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Chapter 1 

I look at myself in my bedroom mirror—the mirror with little pink ballet shoes painted around it, which is on top of the dresser with the little pink ballet shoe drawer handles, which is beside the lamp with the little pink ballet shoes on the shade, which is next to my bed, which has—you guessed it—little pink ballet shoes on the comforter and pillowcases. 

You might think the person who just moved into this room likes ballet. You would be wrong. My mom is the ballet-crazy one. Ever since I was born, she’s had her mind set on one thing: turning me into a ballerina. She even stuck me with Petrakova for my middle name. Alexandrea Petrakova Johnson! The closest I’ve ever been to Russia is Atlanta. At least until we moved here to Harlem last week. 

After I packed all my ballet stuff up, I told one of the Muscle Men Movers it would be okay if they lost that particular box. I even wrote lose this box on the side in purple felt pen in case they forgot. 
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But when Aunt Jackie dropped us off at our apartment on 123rd Street, there it was, right on top of the mountain of moving boxes in our living room. So out came the ballet mirror and the ballet lamp and the ballet comforter and the ballet pillowcases. They looked bad enough in my old room, but at least I’d gotten used to them there. My new room is a wall-to-wall ballet nightmare. The good thing is that we’re way up above the street. Maybe if I put my fan just right, the ballet stuff will blow out the window. 
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Just as I think that, I look at the ballerina posters on the wall (all courtesy of Mama, naturally). There’s Maria Tallchief, who danced with the New York City Ballet. Virginia Johnson, who was the prima ballerina of the Dance Theater of Harlem. Janet Collins, the first black prima ballerina of the Metropolitan Opera Ballet. They stare down from their frames with stern looks on their faces, their eyes fixed on me as if they can tell I’m thinking Bad Ballet Thoughts. 

The only person on my wall who’s smiling is my idol, champion speed skater Phoebe Fitz. Aunt Jackie gave me an autographed poster of her for my last birthday. Phoebe looks as out of place among all the ballerinas as I feel in my ballet-themed room. I imagine Phoebe giving me an encouraging wink; then I turn back to the mirror. 

A skinny nine-year-old looks back at me. I have Mama’s brown skin and my dad’s mixed-up eyes—one is green and one is brown—and my hair is dark and wavy, just long enough to stick in a ponytail. 

Phoebe Fitz is really strong. She does one hundred push-ups every day. I can only do twenty-three so far, but I’m pretty sure I can see arm muscles popping out already. 

I look good, except for one major problem: I’m wearing a big old pink puff pastry, the tutu to end all tutus. Layers and layers of netting droop down to my knees. Little rhinestones sewn into the netting glint like diamonds in pink marshmallow cream. A row of pink roses marches around my waist, and silver ribbons flutter when I move. 

Ugh. I’ll bet Phoebe Fitz never had to wear a tutu. 

“Mama, you know we aren’t supposed to wear this junk to class!” I yell down the hall. No response. 

I march into her workroom, the tutu flopping up and down like it’s trying to take off. There are moving boxes everywhere, but instead of unpacking, Mama’s gluing huge feathers onto what was once probably a nice hat. She mostly makes costumes, but she’s been on a hat kick lately. I know Mama is very talented—lots of people have said so—but to me, that hat looks like an ostrich’s backside. Loose sequins in a rainbow of colors shimmer on the floor. 

Mama doesn’t notice me come in. Normal people hang out in jeans at home, but not her. She’s wearing one of her creations; she calls it the Gold Mine Dress. She got the idea for it from a book about the California gold rush. The skirt of the dress is supposed to look like a mountain, so it flares out at the bottom. When Mama’s standing still, the only colors you see are chocolate brown and gray, like soil and rocks, but when she moves you can see flashes of gold from the shiny threads and beads she’s sewn deep into the creases. She loves it, but says it doesn’t read well onstage. That means it looks good close up, but from far away you’d miss the interesting details. (“Interesting details” are things that make clothes special. I wish my tutu did not have so many of them.) 

The hat she’s working on would read well onstage even if the stage were on Mars and you were looking at it from Earth. “Fabulous…mm-mmm, perfect; maybe one more orange…” she says to herself as she chooses feathers and holds them up to the hat to see how they look. 

The ballet school letter is lying by her sewing machine. I wave it in front of her face. “Mama!” 

She looks up, a little dazed. I’d be dazed too if I’d been staring at purple and orange feathers all morning. “Why, Alexandrea!” she says, standing up to look me over. “You look wonderful. All ready for class?” 

“Mama, listen to this.” I read from the letter. “Students at the Nutcracker School shall wear standard ballet leotards and tights. Dress code shall be strictly enforced.” 

Mama puts down the feathers. “You are wearing a leotard. It’s fabulous and unique. Can you imagine how it will stand out onstage?” She strikes a dramatic pose, as if an audience of 3,000 were watching her every move. 

Sure, the tutu would look great onstage. However, I am not going onstage. I am going to a ballet class at a strange school in a strange city. Mama seems to have missed this critical point. 

“And it doesn’t say you can’t wear a tutu over the leotard,” Mama continues. “You are wearing those gorgeous tights I set out for you, yes?” She tries to peek at my behind, but I hold the tutu down. The tights I’m wearing are one of Mama’s favorite creations. The legs look like normal tights, but the rear end is covered with shiny pink lightning bolts. You have to wear them over your leotard, not under, or you wouldn’t be able to see the lightning (which would be fine with me). Mama calls the outfit Girl Power—Girl for the tutu and Power for the lightning. She says the contrast between the delicate tutu and the powerful lightning makes an interesting artistic statement. The dress code says we’re supposed to wear tights, not interesting artistic statements. At least no one will see them under the tutu. 

“Mama, pleeeeease.” Thinking about the new ballet class makes my stomach hurt. I won’t know anyone. I won’t know where the bathroom is. And on top of all that, I get to walk in looking like an electrified bride on a wedding cake. 

Mama drops the feathers and puts her hands on her hips. “Alexandrea, that is enough. When I was growing up, I dreamed of taking ballet from Ms. Debbé at the Nutcracker School, but my mother couldn’t afford it. Now that my own little girl is going, she is going in style. Understand?” 

It’s hopeless. “Yes, ma’am.” 

“You only have one chance to make a first impression, you know,” she says. “When they see you in that creation of mine, I guarantee you’ll stick in their minds that way forever.” 

That’s what I’m afraid of. 




















Chapter 2 


Ten minutes later, we’re walking down Madison Avenue. It’s early June, and I’m hot and sticky in the jacket I threw on to hide my outfit. Horns honk and music blasts from cars and windows. Little kids run through sprinklers in the park across the street. Mama’s happily pointing out places she knew when she was a kid. “That’s where your Aunt Jackie and I played after school.…That’s where my friend Roberta lived.…” 
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I’m not really listening. I’m thinking about Georgia. The street where we lived was quiet, with big trees and lots of grass. My best friend, Keisha, lived down the street. Best of all, the Apple Creek ice rink was just two blocks away. Last summer, Keisha and I went almost every afternoon. 

One day Mama came to the rink to walk me home. “I’ve got a surprise,” she said as we walked through the grass oval in the middle of Leland Park. “You and your mama are moving to Harlem.” She had a big old grin on her face, like this was the best news in the world. 

I stopped walking. I felt all shivery and clammy and prickly, like someone had tossed a bucket of Coke on me. 

“Why?” I asked. But in my heart, I already knew. The bridal shop Mama owned always had a lot of customers. Mama showed them her fabulous designs: the Japanese-inspired kimono gown with fabric cherry blossoms trailing behind; the purple straight-up-and-down dress with the matching straight-up-and-down hat that looks like an oatmeal box; the fire-and-water dress that has flames of orange and red beads licking its hemline and a river blue shawl. But the brides all wanted normal white wedding dresses with normal white veils. 

Mama sat on the ground. She took my hand and pulled me down beside her. The cool grass tickled the backs of my legs. “Honey, if I have to make one more boring wedding dress, I’ll go crazy. I’ve always dreamed of having my own costume business, and you know it won’t happen here in this little town. I want to do better—better for myself, and better for you.” 

I didn’t need her to do any better for me. We had a nice house. We had a van. I had ice skates. I didn’t need anything else. I started to tell her, but she kept talking. 

“And I miss New York. I only moved here because of your daddy, and you know how long it’s been since he passed.” 

My dad died when I was just two. It sounds weird, but I don’t really miss him, because I can’t even remember him. 

Mama said there was lots of potential in New York, because of all the theaters on Broadway. She said it would be great to live close to Aunt Jackie, who owns a hair salon and could braid my hair in all sorts of fancy ways. 

I folded my arms across my chest. “Are there ice rinks there?” I asked. 

“Yes, including a very famous one,” she said. “And so many cultural opportunities. You’ll love it. A change will be good for both of us.” She stood and pulled me up. “Now what would you say to a triple scoop of Chocolate Coma ice cream? I think I hear it calling your name.” 

Before I knew it, Mama sold our van, because, she said, no one drives in New York. (If no one drives here, who’s in all these cars?) And three weeks later we’d moved into a stuffy apartment on the third floor of a building called a brownstone. There’s not even an elevator—just a creaky stairway that sounds as if it should be in a haunted house. (I run up the stairs really fast in case there are any ghosts around.) 

So now I’m walking down a noisy Harlem street with a river of sweat pouring down my back. One thing about New York: Mama fits in a lot better here. Some people stare at the Gold Mine Dress. But they stare in an admiring way, not in the what-on-earth-is-she-wearing-now? way they did in Apple Creek. 

Still, I’d rather be home. If I were, I’d be heading out right about now to skate with Keisha. “Where’s the famous ice rink?” I ask. 

“It’s down at Rockefeller Center,” Mama says. “We can go there when it gets cold.” A fire engine zooms by, lights flashing and siren screeching. I plug my ears till it passes. 

“Mama, how am I going to win an Olympic speed skating medal if I don’t skate till it gets cold? Everyone knows you gotta practice all the time.” 

“Baby, speed skaters wear boring old body-suits—” 

“Skin suits,” I interrupt. 

“Boring old skin suits, then. They are aesthetically unappealing. All those speed skaters look exactly the same. They look like the little guys in that old chocolate factory movie.” 

“Oompa-loompas?” I say. “Oompa-loompas are short and orange. Can you name one short orange speed skater?” 

She goes on as if I hadn’t said anything. “Ballerinas get to wear beautiful costumes.” 

“But, Mama…” 

An old man pushing a shopping cart nearly runs over my foot. Mama yanks me out of the way. 

“You need to pay attention, Alexandrea,” she says. “We aren’t in Apple Creek anymore. Here in Harlem you need to use your city smarts.” Just as she says this, a girl about my age races by on a skateboard, knocking into Mama’s bag. 

“Sorry!” the girl yells out as she passes. She screeches to a stop in front of a building, and her baseball cap flies off. She scoops it up, flips her board into the air, catches it, and races up the steps. 

As the door slams behind her, I look at the glass sparkling over the doorway. THE NUTCRACKER SCHOOL OF BALLET, the gold letters read. In smaller letters below, it says, WE TURN LITTLE GIRLS INTO LITTLE LADIES. 

Mama hmmphs. “If the sign is right, they’ve got some work to do with that little girl,” she says. 

I glare at the sign above the door as Mama pulls me up the stairs. She can make me take ballet. She can make me wear a twinkling tutu. But no one is turning me into a little lady. 
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