


On a warm day in late February, as they prepare to head to the hospital, Shannon Pri-
meau dons a T-shirt her husband, Ed, made for her to celebrate what will be the last of 
four months worth of cancer treatments.

Shannon Primeau, 45, at her first chemo 
session on Oct. 31, 2014. [Photo pro-
vided]
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Students perform during a dress rehearsal for Every-
thing Goes Dance Studio’s spring review in Midwest 
City, Saturday, May 30, 2015.

[Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman]



SAVING THE LAST DANCE: PART ONE

For the past 19 years, Primeau, a profes-
sional dancer turned instructor, has of 
fered dance classes and produced an an-
nual spring revue and, along the way, 
transformed the lives of thousands of 
young people, from the af fluent to the un-
derprivileged, through the power of her 
art.

For this year’s production, the ebullient, 
raven-haired instructor will use more 
than 400 performers, most ages 3 to 18, 
who take part in the various weekly 
classes at her studio. They’ll practice 
nearly nine months leading up to the 
late-May performance.
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Shannon is shown with one of the many groups of stu-
dents she has taught through the years. [Photo Provided]

‘Pray for the best’
By Juliana Keeping
The Oklahoman
jkeeping@oklahoman.com

On a warm Tuesday evening in October, Shannon Primeau walks the short distance from her 
home to the Everything Goes Dance Studio in Oklahoma City’s Plaza District already having cho-
reographed how she will deliver the devastating news
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For Primeau, the perfect pirouette or 
the timely toe tap — technique — is im-
portant. Equally so, though, is spark-
ing a passion for dance like that which 
alighted in her at a young age.

From the girl who stood frozen during 
her first performance at age 3, Pri-
meau grew into an artistic force, mas-
tering a variety of dance styles, per-
forming across America and, in 2010, 
earning induction into the Oklahoma 
City Community College Hall of 
Fame.

Above all the rest, Primeau loves one 
dance: flamenco. The melancholic gui-
tar solos, the evocative red hues and 
swishing ruf fled skirts; the rhythmic, 
heavy steps and staccato clacks of her 
castanets — it is through flamenco 
that Primeau most lays bare 
her artist’s soul.  

Though small of stature, barely break-
ing 5 feet, Primeau, 45, casts a long 
shadow in the city’s Hispanic commu-

nity. She often delivers her lessons, as 
well as her comments to parents, 
in both English and Spanish and is as 
happy performing for a crowd in a 
Walmart parking lot as she is on a 
stage before the state’s governor. For 
the past five years, she and fellow 
members of her troupe, Flamenco 
Fantastico!, have danced every Friday 
at Zorba’s, a northwest Oklahoma 
City restaurant.

At this point in her life, it’s not 
about pageantry, attention or honors. 
And while she sets a tight monthly 
budget for the studio and keeps a me-
ticulous ledger in a spiral notebook, 
it’s never been about the money. 

While determined to run a successful 
business, Primeau is driven to assure 
that each child, even the most disad-
vantaged, has access to the same op-
portunities she had. To do so, she 
strikes the occasional deal with par-
ents, like the mother of seven desper-
ate to keep her kids busy and away 



Shannon Primeau dances flamenco at Zorba’s in 
northwest Oklahoma City [Photo provided]



from the harsh life of the street. Instead of paying for 
lessons for the children, Primeau agreed to let the 
woman clean the studio at night.

Even Primeau’s sister, with whom she’s recently grown 
very close, can’t pin down a source of that deep well of 
compassion. The siblings do understand hard work. 
Their Mexican immigrant father ran a movie theater, 
restaurant and a radio station. Their mom, who grew 
up in Elk City, worked at a rental car business and ran a 
day care.

Shannon Yolando Calderon Primeau and her three sib-
lings weren’t raised poor, didn’t suf fer disadvantage, 
but the family wasn’t rich either, living in a tiny three-  
bedroom home in northwest Oklahoma City.

She graduated from Northwest Classen High School.

Shannon Primeau has no children of her own but con-
siders each of the thousands she’s taught part of her 
family.

In every single child, she sees the potential to stir a pas-
sion and create a connection that might help guide, 
change and improve lives in untold ways. 

Today, though, she worries those connections are at 
risk.

As she walks a few blocks through her neighborhood to-
ward her studio — past historic homes, thrift stores and 
art galleries — she thinks about what the reaction to her 
news might be.

Will parents worry about the future of the studio?

Will their little ones lose interest in taking dance?

What happens now?

She’s rehearsed how she’ll answer.

She will meet with the students and their parents to-
gether.

She’ll reassure them. Make sure they understand. Make 
sure they aren’t afraid.

On normal nights at the studio, parents wait in one of 
two lobbies and watch what’s happening in the three 
classrooms on wall-mounted, flat-screen TVs. Tonight 
isn’t normal. As they arrive, Primeau invites the parents 
and their children into one of the classrooms.

Among them is Cristina Simmons, 34, a single mother 
of five who lives in the neighborhood and considers the 
studio a second home. She stands by her daughter, 
Isha, 6. Isha loves dancing for Primeau, her favorite 
teacher, who is always patient and cheerful and ex-
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plains moves in a way she understands. Graceful 
stretches are “butterfly wings.” Skipping is “bunny hop-
ping.”

Primeau gathers the parents and their children around 
her in a semicircle.

In that same typical straightforward-yet-  
tender way she uses in class, she begins.

“I have cancer,” she tells them. “And, I’m going to be 
OK, but, there might be some days I feel sick.”

No one says a word.

She doesn’t tell them that she’d learned of her diagnosis 
after undergoing unsuccessful fertility treatments ear-
lier in the fall. Uterine cancer.

Primeau tells the group only that she’s a “little sick,” try-
ing to put her illness in terms the kids can understand. 

She’s confident she can beat this.

“We’re still going to have a wonderful time,’’ she tells 
them. “The show is going to be awesome.”

She will continue to teach as much as she can, she says.

“Pray for me. Pray for the best.”

Afterward, as parents mill, Simmons seeks out Primeau, 
hugs her for several seconds, steps back, puts a hand on 
her shoulder.

“You need to take care of yourself,” Simmons says. 
“Don’t worry about us.”

But inside, Simmons is devastated to hear that the 
woman who has taught her children for the past eight 
years, a woman who has been a constant presence in 
her children’s lives, in her life, is sick. She’s heartened 
by Primeau’s optimism.

We’re going to beat this, Simmons thinks.

Primeau knows that six tough rounds of chemo treat-
ment lie ahead.

She never gives a thought to canceling classes, scrap-
ping the revue or shuttering the studio to concentrate 
on her treatment and recovery. She worries that if she 
stops showing up at the studio, some of her students 
might, too. Children, like Isha, are depending on her.

Primeau knows the rules of the stage. She knows the 
show must go on.

But can she?
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Dance students rehearse 
for their spring review at 
Everything Goes Dance 
Studio.
 [Photo by Bryan Terry, 
The Oklahoman]



Gemma Schwimmer walks backstage before her tap dance.
[Photo By Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman] 9



‘We’ve got this!’

In pink letters, the front of the shirt reads, “Last Chemo 
Session.” The back thanks family, friends, doctors and 
nurses. 

The owner of Everything Goes Dance 
Studio in Oklahoma City’s Plaza Dis-
trict, Primeau is eager to get back to the 
life she loves — long days of dancing 
and relaxing weekends riding on Ed’s 
Harley-Davidson Fat Boy, often to 
Pops, a landmark Route 66 gas station 
and burger joint in Arcadia.

That evening, relieved to be finished 
with the grueling treatment regimen, 
Primeau dances flamenco with her 
niece, Sophia Reyes, 15, and others at a 
Cox Convention Center event. Saturday 

night, she performs again.

On Sunday, something is wrong.

Pain courses through Primeau’s back. Maybe 
she overdid it, both she and her husband 
think. The pain is bad enough that she asks Ed 
to take her to the emergency room.  At OU 
Medical Center, Primeau is admitted.

It’s unseasonably warm again the next day, 
March 2, when doctors perform a CT scan on 
Primeau. When she asks the technician the re-
sults, he avoids answering.

Until now, Primeau has remained positive, up-
beat and hopeful through four months of can-
cer treatment. She has had no doubt that the 
chemotherapy she’s endured all these months 
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On a warm day in late February, as they prepare to head to the hospital, Shannon Pri-
meau dons a T-shirt her husband, Ed, made for her to celebrate what will be the last 
of four months worth of cancer treatments.

SAVING THE LAST DANCE: PART TWO

Shannon Primeau, 45, at her first chemo 
session on Oct. 31, 2014.
[Photo provided]



was doing exactly what the doctors hoped it would: rid-
ding her body of cancer cells.

She’d arrived for her first chemo session Oct. 31 dressed 
in a Batwoman costume. She’d posted the picture on 
her Facebook page and headed straight home to host a 
Halloween bash with her husband, just as they had for 
years, while trick-or-treaters swarmed their historic 
Gatewood neighborhood.

In between chemotherapy treatments and other proce-
dures, Primeau taught at the studio as often she could, 
sometimes wearing a hospital mask, which she bedaz-
zled to make her illness less scary to the kids.

Chemotherapy can make its recipient vulnerable to in-
fection. And while doctors recommend patients have 
limited contact with others, Primeau didn’t put up 
walls.  Instead, she greeted her students with a hug, 
sometimes worrying parents like Cristina Simmons, a 
34-year-old single mother of five, four of whom dance 
at the studio. Simmons feared Primeau might be jeop-
ardizing her health.

In early November, Primeau settled on a theme for her 
studio’s all-important spring revue. It was the highlight 
of the year for her and all her dancers; an extravaganza 

Primeau had produced for 19 consecutive years. On 
Nov. 7, she shared the theme for the May show on the 
studio’s Facebook page:

“I have the most awesome concept and music for the 
opener AND finale for this year’s theme, ‘Hooray for 
Hollywood.’ I  am dancing as I type this! So excited! Get 
ready, planning now! We’ve got this!”

Now, three months later, as she sits in the hospital, all 
of her plans are in jeopardy.

The medical technician’s evasiveness drains her hope. 
In that moment, dread overwhelms her.

Something is wrong. She just knows it.

She hurries from the procedure room in tears and into 
the outstretched arms of her husband of eight years: the 
tall, reserved Navy master chief, the man who loves to 
hear his wife say, “Dance with me, Eduardo.”

He hugs her tight.

Later that day, they meet with a doctor who delivers 
news no one saw coming. It’s news Primeau doesn’t 
want to hear.
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After a major surgery and six rounds of chemo, the 
scan shows that the cancer has not responded at all. In-
stead, there are new masses, and they are inoperable.

“Am I going to die?” Primeau asks. “Do I need a will?”

“I think everybody needs a will,” the doctor responds.

“What’s your goal, 
Shannon?” the doc-
tor asks.

“My goal is to get to 
the dance.”

“Then that’s going 
to be our goal, too,” 
the doctor says.

The dance is three 
months away.

Her husband gives 
her another long 
hug. Her mother 
and sister break 
down in tears before 
leaving the couple 
alone with the doctor to learn what happens next.

Once home, Primeau’s sister makes a note on her calen-
dar.

‘Worst day ever.’

Tests reveal Primeau has a rare and extremely aggres-
sive type of uterine cancer. 
She is offered experimen-
tal medicine, and the cou-
ple fly to the University of 
Texas MD Anderson Can-
cer Center in Houston, 
only to learn the same ex-
perimental drugs are avail-
able in Oklahoma City. She 
returns home and under-
goes two rounds of treat-
ment at OU, but grows 
sicker.

She begins to wonder 
whether she’ll live to see 
the big spring revue, which 
she’s now decided 
will be the last. After 

19 years, she’s decided that once the performance 
concludes, she’ll bring down the curtain on her 
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Rocio Bazan, 15, 
works with Gemma 
Schwimmer, 5, left, and 
Linda Ochoa, 6, at Eve-
rything Goes Dance 
Studio. [Photo by Bryan 
Terry, The Oklahoman]



studio. Who else could run it 
like she wanted? — as a place 
where dreams could be lit, chil-
dren could be inspired and life-
long connections could be 
made.

More and more, as her medical 
procedures become more fre-
quent, painful and compli-
cated, substitute instructors 
and older students lead her 
classes. By now, tumors are 
causing blood clots in her up-
per respiratory system, making 
her ineligible for more experi-
mental treatments.

Knowing her time is short and 
a lot of work remains to get stu-
dents ready for the big revue, 
Primeau asks one of her stu-
dents, Rocio Bazan, to take 
over her Tuesday evening “in-
tro to tap” class.

13



Even though she’s been dancing at the studio for 11 
years, Rocio, 15, of south Oklahoma City, doesn’t feel 
ready.

Now, Primeau is asking her to wrangle into shape 10 
girls ranging in age from 5 to 8. The group is scheduled 
to perform a two-minute number in the big revue. Not 
only that, the tap number still needs 45 seconds of cho-
reography. With only about two months until the per-
formance, some of the little ones are still struggling 
with toe-heel taps and twirls and remembering the 
right sequence of moves.

Worse, some of the girls seem to be losing interest. 
Girls like Isha Simmons, whose mother, Cristina, con-
siders the dance studio like a second home. Isha is en-
rolled in flamenco, Mexican folkloric, tap, hip-hop and 
ballet classes. But since Primeau stopped teaching, Isha 
wants to drop ballet, exactly what Primeau feared many 
of her dancers would do if she stopped showing up at 
the studio.

Now, more and more, Primeau is turning to girls like 
Rocio to make sure that doesn’t happen.

Primeau already knows that Rocio has come a long way 
from the quiet, shy 4-year-old who first arrived in her 

studio all those years before. But even now, Rocio keeps 
to herself, talking in almost-hushed tones unless with 
friends, and rarely initiating a conversation with a 
stranger.

Primeau knows how to draw wallflowers like Rocio 
from their comfort zones. Primeau taught her that the 
studio was a safe place; that Rocio didn’t need to feel 
shy or scared there.

“You don’t have to worry about anything; your friends 
are right here,” Primeau had told her.

Over the years, Primeau took Rocio bowling, to fla-
menco workshops in New Mexico and to the mall along 
with Primeau’s niece and Rocio’s best friend, Sophia 
Reyes. Primeau would pick Rocio up from school and 
drive her to her dance lessons.

When Rocio got older, Primeau encouraged her to ap-
ply to Classen School of Advanced Studies, a competi-
tive high school which she now attends with her best 
friends from the studio.

Now, it is Primeau who needs Rocio’s help. 

Rocio, nervous and unsure, agrees to her teacher’s re-
quest. It will be up to her to help save the big dance.
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In mid-March, visibly frail, wearing a wig to cover her 
hair loss and a black hoodie to ward off a perpetual 
chill, Primeau visits her beloved studio to teach a bal-
let class. At one point during the class, she falls. Par-
ents rush to 
help her up 
and usher her 
to a chair. 
Ever the per-
former, Pri-
meau blames 
her shoes and 
laughs it off.

Later, she sits 
on the side-
walk in front 
of the studio 
with her long-
time secre-
tary, Valerie 
Carter.

As winter had waned, Primeau relinquished almost 
all control of the studio and of the spring revue. The 

details had fallen to her staff of 15 instructors and a 
handful of older students like Rocio Bazan.

Now, Primeau wonders aloud to Carter whether she’ll 
she be able to 
walk onto the 
stage at the big 
recital. Will she 
need a walker or 
a wheelchair?

The goal-
oriented dancer, 
the woman who 
for 19 years 
ruled over every 
last detail of her 
studio and the 
annual revue, 
now redirects all 
of her energy to 
one final 

achievement: She wants to stay alive until May 31, the 
day of the spring performance, her last dance.

She only needs a little more time.
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Family members meet at Shannon and Ed Primeau’s house on Oct. 12, 2014, to pray ahead of a 
surgery Shannon Primeau was schedule to undergo to fight uterine cancer. [Photo provided] 
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Dance students re-
hearse for their spring 
review.
[Photo by Bryan Terry, 
The Oklahoman]



Rocio Bazan, 15, works with her 
tap dance class during a rehearsal 
for Everything Goes Dance Stu-
dio’s spring review. 
[Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman]

Tap here to 
watch full 

video
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Rocio Bazan, 15 waits to perform during a dress rehearsal. 
[Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman]



‘I’m ready’

To those around her, Primeau, owner of 
Everything Goes Dance Studio, has ex-
uded an almost unnerving calm since 
March 2, the day her doctor told her 
that six rounds of chemo had failed and 
that inoperable tumors had spread 
throughout her body.

The intervening weeks had been a pa-
rade of visits to the hospital for this pro-
cedure, that procedure, some other pro-
cedure.

On May 3, doctors had discharged Pri-
meau for what everyone knew was the 
final time. Nurses on the seventh floor 
of the Stephenson Cancer Center at OU 
Medical Center hugged her and posed 

for pictures as she left in a 
wheelchair.

At the house, visitors stream 
into the upstairs room. Dozens 
of family members, students, 
parents of students, old 
friends. Three chairs are placed 
bedside to accommodate them. 
Primeau, bedridden now, wel-
comes them. She wants to see 
everyone. They want to say 
goodbye.
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In an upstairs room in their nearly century-old Gatewood neighborhood home, Ed 
Primeau places a twin hospital bed in front of two large windows offering his wife, 
Shannon, a view of the street below.

SAVING THE LAST DANCE: PART THREE

Ed and Shannon Primeau are pictured on 
the couple’s wedding day. Shannon Primeau 
was undergoing fertility treatments when 
doctors discovered she had uterine cancer 
in the fall of 2014. [Photo provided]



Cards from well-wishers cover a mantel and a mirrored 
dresser and line the edges of the two big windows.

The bedroom overflows with flowers, their fragrance fill-
ing the home.

At one point, her strength failing, Primeau records a 
message for a niece and nephew. 

“I love you so much. I’m so proud of you,” she tells 
them. “There’s a lot of high expectations that God has 
for you and that we all have for ourselves. You can al-
ways achieve it, don’t forget. I’m proud of each and 
every one of you. Keep up the good work.”

When healthy, Shannon Primeau, gained a reputation 
for throwing out the occasional crowd-rousing “Ole!”

Now, in her frail voice, barely more than a whisper, she 
tells her niece and nephew, “... Tia Shannon loves you 
very much. Ole!”

She then laughs a soft laugh.

As the days at home pass, Ed Primeau plays his wife’s 
beloved flamenco music as she rests, waits. He only 
wishes he could take her back to her beloved studio for 
one last visit.

This long dance — life itself — is not going how she 
planned; not following the usual, predictable steps. 
That last curtain call — her final bow — is coming ear-
lier than expected. Much too early.

The big annual revue put on by her students, the one 
she’s pulled off for 19 straight years, the one that al-
lowed her to share her passion for dance, the one that 
allowed her to make lifelong connections with thou-
sands of young people, that changed lives, is now just 
three weeks away. But today, Primeau’s focus is else-
where.

She’s planning her funeral.

“I’m doing my last production,” she tells her big sister, 
Jorgee Reyes, the one Primeau has grown so close to in 
recent years.

Reyes’ daughters, Erika, 26, and Sophia, 15, pull 
dresses from the closet. Primeau is looking for the per-
fect outfit.

“No, not this one — that one,” Primeau says.

She settles on a black dress she’s worn over the years to 
deliver eulogies, like the one for the 21-year-old tap 
dancer who took her own life.
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Even in a moment of gut-wrenching tragedy, in this 
dress, she had grabbed the mic and instilled calm. Now 
in this dress, she would be at peace.

Like a choreographer of a Broadway musical, Primeau, 
while funeral planning, is back in control. Her tone is 
positive.

Primeau details who she would like to speak, dance and 
play music at her funeral service.

She goes over a draft of the program.

There will be a private viewing for family, she says, but 
at the funeral, a closed casket. She doesn’t want to 
alarm or scare her youngest dancers.

Her upbeat attitude helps heartbroken family members 
and friends cope with what’s coming.

Every night, Ed Primeau sleeps on the floor by her bed.

She grows weaker. He continues to offer encourage-
ment.

“C’mon, Punky,” he’ll say, using his nickname for her. 
“C’mon Punky, c’mon. You can do it.”

One night, as he carries her to the bathroom to brush 
her teeth, he plays the theme song from “Rocky.” 

On another night, he digs Primeau’s flamenco castanets 
out of a drawer and hands them to her.

From her bed, she unleashes rhythmic clacks that echo 
through the house, sounds that brought so much joy to 
so many.

Will I hear her play again?, Ed wonders.

Jorgee Reyes, Shannon Primeau’s older sister, is at the 
house, too, and breaks into tears at the sound of the cas-
tanets.

“I’m eager to meet my maker,” Shannon Primeau tells 
her sister at one point, as she lies in her bed not far 
from the Oklahoma City dance studio that has been so 
much a part of her life for nearly two decades.

“I’m ready. I’m at peace,” she says.

On the morning of May 12 — a cool, breezy, cloudy Tues-
day — surrounded by her family, Shannon Pri-
meau dies at home. She is 45 years old.

The next evening, tiny ballerinas clad in tights, 
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pink leotards and sneakers follow mothers and fathers, 
some clutching babies, through her dance studio’s glass 
front doors

They’ve arrived for their regular Wednesday night tap, 
hip-hop and pre-K creative movement classes.

On a normal day, a boxy television in the cozy, bustling 
lobby plays DVDs of musicals like “South Pacific” and 
“West Side Story” or of past dance revues, like last 
spring’s “tour” of Europe.

Tonight, the TV is off. A portrait of Primeau, dressed in 
a flowing red flamenco dress and captured in mid-
dance, hangs just above the TV set, as it always has.

A therapist on hand to help deliver the news about Pri-
meau’s passing places a bowl of mini Heath bars and 
Hershey’s Kisses on top of a filing cabinet.

More students, dressed in colorful street clothes or 
black leotards and tights, stream in with their parents 
and grab chocolates before being ushered into one of 
the classrooms.

The littlest dancers remove sneakers and slip on pink 
ballet shoes. Children sit cross-legged on the floor. A 
girl in a bright yellow top does a handstand.

The annual spring revue is now 18 days away.

The therapist settles the crowd.

“Most of you know, I think, that Ms. Shannon has been 
sick. And Ms. Shannon has passed away.”

The news is met with silence. Some children glance up 
at a parent.

The social worker then relays a message she says comes 
directly from Primeau:

“The show must go on.”

A few minutes later, adults give each child a piece of 
purple construction paper — purple being Primeau’s fa-
vorite color. Parents help children trace and cut out pa-
per hands on which to write something to their beloved 
teacher.
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Isha Simmons, the young girl who thought about quit-
ting her ballet class after Primeau died, decorates her 
hand with metallic purple fingernails:

“I love you Ms. Shan-
non and I hope you 
love me,” she writes.

Isha’s little purple 
hand is taped to the 
studio’s front window, 
where it joins dozens 
of others encircling a 
photograph of a smil-
ing Primeau.

Nearby, Rocio Bazan, 
15, sits on the floor 
and hugs her knees to 
her chest. She stares 
out the studio window, 
her blank expression 
belying the well of emotion she has for her teacher of 
the past 11 years.

A day after the death, Rocio finds herself unable to be-
lieve the news, to absorb the reality that Primeau, the 
woman who has been like a second mother to her, who 

introduced her to her best friends, 
traveled with her, instilled her with 
confidence, is really gone.

Not too long before her death, Pri-
meau had asked Rocio to take over 
a dance class, to make sure the lit-
tle girls would be ready for the big 
spring revue.

Rocio, nervous and unsure, had 
agreed.

Without a word, Rocio stands, 
slings her backpack over her shoul-
der, pushes open the door and 
heads out into the night.

Now, it’s up to her to make 
sure that her small part in the show goes right. 
She has to. For Ms. Shannon.
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Rocio Bazan, 15, helps Isha Simmons, 7, with her dress during a re-
hearsal. [Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman]



A group of tap dancers watches as 
another dance group performs during 
a dress rehearsal.
[Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman]



A group of dancers watches as an-
other group performs on stage during 
a dress rehearsal. 

[Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman]

Tap here to watch full video
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Funeral programs run out long before the 
last of more than 800 people settle into their 
seats or stand against the back wall of the 
church waiting for the May 19 service to be-
gin.

Strains of the Irving Berlin tune "There's No 
Business Like Show Business" wash over the 
crowd as a slideshow with photos of Primeau 
throughout her life — at her first dance re-
cital, posing for her senior picture, in her 
wedding dress — flash across large screens 
on either side of a stage.

"There's no people like show people, they 
smile when they are low..."

At one point during the hourlong service, 
Erika Reyes, Primeau's 26-year-old niece, 
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A lush display of purple and white flower arrangements surrounds Shannon Primeau's 
closed casket. Nearby sits a portrait of her in a red flamenco dress striking a dramatic 
pose, the same portrait that had hung in the lobby of the beloved Oklahoma City dance 

‘Remember to smile’
SAVING THE LAST DANCE: PART FOUR

Ed Primeau speaks during the funeral 
for his wife, Shannon, on  May 19. 
[Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman]



Erika Reyes waits to be introduced be-
fore the start of Everything Goes Dance 
Studio's spring review. 
[Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman]



who grew up dancing with Primeau and loved her aunt 
like a sister, takes the stage.

Looking into the sea of somber faces, she talks about 
"duende," a term associated with flamenco that the dic-
tionary defines as the power to attract through personal 
magnetism and charm.

Reyes offers her own definition.

"When Shannon let out her duende she could make peo-
ple feel things they didn’t even know they could feel," 
Reyes says, her voice breaking. "Emotions that they had 
been searching for that had been lost. She gave people 
hope."

Reyes tells the audience how Primeau could make peo-
ple fall in love with dance and want to learn from her, 
even if they'd never danced before. She tells how her 
aunt would give her "entire soul" when performing.

"Duende is something that cannot be taught; it is some-
thing that can be shared and instilled in a performer’s 
heart," Reyes tells the mourners, many of them dabbing 
away tears. "And that is what Shannon did for me and 
many of her students ... she will always be my choreog-
rapher in my heart."

Primeau's cousin, an acoustic guitarist who toured na-
tionally with her, plays one of Primeau's favorite fla-
menco songs, written by a friend.

One of Primeau's former students, now a 25-year-old 
professional dancer with the Oklahoma City Ballet, per-
forms "Be Thou My Vision," an Irish hymn Primeau en-
joyed dancing to as a child.

In the audience sit Cristina Simmons and her five chil-
dren, including 7-year-old Isha. When Primeau first fell 
ill, Isha told her mother she wanted to quit taking ballet 
if her favorite teacher wasn't going to be there. Pri-
meau's death following a battle with uterine cancer 
changed the young girl's mind. Now, Isha wants to con-
tinue, she tells her mother. She wants to make her 
teacher in heaven happy.

As the service ends and people exit the auditorium, the 
Irving Berlin number begins again.

"... Yesterday they told you you would not go far; that 
night you opened and there you are. Next day on your 
dressing room they've hung a star; Let's go on with the 
show."
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Hours later, the skies over Oklahoma City release a 
downpour. 

Rocio Bazan, 15, ducks in from the rain and heads to 
a back classroom at the Everything Goes Dance Studio 
in the Plaza District, where she greets the tappers.

Before she passed away, Primeau worried that her ab-
sence might cause some of her students to quit the stu-
dio. For the woman who worked so hard to build a love 
of dance in all her students, the idea was heartbreaking. 
She'd asked Rocio to take over one of her beginning tap 
classes, to make sure the 10 young dancers would be 
ready for the upcoming spring revue, the highlight of 
the year for the studio that Primeau loved so much.

There are only seven girls in class tonight. Not good, Ro-
cio thinks.

"I'm a pink ninja!" reports the littlest dancer in the 
group, covering her face halfway with a pink crepe skirt. 
Isha Simmons is at tap, too, and still wearing the gray-
and-black dress she had on at the funeral. 

"OK! Line up. Remember to smile. Have fun," Rocio 
tells the class, calming the wiggles and clacks.

Rocio hits play on an MP3 player. Toe-heel taps com-
mence.

The group is scheduled to dance for two minutes to 
"Power of Love," a 1985 Huey Lewis song featured in 
the movie "Back to the Future."

The production's big finish is supposed to end with the 
girls all pointing at the audience on the song's last few 
notes.

The tiny dancers struggle with the movements.

"Shuffle, shuffle, step, knock, knock, knock, step, toe, 
heel, toe, heel, toe," Rocio calls out.

The music cuts.

The girls stop, confused.

The MP3 is finicky today.

Rocio tells the girls to keep dancing. It's the kind of mis-
hap that can happen during a performance, she tells 
them.

The music starts again, then stops.

"Keep dancing!" she calls out.
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Callye Crespo dances 
during the funeral.

Jorgee Reyes, left, prays with her daughter Erika Reyes and boyfriend Dan Caliari 
alongside instructor Tomma Lou Brown.



Isha Simmons struggles a little with her toe-heel taps 
but remembers to wear a big smile. Others forget when 
to twirl, or which way. 

"OK, girls, let's do it again."

Before she'd gotten too sick, Primeau choreographed all 
but the last 45 seconds of the tap dance. Rocio stepped 
in and plotted out the final moves: like heel taps, arm 
pumps and that finger point on the final words: "That's 
the power of love."

After five run-throughs of the number, the tappers' fo-
cus wanes.

There are yawns. Two tappers announce the need to use 
the potty and run out the door. 

Another is thirsty.

In the lineup, the pink ninja accuses another of bump-
ing her on purpose.

A few retaliatory bumps commence.

At the front of the line, Isha Simmons is oblivious to the 
commotion behind her.

Rocio doesn't react to any of it.

She is patient with the little ones, just like her teacher, 
Primeau, taught her.

Instead of scolding the girls, she summons the parents 
from the lobby to watch the evening's final run-through 
of the dance.

Like magic, children snap into focus.

Dance moms and dads raise smartphones and start to 
record.

The music starts.

The MP3 player doesn't malfunction.

The pink ninja nails her finger point and accompanies it 
with the fiercest of stares.

Others point two or three beats too late.

On the big stage, under the bright lights of the upcom-
ing "Everything Goes Hollywood" production, Rocio 
hopes the tappers will remember what to do.

With only two weeks to go, she's anything but 
certain.
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Isha Simmons, 7, stands in a line with others from her tap dance class during a dress rehearsal. [Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman]



Rehearsal is running ahead of schedule. The big show is 
just a day away.

Backstage, Erika Reyes, Primeau's niece, helms a po-
dium, trying to orchestrate the movements of 400 danc-
ers performing nearly 30 
dances.

On the day she learned that 
cancer had spread through-
out her body, Primeau had 
decided to close the studio 
she'd run for 19 years after 
one last spring performance. 
She didn't think there was 
anyone who could run it like 
she wanted, a place where 
dreams could be lit, children 
inspired and lifelong connec-
tions made.

Then, just 10 days before she died, she had a change of 
heart. It was so obvious. Her niece. Erika.

They were the practically the same person, 20 years 
apart, both passionate, self-possessed and, at times, 
fiery.

Both had danced since they were young girls and ma-
jored in dance education. 

At flamenco events, Reyes could look into her aunt's 
eyes and know that Primeau was going to change the 

moves.

When Primeau told Reyes 
she wanted her to take over 
the studio, Primeau's hus-
band, Ed, pulled his niece 
aside and emphasized that 
she did not have to say "yes."

Reyes never hesitated.

Now, at rehearsal, Reyes 
calls out the next act to ap-
pear on stage.

"Now we're moving on to 
No. 19. 'Back to the Future.'"

Reyes has taken special care throughout the day to be 
both direct and kind, to speak to parents in English and 
Spanish. She feels her aunts' presence; she hopes Pri-
meau is looking down on them all and thinking "Good 
job."
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A job well done, to Primeau, was about giving your best, 
with the understanding that your best may not be per-
fect, and that's OK. To her, a dancer had done her  be-
st only when a performance exuded emotion. Radiated 
love.

Backstage, in the darkness, studio staff lead 10 tiny 
members of the Tuesday evening beginner tap class to-
ward the stage in single file. Under their poofy red tu-
tus, the girls wear matching, black-sequined dance out-
fits with a giant, sparkling red heart across their chests.

"Follow the line," Reyes says. "Follow, follow. Shhhh."

There is clacking.

Rocio Bazan is out of breath; she's just finished her own 
barefoot, athletic performance of a Mexican folkloric 
dance dressed in an Aztec costume: a floor-length gold 
skirt and a multicolored metallic top and headdress 
strewn with 13 2-foot-long feathers.

She holds the headdress and sprints from one side of 
the stage to the other to help line up the tappers. It's Ro-
cio to whom Primeau turned to put the finishing 
touches on this last dance.

Music blasts through the auditorium.

"The power of love, is a curious thing..."

Rocio runs onstage, feathers bouncing, and rearranges 
the girls to even out their spacing, then steps back to 
watch as the song approaches the final notes ...

"and with a little help from above

you feel the power of love

you feel the power of love

Can you feel it?"

The 10 little girls deliver their finger points a bit out of 
sync, but with emotion.

Bazan smiles.

"Where's Ernie?" Erika Reyes asks. 

Just 15 minutes remain before the opening number of 
the big spring recital.

Ernie Calderon, Primeau's brother, who teaches hip-
hop at the studio, jogs across the darkened stage and ar-
rives at the circle.
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Reyes, Calderon and several other studio staffers form a 
circle and hold hands.

"Dear Lord, we just ask that you have my sister here in 
spirit," he prays. "Show us what's goin' on, Shannon, 
just direct us. We love you much and we just love what 
we do. We're so happy that you taught us everything. 
Bless us today, God. Let the kids have fun ... just bring 
this all together, dear Lord."

"Amen."

Moments before showtime, staff members line up be-
hind the curtain and hold hands. Some wipe back tears.

Erika Reyes, the director, in a blue satin dress and high 
heels, thumbs through note cards in the center of the 
stage. She's nervous, but ready.

All her life, Shannon Primeau had prepared her for this 
moment.

The curtain rises. 

A white butterfly flutters across the stage.

Shannon, the dancers can't help but think.
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Isha Simmons, 7, stands in a line with others from her tap dance class 
during a dress rehearsal. [Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman]
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How to help
Shannon Primeau’s relatives have created the Shan-
non Primeau Memorial Scholarship for dancers at 
Everything Goes Dance Studio.

For more information, please e-mail Erika Reyes at 
erikareyes4@yahoo.com or call Everything Goes 
Dance Studio at 525-1000.

Shannon Primeau had a rare and aggressive form 
of uterine cancer called dedifferentiated endometrial 
carcinoma. There is little information, research or 
data on the best way to treat these cancers.

The Foundation for Women’s Cancer awards re-
search grants for gynecologic cancers, including 
uterine cancer. For more information, go online to 
www.foundationforwomenscancer.org. 

How to donate
To make a donation, go to 
https://donatenow.networkforgood.org/foundationfor
womenscancer and indicate the type of donation 
you wish to make. 

Donations also are accepted by check payable to 
the Foundation for Women’s Cancer. Mail donations 
to:

230 W Monroe St., Suite 2528

Chicago, IL 60606-4902

Or, donate by phone at (312) 578-1439.

For more information about donating to the Stephen-
son Cancer Center, go to 
https://stephensoncancercenter.org/waystogive/don
ate/howtogive.aspx or call 271-6822.
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Rocio Bazan, 15 waits to 
perform during a dress 
rehearsal.




