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“I AM real!” said Alice and began to cry.

“You won’t make yourself a bit realler by crying,” Tweedledee remarked. “There’s nothing to cry about.”

“If I wasn’t real,” Alice said—half-laughing through her tears, it all seemed so ridiculous—“I shouldn’t be able to cry.”

“I hope you don’t suppose those are real tears?” Tweedledum interrupted in a tone of great contempt.

—LEWIS CARROLL, Through the Looking-Glass
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1.

I threw my neck out in the middle of Swan Lake tonight. Act III, to be precise. Everything up to that point had been going pretty well.

I’ve danced Swan Lake a lot. Actually, it was the first ballet I ever did with the company. My parents and my sister Gwen flew in from Michigan for my debut. I remember trying to describe my stage position so they would know where I was in the flock.

“I’ll know which one you are,” Mom said. “I’ll be holding my breath the whole time. And probably squeezing your father’s hand off!”

“Actually, the collective noun for swans is a wedge of swans,” Dad said. “Although that’s used when they are flying in a V formation. Otherwise it might be a bevy of swans. Or a herd.”

“Merde,” said Gwen, because that is what dancers say to each other instead of “break a leg.” Some dancers say “toi toi toi,” which is kind of an opera thing. I’ve always thought that was a little pretentious, but whatever works for you. The girl who had my dressing room before me was Jewish and she put up one of those mezuzah thingies on the doorway. She took it with her when she retired, but I still touch the strip of sticky tape that remains before going onstage. That isn’t about superstition, or religion. It’s about ritual. Well, maybe it’s about superstition because I did it the first time as a joke and that night I had a spectacular performance and so now I always do it.

I wasn’t having a spectacular night tonight, but it was clean. No real mistakes, everything neat and tidy. The first role of my evening—one of the four Big Swans in Act II—had gone well, despite Fumio dragging the tempi. That’s fine for Anne-Marie, who was dancing Odette and likes things slow, but tough on the rest of us, who had to stand still and cramp through solos that felt like the length of the Old Testament. For Act III I was dancing the Polish Princess. That’s a solo, and it’s fairly action-packed with pirouettes, but for some reason I find it less daunting than Big Swans. Maybe it’s the costume. For Big Swans I’m all in white: crisp feathered tutu, white tights, white pointe shoes, feathered headpiece. The whole thing just screams, “And now … SERIOUS BALLET: please be perfect.” Polish Princess gear has a knee-length skirt that hides a multitude of sins, and it’s all flounces and furbelows. Jaunty little headgear. I feel like as long as I keep up a general air of “I am so HUGELY PSYCHED to be POLISH!” and avoid actually falling on my ass, I’m in the clear.

It occurs to me that maybe you don’t know what Swan Lake is all about. I haven’t assigned you a face or body, invisible audience member, let alone a background in the arts. Maybe you’ve never seen Swan Lake. Maybe you’ve seen it and you still don’t really know what happened because you dropped your program under the seat in front of you and didn’t want to scramble around for it in an ungainly fashion. Swan Lake, like all the major classical ballets, really needs program notes because otherwise you have to follow the plot points in ballet mime, and god knows those are truly undecipherable.

You’re familiar with the music though, right? At the very least you’ve heard it in a TV commercial for like, Mop & Glo or something, and seen that line of linked dancers in white feathered tutus clip-clopping in pointe shoes across a sparkling floor? Dun-dun-dun-DUN-duddle dundundun, Dun-dun-dun-DUN—duddle dundundun. Tchaikovsky. I’m not being condescending. I try not to think about the fact that most people don’t ever go to the ballet, but I get that they don’t. I do get that.

So yes a synopsis might be in order, and if you know it already you can just nap for a bit. Most productions of Swan Lake don’t vary all that much from one another. There are one or two really funky versions out there, but those aren’t done by classical ballet companies. You can’t deviate too far in classical ballet or you’re no longer, well … classical. And it’s not like Shakespeare, where you can reset the whole thing in World War II, or a Mexican brothel, or something. Well you could, but the plotline won’t stand up under a whole lot of tinkering and we’ve got a subscription audience to satisfy. They want the Swan Lake they know and love, which by and large is the one that was done for the 1895 revival of the ballet by the choreographer Petipa and his ballet master, Ivanov. Sometimes an artistic director might change a few things or restage certain sections. Like Marius—our current artistic director—added a Prelude to our version.

The curtain rises on a nearly empty stage, with a backdrop of a lake and some boulders Stage Left leading up to a cave. Enter a young girl. She is wearing white and her hair is mostly down, so we know right away she is Young and Innocent. The girl dances dreamily by herself and all seems peaceful enough until suddenly a shadowy sort of caped figure emerges from the cave. It is the evil magician Von Rothbart. We know he’s a magician because he’s got the cape, and that he’s evil because underneath the cape his costume is this demonic rubbery sort of thing that Roger refers to as “Mein Von Goblin Wear.” Von Rothbart makes some gestures and a fog starts rolling in and darkness descends. The girl appears to lose her way in the mist. She does the big “I’m lost!” gesture: one hand in front of the face, taking tentative steps forward, peering around, etc. Von Rothbart slithers down from his boulders and makes more magic gestures, luring the girl into his arms. He swirls his cape around her, turns, and walks upstage, the cape billowing out in such a way that the girl is able to slip into the hydraulic trap and be replaced with another girl, this one in full Swan regalia: the stiff white tutu with the feathered bodice and headpiece. This is Odette, the ballerina we’ll watch for the rest of the evening. The other one was a girl in the corps with a wig on to match the hair color of whoever is dancing Odette that night. It’s the old switcheroo. (Be amazed by this bit of stage magic, okay? It’s not like we can pull anything off with CGI.)

So Von Rothbart reveals this magically changed creature and she beats her arms and tries to run away, but Von Rothbart is able to control her, and using more of his dastardly powers he summons onto stage two rows of women in white swan tutus who form a V and beat their arms in unison as the evil magician stands triumphant with the stricken Odette pressed against his Von Goblin Wear. Lights fall, curtain, end of Prelude.

The program notes will tell you that the evil magician has placed all these poor women under a curse and that they are condemned to be swans by day and women by night. Von Rothbart’s personal motivations for such malevolent behavior are not explained. You’re at the ballet. Deal with it.

Act I opens in the village green of an unspecified, vaguely German realm. We’re a little hazy on the time period too. It’s Days of Yore, I guess, in the yore when everyone in pseudo Germany wandered around their village green in nearly identical outfits. Ours have a slightly Renaissance Fair vibe to them, which I think is a mistake. The sleeves are too puffy and give all the girls man shoulders. Anyway, A Village Green Scene is standard issue for classical ballet, and if you’ve seen one circlet of peasant-dancing hoo-ha, you’ve seen them all. There’s a garland dance and a Maypole and a lot of people standing around fake clapping or pointing out to each other that other people are dancing in the middle of the stage. This kind of random milling about drives me NUTS, but honestly there just aren’t a lot of options. We can’t pretend like we’re talking to each other, because that would be weird and anti-ballet. We don’t have props or activities like you see in plays or the opera—that would take up stage space. So everyone just wanders around greeting each other with head nods if you’re a girl and shoulder thumping if you’re a guy, and then one person will indicate Center Stage like “Hey, did you see? There are people dancing! Isn’t that neat!” And the other person will make a gesture like “Yes! Dancing. It is happening there!”

So here we are in the Village Green of Wherever filled with people who like to greet each other maniacally every ten seconds and then in walks Prince Siegfried, Prince of the realm of Wherever. Siegfried is greeted by his best buddy, “Ivor” (sometimes he has a different name and sometimes he’s like a court jester, but in our version he’s Ivor, Friend to the Prince). Ivor gets the Prince interested in some of these wonderful Maypole high jinks, the crowning moment of which is a big pas de trois Ivor dances with two local girls. The Act I pas de trois is a nice featured part, and getting to dance one of the two girls in it is a sign that things are going well for you in the company and you might not have to spend your whole career as third bird from the left.

Swan Lake floats in and out of our repertoire, so it was two years after my debut before we did it again, this time on tour, and I was cast as one of the pas de trois girls. And even though Gwen had only been in the company for about five seconds at that point, she was cast as the other girl. Our parents came to Chicago to see us, along with our brother, Keith.

“So, are you sisters in the ballet?” he asked. “Is that like part of it?”

“We’re maidens,” I said. “Nameless maidens.”

“Everybody says we look like twins!” Gwen said. “But you’ll be able to tell us apart. The one dancing better will be Kate.”

Okay, so after the pas de trois between Ivor and the nameless maidens, Prince Siegfried dances a solo where he expresses (much jumping) his desire to find True Love. Then we have the appearance of the Prince’s mother, the Queen. Lots of fanfare and aggressive pointing by all the villagers: “Look, it’s the Queen! Hey, did you see? The Queen!” She’s usually played by some old-timer—a ballet mistress or a teacher. Galina Sukonova is our Queen, and possesses a whole repertoire of animatronic facial expressions. It’s a frightening thing up close, but good for those who can only afford seats in the top tiers. The Queen reminds Siegfried with some incomprehensible ballet mime that tomorrow is his twenty-first birthday and he’s got obligations, like choosing a bride and getting married. The Prince sulks a bit at this, and makes the gesture for True Love: one hand to the breast, the other held aloft with the first two fingers extended. (You’re gonna want to scootch down and get that program for the explanatory notes on this action, because otherwise you might think that the Queen is telling her son that he needs to get a manicure and that Siegfried is responding by trying to hail a cab, or test current wind conditions.)

Siegfried cheers up when the Queen presents him with a nifty-looking crossbow as a birthday present. Siegfried really loves his crossbow. He runs around stage with it, showing it to everybody Stage Left, and Stage Right, and then Stage Left again, just in case anybody Stage Left had their eyes closed. Basically eating up some music. Siegfried indicates to Ivor that he wants to go hunting RIGHT NOW, and Ivor indicates that night is falling and now’s not a great time for him. Siegfried impulsively decides to go anyway, and Ivor reluctantly follows him. End of Act I.

Act II finds the Prince by the same mysterious lake we saw in the Prelude. He sends Ivor off and dances around in a melancholy sort of way with his crossbow. That’s another thing I’d change if I were Marius. The Prince needs a really serious-looking crossbow, and I’d get some kind of arms expert to come in and demonstrate how to actually hold the thing. Our current crossbow looks like a toy, and Siegfried might as well be onstage playing with a Tonka truck. Anyway, the Prince suddenly sees something offstage that at first confuses and then terrifies him. After peering around his hand and then holding it up like, “Oh. God. No!” Siegfried hightails it off Stage Right. Enter the swan corps.

This moment is actually very beautiful. One girl after another snakes onto the stage doing the same pattern of steps until all twenty-four girls are on, and then they form rows and there is something powerful and strange and, well, wonderful about it. The symmetry, the music, everyone alike and in unison, and it’s serious, private in a way, because the dancers are not smiling at the audience, or acknowledging them or even each other at all. It does feel like a spell, a little. It’s hammered into you from the first rehearsal: dance every step at your highest individual level while still maintaining integrity with the Group. And this works. You dance your fool head off, no matter what you feel like, no matter if you’re in the back row. You can’t help it. And when everyone lands from a jump you can hear it because it’s twenty-four pairs of feet in pointe shoes, and when you’re onstage you feel connected by that sound, by your position in line.

Maybe this is how people feel when they are in the military and performing drills. Or what it’s like to be a nun, walking and chanting in Vespers.

There must have been a girl on tonight wearing my old corps tutu. Perhaps the indelible ink printing of “K. Crane” is still there inside the bodice, or half there. Like those messages on the signs outside of motels where crucial letters have fallen off and travelers are invited to sample the “HEAT D SWIMM NG POO.”

Where are we? Oh yes, well, after the swan corps dances, Siegfried gets his balls back and comes running onstage to take a closer look at these creatures, and that’s when Odette—now Queen of the Swans—appears and Siegfried is all, “Who’s that?” but Odette is elusive and runs offstage. More swans run in—four Big Swans and four Little Swans—and they form a kind of defensive cluster, and Siegfried is standing there with his crossbow looking like, “Um, seriously?” when Odette runs in again and stands bravely in front of all the swans like, “Don’t you dare point that ridiculous toy at my girls.”

So Siegfried puts down his bow and tries to get Odette to dance with him. She is shy, and otherworldly, and beautiful, and of course he falls in love with her. They dance, and the corps dances, and the Big Swans dance and the Little Swans do the linked-arm thing you are familiar with, and Odette dances and Siegfried dances and they dance together again, and Odette explains the whole curse thing in ballet mime obfuscated even more than usual by the fact that whoever is dancing Odette is totally exhausted by that point.

The deal with the curse is that it can be broken, by True Love, but if True Love is promised and then betrayed, the swans will lose their human souls forever and only be birds. You might think this would be a relief, that there would be at least one member of the flock who was sick of being divided in two like that and willing to forgo humanity for the quiet life, but I guess we all cling to sanity no matter how painful it is.

We cling to humanity, I mean. Not sanity. Although you can cling to sanity. It’s a matter of willpower. This is an argument I’ve been waging with Gwen for a long time. It’s not that I think she fakes her losses of reason, but I do think she indulges them. My position on this matter might be one of the reasons she is refusing to speak to me.

Back to the Lake. Smitten Prince Siegfried has almost managed to overcome Odette’s objections (it was a man who got her into this mess, so she’s understandably a little suspicious) and the Prince is about to promise True Love when evil Von Rothbart appears! Boo! Siegfried grabs his crossbow and aims for Von Rothbart, but dawn is breaking and Odette is back under the magician’s power so she stands in front of him. The Prince, unable to get a clear shot, vows to return the next night and free Odette. End of Act II. Intermission. The mezzanine bathroom is going to be pretty full so I’d try the second balcony one if I were you. Step outside, have a cigarette on me, then come on back.

Act III is the Prince’s Birthday Ball, so we’re at his castle. The guests of the ball behave in pretty much the same fashion as the peasants from Act I (they’re the same dancers, after all), and so there’s more milling about and greeting each other and gesturing to Center Stage and admiring each other’s nearly identical outfits. Four Princesses are brought in to meet Siegfried, who’s totally not into them although he condescends to dance a little with each one. Then the Princesses all dance a solo from their native land: a Hungarian dance, a Spanish dance, a Neapolitan dance, and—you guessed it!—a Polish dance. The Queen takes Siegfried aside to ask who he’s going to choose to propose to, and Siegfried looks bummed about the selection when suddenly a New Guest arrives—a mysterious stranger wearing a mask and a cape (Von Rothbart, in disguise)—and with him he has a beautiful woman who looks EXACTLY like Odette, only instead of wearing all white she is wearing all black. This is Odile, the Black Swan. (The program notes will tell you she is Von Rothbart’s daughter, magicked up to look like Odette.)

Odette and Odile are always danced by the same ballerina. It’s why the role is so difficult. Not because you have to be lyrical and romantic and vulnerable as the White Swan and fiery and über-strong and confident as the Black one. That’s not a huge problem, you get a different costume and different choreography and tempi and these are really all you need to change your personality when you’re a dancer. We do it several times a day. The hard part in dancing Odette/Odile is the stamina and concentration involved.

Anyway, it’s no surprise to anyone that the Prince is immediately taken with this fabulous Odile, and since she looks exactly like Odette he convinces himself that she is Odette even though she’s got a totally different personality. There is a lot of bravura dancing—including the famous thirty-two fouetté turns Odile rips off—and dazzled by the pyrotechnics, Siegfried pledges True Love to the Black Swan. Just for a moment, before this happens, we catch a glimpse of Odette far upstage on a platform thing (it’s not actually Odette, of course, since she’s onstage as Odile at that point, but the stand-in Odette is far enough away that the audience can’t see her face and she’s got the Odette costume on). This is meant to show us that off at the lake, Odette has a sense that she is being betrayed and is trying to warn the Prince, but of course this doesn’t work. We are in Days of Yore, and it’s not like she can text him or anything: Odile not 4 real. C U at Lake 2nite. xoxo:) Odette.

Once Siegfried has pledged True Love to Odile, Von Rothbart throws off his cape, reveals Mein Von Goblin Wear, and claims paternity of the Black Swan. Siegfried realizes with horror what he has done. He runs offstage to go find Odette. End of Act III.

We’ve got another intermission here. Maybe for this one you just want to stand up in the aisle rather than trying to jimmy your way up to the bar. Or you could amuse yourself by strolling past the standing-room banister aisle at the back of the orchestra section where the super-fans and students have lolled through three acts. Walk slowly, and you’ll catch them showing off their insider knowledge by using the abbreviated versions of our first names, or debating the merits of various casts. “Is it just me or is ’Sandro looking a little tired tonight? Of course, it’s been a very heavy season for him.” “Emmy last Saturday? She freaking nailed it. I was like, You better work, girl. Work it OUT.”

Now settle in because Act IV is very tragic and moving. A distraught Siegfried returns to the lake to explain the whole clusterfuck to a brokenhearted Odette. The swan corps weaves in and out. Von Rothbart shows up to polish off the curse and condemn Odette and all the rest of the girls to lives as waterfowl.

Odette decides to kill herself. Siegfried, who refuses to be separated from his True Love, swears he will join her. The two of them die together, the lights indicating that they drown themselves in the lake, clasping each other. This act of love is so powerful that it kills Von Rothbart and frees all the swans. We end on a final image of Siegfried and Odette locked together, their souls entwined for all eternity against the backdrop of a rising sun.

And that’s Swan Lake.

I didn’t mean to tell it in such a smartass way. It’s an incredible ballet, even if it is a dusty old warhorse in many ways. People cry at the end, I’m told.

But I didn’t throw my neck out in the middle of Swan Lake tonight because I got all emotional. There we were in Act III and just as I was doing my first promenade around the stage with my little retinue of Polish minions it occurred to me, sort of in a flash, that the Polish Princess was actually a person. That yes, she was a character, a role, whatever, but she could also be said to be a human being.

It’s funny because I’m known for being this skilled “actress,” but I just think of things in, you know, general terms. Joy. Sorrow. Desire. Jealousy. So I got all tripped out thinking about the Polish Princess as an actual separate and complete human being. Because, if that were true, then she would have an opinion about things and even about being at this ball. And maybe she doesn’t really want to be at the ball. Maybe she doesn’t want to marry this Prince Siegfried person either. Maybe the whole time she is being promenaded around and smiling and looking so bright and charming she’s just wondering where the hell the bar is and wanting to take off her stupid headpiece. All during the bits with the Prince I kept adding things to her character. Like maybe she has a slight astigmatism, and this makes her prone to migraines. She had an affair with one of her minions during a particularly bleak winter back in Warsaw. She suffers from social anxiety. She plays the tambourine.

Unfortunately, none of these attributes was at all useful for what I actually had to dance. But I became … attached to these ideas, and they sort of felt more real than everything else. I could have passed a lie detector test about who I was, that’s how real it all felt. And it occurred to me that this is the kind of thing that happens in Gwen’s head all the time. And yes, it did feel a little out of my control. And I wasn’t sure what to cling to.

That’s what I was thinking about when I started the turns on the diagonal, and right at the first one, just as I turned my head, I felt something in my neck implode and pain shot down my right arm all the way to my hand. It felt like someone had hit me with a wrench and then set my arm on fire. For a second, I actually thought I might have … you know … died.

I finished the turns. I did the traveling mazurkas, the sauts de basque, everything. I simplified the last few bars of pirouettes and—somehow—was able to hold a long balance, which got some applause from the audience. Then I was done and my retinue came and got me, and as soon as Odile made her appearance and I wasn’t necessary to any of the action, I told Julius I felt sick and had to bail and slipped into the wings. I think it’s safe to say that nobody noticed the departure of the Polish Princess. Then I went to my dressing room and almost threw up from the pain. I usually share a dressing room with Tamara, but she’s out this season. Hip injury.

I redid my lips and got back into my Big Swan tutu. I danced—in some fashion—Act IV. Curtain call. I stopped by Roger’s dressing room and he gave me two Vicodin from his emergency stash. I came home, or rather, here. Gwen’s apartment.

The official word on Gwen’s absence is that she is recovering from knee surgery back home in Michigan. The real story is that three weeks ago I called Dad and said he had to come and get her, that things were bad and Gwen was out of control and that I didn’t fucking care anymore. So Dad came and got her and took her home, and three days later she attempted to smash her (perfectly fine) knee through the screen door of their patio. So there’s an element of truth to the official story because she tore the crap out of her knee. I’m not sure about the recovering part. I take it as a good sign that she didn’t try to put her knee through the glass door of the patio. Nothing crucial got torn, but she did require stitches.

I don’t know exactly what Gwen is recovering from, right now, or if the word “recovering” is appropriate. It makes it sound like she is getting new upholstery. From what I gather, they are trying “different things,” which I assume means different drugs. This tone I am taking about the condition of my poor anguished shredded sister is sort of sick, and might possibly mean that I should be on the same regimen of pharmaceuticals as she is.

Was she out of control? Did I really not fucking care anymore? These are difficult questions to answer.

You know, there is one thing that is never quite explained in any synopsis of Swan Lake. That is: what’s the real deal with Odile, the Black Swan? I mean, what is her MO? We’re meant to believe she is Von Rothbart’s daughter whom he has transformed to look exactly like Odette, but does she retain any of her own personality? Is she just a pawn? Is she evil? Misguided? Jealous? A victim? Certainly she never displays any remorse over her part in the tragedy that follows, but we leave her as soon as the big denouement. So we don’t really know what she feels.

Who will weep for the Black Swan when the spell is lifted and all the white swans are set free? All our tears are for Odette, noble, self-sacrificing, fatally tricked, and now dead in the arms of her lover.

But the Black Swan is still alive. Fluttering her midnight wings without conviction on the edges of the lake. Having to live with the knowledge of what she has done, what she allowed to happen. All alone.

Oh my god my neck is killing me.


2.

The day that Gwen put her knee through the patio door was also the day that my boyfriend broke up with me. In a surprise reversal of the usual cliché, Andrew told me that he was “in love” with me but he didn’t “love” me. It may have been the most original thing he ever said to me, and for a moment I was almost proud of him. Then came the rest: how he just wanted to “be there” for me but I shut myself off from him, never let him in, didn’t communicate, didn’t seem really interested in building a life together. He followed this up with a catalog of all the things he had done for me that I hadn’t appreciated.

I should have known better. When Andrew and I got together he kept telling me how incredible it was to be with someone who wasn’t all needy, didn’t have a ton of issues, was really independent. So unlike all his other girlfriends, especially Anna, his tragically doomed first love who overdosed when they were sophomores at Columbia. I should have known there was trouble the minute I heard about Anna. Never date a guy with a dead girlfriend. Because she will get to be peacefully (or however it happens) deceased, but the guy will be left alive to romanticize her out of all proportion and forever seek another flawed heroine to save.

But I shouldn’t blame Anna. Probably the reason Andrew was with her in the first place is that Andrew is a giver. Givers are sneaky. If you don’t present them with gaping holes, they will create them just to have something to do. Here’s the twist: although the givers get quite a bit of cred for how caring and generous they are, their motives are far from altruistic. The whole time they are giving and giving, you can be sure that they’re secretly keeping an account book of services rendered and waiting for just the right moment to hand you the bill.

During the breakup talk Andrew said he thought it best if we separated before anger and resentment set in, although from the length and fluid hostility of his monologue it was clearly too late for that. He said I could take my time moving out, but maybe I could stay at Gwen’s since she was currently in Michigan recovering from knee/psyche implosion. And oh, yes, since I asked, there was someone else, but that had nothing to do with his decision, which wasn’t really his decision, but rather something that was forced upon him by my behavior.

“I just want to be honest with you,” he said.

“That does not impress me,” I replied.

Our apartment was Andrew’s apartment, so it made sense that I would be the one to move out. This didn’t take long. I came to him with very little, like a mail-order bride from the Ukraine. Well, I was living with Gwen before I moved in with Andrew and it would have felt wrong to take any of our joint furniture or things. I already felt guilty enough for leaving her alone.

There were things I bought for Andrew and me as a couple, but I left those for him and the mysterious “someone else” to enjoy. I hope her no doubt fascinatingly vulnerable self will be very comfortable on those Egyptian cotton sheets. Yes, before decamping I really did spray my perfume on the pillowcases. Also, all over his suits. He might not even notice. He was never good at reading my signals. He always wanted me to tell him everything.

I packed up my books and clothes and a few pathetic boxes and I hired one of those “man with a van” guys to move it all for me, and now here I am. When Dad came he must have thrown some of Gwen’s clothes in a suitcase, and her toothbrush and contact lens case aren’t in the bathroom, but everything else is just where she left it, including the masking-tape Xs on some of the walls. (Don’t ask me to explain, it’s a Gwen thing, I don’t know what it means.) Also Clive isn’t here. Gwen’s neighbor is taking care of him. That she didn’t ask me to look after her cat is another sign of how furious she is with me.

My boxes are lined up against the bedroom wall. “Sweaters,” “Kitchen,” “Reviews/Programs/Photos,” “Fiction A–F.” It doesn’t make sense to unpack and I don’t want to disturb anything. It’s a bit like living in a crime scene, actually, with the Xs and all.

I need to take those down.

I don’t want to touch them.

My neck still hurt like a bitch today, and since I wasn’t supposed to be performing tonight, I decided to skip morning class and do therapy.

First I went to see Dr. Ken to get an adjustment. Dr. Ken makes house calls to the theater three times a week when we are in season, but today wasn’t one of those days. He’ll always squeeze us in at the office, though.

Dr. Ken’s waiting room is covered with pictures of the well-known individuals he has cracked to health: opera singers, boxers, dancers, musicians, and hockey players. Dr. Ken once said to me that ballet dancers are his favorite patients to treat, because we always do what we are told, and are very open to criticism. At the time Dr. Ken said this, I was facedown on the table and attached to an electric stimulation machine, so I just grunted affably, but I must say that upon reflection, being able to tell us that we aren’t great seems kind of a fucked-up reason for liking us.

Dr. Ken wears polo shirts and pants with pleats in them. He has that smooth hair that doesn’t look like hair, but rather a sort of fibrous cap. I’m not at all attracted to Dr. Ken, what with the pleats and all, but he’s a man, and I did my girl thing anyway, as if him finding me charming or attractive would help. Help what? I don’t know. You do these things.

He probed my neck for a few minutes and then said he wanted to do X-rays and that I have “a lot going on in there.” But today we just had time for an adjustment. It’s tricky having your neck adjusted. For it to work you have to totally relax, but it’s hard to relax when the movements of the chiropractor are remarkably similar to those of the Boston Strangler.

I asked Dr. Ken if having a pinched nerve in your neck will affect your peripheral vision, and he asked me why, was I experiencing that? The thing is, I keep anticipating that something is going to come around a corner and stab me in the eye. Seriously, for the past few weeks, every time I go around a corner, on the street, or in the hallways at work, I want to jerk my head back and cover my eyes. I don’t though. In fact, I have been forcing myself to take corners quickly and sharply to sort of punish myself for getting neurotic. This started before the neck injury, so I told Dr. Ken no, that I had read something online, and he told me that I shouldn’t do that.

I’m sure there is some deep dark secret reason behind the stabbed-in-the-eye scenario, but really, I don’t see how knowing why I have this fear will help stop it. That’s why I don’t see any point in going to a shrink. Knowing why you broke the glass—because you weren’t paying attention to where the edge of the table was, dummy—doesn’t make you less sorry, doesn’t mend the glass, doesn’t ensure it won’t happen again, that you won’t break something more precious next time. The shrink might say that actually you knew perfectly well where the edge of the table was, but you chose to miss and break the glass because you wanted to sabotage yourself or something, but please. That’s like saying drug addicts are sabotaging themselves. Hello! Drugs are fantastic and you get addicted because they are fantastic and it’s just bad luck that they can destroy you too.

I’ve read how there were so many women in Vienna talking about how they were sexually abused as children that Sigmund Freud wondered if there were some kind of child molestation epidemic going on. But no. The trouble was that even though these women hadn’t been abused, they so thoroughly believed that it had happened that they exhibited all the symptoms of legitimate victims. So for all intents and purposes, they had been abused. Which would piss me off if I were a legitimate victim, and makes you wonder what exactly the point is of having any actual experiences if you can be just as affected by imaginary ones.

Nobody hit Gwen, or molested her, or anything like that, nor does she claim they did. Even when she’s acting delusional and paranoid she doesn’t say that. She knows her limits. She usually knows mine. Now I’m worried that she’s deliberately acting crazy just to prove something to me. But that she smashed her own knee is … well. I called Dad because I was worried that she was going to harm herself, and that ended up happening anyway.

After Dr. Ken, I took the subway downtown to Dr. Wang for acupuncture.

Dr. Wang doesn’t have any pictures of us on his walls, and as far as I know has never even been to the ballet. I explained about my neck and he took my pulse in about ten different places. His hands are hard but so incredibly smooth that I imagine his fingerprints to be without lines or ridges, just perfectly uniform ovals like the backs of small spoons. Sometimes Dr. Wang will ask questions or dispense wisdom, but today he just took my pulse and then did his tapping thing. He taps your whole body with his spoon fingers and when he finds a spot that interests him, he sticks a needle in. The first one went into my left hand, which made my right leg jump.

“Yes,” said Dr. Wang, inscrutably.

After about ten minutes of this, I wound up with about four needles in each hand, and none in my neck or shoulder where the actual pain is. But you can’t question Dr. Wang about these things. You can’t flirt with him either so I tried a knowing nod, as if I realized the significance of all this.

“You are a bad breather,” he said.

“Well,” I said, “I’m not dead yet so I must have the basics down.”

Dr. Wang looked skeptical.

I breathed deeply through my nose. Dancers are good patients. We always do what we are told and we are very open to criticism.

He shut the door softly behind him and I listened to him pad around in his outer office and, judging from the rustling, read the newspaper. Dr. Wang doesn’t play gong music or burn incense or give you a pillow or anything lame like that. I rotated my ankles until they both popped, and closed my eyes. I false meditated—pretending I was clearing my mind while really planning what I was going to eat today and conducting an imaginary conversation between me and Andrew’s someone else, who for the purposes of my invention, I named Janice. I waited for Dr. Wang to come back in and unpin me, which after an eternity, he did.

As I was leaving his office, Marissa called me because Mia called out sick and they had to reshuffle casts and they needed me on tonight for Big Swan/Polish Princess. Since I thought I’d have the evening off I hadn’t told anyone about my neck, and you’re supposed to do that, so I just said yes and went back to the crime scene and took a really long hot shower. Luckily, I found that Gwen’s Advil bottle was filled with Vicodin, so I took two with me to the theater just in case.

About halfway through the very gentle warm-up I was giving myself, I could no longer turn my head to the left without a new shooting pain running down my scapula. I broke a Vicodin into two pieces and swallowed one of them.

Roger stopped by my dressing room to check on me. “How’s the neck?”

“It feels like a yam stuck in a crimping iron.”

“You see Dr. Ken?”

“And Dr. Wang,” I said. “He put the needles in my hands, though.”

“Dr. Wang told me that pain has two arrows,” said Roger. “The first arrow is like, the bad thing that happens. And the second arrow is the pain we give ourselves about the bad thing that happened.”

“How do you avoid the second arrow?” I asked.

Roger leaned against my chair.

“I forget. I think it has something to do with self-awareness? There might be a third arrow too.” Roger laughed and started to massage my neck.

“Jesus.” He prodded my yam.

“I can’t turn my head,” I said. “I’m stuck.”

“Sweetie,” said Roger, “maybe you should call out for a few days. You’re just going to keep reinjuring it if you keep dancing.”

“I’m kind of hoping I’ll throw it out in the other direction and achieve some sort of equilibrium,” I said.

“I don’t think that happens,” Roger said, gently, for him. “I think you need to rest.”

“I can’t rest.” I waved a hand. “I’m not in a resting place.”

“You have to induce that,” Roger instructed. “Smoke some pot. Watch Oprah. Eat Chinese. Rent porn.”

“Roger,” I said. “This is a very interesting formula you have created here. Oprah, Pot, and Porn.”

“And chicken with peanut sauce,” Roger said, dreamily. “That’s like, the best day off ever.”

I managed to get through Big Swans relatively unscathed, although I didn’t time the other half of the Vicodin perfectly and had to breathe in little puffs through my nose to keep going. Ella’s got that thing with her knee again and there was a moment when we turned together upstage and I caught her eye and all pretense of stage face dropped and we were just two injured worried people dressed up in feathers with white makeup sliding down in ravines of sweat from our foreheads and I almost panicked at the sheer heartbreak of it all. But then we turned downstage and got through it, so that was fine.

Recklessly, I swallowed the second Vicodin during intermission, and was consequently a little blitzed out for Polish Princess. Got very giggly in the wings with Roger. Last year during Nutcracker we started making up haiku backstage. Well, very loosely haiku. We’re not picky about the syllable count because 5-7-5 is too much math to do in the middle of a performance, and we’re not committed to the traditional nature reference. Roger had a good one tonight:


Siegfried loves Odile

But wishes she would stop

Crapping on his tunic



And I came up with:


On my partner’s shoulder

Brocade up my ass again

Smile, dummy



I’m not totally clear on what happened during my solo. I may have gone a little overboard. It’s not Swan Lake, The Polish Princess Story. Did I discern a slightly more enthusiastic rumble of applause from the audience, or was that the vertebrae in my neck splintering?

What I had totally forgotten was that Gwen’s boyfriend Neil called me last week and said his sister was in town and that he had gotten them tickets to Swan Lake. This was all planned before Gwen had her “thing,” his sister loves dance, and it would be great to see me anyway, etc. We didn’t discuss the thinginess of Gwen’s thing. I have no idea what he knows.

Gwen met Neil on one of those trips to the Hamptons we would do with Andrew and his friends. This was after I had moved in with Andrew, and supposedly felt comfortable with his circle, and could just be myself. In truth, I had trouble being anything like myself when I was so thoroughly out of context, and usually ended up shrinking to an unimpressive version of a cliché I would make fun of in different circumstances: Andrew’s ballerina girlfriend, intimidating and remote beneath a thick layer of SPF 5,000, unable to get down with the Stacis and Rebeccas who would dance on the back of someone’s boat, lip-synching to rap. Having Gwen around was like seeing yourself in one of those multi-view dressing-room mirrors and finding better new angles, flattering postures, a way to cheat the overhead lighting. Gwen, reclining in a giant hat on the back of the same boat, holding a bottle of Corona like a wand, never looked dour or arrogant. She looked sinewy and self-contained and yet fragile in a way none of the Stacis and Rebeccas could hope for. Neil, who is the kind of guy who would normally have a mid-level model or actress on his arm, scented out her status as a star dancer, a rarer and thus more valuable commodity, and was titillated by her indifference. Watching him go after her was like watching an episode of Nature.

I hadn’t thought that Gwen would go for Neil, though. The fact that Andrew had not only been to college but also to grad school, that he knew things about international politics and football stats and how to drive a stick shift, those were all weird aphrodisiacs to me. But Gwen had only ever dated dancers. I assumed Neil’s cred was off her radar, because what is membership at the Soho Club, a bespoke fedora, the usage of St. Barts as verb ’cause you’ve been there so often … what’s all that to being a Lord of the Dance? But they’ve been together, in a fashion, for almost two years now. From the outside it seems almost like they’re playing a game of Who Cares Less, with Gwen always winning because she really doesn’t care. My guess is that Gwen is just indifferent enough to Neil to keep him around, even though models make much better arm candy than dancers and our schedule only allows for a minimal of scene making. I’ve never been clear on what she gets from him. I don’t ask, because it makes me feel better to pretend that Gwen has a healthy relationship.

Neil was waiting at the stage door with the dressed-up-for-the-big-city sister hovering behind his shoulder, clutching her program and goggling at the exiting dancers. He gave me a quick kiss on the cheek before hugging me, which I don’t remember him ever doing before. I didn’t know if this was an acknowledgment of Andrew and me breaking up, or of Gwen losing her marbles.

I took Neil and his sister to the place we take all people who come to a performance. Neil said to the waiter, “My beautiful sister would like a Cosmopolitan and the star will have …”

“A glass of Cabernet,” I said, impressed by Neil’s ability to sound both condescending and charming. He flipped open the wine list and ordered a bottle.

“Hardly a star,” I said, and then to the sister, “My sister Gwen is a star. I’m sorry you didn’t get a chance to see her dance.”

“I know!” the sister gushed. “None of us have ever met her, even. We think Neil’s ashamed of us.”

“I told you she couldn’t come home with me for Christmas because of her performances,” Neil said easily.

“It’s true,” I told the sister. “We have an annual hell we like to call The Nutcracker. We haven’t spent Christmas with our own parents since we were teenagers.”

“Oh, but I love The Nutcracker,” began the sister, and then launched into the familiar non-dancer girl talking to dancer girl conversation. “Do your toes bleed?” “I had a friend/cousin/neighbor who danced who was really serious about her dancing until she got too tall/hurt her knee/went to college.” “You must not be able to eat anything.” “It must take a lot of discipline, I can’t even imagine doing what you do.” “All the men are gay, right?”

To his credit, Neil didn’t try to reroute any of this, or display insider knowledge, or make excuses for his sister’s gushings. He seemed a little remote, in that slightly showy way men do like they just read an article about how women find this attractive. I remembered that Gwen told me that Neil has a big dick. Eventually the sister got up to totter to the bathroom. Neil picked up his wineglass.

“So you called the cops on Gwen?”

I rearranged objects on the table. Pushed the saltshaker away. Fiddled with the cutlery. Crossed my legs. Gingerly rotated my neck.

“If you mean I called our parents when I thought Gwen was … was really … had actually sort of … lost it,” I said. “Then, yes. I did.”

Neil made a little gesture of annoyance.

“Oh come on,” he said. “I admit our Gwen is a little unstable, but seriously? That’s like most of the women in this city. I’ve dated a lot crazier in my time.”

“Your time? How old are you? Like, thirty?”

“I’m just saying,” Neil said, twirling his glass like he was patronizing his wine just by sipping it. “You might have overreacted a bit.”

“Right, because you know my sister so well,” I said, gritting my gums. “From a couple of hours at a restaurant every other week? From a trip to Cabo? This makes you an expert on her.”

“I think I know her pretty well,” he said. “And I know that you do consider yourself to be like, Gwen’s watchdog or whatever.”

“Is that what Gwen told you?”

“That’s between me and Gwen.”

The idea that Gwen had characterized me as a “watchdog” to Neil was not unthinkable. She often slotted me into this kind of role, for getting out of things she didn’t want to do. “Kate would be mad.” “Kate wouldn’t approve.” “Don’t tell Kate.” The idea that I could stop Gwen from doing anything was pretty ludicrous. The idea that I should now be in the position of defending my actions to Neil made my neck hurt.

“Everybody is a little bipolar in this town,” Neil continued. “It’s called being alive in the twenty-first century. Fine. She needs to take some drugs to level it all out. No big deal. You didn’t have to call Mommy and Daddy. You should have called me. I know a ton of people.”

I watched him take another sip of wine. I pressed the table down with the palms of my hands, but I couldn’t quite finish the gesture and stand up, walk out. I couldn’t believe he could sit there calmly drinking fucking Cabernet and accuse me of gaslighting my own sister. Especially since the fear that this is exactly how Gwen sees the whole thing is keeping me up at night.

I never wanted the job of watchdog.

“Look,” Neil said, leaning forward and, incredibly, putting a hand over mine. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Maybe she really did freak out. When I talked to her yesterday she seemed totally fine, though. She even said she wasn’t that mad at you. Just frustrated. I didn’t tell her I was going to see you, though. So we should probably keep that between us.”

Between us? As if there could be a separate space with no Gwen. Even if she’s absent, her negative space takes up so much room. It has weight, texture, scent. I nearly ordered her a vodka tonic.

“I’ll be honest,” Neil said. “Things between Gwen and me haven’t been that great. But I care about her. I care about both of you.”

That’s a pretty ambiguous phrase, when you think about it. “I care about you.” What does that mean? I didn’t know what to say or what to do. I was numb. I was exhausted. I was still wearing false eyelashes. Neil leaned forward.

“Kate?”

“Yes?”

“Are you wearing Gwen’s perfume?”

“No.”

I looked away and saw Neil’s sister weaving her way back to us. Neil let go of my hand. When I said I was a little tired they were both very solicitous. “Of course. You must be exhausted!” Outside the restaurant, the sister gave me a shy hug, “You’re so tiny!” and Neil gave me a kiss on the cheek without the hug. I got into a cab and thought about crying and calling Gwen and demanding that she speak to me. I thought about fucking Neil and seeing if that’s what he meant about caring. I thought about showing up at Andrew’s doorstep and making a big scene. But I would have had to change my entire personality to do any of these things and it wasn’t that long a cab ride.

When I got home I was ready for sleep, but the thought of all the pre-bed things—face washing, teeth brushing, flossing, getting undressed—was just too much. And my neck was throbbing. A bit of eyelash glue had made its way into the corner of my eye. I poured myself a glass of water. I knew if I went to bed I would just lie there, thinking, and I couldn’t stand the thought of thinking. I took another half of Vicodin, which hit my body almost at the point of ingestion. My mood improved. I remembered something Gwen once said about Neil. It was after I had suggested that Neil was a bit of a player.

“He can’t play me, though,” she said. In another person this might have sounded worldly, or sophisticated. But Gwen isn’t like that, exactly. What she is, is extremely honest and sort of philosophically consistent. Once she thinks of something, that’s it. That’s her opinion. Faced with that, I often have to consider that what I think of as my own carefully reasoned philosophy is in fact just bricolage. A bird’s nest of things I’ve read, things I’ve heard, feathers and leaves and takeout containers, single socks and song lyrics. And that I never really understand anything at all.

“He can’t play you?” I prompted.

“The person he would play isn’t really me,” Gwen said simply. “It has nothing to do with me. So it doesn’t really matter. You know?”

I did know. I actually admired her point of view, although I felt some compunction about condoning it.

“So what’s the point of going out with someone if you’re not really yourself around them?” I asked, trying to make the question sound rhetorical even though I was genuinely interested in her answer. “Why date someone who you know won’t ever get the real you?”

“Oooh,” Gwen mocked, rolling her eyes. “Oooh, the real me! That’s so deep, Kate. Oooh!”

We laughed. Of course she was right. The real you doesn’t have a fixed location. And how could one possibly find the real among all the decoys? Actually, Gwen in her madness is way more consistent than most people, in terms of fundamentals.

“Besides,” said Gwen, with her heartbreaker smile. “I have you for the real me.”

It’s not easy to drink water, smoke, keep your neck perfectly mobilized in an ice pack, and peel off fake eyelashes. What other professions engage in this difficult form of multitasking? Glamorous but aging discus throwers? Transvestite violinists?

Okay, I was wearing her perfume.

But it’s just that I used up all my perfume when I was hosing down Andrew’s linens. And I hate not having perfume on. It feels like going into battle without armor. Hers was there. I’m surprised that Neil could smell it. You would think after sweating though a four-act ballet I’d be back to smelling like me again. I shouldn’t have been surprised though. Everything about Gwen is so distinctive.
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