crudités lunch back into her enormous purse.

			“Enjoy this, Ortega,” Ethan said. “It’s your official last day of being the Cute Guy.”

			“Aw, you think I’m cute, E?” you asked, plopping down next to Ethan and draping an arm across his shoulders.

			“No one thinks that,” I said with a smirk. That was a bald-faced lie, of course. Everyone loved you, and I wasn’t blind. You were the world’s biggest flirt and a straight-boy ballet dancer. Back on our very first day at Janus, I remember being instantly drawn to you, but not in the way other girls seemed to be. Standing there in Ballet 1 with the tags on my brand-new leotard still scratching that unreachable spot between my shoulders, I just got this déjà vu feeling of already knowing you. It had felt, somehow, that you had always been there, and I just hadn’t noticed until that moment.

			“It doesn’t matter if you’re cute if you’re not famous,” Liv said, pretending to check her texts while she took a zoomed-in photo of Dave with her phone.

			“We’re not unfamous, we’re pre-famous,” Ethan shot back. “Which is better than peaking at age eleven, if you ask me.”

			“Make sure to lead with that when you meet him.” I laughed, trying to ignore my stomach’s enthusiastic somersaults.

			“I probably should go introduce myself,” Ethan said, fondling the script sticking out of his messenger bag. “I could use a big name in my play.”

			“Oh, so now he’s a big name,” Liv teased. She wiggled her eyebrows at me. “You know what they say about guys with big names.”

			Even in the icy air, my cheeks lit up like burning coals. “Please,” I groaned. “I have to focus.” But I was secretly sort of grateful to her for taking my mind off of my audition.

			“Aaaaand, that’s my cue,” Ethan said irritably, shoving his hands in his pockets as he stalked off toward Dave and Ms. Hagen.

			“You guys are worse than us,” you laughed, shaking your head.

			“Don’t be jealous,” Liv chided. “You’ll still have your dance groupies. But he’s new, and hot.” She reached over me to ruffle your hair. “It’s just like Shakespeare wrote: ‘Everyone has their entrance, everyone has their exit.’”

			“Speaking of entrances,” you said, nodding toward Ethan. We all watched him make contact. It was like some nature documentary, where two species at opposite ends of the food chain face off on the Great Plains. Ethan immediately started gesticulating wildly.

			“Ten bucks says he’s already name-dropped Arthur Miller,” Liv said. She was the only one of us who’d been allowed to read Ethan’s top-secret Showcase script, because Ethan had not so secretly written the leading role for her.

			“Maybe he’s showing off your Godspell photos,” you said. Liv and Ethan had first become friends in ninth grade when they had played Jesus and Judas, respectively. In many ways, their relationship still mirrored that doomed Biblical pair.

			“Maybe he’s inviting him to your party,” I said, my heart starting to race at the heady thought of Dave Roth, in a warm room, close enough to touch. Liv’s parents had left that morning to visit her aunt in San Juan, so she was throwing what she called a “soirée” for “a select group of dope people.” Knowing Liv, though, that could have easily meant the entire senior class.

			“God, I hope not.” Liv cringed. “I actually want him to come.”

			“You’re not both seriously into this dude already, right?” you asked incredulously, looking back and forth between us. I met your eyes and made a face like, You don’t know my life, and you looked legitimately taken aback. “I expected more from you,” you sighed. Your lips stretched out over your teeth like a smile but your eyes were flat.

			“Excuse me, what kind of patriarchal bullshit is that?” Liv asked, turning on you. “Joy can do whatever, or whomever, she pleases. And you don’t get an opinion.” We high-fived over your head, and you held up your palms in surrender.

			“OK, OK, I’m sorry,” you said. “I was just—”

			“You can make it up to me,” Liv interrupted. “Jasper’s not invited, for obvious reasons, so I need your help making sure our good friend Mary Jane makes an appearance.” Just before Christmas break, Liv had broken up with her boyfriend of almost two years, who also happened to be Janus’s primary pot connection.

			You raised your eyebrows. “C’mon, you know I don’t smoke. Stop stereotyping my people.”

			“Excuse me, I’m Puerto Rican,” Liv said.

			“Puert-Jew-rican,” you corrected with a smirk. “Olivia Gerstein.”

			“Now who’s being racist?” Liv snapped. “Plus, I know your cousin Dante deals. Jasper was always pissed about how he was moving in on the uptown schools.”

			Your smile disappeared. “I don’t know anything about that,” you said. “That’s his business. Not mine.”

			“Fine, sorry. Forget I asked,” Liv sighed. “Just bring a six-pack of something, then.”

			“What do you want?” you asked, turning to me, the tension of the previous seconds gone as if it had never happened.

			I rolled my ankles, drawing circles on the stone with my toes. I’d been dancing all morning in class, and had made a point to stretch the hell out of my feet beforehand. “You’re flat in the wrong places,” Ms. Adair would often chide, looking me over like she wished she could telepathically force the curve of my hips down into my arches. But I could already feel my muscles tightening and shortening. It was torture to sit still.

			“I want to speed up time,” I said.

			You rolled your eyes. “What do you want to drink tonight? We have to celebrate.”

			“Don’t say that yet,” I said, smacking you in the arm. “You’ll jinx it.”

			“Damn, girl!” you cried, rubbing your triceps. “You’re a ballerina, not a boxer.” You’d known me for four years, but you never seemed to understand: To get where I wanted to be, I had to be both.

			“I just don’t know how you’re not freaking right now.” I did know, actually. Being a guy meant you were one of seven dancers competing for the male roles, not one of eighteen competing for the female ones. Boys were always needed in ballet, and boys who could dance like you . . . ? They were golden.

			“I guess I just don’t think there’s anything I can do right now to change what’s going to happen,” you said with a shrug. Or maybe it was a shiver. It was freezing outside. Your words would come to haunt me later, but all I knew right then was that I was definitely an asshole.

			“You could get drunk,” Liv suggested.

			“Fine,” you said, “Aside from getting wasted or breaking a leg or something, there’s nothing I can do between now and then to seriously change whatever I’m going to do in that room.”

			“Are you saying it’s fated?” Liv asked, peering over at Ethan and Dave’s tête-à-tête. “What the fuck are they still talking about?”

			“Nah, I don’t buy into fate,” you said. “I just mean you can’t prepare past a certain point.

			“Are you kidding?” I looked at you incredulously. “I feel like I can’t prepare enough.” Ballet was all about drills and repetition. There was no room for whimsy.

			“I just mean . . .” You squinted up into the bright winter sun. “Like, you have to learn the steps and then trust that they’ll be there when the time comes.”

			“I wish I could switch brains with you,” I sighed.

			“You’d be downgrading.” You grinned, showcasing two deep dimples. “But sure.”

			“Shut up, they’re coming back,” Liv stage-whispered, immediately pretending to be engrossed in her phone.

			“They?” I glanced up to see Ethan practically running toward us, trailed by a reluctant-looking Dave. He looked straight at me and I lost my breath.

			“Relax,” you laughed. “He’s just a pretty white boy. I hear they’re very tame.”

			“Remember,” Liv said under her breath, “We have to balance out Ethan’s bullshit by being cool.”

			“Don’t act like you don’t love him,” I said, relishing the opportunity to tease her back for once. Even though it was easy to make Ethan the scapegoat of the group, he was smart and funny and even kind of good-looking when he wasn’t frowning like the world was about to end. And as much as Liv gave him shit, I knew she cared what he thought of her. Once, when she was drunk, she’d told me he was the only person she’d ever met who might be an actual genius.

			“Whatever,” Liv sighed as Ethan and Dave reached the bench.

			Up close, Dave was taller than Wikipedia had given him credit for, and hotter than seemed fair to the rest of the gene pool. He gave us a tight smile when Ethan introduced him.

			“Dave, this is Liv, Diego, and Joy,” Ethan said. “Liv you might recognize from her appearance in Law and Order: SVU as Teen Girl Number Three, and Diego and Joy you probably saw on the landing page of JanusConservatory.com.”

			It was true, that was the only fame we could claim to date—the year before, a photographer had come to school for a week to “capture life on campus,” according to the release form our parents had to sign, and a shot of you, me, and a few other dancers lined up at the barre during group class had made it onto the website. We were in profile, eyes focused, spines straight, left arms extended in tendu. Words floated above our heads: WHERE TALENT MEETS OPPORTUNITY. Based on the graphic design, you were talent, and I was opportunity.

			Opportunity. The fact of the Showcase auditions, which I had blissfully forgotten about for approximately two minutes, settled back into its permanent spot at the forefront of my brain, and a fresh wave of nausea washed over me.

			“Hey,” I said to Dave, when it seemed like my turn. With game like that, it was downright shocking I was still a virgin.

			“Dave has graciously agreed to audition for my play,” Ethan told us, beaming.

			“It didn’t really feel like I had a choice,” Dave said, shoving his hands in the pockets of his hoodie. His lips turned up in a little half-smile while he read our faces, trying to figure out if it was cool to rib on Ethan within the first ten seconds of meeting us.

			It was.

			“I’ll be there, too,” Liv said. Her mouth glistened with a fresh coat of gloss I hadn’t even seen her apply. “So if you need someone to shield you from the drama-department drama, let me know.”

			“Thanks,” Dave said. “I literally haven’t met anyone yet.” He looked around the square, shivering. “Is this, like, the lunch hangout?”

			“For a select group of masochists,” Ethan said through clenched teeth.

			“It’s only the most beautiful place in Manhattan,” you said, nudging my shoulder. I looked up at Dave, trying to think of something witty to say, but his eyes were on Liv.

			“I’m having a party tonight,” she said, leaning into you casually—a physical checkmate. “You should come.”

			“Cool,” Dave murmured noncommittally.

			“OK, well, I for one am freezing my nuts off, so can we please move this lovefest indoors?” Ethan asked.

			There were murmurs of agreement, the shuffling of books and bags, the metallic swish of zippers.

			“Are you OK?” you asked. I looked up; the others were waiting impatiently.

			I shook my head, tucking my knees up under my chin. Getting off the bench suddenly felt huge, like a step I wasn’t ready for. I knew you were right—that there was nothing I could do to predict what was about to happen in the audition room. But it didn’t make me feel calm; it just made me feel powerless. I wanted to fast-forward, skip ahead to when everything had already been decided. (If I could go back, I would stop time, just so you know. Freeze us forever when we were all together, when nothing had broken. I’d give it all up to go back to that day.) “I need a minute,” I said.

			“You know you’re gonna own that audition,” you whispered, crouching down next to me. “You’re gonna blow the doors off that room.”

			“Yeah?” I smiled.

			“Yeah. And someday—” you pointed to the banner stretched across the front of Avery Fisher Hall, advertising the New York City Ballet’s production of Sleeping Beauty “—that’s gonna be us.”

			“I’m holding you to that,” I said.

			“Hurry up!” Liv yelled. But I still wasn’t ready.

			It never got old: the theaters rising up out of the square like mid-century modern monoliths; the twinkling lights, like distant stars; the water that leapt tirelessly behind us even when temperatures dropped below freezing; the tourists crossing back and forth, arguing in foreign tongues, snapping pictures of our city; the dancers we could sometimes spot with their telltale duffle bags and muscular calves, walking quickly with spines so straight they could balance plates on their heads. It felt like the center of the universe, especially with those tiles that radiated out to the edges of the square, drawing paths to the door of each theater, fifty feet and a million dreams away. The future seemed tangible and invisible all at once back then, like a specter, like a promise. Like seeing your breath on a cold day.

			There one second, and then—gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			January 6
127 days left

			I LOCKED EYES with myself in the mirror, scanning my features for signs of tension. Another thing Ms. Adair was always telling me was that my face hardened when I danced. “Make it look joyful, Joy,” she would say with an audible smirk, and it was all I could do not to rise up en pointe and give her a joyful double finger.

			While the professional ballet track had its moments of rapture, it was anything but easy. As my parents liked to remind me, it was essentially a full-time job exempt from child-labor laws: four hours of intensive classes every morning, followed by afternoon academics, followed by another two hours of rehearsal and conditioning, followed by homework, followed by stretching, alternating applications of ice and heat, and then, finally sleep—which was the only part of the routine that was optional. Add to that sore muscles, bruises, tendonitis, bunions, blisters, rubbed-off skin, black toenails, aching feet covered in callouses, and you had a recipe for exhaustion, fierce drive and competition, and sometimes flat-out resentment.

			But Ms. Adair was right: ballet was about appearances—people wanted to see the sleek swan floating on the lake, not the crazy paddling beneath the surface. The hard part wasn’t supposed to show, and my expression gave me away every time. When left to their own devices, my eyebrows knit together, my lips thinned out, my nostrils flared. I looked like I was trying to move something with my mind, or solve an advanced calculus problem. But it seemed impossible not to tense up when the whole point of ballet was being in control—I never understood how anyone could expect the real estate above my neck to look all slaphappy when I was concentrating so intently on keeping everything below positioned perfectly. I shook out my muscles and did a few warm-up plié relevés, forcing a wide smile on every exhale. (Ms. Adair also liked to tell me that smiling, even when I didn’t feel like it, could stimulate feelings of elation. So far, it wasn’t working.)

			“OK, you look insane.”

			I hadn’t even noticed you walk over, but suddenly there you were in the mirror, leaning against the wall behind me in your warm-up sweats and JANUS FOOTBALL ringer T-shirt (which was ironic since our school had no organized sports unless you counted the tap elective). You broke into a grin that slowly morphed into a cartoonish grimace, like something you’d see on a deranged clown.

			“That supposed to be me?” I spun around, my arms crossing into say-that-to-my-face position. Somewhere nearby I heard girls giggling, but I couldn’t tell if it was at me or for you. Either way, you didn’t seem to notice.

			“You just don’t have to try so hard,” you said. “Don’t think about your face, I can tell it’s psyching you out.” I pursed my lips and looked around the room I had been intentionally turning my back on for the past ten minutes. It was warm and stuffy from so many bodies in motion. All around the barre, which spanned three walls, girls—and the few and far between boys—were stretching, practicing, whispering excitedly as they massaged their legs and stretched their feet and wrestled their pointe shoes into submission. None of them had to dye their ribbons and straps to match their skin tone. They didn’t have to specialty-order mocha-colored tights online because none of the dance supply companies considered “brown” a variation on “nude.” You were right; I didn’t have to try so hard. I had to try twice as hard, every day, just to get half as far.

			When I was ten, my mom had clipped an article from the New York Times that still clung to our refrigerator, held up by two novelty magnets from our family trip to the Grand Canyon. Where are all the black swans? the headline asked. I swallowed hard, looked back at you, and practiced my fake smile. Wherever they were, they weren’t in the room with me. I was paddling all by myself.

			The accompanist, Mr. Stratechuck, started warming up at the piano then, banging out an off-key version of the overture from La Sylphide, which drowned out the nervous chatter. Every single senior ballet major was gunning for the same coveted Showcase solos. Janus was the kind of place that only took students who were already the best in their classes. “Look left and look right,” Ms. Adair had told us on the first day of orientation. “The days of being teacher’s pet are over. Now you really have something to prove.”

			“Hey, zombie.” Your voice swam up through the clang of piano keys and I realized that I’d forgotten you were there, for the second time in as many minutes.

			“Sorry,” I said, unconvincingly—because I wasn’t. “I’m just trying to relax.”

			“You better.” You leaned in and gripped my arms, the corners of your mouth curled in a teasing smile. “’Cause if I end up with Lollipop in the pas de deux, I’ll never forgive you.”

			I glanced quickly to my left, where Lolly Andersen was admiring her form en pointe, her sleek auburn hair swept back in a chignon so tight it threatened to drag her eyebrows right off her face. Lolly had what most people considered the ideal ballet body, as pale and fat-free as a diet vanilla yogurt. She thought she was hot shit because she’d understudied a Marzipan in The Nutcracker when she was twelve. She was a self-described “bunhead,” which is why, I guess, she thought it was her place to tell me, in the locker room freshman year, that I had “more of a modern dancer’s body,” before trying to touch my hair without asking. I’d never forgiven her.

			“If that happens, I really will look like this—permanently,” I said, baring my teeth in a psychotic fake smile. You had to press your lips together to keep from laughing.

			“Good,” you said. “You and me, blowin’ up like spotlights, right?” I can’t remember when you’d started saying that, but it was an inside joke by then. You held up a closed fist and I bumped it, both of us sending our fingers splaying out backward like fireworks. It was never a question whether you’d get a lead in Showcase. I, on the other hand, was a long shot. I’d seen the performance every single year, so I knew the kinds of girls they picked to do dance solos: the willowy, flat-chested ones with the perfect form and delicate bones and all the stage presence of a feather. Not the ones with strong, curvy thighs or breasts that had to be squished into too-tight leotards so they wouldn’t “be a distraction.” Being a distraction meant that a part of your body was acting like a curve instead of a line—or that your skin didn’t match your tights, or that your short, natural hair refused to transform into a gleaming, flat-ironed Barbie bun. I heard it a lot, and every time it made my blood boil. Nobody had ever told me outright, You shouldn’t be here, but I’d gotten wise to their code words. I knew what they meant.

			Still—“Just like spotlights,” I said, holding my breath.

			•   •   •

			At 4:30 P.M. sharp the teachers filed in and we all sat down along the periphery of the room. I ended up between Lolly and Eunice Lee, but both of them immediately turned away from me to whisper to the person on their other side. Not about me—at least, I don’t think so. It’s hard to tell who rejected who first, me or them. All I know is I came in on the first day, kept my head down, clung to Liv in between classes like an oxygen tank, and then showed up on the second day to find everyone had found their people already, and that there was no room for me. Except with you.

			I caught your eye across the room and, when I was sure none of the instructors were looking, mimed a silent scream. You shook your head and then pointed at me, nodding. You got this.

			“So,” Ms. Adair said, letting the word hang in the air for a while, suspended on the tension. “Welcome to the last audition of your Janus career.” There was some scattered murmuring and a few weak claps until you let out a jubilant howl that got the whole room laughing.

			“Thank you, Diego,” Ms. Adair said with a slightly annoyed smile. “This is a cause for celebration. You’ve all come incredibly far in your training, and now is your chance to show it off.” She drew in a dramatic breath that seemed to pull an invisible string through her spine, raising her up a few inches. Her skin was almost translucent, the veins weaving like wires over the muscles in her arms and legs. When she wore all black, which was most of the time, it gave her the look of an extremely toned vampire.

			Sofia Adair had been a principal dancer with New York City Ballet and had taken over the department hell-bent on making Janus competitive with her own alma mater, the company’s feeder school. (The reason she didn’t just teach there, according to gossip, was a stormy affair with a fellow principal dancer that had ended badly and led to a falling-out with ballet master Peter Martins.) She liked to constantly remind us that we were “dancing uphill” as far as professional recruitment was concerned.

			“We’re going to be brutal today,” she said. “If we see something that needs work, we’ll tell you, because our goal for May is across-the-board flawlessness.” Ms. Adair glanced at me as she said that last word, drawing it out in a hiss like water on a hot pan, and I instinctively sucked in my stomach and drew back my shoulders. They were, I’d been repeatedly told, “problem areas” that I needed to “work on lengthening.” In ballet-speak, that meant thin out. But I was built like my mom, a high school track star, tall and strong, all muscle except for the places my grandma awkwardly called my “womanly parts.” Sometimes it felt like the only thing that could make me rise in my teachers’ esteem was to reduce myself. That didn’t seem right. It didn’t seem fair.

			I looked over at Mr. Dyshlenko, crammed onto a folding chair by the piano, and caught him subtly but unmistakably rolling his eyes. He was a former member of the Bolshoi Ballet who looked like an angry, aging Ken doll and who liked to yell at people for being too perfect. “Dance is about expressing the passion of the human spirit!” he had told us one time when we got paired for a sophomore recital. “You’ve got to have blood in your veins to move, so feel it pulsing! You should look like tortured lovers, not robots! If I want to look at robots I can watch the E! channel.” But I hardly ever got to take class with him; he was mainly dedicated to training the boys or working on the Showcase pas de deux. Since Ms. Adair was my advisor and the teacher for Pointe as well as Ballet 7 and 8, the highest-level classes Janus offered, I mostly worked with her. I knew this was supposed to make me feel lucky, but I didn’t feel lucky. Ms. Adair demanded surgical precision. She liked her dancing bloodless.

			“We know what you’re capable of by now,” she went on, taking her sweet time walking in a slow circle around the room, her slippers landing soundlessly on the shiny hardwood floor. “We’ve all had a chance to teach you intimately, and we know your technical strengths and weaknesses. Today is about showing us what you want to do. That’s the reasoning behind the free dance format of the audition. We want to see who you really are as a dancer so that we can place you in the best role to fit your talent.”

			If I’d had anyone to talk to, I would have whispered, Bullshit. But I didn’t, and anyway, there wasn’t time. Ms. Adair clapped her hands together and gestured to Mr. Stratechuck, who winked at us and started playing the theme from Jaws as she walked back to her seat. The teachers clicked their pens and rustled their notebooks, the nervous whispers faded to a dead silence, and then, just like that, it was happening. Something like fate, and I had a front-row seat.

			•   •   •

			Alphabetically, Juliet Allison went first, even though everybody knew her last name was really Zenkman (but stage names had just been covered in our senior career-management seminar, and besides, who could blame her?). She stepped into the center of the room and assumed fourth position, staring out calmly at a far-off focal point with her dark doe eyes.

			I often wondered what the other girls thought about when they were getting ready to dance. Was it mundane stuff, like counting the music, or wondering if they’d properly hammered out the boxes of their pointe shoes enough to keep their toes from killing? Or did they picture some vague montage of success, a never-ending loop of tulle and satin and grand jetés and roses littering the stage? Whatever Juliet was thinking right then, I knew it wasn’t 1 in 1,086. That’s the only thing that ran through my mind when I danced, because that’s how many black ballerinas were principal dancers at an American company. One. And it wasn’t just present-day. That’s as many as there had ever been. In history. One.

			I knew that statistic inside and out because I’d looked up a list freshman year, just sat down and googled a Wikipedia roster of every notable ballet company in the country (133, although a handful of them, like, for example the American Negro Ballet Company, were defunct). I’d gone to every single website, scrolling down the faces, counting, writing down numbers—although often there was nothing to write. At the end of my project, out of 1,086 female ballet dancers in the country, I’d seen only 39 black faces . . . and out of the 106 female principal dancers, zero. In 2015, when I marked down an X for Misty Copeland, I actually cried, even though I still had less than a fraction of a 1 percent shot at principal. One in 1,086.

			My father, a cultural anthropology professor at Columbia, made it his business to know about human culture—especially the specific culture of specific humans his only daughter was looking to be a part of. Dad didn’t see 1 out of 1,086 as inspirational, as the start of a revolution. He saw it as just plain racist. When we got into it over dinner—which we’d done almost every night during winter break, since College versus Company was the reigning Family Fight Topic—he would rail about systemic oppression and institutional elitism while I just shouted names into the spaces between words: Olivia Boisson. Francesca Hayward. Aesha Ash. Misty, Misty, Misty.

			Mom, for her part, usually waited until things had quieted down before launching into a stealthier attack—fitting for a psychologist. “Even if you do make it,” she’d say, her tone reminding me that this dream was just shy of opening a water park on Mars in terms of probability (what would that be, 1 in 1,087?), “what’s the long-term plan? Most dancers can’t work past their late thirties, right?” This was dad’s cue to jump in with a plug for school, any school. He and my mom couldn’t understand why I wouldn’t at least audition for Juilliard, if I insisted on continuing to dance. They didn’t get that I would be wasting four of my best years. A conservatory program was for serious actors, singers, and musicians. Serious dancers didn’t have time to waste. We had, as Ms. Adair was fond of saying, “the life cycle of a fruit fly.” She was full of uninspirational zingers. I wondered if she practiced at home, spirit-breaking the way some people do jumping jacks.

			My ballet life cycle had started when I was six. I’d seen a class practicing through an open door at the dance studio my mom went to every Monday for her old-school aerobics. One look at the tutus and the tights and I was all in, shattering my parents’ dream that I would throw myself into team sports and science like everyone else in the family. They famously tried to bribe me to take piano instead, but I’d been adamant and unwavering—“stubborn,” if you asked my dad. I informed them that I wanted to dance “in a bathing suit,” meaning a leotard. So they’d lectured me about intersectionality and traditional gender roles and finally said yes to one class, which became another class. They told me I had to keep my room clean to keep taking ballet (I did). They told me I had to get straight As to keep taking ballet (no problem). They told me I had to start paying for my own classes, so I spent a whole summer selling lemonade to the runners on Riverside Drive. Finally, though, when I asked to audition for the School of American Ballet at age ten, they drew a hard line. I could dance, but my life wasn’t going to revolve around dance, not while I was living under their roof. They’d only let me try out for Janus in the first place because it was A) free and B) they never thought I’d get in.

			Oops. Sorry not sorry.

			What they really wanted for me, though, was the dance history program at Barnard College, which would still fall under my dad’s faculty tuition discount from Columbia. History—now, that was academic. That was social science. That was something my parents could get behind, something they could brag on the way they bragged on my twin brothers’ twin MBAs. In the Rogers-Wilson family, a ballerina wasn’t something a serious person aspired to. She was just a little plastic white girl who spun when you opened a music box.

			Julia finished a fluttery bourrée and everyone started clapping. Her sixty seconds were over . . . which meant that mine were that much closer to starting. I pulled my knees up to my chest and pressed my thumb gently into the flesh of my right ankle. There was a dull ache—not unusual, but troublesome. I’d been dancing hard all through break, prepping for the audition, but I hadn’t been resting enough and was starting to get the feeling that something was off with my foot, the way you can feel a cold coming on. It didn’t seem like there was any time to stop, though; when I wasn’t dancing I was studying, tutoring, writing papers, submitting essays to Barnard and Brown and Wesleyan so that I would have something to fall back on if everyone else was right, and I wasn’t good enough. I pointed and flexed my feet, feeling the blood race up my legs toward my thundering heart.

			Lolly went next, and when Mr. Stratechuck announced her selection, my head nearly exploded: she had chosen the same music as me, the Kitri variation from Don Quixote. I had picked it because Kitri is one of the few leading female roles that’s technically supposed to be nonwhite; she’s a Spanish flamenco dancer type, which is frankly as close to black as anyone can get in classical ballet unless they feel like playing an evil Muslim or a character called “the Blackamoor,” who prays to a coconut. We were supposed to showcase our strengths, and I had been planning on owning everything that supposedly made me so different by embodying a character who was more peacock than swan. But now Lolly had gotten there first. And she’d even brought a fan as a prop, which she popped open with a flick of her dainty wrist as she launched into her routine.

			I wished Liv had been there to give me one of her pep talks, or even just to whisper something bitchy, like that Lolly was about as Latina as Taylor Swift eating an empanada—which is a real thing she said once after peeking in on our ballroom class the day we learned merengue. But all I had was the back of Eunice Lee’s head, so instead I focused on deep breathing as I watched Lolly triumphantly rise into a series of perfect arabesques, flapping that fan like she was fighting off a bee. She got more applause than Juliet, and I even saw Ms. Adair clapping discreetly against her notebook. The instructors were supposed to be neutral; that was not a good sign.

			One by one the auditions came and went, as my nerves soared, panic rising slowly but surely in my chest, each second unleashing new tangles of branches, like the big reveal of the Nutcracker Christmas tree. I distracted myself by counting how many times people did passés (eight), sauté arabesques (ten), entrechats (eleven; Ana Kulikov did four in hers alone), grand jetés (thirteen), and pirouettes (seventeen). And that was only A through M. It was kind of amazing, actually, how similar all of the dancing looked given that we had supposedly choreographed our steps in isolation. Then again, we’d all been trained to give the ballet masters what they wanted. So while Ms. Adair had asked us to show them who we were, it made sense that most people were showing them who they thought they should be instead.

			But then it was your turn, and for the first time all day I stopped feeling nervous. You walked out like you were walking up to meet me at my locker—rounded shoulders, relaxed gait, big smile, shaggy brown hair hanging always a little bit in your eyes because for some reason you happily wore ballet slippers but drew the line at headbands. Watching you in the seconds before you danced made it easy to see how consciously you changed from Diego the boy from East Harlem, raised with two brothers by a single mom, who could only dance the salsa—and only then at family functions, and only then under duress—to Diego the prodigy, who’d been discovered by an after-school teacher hired to introduce fine arts to inner-city kids. You were twelve, too old by most standards to start training seriously, but you had such a natural gift they fast-tracked you; you got your acceptance letter from Janus eighteen months after you did your first plié.

			You’d picked Don Quixote, too, the Basilio solo, and as soon as the piano started, you transformed, eyes sparkling, shoulders squared, posture like a matador. You launched immediately into a series of powerful cabrioles, getting so much height that if I hadn’t known any better I’d have thought the floor was rubberized. Everyone was quiet; the air in the room seemed to change. You weren’t flawless, but you were better than flawless—you were alive. It was like your body just knew what it needed to do. It didn’t seem forced, or even choreographed. Sometimes, when Dad and I were arguing, he’d try to tell me that ballet wasn’t about talent, that it was pay to play, and that no one without money could ever make it. I wanted to tell him that he just needed to see you dance to see that no overstuffed bank account could make anyone else even half as good as you. And you had more to gain—or lose—than anyone. If I didn’t become a professional dancer, I’d go to a liberal arts college and pick some nice white-collar career. Cry me a river. If you didn’t get a scholarship, or a place in a company, there was no money for school. You’d end up making minimum wage at some crappy job that didn’t deserve you. But if any of that was on your mind, it wasn’t showing. You were on fire. I had to contain my own howl as you nailed eight pirouettes at the end of your routine. Mr. Dyshlenko looked like he might weep.

			“Oh my God, he’s so cute,” I heard Maple Rhodes whisper to Lolly as you jogged back to your place across the room. “When you dance the Showcase with him, can you please, please
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