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One

A s I wait in the wings to go onstage, my 
hands stroke the fine tulle of my pink 
tutu. The rest of the junior company 

is already under the bright lights, and in a 
moment I will step onto the stage for my solo. 
My muscles are warm, my hair secured in its 
bun, my pointe shoes laced tightly around my 
ankles. Shivers run up my arms as I watch the 
other dancers circle the stage in neat piqué 
turns in time to the music. At this moment all 
the aching muscles and late nights cramming 
homework are worth it. The music slows, and 
I count eight beats. Then I take a deep breath, 
compose my face and step en pointe to join the 
other dancers. 
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For two glorious minutes I dance in the center 
of the stage. I perform entrechat-quatre—jumping 
and rapidly beating my feet together—into pirou-
ettes. My jumps are high, my turns steady, all my 
lines neat. A trickle of sweat runs down my back 
as I prepare for the final pirouette, my right leg 
kicking out to propel my turn, my arms coming 
to second position. I finish with an arabesque, 
one leg gracefully extended behind me, and then 
a curtsy. There’s a pop of applause, and then I  
run offstage. 

Back in the wings, my breath speeds up and 
a smile starts to spread across my face. My first 
solo. There’s no time for celebration, nothing 
more than a nod from Mrs. G, who is concen-
trating on the other dancers still onstage, her 
hands supporting her lower back. There are 
only two more numbers before I join the rest 
of the company for the finale, the “Dance of the 
Cygnets” from Swan Lake. Quick, quick, down 
the stairs with the other dancers to the dressing 
room to change my pink tutu for a white one. 
There’s just enough time to towel off, adjust my 
toe shoes and fix the smear of eyeliner at the 
corner of my eye. Then we’re back in the wings, 
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the music starting up, Mrs. G counting us in.  
And then we are onstage and I am dancing. 

Minutes later, when the curtain falls to a roar 
of applause, I want the evening to start all over 
again. 

Afterward, the dressing room is full of 
excited dancers, everyone hugging and congrat-
ulating each other. My best friend, Julia, throws 
her arms around me. “Worth it?” she says, but 
it’s not really a question. We both know ballet is 
worth everything. A moment later we are over-
whelmed with parents and friends all pressing us 
with flowers. 

We are ballerinas, and tonight is our night. 

*  *  *

I wake the next morning tired but happy and 
roll over in bed to check my phone. There are 
messages from Julia, from my other ballet friends 
and from my aunt Cathy. Then I notice an email 
from Mrs. G. I open the message, expecting it 
to be a note of congratulations, but it’s entitled 
“With Regrets.” 

Mrs. G writes:
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I regret to inform you that the Summer Ballet 

Program is canceled due to my unexpected back 

surgery. I will see you all in the fall. 

Fondly,

Elaine Greer

I lie in bed, stunned. I always attend the 
summer ballet program. And this year I was even 
going to stay in the residence for the first time while 
my parents are away in Italy. Tears start to form in  
my eyes as I call Julia. She’s read the email too and 
is also in tears. “What will you do?” she asks. 

“I don’t know,” I tell her. I’ve never done 
anything but ballet. 

My ballet obsession began when I was four 
and my parents took my sister Tess and me to see 
a performance of The Nutcracker. I remember the 
thrill that came over me when the curtain went 
up. I sat on the edge of my seat as the beautiful 
ballerinas turned and leaped across the stage. 
Tess liked when the soldiers fought the mice, 
but I loved when Clara danced with the prince. 
I begged my parents for ballet classes, for ballet 
costumes, ballet books and ballet music. I’ve been 
dancing ever since. 
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*  *  *

The next week creeps by. I’ve survived grade nine, 
and school is out. Everyone else has summer jobs 
lined up, but all I can think is, I’m supposed to 
be at ballet school. I try hanging out at the mall 
and walking in the park, things I think I want 
to do when I’m busy with ballet, but I have no 
one to hang out with. My ballet friends have 
scattered across the city, and Julia is working at 
her parents’ restaurant. I don’t have any school 
friends because I leave early and spend all my 
lunch hours working on the homework I don’t 
have time to do at night. 

Mom keeps asking me what I want to do 
while she and Dad go to Italy for two weeks, but 
all I can say is “Ballet.” I know she thinks I’m 
being difficult, but when I close my eyes I only 
see myself at the barre. 

*  *  *

“Meg, special breakfast for you—whole-wheat 
blueberry pancakes!” Dad calls from the kitchen. 
I yawn and swing my legs out of bed. My dad’s 
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pancakes are delicious. Besides, what else is there 
to do on a Saturday morning if you aren’t dancing? 

At the table I notice a colorful brochure 
tucked under my juice glass. “What’s this?” I ask.

Dad is standing at the stove. “Read it and 
you’ll see,” he says, flipping a pancake.

I pull out the brochure reluctantly. On the 
cover it says, Dance the summer away at Camp 
Dance. Below is a picture of a group of girls 
leaping in the air. I flip through images of happy 
girls on boats, swimming in a lake, roasting 
marshmallows and posing in dance costumes. 

“Great,” I say flatly. “Who’s it for?” 
Dad flips another pancake and looks at me. 

“It’s for you. The first session starts next week.” 
“You’re kidding, right?” I flick through the 

brochure again. “There’s, like, not a single ballet 
picture in here.” 

“Exactly. Just because your ballet program 
is canceled doesn’t mean you can’t dance this 
summer. You’ll get to try the cha-cha, tango and 
jazzy tap-tap.” 

“Jazzy tap-tap?”
“Here. Look in the brochure.” Dad comes 

over and jabs a finger at the list of dance styles: 
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contemporary, ballroom, hip-hop, jazz and tap. 
“See, jazzy tap-tap, it says so right there.” He 
flashes me a smile. 

“But Dad,” I wail, “I don’t do ‘jazzy tap-tap.’”
“Aha.” Dad brandishes a spatula. “Perhaps 

you can try the hippity-hop instead.” 
“That’s not funny.” I scowl and start cutting 

my pancakes. 
Mom comes into the kitchen carrying an 

enormous laundry basket of clean clothes. “Would 
you prefer basketball camp?” 

I roll my eyes. “No!”
“How about baseball camp, or soccer?”
“I’ve never gone to camp, so why would I 

go now? Just because Tess likes it?” I can’t help 
wrinkling my nose. Tess loves sweaty team 
sports, anything that involves yelling, cheering 
and hooded sweatshirts with team logos. 

Mom puts down the basket of laundry. 
“Look, Meg, your dad and I have been planning 
our trip to Italy for the last five years. We’ve 
already bought the airline tickets and reserved 
the hotels. Since you can’t go to ballet school this 
summer, you have to do something else. It’s camp  
or Nana’s.” 
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I pull my long black hair tighter into my hair 
elastic and suck in my breath. I love my Nana,  
I really do, but she lives in a one-bedroom apart-
ment and watches tv in Farsi all day. She loves 
nothing more than to force-feed me rich Iranian 
food and complain I’m too skinny.

“Can’t I just stay by myself?” 
“You’re fifteen! That’s way too young to be 

alone for two weeks. Look, I tried to find another 
ballet program, but anything suitable was already 
full. At least dance camp will allow you to stretch 
and get some exercise,” Mom says. “And Mrs. G 
recommended it.” 

I stare at her. “Mrs. G suggested I go to dance 
camp? Why?” 

Mom pulls out her phone and starts scrolling 
through her messages. “Here’s her email. ‘Meg 
might want to try Camp Dance in the Okanagan. 
It’s an intensive dance program that allows 
dancers to focus on a particular style each 
session. I think it would be a great way to help 
Meg broaden her dance horizons and develop her 
stage presence. Meg’s dancing is technically very 
strong, but to get to the next level she needs to 
learn to connect with her audience and be less 
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bound by the rules. See you in the fall, Mrs. G.’” 
Mom quietly slips her phone back in her pocket. 

I want to run to my room and hide in my 
closet. Instead, I bite my lip. Broaden my dance 
horizons? Connect with an audience? What does 
that mean? I know dancers can always improve, 
but how does someone get better stage presence? 
I push my plate away and hide my head in my 
arms on the table.

Mom sits down next to me. “Don’t see this 
as the end of your ballet career. It’s not. It’s just 
a different opportunity. Besides, you might have 
fun meeting new people.” 

I look up at her. I’ve gone to the same ballet 
school and had the same ballet friends forever. 
Meeting new people is not one of my strengths. 
I chew furiously on my lip, but I can’t hold back 
my tears. I bury my head in my arms again.  
I can’t spend two weeks holed up in Nana’s apart-
ment, but camp? With kids I don’t know? 

Mom is already talking about things I’ll need, 
like towels and a soap dish. She gets up and wanders 
into the laundry room, musing about sunscreen. 

Dad comes over to the table and sits next to 
me. He tugs gently on my earlobe. “You’ll have 
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a good time. You’ll get to try new dancing and 
lots of other activities.” He picks up the brochure. 
“Look, you can do sailing, Birdie.” 

I scrunch up my brow at my old nickname. 
Dad’s always called me Birdie because I was such 
a skinny baby. I’m still thin now, even though I 
eat whatever I want, but I’m strong from ballet 
too. I lift my head. “Why would I want to sail?” 

“Because it’s fun.” 
“To you, maybe.” I collapse back on the table. 
Dad taps his finger on the back of my head. 

“Listen, going to camp is the kind of thing my 
parents moved to Canada for. I was too old by 
the time we got here and my parents figured out 
that kids did these camping things. So please,  
go and enjoy.”

I look at Dad. “Are you done with the guilt?” 
“Yes. Go and have fun.” Dad reaches out to 

kiss my forehead, but I bat him away.


