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DANCE, INTERRUPTED, OR THE DERECONSTRUCTION OF ME 

Chapter 1: Improv, or Zombies Rule, Robots Drool 

 

October of my sophomore year, I destroyed the dance team formation on the fifty-yard 

line during the halftime show. To be fair, I didn’t plan it. I didn’t plan much of anything back 

then. I just knew what I wanted, and I went for it. That had worked pretty well for me up until 

then. Dance had been my thing for as long as I could remember. Starting with the little-girl dance 

classes that I pestered my parents into signing me up for, my life had become ballet, modern, 

jazz, and lyrical dance, but not tap—I hated tap—and not much hip-hop, because I never seemed 

to have time for it.  

Dance classes, rehearsals, and performances wove their way into my life completely so 

that dance was a part of my soul. Did I get every audition? No, but I got enough of them—

especially the ones that really mattered to me—that I was sure I’d be dancing all my life. I 

wasn’t exactly sure how dance would play out when I grew up, but I’d made the dance team at 

my high school, which was super competitive. My best friend Mia also made the team, and we 

were loving every minute of it. I picked up choreography quickly and liked to make up the dance 

team routines. I threw myself into the after-school and weekend practices, and best of all, the 

performances. Dancing in front of an audience sends an extra jolt of aliveness through my 

body—it makes every sit-up, every drill, every practice, every sore muscle and sweat-drenched 

leotard worth it—those magic moments when I connect with the crowd.   

I mean sure, there were other parts to my life. I went to school, I did family stuff 

sometimes like going to Giants baseball games, or skiing, and since I lived in San Jose—that’s 



2 

 

Silicon Valley—I had my occasional nerdy moments, but I thought of myself as a dancer, first 

and foremost. So that was my frame of mind on that crisp October night on the football field.  

When you’re performing at a big game with a dozen other girls and the bleachers are full, 

the music is blaring, you can’t stop in the middle of a routine. No matter what kind of problem 

you have, the show must go on. Especially if you’re the person who came up with the routine in 

the first place. When the Monster Medley started, I had every intention of doing all the steps just 

the way we’d practiced. Everyone on the team liked the routine, and the audience did too: they 

were applauding and laughing in all the right places. The “Disturbia” and “Bad Romance” parts 

went off without a hitch. If you look at the online videos, you’ll see that the “Thriller” part 

started out fine too. But then, all of a sudden, when I landed on my left foot, a sharp pain 

rocketed through my hip down the front of my thigh.  

My best friend Mia, who was on my right, nearly crashed into me. “Watch out, 

Danielle!” she stage-whispered. She picked up the next step leading into the kicks—the kicks I 

knew with a horrified certainty I would not be able to perform. 

“Follow my lead! Act scared,” I said. I put on my best monster face and flung myself 

menacingly in her direction. I moaned, which wasn’t hard considering how much pain I was in, 

but hey, zombies are supposed to moan. The diamond formation disintegrated as I lurched and 

limped after Mia. She ducked behind Amy Delgado and started to laugh. Good, if she couldn’t 

tell anything was really wrong, the audience wouldn’t know either—not that cracking up was the 

ideal response to my zombie fierceness.  

I turned my attention to Eileen Wong, smack in the middle of the front row. She 

continued with the original routine, every step was perfect, every hair in place, like a precise 

robot. The idea of disrupting Eileen did have a certain appeal. She loved to complain about my 
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dance ideas, but she never seemed to come up with any of her own. I extended my arms forward, 

hands claw-like. “Gahhhhh,” I moaned again.  

The song ended to cheers from the crowd. A guy in the front was taking pictures with a 

large camera, probably for yearbook. Yes, improv success! The medley was done and the crowd 

had liked it!  

Eileen turned to me with a look of pure hatred, “Get away from me, you attention- 

seeking weirdo.” 

“I was just leaving,” I said. I limped to the sidelines with the rest of the team. My hip hurt 

a lot. It felt weird and wobbly like my leg might go out from under me. How’d I manage to get 

hurt doing steps I’d done a bazillian times without any problem? 

Mrs. Salva, the dance team coach, called me over, annoyance showed on her usually 

cheerful face. “Danielle, what’s with the grandstanding?” she said. “We work together as a team, 

remember?” 

“I know,” I said. “It’s just—” 

“Danielle ruined the show on purpose,” said Eileen. She was standing next to me in spite 

of the fact that she had just told me to get away from her. She just couldn’t wait to give me a 

hard time.   

 “I didn’t ruin the show,” I said. “It’s just that—” 

“Mrs. Salva, Danielle’s hurt,” said Mia. “She can’t stand on her left foot.”  

“That’s what they want you to think,” said Eileen, with a huff. “But Mia was laughing.”  

Mia glared at Eileen. “That was before I knew—” 

“Enough,” said Mrs. Salva. “Eileen, go on with the rest of the girls. Danielle, are you 

hurt?” 
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“Yeah, it’s my hip,” I said. Now that I wasn’t running on adrenaline anymore, it was 

hurting even more. Waves of pain pulsed through me and my stomach felt queasy.  

Mrs. Salva had me sit on the bench. She sent someone to get an ice pack and handed it to 

me. “It’s probably a groin pull. Want me to call your parents?” 

“No, I think I just need to sit down.” I pressed the ice pack against my hip and the cold 

began to seep into my thigh. How had I ended up with a groin pull? I was super flexible and we 

always warmed up before dancing. I thought back over tonight’s performance, replaying the 

steps in my mind. I hadn’t done anything unusual or different—none of us had. We’d all done 

the same steps we’d been practicing, not to mention, all the other girls were fine. Maybe the field 

had gotten torn up during the first half of the game and I’d landed on a random chunk of turf at 

just the right angle to mess up my hip. 

The football players were back now, milling around, getting ready for the second half. 

Since the dance team performance was done, we needed to get out of the way. Mia helped me 

hobble off the field. I wanted to sit down, but the only seats left were high up on the bleachers. I 

couldn’t climb up there, and I was thinking maybe I should go home, when I remembered our 

shift at the Snack Shack. Each girl on dance team has to work the Snack Shack for at least six 

hours during football season to fundraise for dance team. Mia and I had signed up for an hour 

tonight. After we checked in, we worked out a system where I sat on a stool at the counter and 

made change, while Mia got the food and drinks. 

That hour seemed to last a hundred years. I kept checking the time on my phone in 

between customers. One of the pink sparkles had fallen off my phone case. I’d have to put on a 

new one with the glue gun later. Fifteen minutes to go. The next-in-line guy grinned at me and 

said “Hi, Danielle—interesting show.” 
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He was all cheekbones and swooshy black hair and white teeth. My stomach did a little 

flip flop as I recognized Nico Hernandez, the teacher’s assistant from last year’s Spanish class. 

I’d had a secret crush on him but hadn’t seen him around much this year. Had he gotten taller? 

Boys were forever doing that. “Thanks,” I said, wondering as I said it, did interesting mean good 

or bad or something in between? 

“Chili fries and hot chocolate,” he said, pulling out his wallet. 

“Mia, did you get that?” I asked, taking his money and counting out the change.  

“Yep.” She set his order on the counter, listening in, no doubt. As my best friend, Mia 

knew my crush history. 

“I got some good shots for yearbook,” Nico said. He patted the camera case slung over 

his shoulder. 

“That was you?” I hadn’t recognized him with the camera blocking his face. “I didn’t 

know you were in Yearbook.” 

“Yeah, I joined this year. I always liked taking pictures. Here, I’ll show you the dance 

team shots.” He started to open the camera case.  

The lady behind him in line rolled her eyes, like we’d been talking for a year. I didn’t 

want her to complain about me. We were supposed to be nice to the customers. “I can’t talk right 

now,” I said. 

“Ma’am, this is yearbook business,” Nico said to the lady. 

“I just want a cup of coffee,” she said. 

“Hey, Danielle, I’ll send you the best shots. Is that your phone?” Nico raised an eyebrow 

at the sparkly case. 

 “A simple cup of coffee,” said the lady, moving around Nico and handing me a five. 
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“I’ll get it,” said Mia. 

Nico and I traded phones, put in our numbers, and traded back. I stayed casual, like I 

hadn’t spent a scary amount of time freshman year imagining this would happen. Mia gave the 

lady her coffee and I handed her the change. 

“Hey, I should get some Snack Shack shots while I’m here,” said Nico. He snapped a few 

pictures of Mia and me as the lady left. A couple of middle school boys started trying to talk me 

into giving them free food. By the time they gave up and pronounced me uncool, Nico was gone. 

 

Chapter 2: Bound Motion, or Limited Mobility 

My hip bothered me all weekend, so on Monday, Mom took me to see a Sports Medicine 

doctor. I lowered myself carefully into a chair in the waiting room and Mom went to the 

reception desk to do whatever paperwork parents do. A few minutes later, a nurse called my 

name. She was an older Asian lady with short hair and a purposeful stride.  

When I stood up, balancing on my good side, she began pushing a wheelchair in my 

direction. A wheelchair? How embarrassing. What had Mom told the person at the desk? Even 

though I was limping, I could still walk.  

“Hi, I’m Ellie,” the nurse said. As I opened my mouth to object to the wheelchair, she 

continued. “I know you probably don’t need it. This is just to be on the safe side.” I closed my 

mouth and got in the chair. Ellie had an air of authority. I sensed that arguing with her was not 

going to get me anywhere. Mom walked beside us as Ellie wheeled me down the hall to an exam 

room.  

“I understand you’re hurt,” said Ellie, as she sat on a stool next to a computer. “Can you 

tell me what happened?” 
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I filled her in and she typed notes into the computer. She took my blood pressure and put 

a plastic clip on my finger. After she took my temperature, she took the clip back off. “OK, let’s 

get you to x-ray,” she said. 

I felt a flutter of anxiety in my stomach. A wheelchair? X-rays? This doctor visit was way 

more dramatic than I was expecting. Could I have broken something?  

Ellie patted my shoulder. “It’s routine to rule out any bone issues. When you’re done, 

you’ll come back and Dr. Neil will see you.” 

Half an hour later, Mom and I were back in the exam room. I was wearing these weird 

blue paper shorts the nurse had told me to put on before the x-rays. My hip was throbbing from 

being moved around into specific positions by the x-ray technician.  

With a knock on the door, Dr. Neil came in. She had a young face and a sleek, dark 

ponytail. She wore a shapeless white coat, but she moved like an athlete. “Danielle, how are you 

doing?” she asked. 

“OK, I guess,” I shrugged. “Except my hip. Maybe it’s a groin pull?” 

“Let’s take a look.” She went to the computer and mouse-clicked a few times and my hip 

x-ray appeared on the computer screen. She zoomed in to enlarge it and looked closely at the 

gray and white shapes. She frowned. 

A frowning doctor was not a good thing. That little flutter of anxiety had come back and 

brought along its friends. “What’s wrong? Is something broken?” I asked. 

“No, nothing’s broken,” she said slowly. “I’d like to do a hip exam. Can you stand, or 

does it hurt too much?” 
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Holding onto the exam table for balance, I stood on my right foot. I put my left foot 

down, winced at the pain, and pulled it back up. Dr. Neil had me lie on the paper-covered table. 

She felt around my hip and thigh asking, “Does this hurt? How about this?” 

“Yes,” I nodded. Everything she was doing hurt, like forcing super sore muscles to move. 

She bent my left leg toward my chest, and rotated it out to the side. “Your hip can still move 

freely. That’s good.” 

Dr. Neil moved my leg so it was straight like the other one. That was a relief. I began to 

relax a bit.  

“Did you feel a catching sensation?” she asked. 

“What’s that?” 

“When your hip is in a certain position, does it get harder to move, like it’s caught on 

something?” 

“No, it’s more wobbly than stuck,” I said. 

“Danielle, is this the first time you’ve had a dance injury or pain associated with dance?” 

I thought back. “Well, at dance camp last summer my left knee bothered me and I got 

sore.”  

“You never told me that,” said Mom. 

I shrugged. “Mom, everyone gets sore at dance camp. I felt fine right after.”  

Dr. Neil sat at the computer and started typing. “Are you dancing more than you used 

to?” she asked. 

“Yeah, I’m on the dance team this year.” 

“That’s awesome,” said Dr. Neil, with a smile.  

I was starting to like her.  
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“I’m a runner,” she said. “I was never very good at dance. How much time do you think 

you spend dancing each week, if you add up dance class, practice and performances?” 

I did the mental math for dance class plus dance team practice and performances. “Maybe 

fifteen or sixteen hours.” 

“You’re an active girl. You might be bumping up against an overuse issue. When you 

ramp up your activity level fast, sometimes your body doesn’t adjust, and you can get soft tissue 

injuries.” 

She turned to my mom. “Mrs. Williams, Danielle’s left hip socket looks a bit shallow.” 

Dr. Neil brought up my x-ray again. “See here?” Dr. Neil pointed to the right side of the x-ray. 

“Compare this hip to the other. The ball in the right hip is deep inside the hip socket. But here on 

the left, there’s less support on top. See the difference?” 

My hip socket was shallow? What did that mean? Why did Dr. Neil say left and point to 

the right? I looked back and forth, comparing. The round ball shapes on both sides looked the 

same, but one side did seem to have more of a roof over the top of the ball than the other.  

What was Dr. Neil talking about? I glanced at Mom. She was studying the x-ray.  

“Are you saying Danielle dislocated her hip?” asked Mom. “Danielle, what in the world 

did you do?” 

Dislocated? Huh? “We were just doing the Monster Medley,” I said. Could that be what 

was wrong with me? It sounded extreme, but my hip had felt pretty weird when it happened. 

“It’s not dislocated,” said Dr. Neil, “but her hip could be a little loose. Danielle should be 

seen in pediatric orthopedics. I can write you a referral.” 

“Do we really need to start over with another doctor?” said Mom. “Can’t we resolve this 

today?” 
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“They’re bone and joint specialists, so yes, she should be seen for follow up. I’ll set up a 

referral.” Dr. Neil typed on the keyboard. “In the meantime, let’s get you set up with crutches, 

Danielle. You’ll need them for a week or so, and you’ll need to take a break from dance during 

that time.” 

A whole week sidelined on crutches! That was way worse than I had expected. Ellie set 

the crutches to the right height and showed me how to take the weight in my palms and how to 

manage stairs. I’d miss a dance team performance at the next game and the school dance that 

weekend. And no dance practice after school, I realized. My social life was going to be a giant 

sinkhole of nothing until I got back on my feet. 


