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					Momentary as a sound,

					Swift as a shadow, short as any dream,

					Brief as the lightning in the collied night

					That, in a spleen, unfolds both heaven and earth,

					And ere a man hath power to say, Behold!

					—A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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			The violins begin. It is 8:07 p.m. I know this because that is when the 8:00 p.m. performance starts. Serenade is always first. Always the opener of three ballets. The hors d’oeuvre, Mr. B would say, of the meal he served to his audience night after night in his restaurant, his theater of beauty. Five minutes earlier, our handsome stage manager Perry Silvey had called “Places, please!” This is the cue to take a last sip of water from the hallway water fountain beside the elevator, just beyond the backstage area. I wet my fingers and smooth down any remaining stray wisps of hair. Not a single one is out of place. It can’t be. I rub a finger across my teeth to remove any pink lipstick that migrated over, and then smooth some Vaseline on my teeth. This way, if my mouth gets dry onstage, my lips won’t stick to my teeth. That’s a bad moment, liplessness.

			I have just finished sewing, with big broad stitches in thick beige crochet thread and a large darning needle, the half-inch tips of my tightly knotted toe shoe ribbons inside the ankle ribbons. Not everyone does this: some just tuck them inside. I used to tuck too, but although I never had one come loose, the thought alone eventually became so worrying that I started sewing them in. It’s not that your shoe would come off—that simply does not happen to a professional dancer; it’s unthinkable—but that that little half inch of extra ribbon would protrude from your ankle and wreck the smooth line of your inner leg and foot. And ballet is all about lines, if it’s about anything. Tying our ribbons is a practical necessity, while sewing their tips is an aesthetic one, thus they are of equal concern. The ends are sewn in. Security.

			We all flock around the rosin box like hummingbirds at a feeder. Rosin on the heels of the tights to anchor the inside of the shoe, then rosin all over the flat toe tip, the sides, the shank. Next girl. Now the water bucket. A quick dip—about two inches deep—with a flexed foot, shoe and all. Soaking the heel not only shrinks the satin around the ankle for extra traction but also forms a sticky paste with the rosin inside the heel of the shoe. And wrecks your tights. Despite nightly washing, they become permanently hardened, darkened at the heels, crunchy with embedded rosin.

			Ready.

			The shoes, the hair—a high, tight bun, no glitter, no tiara, no pastel flower bouquets. We don’t even wear the usual small stud rhinestone earrings that we do for most other ballets, which shed occasional sparkles as we move. Serenade is matte. (Never, in any ballet, do we wear personal jewelry that would distract, indicating one’s offstage life: onstage we are Other.) Then the costume: the tight blue bodice, secured by invisible nude elastic straps, is shaped by vertical princess seams, 360 degrees around, to cling to our slim torsos. The matching blue tulle to the ankles has two translucent panels running the full length of each leg in front.

			Madame Karinska, the Russian costume designer, is cunning and elegant in equal doses. I can see her in her chic navy Chanel suit, hair in a permanent wave, though not yet perhaps in the lavender hue it became later, and Mr. B in his jacket, cowboy shirt, silver turquoise bracelet, and cravat circling his neck though slightly askew, chattering in Russian over tea from her silver samovar one afternoon in the costume shop on West 59th Street. It’s 1952.

			They are like two imperial Russian aristocrats discussing the latest Fabergé egg in an atelier by the Neva. She is showing him the blue tulle that has just arrived from Paris. It’s the first time she’s been able to get fabric from France since the Second World War ended. Yards and yards of it, covering the cutter’s table and spilling over onto the floor. He is gathering it in his hands and then letting it go, to see how it moves. The way he gathers us, his dancers, and then lets us go, to see how we move. About twelve years later she added the diaphanous leg panels. No one will see them—no one will know—but the effect will be magnificent: ambiguous, suggestive. Mr. B loved legginess.
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					Dancer Lisa de Ribere smoothing out her tutu before the curtain rises (© Steven Caras)

				
			
			They sip their tea and discuss the bodice—how many panels, how low the neckline, shiny or matte satin. Cut on the bias, of course, so the dancer can still breathe while wrapped tight. The skirt will be offset on a diagonal around the hips, not the waist as with the classic tutu but slanted, higher on the right, lower on the left, making it even more flattering, verging on sexy as it reveals the trim hips of svelte young bodies. There can be no limit to how beautiful a dancer for Balanchine can be. Will be. Was.

			At 8:04, everything is secure, in place. It’s all I’ve got, all I can control. Once the ballet begins, who knows? The variables are endless—the tempos, the new girl, a blown light in the fourth wing, a slip. A slip that could end in tearful embarrassment, or end your career completely with a torn Achilles tendon, or a chipped hip bone. We were dancing on the edge before we knew what it was. But we knew where it was. And so I learned early on that everything, anything, that is beautiful is perched on a precipice. Mr. B just placed us there, and it was trust in him that gave us balance.

			“Places, please, ladies!” In rehearsals we’re “girls,” but onstage we’re “ladies.” Rarely “women.” Modern dancers are women: they don’t dance on their toe tips, and they have been to college. We haven’t. We have barely finished high school. Some outsiders like to highlight the backstage use of “girls” to illustrate how ballet dancers are infantilized, belittled. But they miss the point entirely. We are classical ballet dancers, which is vocation not gender, novices in Balanchine’s ministry. We are unconcerned with words, much less semantics—physical manifestation is our sole interest. Besides, we are girls. I am not yet twenty.

			This is it. I am alone onstage. With sixteen others. Each so alone. Together. Seventeen pairs of parallel, silky peach toe shoes (we wear Freeds, which are English; Capezios are American and pale pink, rather bourgeois—except the divine Allegra Kent, who preferred Capezios, but then she proved the exception to every rule) lined up side by side, so sweet, as in a dance shop window. This is so unusual for a ballet dancer: we are always turned out, heels together, toes at opposing ends, a flat line. But for Serenade, in the beginning—as in Eden—we are parallel, like ordinary mortals. It is harder to balance, really, and there is such an urge for the feet to pivot, for the toes to pop apart. So strong is our training that parallel feels positively pigeon-toed.

			I grab the crisp tulle and pull it up flat against my tighted legs, look down and line up my feet, inside ankles locked together, and then let loose the tulle, refluffing it to remove any finger indents or creases while not budging my feet. My head is turned ever so slightly to the right and the cheek barely tilted, ear toward the shoulder. Mr. B always told us to turn the cheek as if waiting for a kiss. The kiss of fate, the kiss he might bestow. Being so young, we didn’t know we had already been kissed, being there with him and all.

			The left arm hangs down soft and loose. Right arm up, to the side but a little to the front, palm upward and facing away, fingers soft and separated, middle one heading toward the thumb but not touching. A salute. A protection.

			Head and eyes follow the arm, looking toward the uplifted hand. But everything is only hinted at. This arm has been here, there, for nearly ninety years now since Balanchine made this ballet—girl after girl after girl after girl holding her arm in that place. Mine is there now, holding that invisible torch like the Olympic flame. Holding it there until the curtain rises and still after that. Inextinguishable.

			I feel so isolated out here, supported only by air. What a profession to have chosen! No wonder my parents thought college was a good idea. Fifteen years of daily training, 22,000 hours at the barre, and I feel like I might just keel over. Squeeze the pelvis tight, grounding, torso up, lifted, reaching. I think of Muriel Stuart, one of my teachers at the School of American Ballet, who had studied with Anna Pavlova in England, saying in class in her crisp British accent, “Lift up, and softly drop down.” While she said this, she would place two very firm and pointed fingers right under one buttock and dig in mightily, the “lift up” part (that grounds), while placing her other hand firmly on the shoulder, the “drop down” part (that lifts). Ballet is based on physical opposition—turnout of the hips being its central contradiction—and this defiance is one route to the ethereal.

			Mr. B appears now, in his dark gray sports jacket and yellow silk cravat, in the first wing on stage right.[*1] This is where he stands night after night. It is his wing, right next to the stage manager’s giant, black, flashing computer motherboard. No one else stands there, though there is no rule, no sign. He bends his right elbow, leaning it along the two-inch-wide horizontal wood plank that braces the back of the wing. He props his face on his knuckles, his hand a curl. If he were only one inch more to his right, he would be visible to the audience, the profile of his nose passing from backstage to onstage. But they don’t know he is there; he is visible only to us, onstage with us.

			Not only does everyone notice his quiet appearance, but every muscle in every body onstage receives a mad rush of adrenaline as we stand in our places. The only one we care about is here now. As young girls, we are all scared of him—he has the love we want, the only love we want. He is ready for the show.

			After twenty-three seconds of Tschaikovsky’s[*2] violins, the heavy gold curtain lifts swiftly upward and a cool breeze blows across the stage as the cavernous space of the audience enters our private world. Squeeze harder; pull up. Don’t breathe. This is not a moment to be mortal. I am a Balanchine dancer.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 Stage directions are named from the performer’s viewpoint, thus “stage left” is to the right for the audience, “stage right” is to the left for the audience, “upstage” is the back of the stage, and “downstage” is the front of the stage, before the orchestra pit.

			

			
				*2 This spelling, instead of Tchaikovsky, was the spelling Balanchine preferred, and was used by New York City Ballet during his life, during my own years there. It continues to be used to this day.

			

		

	
		
			
			
				INTRODUCTION
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				Serenade is a slant shadow on my heart. She bifurcates my being, my life. Though I have had far more life with her than without her. Three-fourths, to be precise. She—like countries, ships, and chandeliers, she is feminine—lies at the near shore of Balanchine’s kingdom, beckoning, luring, yet so exacting as to not be exactly welcoming. Her countless diagonals, ever ascending, both begin and end the ballet, pointing everywhere, though always to here, here, here. Her shapes and lines and waves rise above the ocean ledge like a ghostly cathedral, suspended, the misty blue there but not there, hardly here either. This is the shoreline of my past, and of my present too; they are the same. One cannot, you see, leave the kingdom once there, despite its apparent loss. Unknowing is not possible, though the balance is precarious. There never was a time before I danced. Or after either.

				And so we went, us fortunate few who happened to be in the right place at the right time, with the right physical and psychic makeup. We who wanted it enough, whose yearning, even when so young, translated into grinding, relentless, hard work despite failure’s daily visits, hour upon hour, day upon day, month upon month, year upon year. The standards were indeed impossibly high: I know of no other way to achieve beauty beyond beauty. The endless competition was one of our greatest aides, a fact we all acknowledged in a paradoxical comradery of unshakable, lifelong commitment to one another. Our individual ambitions subsumed in our far larger common goal: to dance Balanchine’s ballets as he wanted them. It was his vision for ourselves, individually and together, to which we were devoted. Devoutly devoted. It was work that rendered any idealism, romanticism, or dreams of fluffy tutus and sparkling tiaras as decorative distractions. There was never enough, only more, always more. Through this endless physical work, through an improbable, arduous technique that enabled, occasionally, the submission of ego, Balanchine made us luminous, spiritual creatures for a few moments now and then.

				None of us have ever been more incandescent than when dancing Serenade, a ritual that purifies the sublunary. Yes, we look lovely in our elegant costumes, our faces pale with black eyes, in the low blue lighting and flickering shadows, the gold proscenium framing our proceedings, but internally is where the chemistry happens, what the audience is really seeing.

				Dancing Serenade, Balanchine is rushing through our bodies. But we didn’t, you see, just dance it for him, his steps, his moves. We inhabited him in those steps, those moves—we him, he us. His spirit was inside our bodies, propelling every movement, every stillness. Virgins all, until we loved him and gained eternal innocence.

				Our love, my love, for him was not an adolescent infatuation—that intoxicating trifle was for the rare, though occasional, boyfriend—that soars, dims, then dies in time. This was lifelong devotion found young. What a very particular offering Balanchine provided, waking in us, in me, a wide-open, unstoppable, unquestioned desire to give one’s self, one’s best self, one’s better-than-one’s-best self, to something, something deeply physically and morally beautiful.

				I am all too aware that my love, my respect, for George Balanchine might appear unchanged, undiminished from that of my youth when I was dancing for him. Hasn’t time done its wising up, I am asked? Or at least provided a flattening of wonder? I have never had to ask myself these questions, the answer so intrinsically known. Though indeed youthful adorations of a beloved artist do often recede, or at least fall to their rightful level on the scale as one grows older, learns more, lives more, sees and hears more. How many teenage idols fall to a lower rung as time marches forward? I will always love Henry Miller for having opened my eyes, but no, he is no longer the same god to me as when I read him at age seventeen.

				But what if, unlikely as it is, one chances upon a truly great artist at that impressionable age, one such as Shakespeare, Mozart, Blake, Bach, or Balanchine? I will tell you what happens. As time adds wisdom and experience—a test of genius—these artists not only keep apace but remain ever so far ahead in their mysteries, in their teachings, that one’s love, not only increases with age but deepens too, for their potency contains such multitudes, such layers—such distilled truth and beauty. And so, random fortunate that I am, I fell into the world of Balanchine and his ballets as a child and, yes, I am the same girl now in my love, only now I have loved for longer, far longer, and with ever more open eyes.

				Do I know his immutable greatness from knowing him a little in person, through a handful of conversations, many classes and rehearsals, and loads of elevator rides? Or from dancing his ballets, seeing his ballets as you can see them? Both. Though in truth, an elevator ride with him alone, the inescapable privacy for those often silent moments, did show me, as a young dancer, a quality of being he exuded. I dare not call it an aura, but it was one. This was not a display of power but its opposite, a stillness and calm, that he emanated. I can only surmise this to be a mélange of self-respect, confidence, and an ease with himself. Like spirit purified.

				Serenade is how a woman’s blood rushes. Balanchine listened so closely. It was my career, my life, in thirty-two minutes and forty-nine seconds. “What are you waiting for?” he always said to us. “Tonight? Tomorrow?” Tonight and tomorrow don’t exist. “Only now, now!” It was impossible to get into that world, but once there, I never left. I cannot leave. Bound.

				

				—

				This book started out as something else, a rigorous discourse on a Balanchine ballet called Serenade—its precarious alfresco premiere in 1934 at a New York estate under threatening skies as a birthday present to the scion of a rich American family, and its nine-decade evolution, the shifts and changes and additions in steps, in movement, in music, in tempos, in casting, in stage designs of curious complication, and costumes of every length. Even a wacky wig or two. As Balanchine’s first American child—she was forty-nine when he died—Serenade became the ballet he most frequently revisited and revised in all its aspects, showing a rare lifelong interest in her. This book will be that treatise on Serenade—though perhaps the rigor has given way, along the way, under the great force of my love. Here too will be the silk, the ribbons, the mothers, the tears, the slips, the tendus that make the dance exist. Layer upon layer, each cushioned by tulle, fuses to form the scaffolding behind the proscenium, to tell a tale of Lear and his twenty Cordelias.

				How do you write about a masterpiece? How do you know it is one in the first place? Who makes that determination? And what gives them the right to do so? What qualifies? How do you learn from one? How do you describe it? How do you speak of it? How do you dance it? What if you are one twenty-sixth of one? How do you live inside it? And later, how do you live outside it? I don’t know the answers to these questions, and so this book became my search, though I don’t really expect any answers. Whenever people asked Balanchine “Why?”—and they asked him a lot—he replied, looking like a mischievous elf, “Why not?”

				On the subject of “masterpieces,” Balanchine himself said only, “If you set out to make a masterpiece, how will you ever get it finished?” His own standards were considerably lower. “If a ballet is decent, I am satisfied,” he continued, eloquently articulating Susan Sontag’s assessment that “his imperial talent allowed for impudent modesty.”

				In 1986, just after I stopped dancing, Lincoln Kirstein, who founded the New York City Ballet (NYCB) with Balanchine, suggested that I write an “update” to his history of the company, Thirty Years, covering the years 1978 through 1988. He didn’t want to do it. A suggestion from Kirstein was like an order from a five-star general: there was no saying no. I did a lot of work and research and sent him some early pages—which, along with many facts and dates, included writing about him that was accurate though also exhibiting a certain fondness on my part.

				I promptly received a response suggesting that perhaps my “heart [was] too full at the moment,” that I lacked the requisite “detachment.” He was counseling, I think, that in the war of art that he waged his entire life, that the best way to introduce and seduce the public to ballet—and Balanchine in particular—was to take a measured approach. But my mission was not thus directed then, nor is it now: he had an audience, an entire culture, to educate, and an institution to feed and maintain. I am but a witness to what I lived inside, what he and Balanchine created. What I know now about this reprimand is that he couldn’t bear my writing of my great affection for him: in my memoir Winter Season I had written much about my affection for Mr. B, and Lincoln had praised the book.

				But I had no such perspective at this time, only obedience and insecurity, and I promptly put that manuscript about the company in a drawer, where it remains. The decades since have only deepened the loss of Balanchine’s world, my world, crystallized it, and despite years and years of trying to find a dispassionate voice, I cannot climb outside the beauty of Serenade, a beauty so deep as to have changed the double helix of my DNA, my body and my mind literally reshaped. I have tried to view this “work of art” through the objective eyes of a “critic,” safer as it might be, more proper to the cause. But in this I have failed completely: dancing dictates my writing. I remain not only entrenched but, in truth, unwilling to be elsewhere, still standing in parallel waiting for the curtain to rise.

				The two great men of my life—George Balanchine and Lincoln Kirstein—are dead. While I have a certain detachment from NYCB now—it is, inevitably, a very different company from the one I danced with and over a hundred other companies around the world now dance Balanchine’s ballets—I remain incapable of neutrality toward Serenade, or the man who made it. I see Lincoln up there now in his black, double-breasted Savile Row suit, hovering with his eagle’s eye on my flagrant, unchecked subjectivity.

				As for Mr. B, what would he think of my reflections on his first American ballet? I imagine him saying “Too fancy!” as he did when one critic deciphered one of his ballets. “Why do Americans,” he asked, “always have to see meaning in everything?”

				I am one of the dancers Balanchine chose for the New York City Ballet between its official founding in 1948 and his death in 1983—we stand at less than five hundred in all, many already gone, others going each year, a few hundred still here, reduced; we are a dying breed. By the turn of the twenty-first century, while his ballets thrived around the world, no dancer he chose remained on a stage still performing. A finite few now, we are his disciples, he the father of us all. I was one of the very last he chose when he was old and legendary. I lived in his world from age ten to age twenty-six—seventeen years. But once you’ve lived there, you never leave. This, then, will not be a traditional history and analysis of Balanchine’s first American ballet but rather the story of its ghosts, my ghosts, the ghosts of a paradise lost that lives inside memory, mine and those of other dancers and audiences who were magnetized by the emanation of what I know to be Balanchine’s soul, his practical, on-union-time” (“I don’t have creative pangs,” he said, “if it doesn’t work one time, it will the next”), no-nonsense Sufi-master soul.

				Who was this man, this “cloud in trousers,” as he called himself after the poet Vladimir Mayakovsky, who captured us in his magic realm and kept us forever enchanted, awakened, immune to any other kiss?
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						The author, in costume for Scherzo à la Russe, with Balanchine backstage during the Stravinsky Centennial Celebration on June 12, 1982 (© Paul Kolnik)

					
				
				

				—

				Love, you see, is not blind when it comes to Balanchine and you are one of his dancers. It is utter clarity. History told straight can be found elsewhere. As if one could write a history of spirit made visible.

				It has taken me over thirty years to be able, barely, to revisit the man and the ballet that are the story of my life. To feel the shattering of beauty passed, a sadness so spacious as to be a kind of welcome perversity that will never abate. I don’t write this now because I’ve finally found the courage—that beleaguered audacity—to push past the gaze of grief. I do it now because I am simply defiant in the face of my fear. I know I will not do this man, or this ballet, justice, but I have waited too long for the intellectual, the analytical, the diagnostic, the critical negative to assert themselves, and it has not happened: it never will. To separate myself from him and from this ballet, to regard these with a detached and cool eye, is not possible. He is family; this is dynasty. And besides, why would I want what is less? When so few are so fortunate as to have had an actual genius as their live teacher? I can no more remove myself to a dispassionate consideration than I can remove the muscles in my body that he trained or the skin that enfolds them. This is it.

				As time passes, the loss, the permanence of transience, only increase. As do the dimensions of comprehension: the view of the vistas he provided acquire superior lenses, and the vast panoply he laid before us, and before his public, only grows more detailed, while more broad. He taught us to live “Now!” not only so we would give him everything then but, I suspect, so that we could survive him. We were so young when he was old, it was inevitable, I suppose.

				It is a curiosity, knowing that the deepest experience of one’s life is long gone and never coming back. But Lincoln cautioned me once that “nostalgia is pure vanity,” so there is little recourse. This, then, will be the story of Balanchine, his masterpiece, and my own experience in the vicinity of both.

				Sometimes in class, he talked to us about “Paradise.” “There it is!” he would say with delight, pointing upward jauntily with his right forefinger in a soft curve, one of his frequent gestures, ever indicating that a moment, often a conundrum of wisdom, usually laced in humor, was about to be delivered. “You can see the door—but you can’t get in!” Unless you’re dancing Serenade. He never danced it. But I did. Over fifty times.

				It remains inconceivable to me who I would be without this man or without this ballet, which more than any other gave us, his girls, a map for our lives. And the competition is fierce: the sublime grandeur of Concerto Barocco, to Bach’s Double Violin Concerto; the complex depths of romantic love in Liebeslieder Walzer, to Brahms’s love songs; the loss of romantic love in Robert Schumann’s “Davidsbündlertänze”; and the distilled merging of the erotic and romantic in Stravinsky Violin Concerto—these all without a soupçon of sentimentality. But the truth is that there has never been a more beautiful ballet than Serenade, and there has never been a ballet that so brazenly declared the beauty, the power, of women—and the trials that make them so.

				Serenade is a blueprint for Balanchine and, I believe, for the entire art form called ballet. And it is a blue ballet in a literal sense as well. Not cerulean, or cobalt, or indigo, or sapphire, but slightly closer to aquamarine, a kind of soft gray blue, not so gray as a gloomy day, but not so bright as sunshine either. And at certain times, a glowing all-but-midnight blue. The color of wraiths caught between the rays flung by the night sky who are but shadows of their shadows.

				Balanchine said that Serenade had no story. It was, he said, just “a dance in the light of the moon.” He made this ballet to Tschaikovsky’s music in the early months of 1934, just a few months after landing in America for the first time, arriving, via western Europe, from Russia, where he was born during the reign of Nicholas II, the last tsar of imperial Russia. It was not only the first ballet he made in America but also the first complete American-made classical ballet by anyone.

				For the fifty years Balanchine lived after he made this ballet, he kept being asked the same question over and over: “What, Mr. Balanchine, is Serenade about?” But he kept saying the same thing about the moon.

				It is among the pale blue tulle, the peach satin shoes, the dusty rosin box, and the soaring violins that the ballet lives. It commences with a shielding of the night light, then moves to a closed opening under the moonlight, where rites of love, of freedom, of fettered fate are performed, and finally to a death—or is it?—headed straight into that beam of the moon.

				I believe Serenade is about the birth of an artist. A woman artist. But, uncannily, though simply, it doesn’t tell the story the way a poem or book would: it is the story itself, the woman herself. She is our Rosetta stone. As a dancer dancing it over and over again—meaning you have already had your ten years or more of daily training and reached a sufficient level of accomplishment to be in the position to learn it in a professional ballet company—you might actually become an artist, meaning one who can transcend the quotidian and make beauty, be beauty. Might. This book will be about this transcendence and about what lies behind that luscious maelstrom of movement, poured metaphor, blind yearnings, thwarted longings, and the many losses necessary to attain flight. Never before had a ballet moved like this, like peeling waves of ocean, like rising and falling tides, with eternity always near, not as illusion but as place.

				Serenade is about the ascendance of a dancer, a straight shot in just under thirty-three minutes. A dance about dancers? Yes! It is all of Balanchine one needs to know in order to know the man, and if there had been no other ballet after this, if he had died young as was expected, his name would still be legend. Here are the jazzy hips; the fleet of Amazon women; the protean nymphs; the unattainable beloved; the mad running, running, running; the lavish sways; the off-balance turns; the dangerous leaps into destiny; the falls of rebirth; the transient romance; the less transient tragedy; and the terrible solitude of it all.

				Serenade bookends my own career on the stage, being the first ballet of Balanchine’s that I learned at age sixteen as a student and the last I performed too. Flying by the seat, and absent wings, of my well-worn tutu, I am here to tell you of this dance in the moonlight, of a life under Balanchine’s moon. I will give you a glimpse of the ballet from the other side of the orchestra pit, from the stage, from the wings—so much happens in those barely concealed black corridors of space—as seen from one pair of toe shoes: my own. These hard-blocked tips, pointing down so as to rise, are a dancer’s eyes.

			

		

	
		
		
			1. AUDIENCE

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			
			I went alone. My relationship with Mr. B had involved no more than nine short exchanges: some in private in his office on the fourth floor of the theater or the elevator and a few during class or rehearsal, in front of everyone—but I still knew I had to go. At that time of my life, as one of the youngest members of the New York City Ballet, I was not particularly close to any of my peers, peers I aspired to but would never equal, even though I danced right alongside them. It never occurred to us few girls that Balanchine chose from his School to be in his company that we might be the last he would choose before he never chose again. We knew him at the end when we were so young. Our loss is not greater, but we will live with it longer. It haunts me now.

			Balanchine was omnipresent in the theater in those final years before he became ill. His presence has only increased since then: now he is entirely unavoidable. It was in those long, low-lit, winding narrow hallways of the theater that ran their slim course around the great body of the stage, which rose like the apse of a church in our midst, that we first noticed he was occasionally pushing off of a wall, as if stabilizing himself. It was upsetting to see him vulnerable, the man whose entire art can be viewed as a supreme high-wire act of balancing the spiritual inside the physical, seducing each from its entirety, making them merge. Even his name, Balanchine, contains the word “balance.” This teetering was just one of the symptoms of what he did die from—diagnosed only after his death as Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease—but it was the one we saw, the one I think he must have hated most. It seemed especially cruel.

			Not long after that he never came to the theater again, never taught class again, never took a dancer’s foot in his hand and showed it what to do, never walked those halls again. But before this, on those random meetings with him in the theater, I was always too shy to say anything more than a quiet “Hello,” said more like a question, so filled was I with uncertainty. He would always give a small bow and a nasal, elongated “Helloooww” back, as if imitating my American accent. It occurs to me only now that he respected us, me, as much as we did him, though such a notion was entirely unimaginable back then, when we were just out of the School and so in loving thrall to this man, this magician, this maker of ballets that made us far more beautiful than we were.

			Mr. B knew, all too well, that we viewed him as God. He neither encouraged this nor liked it; it was simply the way it was, inevitable. “When I pull the toilet chain,” he liked to say, in a doomed attempt to make himself human to us, “it is for the same reason that you do.” While amusing, this did little to unthrone him in our eyes.

			When Mr. B performed his small and ready bow, there was always the nod that went with it, the nod that we all still imitate when we speak of him. How much was conveyed in that small tilt of his head. Mr. B was our very own Fred Astaire, only more distant, more esoteric, more old-world, though equally elegant. That nod—up, then down—carried that amazing face with the chiseled, aquiline nose and that slight exotic inflection gleaned from his Georgian blood. With a small move on an inclined surface, he looked at you as if he were far away, but then his gaze would shoot out like a laser beam and pierce you.

			I sometimes thought he was looking at us through a kaleidoscope of time itself, from St. Petersburg, where he was born as a dancer at the tsar’s Imperial Theatre School, from that unimaginable extravagance and luxury and velvet-lined carriages to the famine, cholera, and horrors of the Bolshevik Revolution, then to Europe and the convergence of modernism in Diaghilev, to us, the American dancers, the many Ginger Rogerses that he dreamed of after leaving the blue and gold Maryinsky Theatre.

			

			—

			By now I had been in the company for six years, and I still had nothing to say to him. I knew only one thing: the desire to dance for him. But he was in the hospital and he was dying, and I knew I must go despite the fear.

			I took him a little loaf of orange-walnut bread that I had baked and then soaked in good brandy. I put a great deal of time and thought into my outfit: bright red overalls with white stitching over a pretty, gauzy white-and-green chiffon top with tiny red flowers on it and great blouson sleeves to the elbow. A wide, black elastic belt with a vertical gold clasp cinched my small waist tightly inside the red overalls.

			I wore most of my voluminous dark hair up in a clip, not in a secure top-of-the-head tight Balanchine bun but soft and loose about my face, like a Gibson girl, with a single long dark braid hanging down my left side. I bathed myself in my perfume, Hope by Frances Denney—an American perfume with the old-world tones of a great Guerlain scent and a silly name. We Balanchine dancers drowned ourselves in our various perfumes, perpetuating, American-style, the wafting perfumes of our Russian ballerina teachers.

			I remember precisely what I wore so long ago when it was so very, very important. But why I thought this was what to wear for an audience with George Balanchine is now totally beyond me. Today I would wear a long sage silk gown and an even longer dark green velvet duster, with peach roses in my hair, and I would bring him a bottle of Cristal rosé, his favorite champagne, the one designed for the tsar, where the glass of the bottle is so thick that it can have a flat base, unlike other champagnes, which have inverted bottoms to alleviate the pressure of the bubbles. But this was then, and I arrived at the hospital for my last visit with him in red overalls with homemade brandy bread wrapped in tinfoil, a red satin ribbon tied about its center.

			I didn’t know if there were official visiting hours, and I didn’t know if he would be seeing anyone, if he might be sleeping or, most likely, if he had many other visitors already at his bedside. I had heard that he had a heavy stream of them—not just his dancers and balletmasters, but musicians, Russian friends, the occasional gawker, and Father Adrian, a Russian Orthodox monk and priest who looked like Rasputin; he visited Balanchine during his final months and would later bury him. I had even heard that there had been more than one little “party” held at his bedside with food and drink and merriment. But I had never partied with Mr. B, and I couldn’t imagine being flip or glib or even light with him. To me he was serious and sacred, and small talk was not an option.

			I told no one I was going—I didn’t want to be told not to go—so I just went early in the afternoon, after morning company class, on a Tuesday in early February, taking my chances. After asking numerous friendly hospital personnel where to go, I arrived on his floor and went to the nurses’ station. “I am looking for Mr. Balanchine,” I said, ready to be turned away. I later heard that the nurses had been directed by him to allow dancers in to see him even when their visits were not during the prescribed hours: he wanted to see us. By now they had seen a parade of lean men and women with bulging dance bags coming to visit the man in the room at the end of the hall. Apparently the staff at Roosevelt Hospital had never seen anything like it—the scale of it, the often eccentric beauty of the earnest young people visiting this elderly man. When I appeared in my curious outfit to ask which room was his, the nurses looked me up and down and told me, “Down the hall, last room on the left.” It felt surreal that such a vital man would be in a hospital.

			I found the room. The door was open and I stood on the threshold. There he was in a large, bright, airy room, under a white sheet, wearing a crisp white hospital gown, sitting up in the narrow bed. He reminded me of Don Quixote, as he had choreographed the Don’s death scene in his 1965 ballet; the knight-errant rose higher and higher on a platform in his final exaltation, his long white gown trailing after him. Mr. B was alone—no party, no Russians, no priest, no dancers. I did not cry. I was not going to cry. He beckoned me in.

			

			—

			“Ah, the writer!” he said, with a twinkle in his eye. I was amazed. I was always surprised that he recognized me at all—though he always had—since I had been so well taught at home to appear unseen. But these were the all-seeing eyes, and who was I to think I could hide? A few months earlier, I had published some of my diary as a dancer in his company as a book; he had read it, and I was told via an intermediary that he liked it very much. He had been most amused, I heard, when excerpts had been serialized for a week in the New York Post with sensational headlines that hardly matched my modest text. I had been afraid that he would fire me for writing that backstage story, but he hadn’t. With great trepidation, I had told him about the publication in his office before he became ill. He listened to my brief speech and then asked one question: “So, dear, is it about me?” And in my innocent narcissism I said quickly, “Oh no! It’s about me!” (Ha! Everything was about Balanchine once you knew him.) So now I was “the writer.” Funny that, when all I had ever wanted was to be his dancer.

			I pulled up a chair, but he patted the bed next to him and told me to sit there, beside him. I obeyed, of course, and never had I felt such closeness with him: the young girl so in need of the father’s love, of his blessing. But had he not blessed me so many times? By choosing me from my large dance class at the School to dance Princess Aurora in the Rose Adagio of The Sleeping Beauty for the annual Workshop performance; by choosing me for the Workshop again the following year, to dance the ballerina role in Allegro Brillante—a ballet, he said, into which he’d put everything he knew about classical ballet into sixteen ferocious minutes; by making me an apprentice to the New York City Ballet; by making me a company member and all that meant: a contract, a salary, twelve pairs of new satin pointe shoes every week, gorgeous tutus and tiaras and the opportunity to learn and dance so many of his glorious ballets, to inhabit his world. But still, I thought he didn’t know me, and felt myself unchosen. The frailties of ego.

			No matter; there we were alone in the room, me sitting in the red overalls on the bed. He thanked me for the walnut bread and asked what I had put in it—he was a master chef himself. Then he placed it carefully on his side table, patting it gently, saying, “For later.” I wonder if he ever ate it.

			“So, you are still with us, dear?” he asked. Yes, I was still with him, I told him, dancing at New York City Ballet. My book had received some recognition, and he must have thought I might have moved on from my position in his corps de ballet to a possibly more prominent position as a writer. Ah, no—this he had wrong. I not only still wanted to dance but also knew one thing: that dancing Balanchine was a harder, deeper, and more beautiful endeavor than writing, and that being a Balanchine dancer was where the real beauty lay. My ambition was not to be recognized by others but to overcome myself, to be a better dancer. All I ever wanted was to be a better dancer than the one I was. All I still want, even now, in a way. To be that curious creature that is so close, so far: the one I could be. Ballet, you see, provides the most fantastic future for every devotee, something far beyond the promise of public acknowledgment or the flicker of fame. It provides the prospect of conquering one’s own self to find, possibly, transcendence. If that is not a more interesting pursuit than renown or fortune, then I know nothing.

			

			—

			Mr. B was looking at me closely. He was so very concentrated. His ability to be inside the moment of time that is actual, this one, now, was of such an ease that sitting on his hospital bed, I somehow disembarked right then, right there, from my ever-nervous, buzzing self, and landed in a microsecond in the very place he was in, the only existing one, a place I usually avoided. The effortlessness of his demeanor was as a magnet, and the weight of the armor of my endless worries—including my awe of him—fell right off me, and the resulting lightness was literally transporting. So unprecedented was this strangely happy place to me that I felt it to be magic. It reminds me now of his explaining how he had no past, no future, only “a continuous present”: this was that. One more lesson from a master teacher—never giving up—even though he was himself about to relocate from mortal to immortal. But I had no time at all to think of any of this—I understand it only all these years later. Then, it just happened. Total simplicity. It felt like I was in a timeless bubble—the exquisite irony of a real moment.

			He reached out and took my left hand in his right, and I felt the warm current of his energy: finally ready, willing, at zero hour. I almost cried feeling the sweetness, the closeness, but stayed quiet, watching him while he watched me. He then let go and moved his hand up to my wrist slowly, feeling my skin, circling his fingers around my small wrist then up to my forearm. It was
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