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ACT I





Overture
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It’s eleven in the morning and I’m already back. The familiar gush of wind from the air conditioner sweeps across my face and adds a little more frizz to my already curly mane as I pass through the automatic doors of the supermarket. The same cashiers are still diligently scanning products and punching in produce codes. Across the store, dressed in his white button-down shirt and paisley tie, the manager scurries about wearing the required ass-kissing smile of a customer service professional in New York’s Upper East Side.

Although the customers are different than they were on my last visit, their faces are the same: contemplative stares as they squeeze cantaloupes and scrutinize apples, each vying for the perfect fruit; eyes filled with frustration and lips curtly positioned, as they steer their carts down doll-sized aisles. From aisle to aisle, I dart past these faces like a woman on a mission. My statement is clear. I know what I want. Don’t try to get in my way.

As much as I frequent the D’Agostino’s on Eighty-Third Street and Lexington Avenue, I should receive some sort of special recognition—food vouchers, for Christ’s sake, or at least one of  those boxes in the bakery with the bright orange sticker filled with day-old donuts. It doesn’t take me long to gather the necessary items, as I have memorized the exact layout of every aisle. Standing in the checkout line, I’m hoping the checker doesn’t notice that I’ve already been through her line once today. As a rule, I alternate checkout lines attempting to remain as anonymous as is possible for someone who enters the same grocery store day after day. Right now, however, I’m in a hurry and my impatience will not tolerate a long line.

I place my items on the revolving black belt in a deliberate manner, trying to give my high-caloric food choices an innocent facade. After looking at my selection of Hershey’s Kisses, Reddi-Wip, sour cream, cheddar potato chips, French onion dip, cinnamon rolls, chocolate donuts, and a twelve-pack of Diet Coke, Emily S., as the label states on her nametag, which is almost covered by the “Five Years of Dedicated Service” sticker, becomes inquisitive.

“Are you having a party?” Emily S. asks.

This exact question has come up dozens of times by other prying cashiers, but my conscience still cringes with embarrassment every time.

“Yes, I am. It’s my roommate’s birthday.”

The lies roll off my tongue so naturally. If she only knew the truth. Occasionally, I tell cashiers, “No, the food is for me,” which sparks their curiosity and inevitably leads to a discussion of how lucky I am to be able to eat so much and stay so thin. For a moment, I gloat, telling each of them that my secret is my fast metabolism, which, of course, is another lie. Today I don’t have time for idle chat. I need a fix.

Emily S. bags my items carefully, in her own style, at her own pace. Clearly, she’s clueless about my sense-of-urgency. You’re not bagging eggs, Emily S., only binge food. Just as I want to reach over the  counter, grab this pimply-faced cashier by the neck, and tell her to hurry the fuck up, she smiles pleasantly and responds.

“Okay. Your total is $24.61.”

Finally. I shove my ATM card in her direction, praying that I have enough funds in my account to cover the bill. While waiting for my card to process, I realize that Emily S. has failed to notice the twenty-ounce Diet Coke bottle sitting next to my purse in the grocery cart. I don’t feel obliged to let her (or any of the other cashiers) know that she has failed to ring me up completely. I mentally rehearse my prepared story for the security guard who may tap me on my shoulder as I exit the store.

“But officer,” I will say, “I thought that she saw my Diet Coke. Isn’t it her responsibility to look in my cart? Sorry, I guess I wasn’t paying attention.”

This imagined exchange between some middle-aged, wannabe-cop security guard and me never takes place, but I am still nervous every time I leave the store, thinking about the undercover Diet Coke cop potentially waiting outside to arrest me.

Bags in hand, I head down Lexington Avenue to my next destination: Pick A Bagel. On the way to my favorite bagel shop, I can’t help but notice the many undernourished stay-at-home mothers. Usually their nannies accompany them, pushing the kids in a stroller alongside. These women are so busy with personal trainers, personal shoppers, and decorating luxurious brownstones that they simply can’t live without nannies. I’m jealous of these women, whose lives appear so picturesque. If only I could have what they have, then I would be happy.

In my heart, I know this is a lie. Beneath the forced smiles and conservative Chanel maquillage lie a misery and emptiness with which I deeply identify. There’s a certain hollowness that doesn’t discriminate based on social class.

Nonetheless, I still want what they have. Looking down at my  frumpy self—Rockette sweatshirt, Broadway Dance Center cut-off sweats, which I’ve been sleeping in for two days, hair heaped on top of my head—I suddenly feel embarrassed. Haunted by hollowness or not, these mothers are ten years older than I am and look better than I ever will. I’m a mess.


Tomorrow, I will start to live my life differently.

Unable to wait to eat until I arrive at the Pick A Bagel, I break open the airtight bag of Hershey’s Kisses. Chocolate aromatics race out of the bag as it bursts open, soothing my nerves. Unraveling their shiny aluminum jackets excites my mouth. My taste buds vividly recall the succulent bites of milk chocolate perfection. Chugging my stolen Diet Coke in between bites, I pop Hershey’s into my mouth one kiss at a time to tide me over as I make my way to my next destination.

At Pick A Bagel, ten or more people are already in line. I want to scream. My body is screaming. It infuriates me to be waiting in line at a time like this. All I want is to walk into an establishment, buy my “drug” of choice, shove massive amounts of it down my throat, and then spew it out a couple dozen times, until I have reached my goal—pure numbness.

My anger is not only for the long line. I’m angry with myself for ending up here again. Like every other morning, I had promised myself that today would be a good day. A good day means eating perfectly—no bingeing, no purging, and eating three, low-fat meals. Once again, my day has turned into one of wasting money, wasting time, and wasting my life.

Scanning over the familiar array of cream cheeses, three different choices of tuna and chicken, made-to-order salads, and fresh-baked bagels, I engage in one of my favorite pastimes: planning my future diet. Let’s see . . . I will have a toasted “everything” bagel with butter for breakfast, a fat-free salad for lunch, and for dinner I can have . . . .


“Are you ready, lady?” asks the man behind the counter.


Oh, sure. Now you want my order. Interrupt me as I’m planning my perfect diet, you rude asshole. Before answering, I force a smile in the direction of this man who insists on calling me “lady.”

“Yes, may I please have two sesame bagels with egg salad and American cheese?” Five minutes later, my bagels are neatly wrapped and ready to go.

“$6.87, lady,” he says with his hand held out, as if I’ve already wasted too much of his time.

“Here’s $8,” I say, throwing the money at him. “Keep the change.”

I’m not quite ready to go home to Eighty-Third Street and First Avenue. One block away from my one-bedroom apartment is the best white pizza and greasiest crust that I’ve ever eaten. Pizza Man (he has no other name, as far as I know) gives me a familiar, friendly smile when I walk through the door. I’m a regular, ordering take-out pizza from him three to four times a week for a year now.

“How you doin’? May I help you?” Pizza Man asks.

Pizza Man likes to stir up conversations. Under other circumstances, perhaps when I’m not trying to emotionally and physically destroy myself, I wouldn’t mind having a nice chat. But today, I come out of desperation.

“Can I get two slices of white pizza and two slices of pepperoni?” I ask Pizza Man. “You don’t have to put them in the oven. I’m in a hurry.”

After hiking up five flights of stairs, I’m finally inside my apartment. My bags and I go straight to my bedroom in case my roommate, Vivian, comes home. Vivian and I met in an Overeaters Anonymous meeting. She’s also bulimic; the main difference between us is that she’s in recovery. If Vivian knew what I was up to, she’d say that I was a threat to her recovery and I’d have to move out immediately. I don’t care. I’ll take my chances.

I constantly change my housing arrangements in an effort to escape my eating disorder—as if it’s possible for me to escape from myself. No matter how many times I hear it, I fail to grasp that “recovery is an inside deal.” Instead of digging down to the core of my authentic self—the self that so many of my past therapists attest that I have—I move from coast to coast, go in and out of treatment, and believe that I can externally act my way out of this addiction. The day I moved out of my Astoria apartment for the last time and hopped onto the N train heading toward Vivian’s apartment in Manhattan, the excitement I felt was somewhat tainted by the truth. I knew how this story turned out. Moving to the city wasn’t going to cure me.

The problem with having roommates when you’re bulimic is that they’re free to pop in and out of the house whenever they please, even if you’ve managed to memorize their schedule. Vivian is an actor. She’s working today at Shakespeare in the Park in Central Park, so I should be safe, although there are no guarantees.

Now in my room, I can finally relax. Grabbing the remote, I flip through the channels until I find my favorite soap opera, All My Children. Still popping chocolate kisses into my mouth as I delve into the dramatic lives of Erica Kane and Adam Chandler, I spread my food out onto my bed. Hmm. Which foods to eat first? Carefully, I create the perfect food combination, attempting to maximize the satisfaction that the salty-sweet binge food will bring me. I keep plastic D’Agostino’s bags close to my side just in case Vivian comes home from work early and I have to hide my binge food. I shove large bites of egg salad sandwich into my mouth first, alternating with handfuls of chips and dip. Delight absorbs my veins as I pack as much food as I can into my mouth without choking. My mind is a blank slate, forgetting any of the earlier remorse I felt about wasting my life. With each swallow, the creaminess of the egg salad and  cheese sandwich coats my soul. Moving on from the first sandwich, I rip through the box of cinnamon rolls and release the protective seal on the Reddi-Wip. Large squirts of whip cream top each bite of cinnamon roll before penetrating my palate. After a few minutes, I have to take a break.

I’ve trained my stomach to reject any sense of fullness, so I have to take breaks in between food groups to throw up. I can’t throw up in our shared bathroom, however, because Vivian could discover my secret. My only option is the plastic D’Agostino’s bags. I really don’t like to purge in plastic bags. Sometimes a bag has miniscule holes that I only discover once I see vomit dripping out of it. Moreover, there’s a storage issue. When no one is home, I can easily throw the bags down the trash chute; but in the case that Vivian comes home right after I’m finished, then I have to store the bags in my closet and hope that the acid from the vomit doesn’t split open the bags.

Besides the strategizing that I have to do daily, hourly, or sometimes, minute-by-minute, purging has become very easy for me. I just lean over and out it comes, which is both a blessing and a curse.

My alarm clock reads 2:15 PM. Two hours have gone by and I’m forty-some dollars poorer. Yes, that’s about the amount of time and money it takes to elevate my mind onto a plateau of pleasant paralysis with no thoughts or anxieties to fret about, just an opiate-like numbness induced from the rise and fall of my blood sugar. My body wants nothing more than to hide under my duvet and dream away the day, but I can’t relax, yet. The magnetic tug of tiredness yanks at me as I stand up from my bed. I gather my bags and wrappers, walk outside of my apartment and traipse down the hallway to toss any evidence of my pathological behavior into the trash chute. Heading back toward my apartment, I can’t help but feel regret for wasting another day. You fat pig. You have no self-control. Back to my room I go, finally able to turn off the lights, close the curtains, pull the covers over my head, and act as if none of this has taken place.

In my mind though, I can’t deny my actions. I don’t understand why I can’t discipline myself and eat the way that I want to. I hate myself for breaking my promises again.


There’s always tomorrow. Yes, tomorrow will be a good day.


A couple of hours later, I hear the clanks of Vivian’s keys, the turn of the brass doorknob, and the front door moaning for a lube job as it swings open and slams shut. For weeks now, I’ve noticed by the way Vivian escapes to the gym whenever I’m home, and by her suspicious glances when she eyes the amount of oatmeal, butter, and Equal in my morning breakfast bowl, that she may know that all is not what it seems in my world of recovery. I don’t want to face her today.

I can hear her in the kitchen. Our apartment is a large one bedroom—which really means that we live in a six-hundred square-foot, including closet space, Upper East Side box—so I hear her every move. The opening of the refrigerator door, the hard jerk of the jammed silverware drawer, and the pop and peel of the aluminum seal on her yogurt container tells me that Vivian is making her abstinent afternoon snack.

The creaky hardwood floors chase Vivian’s footsteps, as she wanders into the living room. I expect her footsteps to stop in their usual spot—in front of one of our Papasan chairs, the chairs we call our satellite dishes—but instead, the creaking grows louder as her footsteps near my bedroom.

I unleash my head from the despair dwelling under my covers and lunge my body over the side of the bed. Balancing with my arms, I maneuver my upper body into an upside down pushup position, cock my head sideways, and press my cheek as close to the floor as I  can to glance underneath the crack of the door and see what’s happening on the other side. My nose crinkles as microscopic particles of dust and cat dander fly into my nasal cavity with each inhale.

A shadow of feet appears underneath the door. Don’t knock. Please don’t knock. My eyes seal shut, as I silently repeat the mantra, hoping to send a shot of cosmic energy through the door to make Vivian turn away. I walk my hands in reverse up the side of my bed, until I’m sitting up straight again. I stare at the paint-chipped white door and wait. In case she feels inquisitive enough to knock, my mind fumbles through the possibilities of plausible excuses as to why I’ve condemned myself to my room. After a few moments, her shadow disappears, as if she no longer cares what I’ve been up to all day. Maybe she already knows.

Since I relapsed on my food four weeks ago, my bedroom door has been the great divide between my actual truth and the truth that I present whenever I’m in Vivian’s presence. Several months back, I promised Vivian that if I relapsed I would first, tell her, and second, not binge and purge in the house. Now I’ve failed to do both. At the time that I moved in with Vivian, I had sixty-two days of abstinence—well, give or take the three or four purges that I chose to ignore because they were so minimal—so it seemed easy enough. However, like all of the other times I’ve tried to stay binge-purge free, I felt the eventual itch that every food addict experiences right before she (or he) says, “Fuck it!” and relapses.

I throw my white duvet back over my head. I’m depressed. Here I am, trapped underneath my comforter, all because I’m too afraid to face Vivian. I can’t believe my life has been reduced to this. I’m twenty-eight years old and I’m hiding from my roommate because I can’t knock my food addiction. With each breath I take, hot air rebounds from the duvet to my lips. This is why I’ve never been able to sleep with the covers over my head. I have a suffocation phobia. A  lingering smell of vomit revolves in my space and taints the air each time I exhale, reminding me of my nasty behavior. It doesn’t bother me. I’ve gotten used to smelling like puke.

I wonder how long I can stay in my room before Vivian will call the mental health authorities. Will she even notice? Maybe she’ll be so mad at me for breaking our agreement that she’ll leave me to rot under here forever. I’m paranoid. An annoying nag in my head keeps whispering to me, Get up, Greta. Just get up. I don’t want to get up. I know that I’m going to have to face Vivian at some point. She may not suspect anything. Greta, just get up. Fine, fine, fine, I’ll get up. Reluctantly, I slink off my bed toward my bedroom door and force myself to come out of my disease-infected room.

I open the door. Vivian’s eyes are piercing mine. Uh-oh.

“Hi,” I say, in my best I’m-so-surprised-to-see-you voice. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

Vivian sits on one of the satellite dishes and nervously twirls her blond hair. Her pale eyebrows frown at me with concern, as if they’re about to ask me a serious question, but they refrain.

She cracks a hesitant smile. “How are you?”

I dart past Vivian barely making eye contact and grab my Diet Coke in the kitchen to avoid a possible interrogation, as though my carbonated beverage and evasion tactics will somehow shield me.

“Fine,” I say. “I was just taking a nap. I think I may be coming down with something.” It was a poor lie.

I take a big chug out of my Diet Coke as I walk back into the living room. Ahh. Artificially sweetened carbonation is my beer. It takes the edge off. I keep gulping out of my one-liter bottle, silently counting from one to ten, as it takes about ten counts of chugging before I feel like I’ve had an all-consuming satisfying swallow. As I near my last gulp, my eyes shift to Vivian—she’s at it again—nail biting. Her fingers look beat up, with exposed nail beds and cuts around her cuticles  from the constant gnawing, which, I have to say, is disgusting. Vivian’s teeth have sawed her nails down so much lately that I didn’t know there was a nail left on her ten fingers to chomp on.

“Greta,” she begins. “We need to talk.”

Shit. I think she knows. How can she know? I mean I haven’t been that obvious. Maybe she doesn’t know.

My mind zips in rewind to replay all of the snapshots of bulimic episodes I’ve engaged in over the last month, times when she could have noticed my behavior. I question my offensive behavior, as if I’m filling out the section on an employment application asking me to check yes or no about whether I’ve ever been convicted of a felony or misdemeanor. Question No. 1: Have I ever left food or bags of puke in my room for her to find? No. Question No. 2: Regarding the times I threw up in the toilet, did I ever leave a mess that she could see or smell? No. Question No. 3: Have I eaten any of her food? No.

I’ve covered my tracks. No need for further explanation. Anything she thinks she has on me is circumstantial, not enough evidence for a conviction. Still, an addict can smell relapse like a wild animal smells its prey.

Vivian rises from the chair and transitions into her proverbial pigeon-toed, insecure, hunched-shoulder stance that she settles into whenever she faces a confrontation. Her hands slide into the pockets of her denim overall shorts; shorts that hang sloppily over a white Gap T-shirt, a getup that went out in the early nineties. Her eyes hold a combination of fear and guilt, as if she’s a twelve-year-old girl who has to tell her mother that she just broke her favorite earrings while playing dress-up.


Fuck. I recognize those eyes. I’ve been through this before with other roommates. The look in their eyes that precedes the conversation about how my insanity is tugging on the threads of their sanity,  blah, blah, blah, and they can’t deal with it anymore. I don’t want to have this conversation. Not today.

“Greta, I . . . I know you’re relapsing.”

Vivian’s words are barely louder than a whisper, but the meaning of them stuns my insides.

Me, relapse? Who’s relapsing? I haven’t been relapsing. My naturally manipulative instinct is to turn around to see what other bulimic in the room she’s talking to, but I know there is no one else.

“I’ve known for weeks,” she continues, her voice now gaining confidence. “I’ve been trying to ignore it, but I’m struggling to stay abstinent myself. I can’t be around you. You’re threatening my recovery.”

Excuse me? I’m threatening her recovery? Like she hasn’t been compulsively exercising and starving herself the entire time I’ve been living with her. Now I feel like a twelve-year-old.

I walk over to the couch and take a seat. A sobering moment such as this is too much to handle in an upright position.

“Are you saying that I have to move out?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Vivian’s two cats, Osiris and Mambo, who sit tall on the window ledge, ears erect with intrigue. They, too, want to know.

She takes a deep breath, pulls one hand out of her pocket, and begins to twirl her hair again. The seconds become sluggish. Her focus is everywhere, on the bookshelf, on the coffee table, on the wall. Just not on me.

“Yeah, I guess that’s what I’m saying,” Vivian says, bravely.

After a few moments, her eyes have the courage to meet mine.

“You know I care about you.” She looks at me as though she has no other choice. As if I have put her in an ethical dilemma. “I just can’t have the behavior in my apartment.”


You self-righteous, little . . . I start to get angry with her, but stop myself. I know where my anger lies.

My hands catch the weight of my head as it collapses with shame and regret into my palms. “I don’t know what to say.” You stupid fucking bitch, what’s wrong with you? You can never get it right. Why can’t you just eat the way you’re supposed to? You fucking idiot! I had plenty of words for myself.

“Vivian, I’m sorry,” I say, my tear-soaked hands muffling my voice. I meant it. I never wanted this to happen.

Vivian comes over to the couch and sits next to me. She’s no longer my roommate. She’s my friend again.

“I really wanted this to work. I just can’t do it anymore. You can take a week or two to find an apartment. It’s not like I’m going to throw you out without a place to go. I’m going to stay at my father’s for a few weeks.”

“Thanks, Vivian. I’m so sorry, really.”





SCENE 1

Kicking High
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If I get this job, I’m going to change my life. I’ve said this at least a dozen times throughout my life, when auditioning for dance scholarships or other dance jobs, but this time I’m serious. No more bingeing and purging. I will plan my food, go to my Overeaters Anonymous meetings, save my money, and live the way I’ve always dreamed to live in this city. I mean, it really is just that simple. If I become a Rockette in New York, then I will finally feel good enough. Such an accomplishment will force my eating to improve. Success breeds success, right? That’s my hope; though I never seem to be able to follow through.

I’m standing midblock on Fifty-First Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues outside the stage door entrance. There are more than two hours to wait for the clock to strike 10 AM, before the plump—but powerful—dwarf of a man standing guard by the door will hand me my security badge to audition. I have nothing else to do but sit on the sidewalk and watch the talented hopefuls filing in line behind me. As they pass by, I can’t help but snicker. Musical theatre dancers are all the same. They show up all bubbly with their inflated charm, standing  in their pseudonatural, duck-like, look-at-me-I’m-a-dancer stances. They plant air kisses on the cheeks of fellow dancers and speak much too loudly about what auditions they’ve landed or what fabulous and amazing people they’ll be working with later on in the week.

It’s important to note that I’m one of these dancers. If you asked, I’d tell you just how much I love Cats and 42nd Street. If you peeked through the window at Starbucks, you’d find me sitting at a table reading Backstage, planning what auditions I was going to attend the following week. The difference between me and the other dancers is that I’m the star of my own one-woman play. That is, I participate in the absurd grandiosity of the musical theatre world, pretending to live and breathe auditions, eager to land the next job. The truth is, however, I rarely go to auditions. I hate them. The only reason I can push myself to audition to become a Rockette is that I’m the perfect type: tall, leggy, with an extensive tap, jazz, and ballet background. And there isn’t a singing requirement.

I don’t have to be a psychologist to know that my hatred for other dancers stems from an overwhelming sense of inadequacy. It’s jealousy, really. Not for their talent, I can hold my own in that department. It’s because of the self-love that seeps from their pores as they speak, in all of their glorious animation, emitting sweet fragrances of crisp confidence and zeal. Other dancers don’t skip auditions because they feel too fat or too ugly to attend. They don’t skip class because they’ve spent all of their money on binge food and are too exhausted from puking all day. They don’t sit in restaurants by themselves eating an appetizer, entrée, and dessert, while excusing themselves several times to go to the bathroom. They don’t steal their roommates’ food to binge, and then puke in the Barnes & Noble’s restroom on the way to pawn their roommates’ CDs to get more money to binge. They’re doing what I came to the city to do: audition and dance. And for that, I am jealous.

By the time I receive my security pass, a small army of dancers has arrived, along with the annual camera crews who’ve come to capture the best, leggiest, but faceless, photo from the sea of long legs wrapped around the entire city block of Radio City Music Hall. Hundreds have come to audition, hoping to obtain one of the few coveted open slots.

I’m in the first pack of fifteen or so dancers who’ve been sardined into the elevator to travel up to the seventh floor where the magic of the Radio City rehearsals take place. On our walk down the long narrow hallways, through the maze to the rehearsal studio, it’s impossible not to notice the beautiful pictures of former Rockettes that adorn Radio City’s historic walls. Photographs of women dressed in classic Bob Mackie red-jeweled outfits with white-fur trim, standing in the perfect bevel, while others are linked arm-to-arm, eye-high kicking in green-velvet ensembles and silver t-straps, their smiles as sparkly as their diamond studs. Dating all the way back to 1933, the photographs represent the history of an American tradition and world-famous organization. I’m in awe of the glamour. I want to be one of these girls.

First things first. To be allowed to step foot into the Large Rehearsal Hall, the studio where the Rockettes rehearse, you have to be granted entry by the gatekeeper standing behind a card table piled high with sign-up sheet, pictures, and resumes.

“Picture and resume here, then stand in line to be measured,” the woman says, waiting for me to toss my stapled picture and resume onto the pile of others. Like waiting outside a hot nightclub, we stand in line hoping to look good enough and have the digits to get past the bouncer; except that Radio City doesn’t care about the pictures or numbers on the IDs. They care about the 8 x 10 black-and-white photos and the number of inches you stand in height. Per their nonnegotiable guidelines, you must be between 5’6” and 5’10”  tall. You could be the female equivalent to Baryshnikov; but if you don’t measure up, you ain’t gettin’ in.

When it’s my turn, I stand barefoot, as tall as I can, my chin held high, hoping it will provide me with another inch. I know I’m tall enough, but I’d like to be on the taller side of the height requirement.

“It looks like you’re 5’7” tall,” Miss Monitor says. I’ll take it.

I grab a spot in the center of the room in front of one of the mirrored walls, and take off my warm-ups. I’m wearing a turquoise leotard, tan tights, and tan t-strap heels. It’s the standard garb, although some are dumb enough to wear black-belled jazz pants or little hot shorts over their tan tights that interrupt and shorten every long line the judges are looking for. They want to see legs, people!

I stretch and I wait. Many more packs of fifteen have sequestered themselves to the rehearsal hall. Around the room, huddles of cliques chat it up, as if they don’t have a care in the world. As they laugh and carry on, however, I see them measuring up the competition from the corner of their eyes as their neighbor stretches or practices pirouettes. I, of course, do this too.

“Numbers one through fifty come into the Large Rehearsal Hall,” the gatekeeper shouts. That’s my cue.

I walk into the studio and drop my dance bag in a corner, making sure my number “3” is securely safety-pinned across the center of my leotard before racing to get the best audition spot—precisely front and center of the judges’ table. I smile confidently, looking into each pair of eyes of the four I need to impress: Mark, the director, Lynn, the Rockette choreographer, and the two assistants.

After the requisite “Welcome and Good Luck” speech that happens at all auditions, we begin to learn choreography. I should probably mention that I do have a slight advantage. I’ve been a Rockette before. No, not in New York, but in the CONY shows, Christmas Outside of New York. This confuses people, who think that there’s  one Radio City clan that tours from city to city. Not true. Depending on the year, there are five to six casts of Radio City Rockettes deposited in each city. The line consists of eighteen dancers, plus two swings, in case someone is sick or hurt.

For the last two seasons, I performed in Branson, Missouri. At first I thought, Branson? With entertainment limited to the likes of The Osmonds or The Andy Williams Show, and shopping amidst the droves of seniors in search of homemade fudge and antique dolls, I thought it would be a drag. With exception to the constant bingeing I did before, between, and after shows, it actually ended up being a sweet gig. We lived in timeshare condos, were provided cars, were treated like celebrities, and regularly stopped by the locals to sign autographs at the in-town Wal-Mart. Branson is only a couple of hours from where I grew up in Kansas City, so it was nice to have my family and friends see me perform.

The New York show holds much more clout, simply because of its locale and the history of Radio City Music Hall. Then, there is the issue of the Rockette Roster. The Rockette Roster is a list, unique to the New York show, which has the status of tenure in academia, but causes the cattiness of a high school clique. The roster has been around forever, providing those in this privileged, chosen group job security and first dibs on any and every publicity event during the holiday season, such as kicking with Katie Couric on The Today Show or performing in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.

Although several of the routines are the same in both the New York and CONY shows, all of the choreography they’re throwing at us this morning is new to me. It’s only fair, really, as there are many other CONY dancers auditioning. I’ve always been a quick study, so I’m not worried. After learning a tap and jazz combination, and a kick line, they call us to audition.

“Okay, we’re going to begin. We’ll call you out in groups of four. When you hear your name, stand over here,” the assistant choreographer says, pointing to the black Xs taped onto the hardwood floor.

“Heather Beeman, Carlie Smith, Greta Gleissner, and Rosanne Connely,” she announces. I scurry out to the floor and find my marker. Luckily, I’m in the middle.

“Okay, the piano will play two bars, then you’ll begin,” the director says.

Sixteen bars later, my audition is finished. It has gone well. I hit every beat, turn, and kick, all with the precision and perfection that the job demands.

After being sent to the Small Rehearsal Hall to wait for the remaining four or five groups of fifty to audition, finally it’s time for the results.

“If we call your number, please come back for callbacks. If not, thank you for coming and please try again next year,” says Lynn, the Rockette choreographer.

Holding a stack of pictures and resumes, she starts calling numbers, from highest to lowest.

“48, 43, 42, 36 . . . 16, 10, 4, 3, 1.” Yes! She called my number! “Congratulations for making it through this round of auditions,” she continues. “We’ll see you in two weeks for callbacks.”

I am a step closer to fulfilling my dream.

 



TWO WEEKS PASS, and I, along with forty-nine other women, return to the Large Rehearsal Hall, ready to conquer our final audition. This time, Eileen Collins, the head honcho of Radio City Productions is here to observe all of the remaining competitors, the crème de la crème, so to speak. She has us perform the same combinations we learned at the first audition, and I fly through the tap and the jazz competition without a problem. They make another cut.

Now down to twenty-five women—all of us still unclear as to how many they’re looking for—we perform a final kick line in groups of five. After four groups, it’s my turn to kick. This is it, the make-or-break final performance of the afternoon.

I stand in a bevel waiting for the piano to play, with my chin held high, a bright smile, and arms linked with the women on either side of me. I glide through the combination. Everything’s going perfect until I feel a heel dig into my shin from the leg of the flustered girl next to me. YOOUUU . . . BITCH!!!! I smile through my fury, remaining unaffected on the surface, all the while thinking about how I’m going to kick, not her leg, but her ass if I lose this job because she fucked up!

The panel of four sends us back to the Small Rehearsal Hall while they deliberate.

I feel a tap on my shoulder. “Sorry about that.” It’s the girl who kicked me.

“Oh, that’s okay, it happens,” I reply. My smile is warm, but my insides are still hot with rage at her mishap. These things only “happen” if you’re a complete idiot.

“Okay, everyone, please come back into the studio,” one of the assistants directs.

Oh my God, it’s time.

“We’re going to put you into two groups. If I call your name, go back to the Small Rehearsal Hall.”

My name isn’t called. Several dancers from the CONY shows are asked to go into the other room. I have no idea what this means for me. The only girl I know in my room is Becky, a Rockette from the Branson show. Seeing all of those girls who are so much prettier than me escorted out, I’m sure I’m in the group about to be snipped of the chance to perform at Radio City. Lynn takes the girls whose names were called into the other room. The rest of us wait in the  Large Rehearsal Hall in silence. A few minutes later, Lynn comes back into the room.

“First, I’d like to say thank you to all of you for coming to the audition today,” Eileen Collins begins. Great. Here it comes, we’re about to be cut.

She continues. “I’d also like to say that we look forward to you performing in the Radio City Christmas Spectacular for the upcoming holiday season. You are our new Radio City Rockettes. Congratulations.”

Yes! I made it!! Out of hundreds who auditioned, I, the girl who feels too ugly to even look at her face in the mirror, have been one of the ten chosen to be a New York Radio City Rockette. Wow. Pure satisfaction. I walk out of the Music Hall elated. Finally, I can dance in the city I love.

Now, I just have to get my eating under control.

To kick off my new life of success and health, I pop into the deli down the block for a salad. The salad bar is exquisite, as it should be for $6.99 a pound. Don’t these produce price gougers know how heavy salad and its accoutrements are? A salad will be the perfect choice. Well, that’s not entirely true. Salad creates, for me, this kind of empty full feeling, leaving me unsatisfied and bloated, which 99 percent of the time triggers me to throw up. Not today. It’s my new life. I can handle it.

To ensure salad digestion, I decide on the way into the deli what my salad will consist of: Romaine, turkey, red peppers, and fat-free balsamic vinaigrette. It’s nothing exciting, but clearly, I can’t handle exciting food. I pick-up the silver salad tong, claw into the tin of Romaine lettuce, and grab a hefty portion. I toss a few squares of oven-roasted turkey into the mix. I prefer smoked, but bland oven-roasted will have to do. I can’t help but notice the Gorgonzola crumbles and hunks of avocado staring at me as I bypass them to grab  my red peppers. Maybe I can have a little Gorgonzola. No, I already decided. I snatch a few red peppers with a small tong and throw them onto my bed of Romaine. My eyes slide back over to the avocados. Avocado, now that’s a good fat. I can have some of that. The official food pyramid says so. Adults every day are supposed to eat a small amount of good fats like avocados, almonds, flaxseeds, and all of those other Omega-packed foods. I know better. It may be a good fat, but avocados aren’t a part of my “good,” meaning allowed, foods. I’m stumped. I don’t know what to do. If I eat the avocado, it might feel foreign to my stomach, which will trigger me to binge and purge. If I don’t eat the avocado, I might wind up feeling completely unsatisfied by the lack of substance in my salad, which will cause me to purge anyway. I’d better eat the avocado.

These are the games I play with myself. I’m in a constant state of contemplation. Do I or don’t I? What will happen if I do? Or don’t? It’s always about how I might feel in the future. Whatever I decide, even with the best of intentions, I seem to pick the wrong choice most of the time. My life centers on trying to find the most emotionally fulfilling foods to eat that won’t make me feel too full or too fat, the goal being to prevent any level of physical discomfort, which is the ultimate trigger of a bulimic episode. Emotionally fulfilling foods, for me, are anything with gobs of cheese, sugar, chocolate, and/or creaminess. From where I sit, I’m screwed because I can never eat these foods without feeling full or fat, along with the fact that any food, or drink for that matter, can make me feel full enough or fat enough to give me a credible excuse to puke.

I throw a glob of scrumptious avocado into my container, staining the purity of my salad. At this point, I’m still telling myself that adding this bit of glistening green delight to my salad is okay; but in the pit of my being, where my only shreds of honesty exist, I know this move has given me the green light to purge. I only need one  excuse, and now I have one. Hmm . . . maybe I should grab a little Gorgonzola. I’ll eat a healthier salad next time. I know I’m going to purge. I’ll have to start anew tomorrow.

Every time I build a salad, I tell myself to just get the balsamic vinaigrette. In my entire life, I’ve never gotten the balsamic vinaigrette. Vinaigrette is so boring and tasteless, compared to its creamy counterparts like ranch and blue cheese. My decision process is like buying stocks: I weigh all of my options, looking at different portfolios, and know that if I take too many aggressive risks, I’ll crash and burn. I’ve already screwed up, so what the hell. I shower my salad with ranch dressing. In less than a minute, my salad has gone from a potpourri of purity to an adulterated pile of saturated fat.

I sit down at one of the deli tables to eat. I bulldoze through my salad. I can’t tolerate the physical fullness even after a few bites. I have to throw up. But I can’t because there isn’t a bathroom for me to use. Well, there is, but it’s reserved for employees. Compared to other cities that I’ve binged and purged in, the bleak New York bathroom situation requires an extra level of strategizing.

I hop on the subway, sitting amongst ostensibly emotionless people with blank stares, paying no attention to the blind accordion player or the legless veteran hand-walking his way along the skanky subway floor begging for money. I get off at Columbus Circle and head toward Broadway Dance Center where I’m taking class in about an hour. More importantly, there’s a restroom. I take the elevator up to the fifth floor. Dancers all around, behind the check-in counter or stretching on the floor, greet me. They know me. They should, I’ve taken class daily for the last two years. Not to mention, I’m one of Michele’s class assistants. Michele is one of the most renowned teachers in the country.

I dart to the restroom. It has two stalls. One is occupied, so I go into the unoccupied stall and stand with my feet facing forward—as  if I’m actually going to go to the bathroom—and wait for the dancer next to me to finish. Waiting is the worst part. As soon as I hear the flush of her toilet, I turn around as fast as I can and lean over to perform a controlled quiet purge while her toilet is still sucking and swallowing. A move that requires impeccable timing. By the splatters around the toilet, I know I’m not the only bulimic who has been here today. I keep an ear out for the swinging of the bathroom door, for the entrance of newcomers, my signal to scoot my feet back around as fast as I can to the front and repeat the same waiting game. I do three sets of this dance before I feel empty enough to stop.

I come out of the bathroom, go to the sink to wash my hands, and look at my face, into my eyes. I don’t show any signs of someone who just threw up. You did it again. You told yourself you wouldn’t and you did. You’ ll have to start fresh tomorrow. The problem is that tomorrow never comes. You just have to be stronger. Forget about it for now. You just made the New York Radio City Rockettes for God’s sake! Be happy for yourself! Clearly, the voices in my head could stand to lighten up; but the perennial question is “How?”

I go to the snack bar area and buy a Balance Bar and Diet Coke. I hear my name called from across the room.

“Hey, Greta, come here for a sec,” Shirley, the office manager says.

I walk over to her.

“A guy from ABC called and they need a couple of dancers for All My Children. I thought you and Mara could do it. Are you interested?”

“Are you kidding? That’s my favorite soap opera! Of course I’ll do it!”

“Here are the details. Call the casting director. He wants to meet with you guys to discuss the shoot.”

Two jobs in one day! And I’m going to be on television! This is how I envisioned my life as a dancer. Besides the earlier salad mishap,  my day couldn’t be any better. A subtle anxiety starts kicking in. The job is in one month. That’s perfect. If I cut five hundred calories from my diet, and I burn five hundred calories exercising a day, I can lose eight pounds by the time of the shoot. I can do that. These racing thoughts are what I tell myself to justify a pervasive notion: I have to look skinny, always, at all costs.
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