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MY SUMMER WITH PELE
When we are young we have has the audacity to believe that we are invincible and the world rotates around us and as an eighteen-year-old, I was no different. I thought I had the resiliency to take what waves crashed across my life in the same way I took them at the beach, headlong. And at the beginning of the summer of 1978, I was running into the waves with the same abandon I'd had as a child—fearless and assured that if any undertow swept me beneath its surface my father would save me from drowning. Then my parents announced their divorce. Disarmed by the news, I dropped out of college to hitchhike around the country and try to find myself. My mother was hurt, stunned and immobilized by Dad's decision to leave her. People in the family and in the community looked at her as the one to blame--it was always the wife's fault back then.
That June, I returned from California and my hippy life, to be cornered by my father for that stern conversation all fathers seem to have with their children fast approaching adulthood. It was time for me to get serious about what I wanted to do in my life. Though my father was Vice President of a major car corporation, he had also been a painter, who studied dance under Anthony Tudor at The New York Metropolitan Opera Ballet. He knew what it took to become a professional dancer. “You have to start training, seriously. You have to work for it,” he warned. I was more than willing to work and prove to him that I was better than he thought I was.
"I want to study with Martha Graham," I told him. She was my idol. He did not want me heading unprotected into hungry jaws of New York City, at the ripe age of eighteen, so we compromised on a summer dance intensive at Manhattanville College, just northeast of New York City, which would give me a chance to experience the rigor of dance in a safer haven than the Big Apple, but still be close enough that I could experience the city on occasion.
The dormitories were full of performing artists—substantially bodied opera singers lumbering and lithesome dancers maneuvering around the halls and across the commons on our way to classes in a real castle. Dance and song and music permeated the hallways of otherwise dull corridors. We owned the campus, the dorms, the world. Then a soccer camp started and a bunch of soccer players were given a wing in the dorms, and our campus was suddenly inundated with little boys, eager to play “football,” who followed their teachers around like a pack of young lambs, single file, bleating for attention. We turned our noses up and flounced off in the opposite direction. Sports! Yuck.
The boys' coaches were latinos, dark skinned and exotic. And by the second day, as we passed the soccer field, ignoring them despite the fact we were dressed in nothing but tights wrapped low on our waists and leotards barely covering our twigs. Practice came to a halt, even the soccer ball was still, as we gamboled across the grass, our legs stretching into leaps—jetés, airborne splits, Matisse’s dancers—daring men to chase us.
The cafeteria walls were a sorry-saffron that consistently robbed me of my appetite, not that I had any money to eat what lousy food was offered; I was a vegetarian anyway in 1978 yogurt was considered a foreign delicacy and salad bars were non-existent. I maintained a bare minimum calorie intake with cereal and milk for breakfast, lunch and dinner.
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