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            Dedication

         
         I dedicate this story with love and gratitude to the incredible mentors, dance teachers, family, and friends who guided and
            supported me on my journey to success. Their unwavering belief in me helped shape the performer I had always aspired to be.
         

         
         I pay tribute to the fearless pioneers who broke barriers, championed diversity, and continue to dream boldly in the face
            of adversity. Your sacrifices and perseverance are honored in these pages and inspire future generations to fearlessly pursue
            their dreams.
         

         
         For the Rockettes—past, present, and future. Honoring the African American Rockettes who danced beside me, who succeeded me,
            and who are yet to grace the stage. Embracing a community of diversity and mutual respect. Grateful for our shared journey
            of dreams and inclusion. Thank you for being part of my spectacular journey.
         

         
         Warm appreciation extends to the unsung heroes backstage—the dedicated stagehands, meticulous dressers, visionary costume
            designers, talented orchestra members, and hardworking crew. Their tireless efforts bring each performance to life with care,
            precision, and heartfelt commitment. They form the foundation of every spectacular moment onstage.
         

         
         To all the dreamers and believers who dare to push boundaries and chase their dreams with unwavering faith, this memoir stands
            as a beacon of hope and validation. Remember, “becoming spectacular” is not just a dream but a reality for those who believe
            in themselves.
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Shattering Glass Ceilings, One Kick at a Time
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         Making history rarely feels like it in the moment. We anticipate something remarkable and humbling, a time for people to pause,
            take notice, and celebrate. A monumental event of sorts. But people often only see how far a person has come, and not the
            obstacles put in their path along the way. There are countless groundbreaking people of color who are often acknowledged,
            but many who are not. Many whose stories are left untold.
         

         
         When hardships happen to them, we want to believe that any “first” must know the journey they’re embarking on. That they understand
            the discipline, faith, and determination it takes to push through. The unfortunate truth, however, is that this is not always
            the case.
         

         
         In fact, this is rarely how it happens.

         
         I know from experience that most “firsts” are people who simply want to do what they love: find that cure, write, sing, act, or dance. As a dancer, I believe there is no greater feeling than the one I have when I’m at the barre, stretching and going over routines in my head. A stillness washes over me, and everything but the music fades to black. When I’m not in a studio or on a stage, I crave the dopamine that flows through my veins upon accomplishing a more challenging move. There’s no feeling like it. 

         
         Since I was nine, my world has revolved around motion and the exhilaration that comes from unlocking new levels of achievement
            and performance.
         

         
         On January 31, 1988, I made my national debut with the world-famous Radio City Rockettes at the NFL Super Bowl halftime show
            in San Diego. It’s no exaggeration or cliché to say that it was an impossible illusion made real for my younger self, who
            desperately wanted to succeed as a dancer and performer. It’s like those stories we grew up on, where a fabled person is thirsty
            in the middle of the desert, and the mirage they thought was a figment of their imagination—something they could only see—is
            finally here.
         

         
         I became the first Black Rockette in sixty-three years.

         
         And I wasn’t the only person making history that day. Chubby Checker was performing with us in the Radio City–produced halftime
            show. In 1960 he had revolutionized pop music with a new dance crazy that swept the nation: the twist. Doug Williams was about
            to become the first Black quarterback to play in a Super Bowl ever. He led the Washington Redskins (currently named the Washington
            Commanders) to win the Super Bowl, passing for four touchdowns in a single quarter. To say it was a night of history is an
            understatement, and I was a part of this iconic moment.
         

         
         But I’m getting ahead of myself.

         
         While there was plenty of excitement around the day, I had no idea that my performing at the Super Bowl would matter to anyone or that this was such a charged year in NFL history. In my eyes, I was only a dancer looking to do what I loved in one of the biggest ways possible. Unbeknownst to me, the 1988 Super Bowl came at the end of a season that had been shortened by a players’ strike. In September of the previous year, starting players on almost every football team in the country had walked out of their locker rooms with demands that included free agency and pension benefits. This had been a belabored topic of conversation—the strike didn’t come out of thin air. In fact, many of the franchise owners had known the strike was coming and had begun to prepare backup rosters to undercut players’ demands. As the then owner of the Dallas Cowboys, Tex Schramm, allegedly told the executive director of the players’ union, “You guys are cattle and we’re the ranchers, and ranchers can always get more cattle.” 

         
         *  *  *

         For all the talk of the First Amendment, I know it can be difficult to find your voice when you’re confronting power. After
            just one cancelled week of pro football, replacement players were out on the field. The 1987 NFL season experienced a more
            than 20 percent drop in both television viewership and in-person attendance, so the impact of the strike was certainly felt.
            However, since fill-in players were willing to take the field and some veterans agreed to cross the picket line, owners took
            their chances in order to save money and the season.
         

         
         I knew none of this because I was—and still am—a girl’s girl. I have no concept of football dynamics and certainly not the politics and decisions made behind closed doors. What I know now—and what I’ve seen at other times in my career—is that when there is nothing to gain, progress comes slow. 

         
         In the 1980s, affirmative action initiatives aimed to promote diversity in the workforce, but faced challenges and pushbacks.
            Some organizations resisted these efforts, leading to debates and tension. The era highlighted the complexities and controversies
            surrounding these programs, emphasizing the importance of ongoing support for inclusivity and equality in workplaces and communities.
         

         
         By the time of my Super Bowl appearance, internal entertainment industry politics were still hidden to me. I was as green
            as blades of fresh-cut grass in the summer. I didn’t know how power was held or meted out. What I did know was that the world
            was changing, and I was a part of that major shift. Black people were taking center stage at one of the most “American” days
            of the year. People of all races around the country would soon be crowding around televisions and radios, and for once Black
            people would be crucial to this celebrated day. I couldn’t get caught up in the symbolism of what my inclusion meant, because
            I had a job to do. Which meant I was a lot more focused on my big break and needing to prove myself to my new employers than
            what was happening around me.
         

         
         *  *  *

         San Diego’s energy was intoxicating. My welcome letter read “The city of San Diego is alive with Super Bowl Fever, and everyone has been anxiously awaiting the arrival of the Rockettes.” And I believed them. The city was abuzz with anticipation for the game, and we felt like rock stars. 

         
         My then roommate and fellow dancer Maria Hill and I became fast friends as we went over our moves. In a sea of more seasoned
            girls, it was comforting to be with another newbie. Radio City kept our days busy, which helped me stay focused. The Rockettes
            are a precision dance troupe with a deeply rooted reputation, so we had to be perfect. A not-so-unofficial motto we have is
            that you’re only doing your job if you’re attracting no attention.
         

         
         Perfection and uniformity are musts, because if any dancer does more or less than the woman standing next to her, it disrupts
            the illusion that people love so much. Many don’t know that the Rockettes troupe was based on a British dance company of the
            late nineteenth century called the Tiller Girls. Dancers were recruited according to a strict height-and-weight requirement
            and proficiency in tap, ballet, and jazz dance. Their performances featured straight lines and what Russell Markert, the founder
            of the Rockettes, called “intuitive mathematics.” After seeing the Tiller Girls perform in 1922, Markert claimed, “If I ever
            got a chance to get a group of American girls who would be taller and have longer legs and could do really complicated tap
            routines and eye-high kicks, they’d knock your socks off.” The vision was set for a chorus line of women who move and appear
            as one.
         

         
         As a Black woman, I stand out anywhere I go. Brown skin. Long legs. Wide eyes. Curly hair. As a matter of fact, I was born standing out, arriving in a world where the media and popular culture favored whiteness. In an industry that prioritized white fans and families, uniformity sold. I needed to work overtime to ensure that my first time onstage with the Rockettes wouldn’t be my last. 

         
         When we weren’t rehearsing for hours on end, production had us on nonstop press and publicity trips. My parents and Patricia, my younger sister whom we called Peaches, had flown out to San Diego to be with me, but it was only in spirit, because I never had time to see them. During press tours I didn’t speak much about myself, though the reporters did try to dig and get into the racial part of things. Instead, I kept the interviews focused on my excitement to be a part of such an outstanding organization, despite rumored racial tensions behind the scenes. Markert had once been quoted as saying, “If a girl got suntanned and she was alongside a girl who could not get the sun, it would make her look like a colored girl.” And then later, Rockettes choreographer Violet Holmes infamously and publicly stated, “One or two Black girls would definitely distract. You would lose the look of precision, which is the hallmark of the Rockettes.” Reflecting on it now, I am deeply concerned by the notion that the Rockettes were not evaluated based on talent but rather on racial identity, which points to a troubling systemic and institutionalized racism within the performing arts. The historical context of the Rockettes’ founding as the Missouri Rockets in 1925 highlights a time when Black performers were unjustly prohibited from dancing alongside white performers, underscoring the pervasive inequality that permeated the entertainment industry. It’s important to recognize and honor the pioneering contributions of Black dance companies and individuals such as Arthur Mitchell, Katherine Dunham, and Geoffrey Holder, who challenged these discriminatory norms and opened doors for greater diversity and inclusivity in the world of dance and performance. Their legacies serve as a reminder of the ongoing need to confront and dismantle structural barriers in order to create a more equitable and inclusive creative environment. 

         
         Radio City’s top brass worked hard to ensure I answered the questions I was asked to their liking. They were strategic in
            getting the media to move beyond Violet’s words, focusing on me becoming a trailblazer and not on how it might affect the
            Rockettes’ uniformity. None of that bothered me, because I knew nothing of the Rockette history, and I was there to dance.
            I didn’t need a red carpet rolled out for me or think pieces picking apart how and why I came to be the first to validate
            my existence. It was my first big job, and that’s what I was focused on. So as our group was bused around from press junkets
            to the San Diego Zoo to local water parks, I never lost sight of what I was truly there for. I knew dance was my life, and
            if what they needed from me was a smile and laughter at a few official Rockette activities, I would do that. Any spare second
            I had, I was rehearsing or going over dance formations in my head.
         

         
         A few days later, I arrived at Jack Murphy Stadium (fondly referred to as “The Murph”) and was directed to a special backstage
            entrance for those performing in or directing the night’s activities. Though the stadium was demolished in 2020 to make way
            for the Snapdragon Stadium now owned by San Diego State University, I’ll never forget its magnitude or how cold it was. The
            hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention and made sure I didn’t get too comfortable.
         

         
         As I passed the trailers, looking for my dressing area, I took in the scale of this production. There were hundreds of trailers, it seemed, and thousands of performers and production staff buzzing around making sure Radio City Music Hall would be able to maintain its reputation for precision by the end of the evening. And when I say thousands, I’m not exaggerating. Radio City doesn’t like to be outdone, so our twelve-minute performance included the tireless preparation and work of four hundred band members. The concept for the year 1988 was taken quite literally. There were forty-four Rockettes, which equaled eighty-eight legs; eighty-eight pianos with eighty-eight pianists and even eighty-eight keys on the piano; two college marching bands; and the hit singer Chubby Checker with his own team. Between the people, instruments, equipment, costumes, and props, we were jam-packed. 

         
         To save time (and space), most of the Rockettes came dressed, “done up,” and needed only to stretch. Our costumes were designed
            to dazzle, and that they did. Adorned with a gold-and-white-sequined leotard perfectly bedazzled, with a bow tie to match,
            I was ready for my close-up. We would perform two numbers, and I soon learned the art of mastering getting dressed in sixty
            seconds or less. Because it was so chilly, I had on burgundy sweatpants and a white sweatshirt with palm trees on the front
            to keep warm until it was showtime.
         

         
         Any dancer knows that overthinking is your worst nightmare. You have to get into and stay in the right state of mind to be able to perform with excellence. You know how they tell you not to pull an all-nighter right before an exam because you won’t actually learn much more but instead tire yourself out? It’s true. But when you hear the crowd roaring and whistles being blown and everyone around you is practicing, you become more anxious than you already were and feel compelled to do something with that energy. 

         
         Our producers called a thirty-minute call to performance, then a fifteen, and I began to loosen up, knowing that our time
            was nearing. Rookie mistake, because with a performance at an athletics game, time is sure to get pushed back. Sure enough,
            between time-outs and flags, the halftime performance was way behind schedule. The anticipation was rising, and it took everything
            in me not to jump on one of those trailers and scream out, “Let’s do this already!”
         

         
         Instead of making myself crazy, I allowed my mind to wander and grounded myself in the moment. That may sound ironic or even
            contradictory, but being too focused on the technicality of the moves would make me lose the elements that made for an enjoyable
            performance. I had to loosen the reins on my thoughts in order to execute the way I needed to move, similar to meditation.
         

         
         I thought of Peaches and Cheryl, my other sister, who sandwiched me both in age and love. They have always seen me as a whole,
            multifaceted human being with ambition and trepidation, longing and desire. I reminisced about the deep belly laughs and late-night
            tears we’d shared. There aren’t many people who can relate to the childhood we experienced and the worldview we have. Brown
            dots in a white world, wading into the water, refusing to be invisible. It was their fortitude and resilience that I held
            close to me in the moment I needed them most.
         

         
         I also thought of my parents, who weren’t able to be at the stadium and knew prior to boarding their plane that they wouldn’t be able to come inside yet still traveled across the country to watch their middle baby girl. At that time, promoters weren’t handing out VIP or backstage passes to anyone outside of the performers, so my family had to watch the show from their hotel room. I thought of my father, skin as deep brown as the Mississippi earth he comes from, dependable and immovable. My dad, who has always been stuck in his ways. And my mother, with her skin as pale and white as hibiscus—sweet like hibiscus, too. Of them coming together and choosing me; earth and flower giving each other meaning and making each other possible. Offering their comfort and support leading up to one of the most important days of my life. I relished the buttress they provided, because I knew that it hadn’t always been this way. 

         
         I thought of my mom, sitting on her bed late one afternoon while I was getting settled at home after dance class, and her
            poking and prodding worriedly. All I wanted to do was make her proud, and all she could do was look at me with a frown of
            worry. I was desperately trying to show her my new moves from Frank Hatchett’s dance class and the new eight count that I
            couldn’t get enough of. My mother was concerned and kept asking me about my future plans, even though I kept answering, “Dance.”
            Those lines in her forehead would deepen, her lips would purse up, and she would shake her head and ask the question in a
            different way. I didn’t show her my routine that day, but I understood her concern.
         

         
         She was a mother wanting the best for her daughter, knowing that the world wasn’t always kind to those who did what they loved.
            This world wanted efficacy and productivity, a purpose that benefited others. My mother’s only thought was How can dance pay her bills or offer stability? The unspoken part was How can a Black girl find stability in this line of work? There weren’t many examples of those without connections making it in this business, and my parents had seen enough of the
            world to know that.
         

         
         I thought of my dad dropping me off at the train station and saying this would be the last time he would be giving me money.
            I heard the resistance in his voice. The loving parent beneath the stern one telling me what he thought I needed to hear to
            break me out of a childhood dream. I remembered closing his car door and feeling the opposite of how they had hoped. I wasn’t
            ready to accept that maybe it was time to put my dance shoes back in my closet and do something more realistic. On the contrary,
            I recalled making mental notes to hustle harder for my own place and resources. It was clear I’d need to make this a reality
            with my own two feet, a challenge I was willing to take on. What I wasn’t willing to do was deny what my heart was telling
            me and trade in passion for pushing a cog forward.
         

         
         To me, any human existence is miraculous, and I didn’t intend to waste my time on this planet. No, I’d simply have to work harder. Now here I was on the other side of that hard work, hoping and praying it was enough. The Rockettes meant so much more to me than just a career move. They represented independence and affirmed, at a time when I needed the assurance most, that my gut was worth trusting. I had something to say and a gift to offer. Joining a company as established as Radio City meant that I could show my parents I was doing well, validate my choice to pursue dance, and step into a life of fulfillment knowing that I didn’t choose it at the expense of my livelihood. Our society incentivizes people to quell the fires within them in favor of walking a straight, safe path. That never interested me, and, thankfully, it was paying off. Tonight would be the proof. 

         
         At last, my train of thought was interrupted when the end of the first half was finally announced and places were called.
            We threw off our sweats and got into formation as production rushed to set the field with all eighty-eight grand pianos and
            other instruments, and I quickly reviewed the run of the show in my head.
         

         
         The pianists opened the set, followed by the entrance of the San Diego State and University of Southern California marching
            bands to “The Super Bowl Super-Band Swing.” The end of that song would be our cue to run out and perform to Duke Ellington’s
            “It Don’t Mean a Thing (If It Ain’t Got That Swing)” and into George Gershwin’s “I Got Rhythm.” We opened the dance standing
            inside a large piano box and held poster boards shaped like piano keys that we were supposed to let fall on our particular
            counts. Once the music began, we stood still, waiting for our cue, arms going a bit numb from a combination of the cold weather
            and nervous energy while clenching our keys. The moment our music started, I dropped my board and pranced out onto the field,
            in awe of the more than seventy thousand people filling the stadium. It was magical.
         

         
         I occasionally glanced back at the grand piano players behind me having what looked like the time of their lives, banging on those keys, and everything felt electrifying and almost spiritual. They, too, belonged on this field. You could see in their confident smiles that these people had nurtured the love they had for the piano until it swelled into this gift. When we started the infamous kick line that the Rockettes are known for, our legs moving seemingly in perfect unison and as high into the air as the birds, the stadium roared into thunderous clapping and whooping. In church, it’s the act of so many minds and hearts homed in on a specific feeling that catches like wildfire. Being on that field made me feel like we could lift the entire stadium into the air and just vibe out for a lifetime. It was then that something clicked. I realized the importance of precision, uniformity, and teamwork. The performance felt effortless as the movements flowed out of my body divinely, and the crowd clapped and cheered along to our upbeat rendition of classic songs. I was enamored with the applause and didn’t want the moment to end. 

         
         As we made our way off the field and out of sight, we high-fived and hugged one another like we had just won the game. Three hundred cheerleaders then stormed the turf, accompanying Mr. Checker and his most beloved song,
            “Let’s Twist Again,” to close the set out. Twelve minutes of high energy and a pounding chest.
         

         
         After both numbers, I felt an immense sense of joy and fulfillment. I knew deep within that I had made the soulful choice
            of following my intuition. Being in that glorious spotlight ignited a fire in me, affirming that it was my calling and the
            path I was meant to tread. The sheer bliss and contentment I experienced in those fleeting moments validated my decision to
            pursue this artistic journey wholeheartedly, allowing my intuition to guide me and lead me toward my passion. I believe that
            we are put on this earth on purpose and for a purpose. That purpose becomes revealed to us over the course of our lifetime,
            and it’s clear when we’ve chosen the right path, because everything falls into place.
         

         
         There’s an ease to finding what you were born to do. It doesn’t mean there won’t be hard work and diligent effort to be applied. But, rather, doing what you love will make you want to work harder. What is surprising about this is how natural it feels and how aligned the world becomes to support you. There’s something euphoric about dancing as if no one is watching, even while knowing that the world is doing exactly that. 

         
         *  *  *

         As we boarded our buses back to the hotel, everyone around me began to celebrate and talk about their future plans. I knew
            for several reasons that I was headed right back to my hotel. For one, my family had traveled all this way, and I wanted to
            finally spend time with them. But secondly, and more importantly, I wasn’t out of the woods. Though this was an awesome opportunity,
            it didn’t secure me a spot on the Christmas Spectacular roster that would perform for the holiday season in New York City each year. After a job well done, I was unsure if I would
            get another chance to perform with them, since I had only been hired for that one show. This made me uncertain about what
            my next job would be and what my future held. Isn’t that something? Even when making history or just making progress, we are
            so fixated on what comes next, it distracts us from living in the moment.
         

         
         I did not know a whole lot about the Rockettes or their history. However, throughout my time there, I would learn dance history,
            the history of the Rockettes, and the institutional and systematic racism that preceded me. I was so naïve.
         

         
         I’m not anymore, and now is the time for me to tell my story.

         
         I hope to inspire individuals to pursue their dreams despite challenges or uncertainty about the future. Or for anyone who may not have a clear path but feels driven to follow their instincts and intuition. 

         
         I always knew I wanted to dance.

         
         But I had no idea that my life would take me on such a journey. No idea that I would be considered a “first” story when all
            I was doing was fulfilling a childhood dream. It’s now my responsibility to talk about that journey. To share my trials and
            tribulations, in the hopes that someone can learn from the lessons, setbacks, and hardships that I’ve had to overcome in my
            life.
         

         
         What I wish I could tell the nineteen-year-old me is to be present. To fully immerse myself in my first big break. To allow
            the sounds and smells and feelings of that experience to envelop me. I have danced on hundreds of stages, thousands of times.
            You never get another “first.”
         

         
         On that fateful evening in January, I wanted to be present and enjoy the moment, but I knew I had a long several months ahead
            of me to snag one of the coveted spots on the Rockettes lineup. Preparation plus opportunity. I couldn’t afford to get comfortable
            yet.
         

         
         As I packed my clothes and readied myself to head back home to New Jersey, I thought back on the performance and the feeling
            I had when I was surrounded by the other dancers. “God wouldn’t bring me this far to not bring me all the way.” I said it
            partly as a prayer and mostly to convince myself. As Grandma Jones always said, “Prayer changes things.”
         

         
         In October of that year, I would get the official call from Violet Holmes to come in to perform for the Christmas show.

         
         My prayers had been answered.

         
         In spite of those months being painstaking, there was a harvest waiting for me in the end, a harvest born of the seeds I’d been planting for years. Looking back, I’m surprised I was shocked to get that call. I had worked my butt off to make it to that stage, and I deserved to be there as much as anyone else. It was time to give myself some credit. Many will glamorize the wins without honoring the uncelebrated work that is necessary to get there. I had to focus and do the work before I could set foot on any major stage. Every grueling workout proved to be incredibly worth it, because there is no replacement for consistency. More than that, no matter what anyone else says or what they consider “realistic,” your vision was handmade just for you. Build your inner voice and self-trust so that you can tune out the rest of the noise. On the other side is the life you’ve been waiting for. 
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Enter: The Backstage Door

         
         Before I tell you about that Rockette audition, I think it’s important that I start with where I began. I am the daughter
            of an interracial couple, and I was born in 1967 in Belleville, New Jersey, at Clara Maass Medical Center. By the time I was
            born, my older sister, Cheryl, was a year old. I can’t remember Cheryl and me ever being at odds. My earliest memory of her
            is that we were inseparable. Best friends, really. Way more than sisters. Since she was older, she was more of the caretaker.
            So I was pretty much following her lead, you know? We always played together, whether it was hopscotch, jump rope, or hand
            games, and looked out for each other during the hard times. Like when my parents fought, and we would comfort each other.
            Or when I didn’t get that audition I wanted. Or when another boy broke my heart.
         

         
         My mother, Linda Jane Lourie, was born and raised in Rockaway, New Jersey, to Anglo parents whose worst nightmare was for her to end up with a dark-skinned Black man from the South. My father, Booker Thaddeus Jones, was born in 1940 in Mississippi, though his family had deep roots in Alabama. During the Great Depression, despite its hardships, his parents, Laura Brooks and Booker T. Jones Sr., managed to secure a stable life. Their diligent work ethic saw them juggling several jobs simultaneously, including tending to a small farm where they cultivated vegetables and raised chickens. This self-sufficiency ensured that they remained unaffected by the financial struggles of the era and had sufficient resources to weather the storm. Laura initially worked as a nurse before becoming an educator, while Booker Sr. returned from World War II to take on the role of a security guard. When my father went on to attend college and realized his parents were having a hard time paying for his education, he opted
            to go into the military. My aunt had moved from the South some time ago to become a nurse and lived in Newton, a small town
            in New Jersey. After my dad completed his service, she told him to come to Jersey, because there were plenty of opportunities
            for work in the factories. She knew a pastor who could give him a place to stay and help get him a job. Upon careful consideration—moving
            to the North was a huge step, leaving everything and everyone he knew behind—my dad took his sister up on her offer.
         

         
         During his off days, the pastor would take my dad around to look for jobs. A couple weeks later, my father landed a full-time position at a place called Greystone, which was a mental institution in Morris Plains. There he worked in the kitchen washing dishes and performing cleaning duties. The job wasn’t difficult, and he was grateful for the opportunity. New Jersey was nothing like Mississippi, and my dad was a bit shy. Leaving his day job
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