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This book is lovingly dedicated to
artists both distinguished and unrecognized
and to the blessed unrest . . .










Author’s Note


Before we embark on this journey together, there are a couple of things you need to know. I’ve changed the names of some people (and okay, also some dogs) throughout the book. And while my brain and body have memorized countless ballets, I wouldn’t say that I can recall each word of every conversation I’ve had or overheard with the same level of precision. Read on knowing I’ve recaptured dialogue and scenarios to the extent my memory allows. In the pages that follow, I’ll be sharing my experience as a dancer at New York City Ballet with you. While much of it is exciting, moving, hilarious/ridiculous—there is a darkness too. You’ll see that I’m not going to hold back when it comes to discussing my experiences, notably with several people who have at times been negative forces in my life.


I’d like to say that while I share a deep love and passion for ballet with many, we’ve all been impacted by intense scrutiny and pressure that have been passed down through generations like dysfunction within a family. We’ve grown up in a flawed world that celebrates great personal sacrifice, as well as an inherent bias about what a ballerina looks like. But where my commonalities with the cast I’ll soon introduce end is that I am a mixed-race woman who has succeeded despite this outdated ideal. How these individuals at NYCB view the ballet world is different from mine, largely for this reason. Their experiences as dancers, and now administrators, do not and cannot match mine.




SWAN DIVE


A MEMOIR IN FOUR PARTS
AND INTRODUCTION


Based on the life of New York City ballerina Georgina Pazcoguin


You’ve never been to City Ballet . . . or any ballet? NO PROBLEM, I’ve got you. And even if you do occasionally drop your backside into the plush, red velvet seats at the David H. Koch Theater at Lincoln Center . . . there are a few things you may not know. Brace yourselves.


Once upon a time—in 1948, to be precise—a former dancer/genius choreographer from Saint Petersburg, Russia, named George Balanchine and his partner, Lincoln Kirstein, founded a ballet company. They called it the New York City Ballet (NYCB). Please don’t be confused and think I dance with American Ballet Theatre (ABT).


Another genius choreographer named Jerome Robbins (West Side Story or Fiddler on the Roof, anyone?) was also a founding choreographer of NYCB. Balanchine created his very own training style, which is taught at the ultraprestigious School of American Ballet (SAB), founded with the same cohort in 1934. “But first, a school” was Balanchine’s edict. And now we know why: he had BIG, BIG plans for ballet in America. SAB is the first stop on the wild train ride that is becoming a professional dancer with NYCB.


City Ballet has also produced and been home to some of the most iconic American dancers EVER. Maria Tallchief and Tanaquil Le Clercq (both of them were married to Balanchine at one point, by the way), Suzanne Farrell . . . and of course, the one dancer just about everyone has heard of: Mikhail Baryshnikov.


ACT ONE: 1989–2000


A rogue ballerina is born. Ballet lessons, a typical childhood rite of passage, unexpectedly prove to be an actual career choice. Most people find their purpose after college. I found mine at the age of four.


ACT TWO: 2001–2003


Behold the unique growing pains of a working child turned young professional turned actual adult turned legal drinker in the city of instant gratification.


ACT THREE: 2003–2016


If you’ve ever seen The Nutcracker, whether your six-year-old niece was playing an angel, or you got all Christmassy and posed with your family in front of the iconic fountain before a Lincoln Center performance . . . you have Balanchine to thank for that. The Nutcracker was the first big production Balanchine created . . . spreading ballet-themed Christmas joy all over America. Other favorite Balanchine productions (I mean, if you ask me) include Symphony in Three Movements, Agon, and Serenade. You have my full support to skip The Nutcracker for these glorious works of art.


ACT FOUR: 2016 to present


It has been the greatest honor of my life to be a part of this company, but recently things have been dicey in the house that Balanchine built. The last few years have been marked by drama, scandal, and a whole lot of heartache.


THE CAST


In the following pages, I share my experience as a ballerina onstage and offstage. The good, the bad, and the totally crazy. As you join me on my ballet-fueled journey, you’re going to encounter the following characters:


Peter Martins:


former dancer turned artistic director who retired amid an investigation into allegations of sexual harassment and verbal and physical abuse (which he denied).


Rosemary Dunleavy:


senior repertory director, keeper of all things Balanchine (she has all the steps of every production memorized), stern matriarch when you’re a dancer in the corps.


Jean-Pierre Frohlich:


repertory director, the Larry David of the ballet.


Thomas A. Lemanski:


director of rehearsal administration, keeper of schedule, giver of insults.


GEORGINA’S COMPANY


The brothers Angle, Jared and Tyler:


Jared, young heartthrob, and Tyler, first dancing partner and childhood friend. Both principal dancers at the NYCB.


Savannah Lowery:


former soloist at NYCB, best friend, and if that wasn’t enough, now she’s becoming a doctor.


Miranda Grove:


best friend since age four, beaches buddy (literally and figuratively, à la the movie with Barbara Hershey and Bette Midler). Also a professional ballerina, albeit sadly never in the same company.













INTRODUCTION
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Adrenaline


Adrenaline is a great fucking drug. It was the perfect top-off to the full range of emotions I had clawed my way through during the past twenty-four hours. I rode the 1 train downtown to the David H. Koch Theater in silence, believing my next performance as a dancer with the New York City Ballet would also be my last.


Two weeks earlier Peter and I had a yelling match of epic proportions. It ended with me screaming as I ran down the hallway, easily within earshot of anyone in the dressing rooms and the administrative offices. One of my stagehand buddies came running to my rescue to see what was up and make sure I was okay. Now Peter had requested to meet with me. I was sure I was getting fired. I was burning inside as I walked into the office, bracing myself for whatever unjustifiable abuse I was sure was going to be thrown my way: Fat shaming? Maybe I’d be accused of not being fully committed to the company I had danced with since I was a teenager? I was ready to defend myself this time, and my last words to Peter would be as sharp as daggers. I walked into the office, and Peter gestured toward the couch, where Rosemary, the ballet mistress, was seated. I had really grown to love her over all these years. Her passion and wisdom brought its own form of comfort, strictly unique to Rosemary. She was more stern stepmom than warm nurturer, but my feelings for her were solid despite her devotion to the man who continually caused me pain. I was glad she was in the room for this moment, even if just to witness whatever happened next.


The couch was absurdly low. Peter had positioned his six-feet-four-inch frame in a tall chair right across from me. It felt like he had me exactly where he wanted me, at his feet, prone before his throne. Like I was paying homage. I was weighed down by dread but still picked up on a feeling of calm in the room. This is exactly the kind of fuckery that drove my anxiety through the roof.


Peter finally spoke: “Georgina, I don’t see us ever agreeing or seeing eye to eye.”


His emphasis on the word “ever” was like a quick but sharp jab to my gut. A clear and painful reminder that he seemed to know exactly which buttons to push, and to remind me that not agreeing with him brought consequences.


He continued casually, as if we were roommates who disagreed about who washed the dishes last and weren’t talking about the end of my life as a ballerina.


“We have differences of opinion.”


The sadness rushed at me like a wave. I was twenty-nine years old, and my career was about to be over in a snap. This man, whose mere presence in the rehearsal studio loomed over us like a threatening storm cloud—who could take a dancer down with one sharp look or cutting comment—had the supreme power to cut me loose. And it was going to happen right now. I was struck silent, immobile.


“You have danced so strongly over this season. That is undeniable.” Peter took a deep, concerning breath before he said, “I’ve decided to promote you.”


His words did not compute. What did that fucker just say? He repeated it, “Gina, I’m promoting you.” My rage starts to dissipate, and I am flushed with euphoria. Wait, I’m a soloist? I’m a fucking soloist? Part of me was in disbelief; did this just happen? Tears of gratitude were about to spill. I didn’t really care if he saw me cry, but I wasn’t going to reward him with a display of emotion. After our last blowout, I promised I’d never let him see me get emotional again.


Rosemary stood up and gave me a look of approval. I had earned some mutual respect over the years from this woman, who was a very tough nut to crack. Rosemary’s career as a ballet mistress began under Balanchine and continued with Peter—in other words, she’s dealt with some shit. It was like a strong woman who had been beaten down extending a hand to another strong-willed woman who had been freshly killed. Peter was standing now, towering over me, looking expectant. Oh, Jesus. C’mon . . . he wants me to hug him? I tried to find the will to push aside the disgust I felt from this weird peace offering, to just do it. To hug my boss—my abuser.*


I blurted out, “Thank you, Peter, for this recognition.”


I stuck my arms stiffly out to the side and went in for a hug, but at the last second my body betrayed me. It’s like as I got closer to my boss, I was confronted with an imaginary force field. The attempted hug between us became more like a chest bump between two rivals who were reluctantly attempting a truce. I kind of ricocheted off Peter’s chest and instantly checked myself from laughing at this mutual fail. Taking in Peter’s stiff body language and strained expression of approval, I thought, Yeah, for a guy in his sixties, you are still solidly classified in the “brawny-brute” category, especially when standing directly next to my five-foot-five frame. It was the best I could manage without cracking up in his face. I had won this battle of wills, and he knew it.


“Gina. One more thing.” I stopped cold. Oh, so here comes the axe. Was this a cruel joke? I slowly turned toward him. “Your Carabosse,” he continued. I played the role of the evil fairy in Peter’s version of The Sleeping Beauty, the first in a growing number of character roles that allowed me to channel my complicated emotions into wickedness. “She just seems a little too mean.”


The irony of his statement was not lost on me. At least he got the message. That’s one thing I gotta hand him: Peter is not stupid. For the last two weeks I had been channeling every ounce of anger and angst into my role.


“Okay, I can tone it down.”


The conversation was over; I was reeling from the unexpected twist. I walked out of the office, no longer a member of the corps de ballet but the first Asian American woman soloist in the history of the company. And I had also just agreed to dial back my rage. I headed up to the dressing room to get ready. I had a show in an hour.


Tchaikovsky’s score was swelling grandly, sounding like a celebration. In thirty seconds, I’d be performing for the very first time as a soloist for the New York City Ballet. I rotated roles in this run of Sleeping Beauty, and by a stroke of fate, instead of acting Carabosse, I’d grace the stage tonight dancing the Fairy of Courage. This role was a pleasant departure from my usual rep at City Ballet. I often danced the strong female roles, but this time I was playing a strong female that would require classical ballet technique while wearing a very classical tutu. It was the kind of role I knew I could nail if only given the chance, and finally, my advocacy for myself had come through. Waiting in the wings to go on, Canary Fairy’s theme had started—each tinkling note of her song was like a piece of glass shattering in the ceiling I had been trying to break for years. Now I had my title—I was about to grace that stage as a motherfucking soloist. Canary Fairy hit her last pose and disappeared off into the wings. The orchestra transitioned into Fairy of Courage’s vamp—my energy pulsing, my body ready to soar with each BOMP BOMP. I flew like I had been released from a cage—the conductor and I sharing one heart. I was completely in sync with the rhythm and energy of the orchestra. The same tenacity and grit that freed me from the fist of my boss transformed into power and technical precision . . . the ultimate badass ballerina combo. The audience was with me for every point and turn, grand jeté, chaîné, and battu. There were a few parts of this variation that had always been a pain in the ass to execute well. Peter’s choreography here was crazy-fast, a by-product of the time-honored tradition of men who choreograph things never taking into account what it would be like to execute the movements en pointe. Female ballerinas always rising to the breakneck challenge for fear of saying, “Hey, can we take it down a notch?” Imagine telling Jesus that while it’s great he turned water into wine, you’d prefer your water be a Syrah blend, not a cabernet. You have a solo, lady. Shut up and twirl. But today those struggles didn’t exist. I was lit. This was my victory dance. The high-octane ninety-second variation was choreographed to impress—it ended with a set of diagonal piqué turns and sauts de basque. This is the kind of shit that seriously wears a ballerina out, but today I had a turbo boost in the form of vindication.


I’m right in it; the momentum I have is insane. But suddenly I realize I’m not headed in the right direction. I’m supposed to dance off into the wing, but I’m not lined up right to do that. Shit. I’m headed toward the proscenium at the edge of the stage. I need to decide in a split second whether I should correct myself by sacrificing the momentum, or do I keep going and hope I find a way to stop? I felt amazing. It was kind of like riding your bike down a big hill as a kid. You’re speeding along with abandon and it’s pure freedom . . . hair flying, stomach dropping, a huge smile plastered on your face as you defy gravity. But then you realize the hill is about to end in the middle of a busy intersection, and you’re moving at breakneck speed. Do you hop off? Do you slam on the brakes? Do you just hang on for dear life and hope you’ll be spared somehow? I land the saut de basque and decide to hang on. I start the chaîné turns and dance with so much fever that I’m on the marley clearing all the way onto the apron where the rehearsal pianist normally sits. If this was a rehearsal, I’d be sitting in her lap right now (after crashing into her piano). I’ve reached the last piece of real estate on the stage, and I have to put on the brakes somehow or I’ll hit the wall. As I end the final turn, I stretch out my leg and pop my foot right onto the wall. And dink! I’ve stopped moving just in time.


The pose I’m standing in is not exactly picture call–worthy. It looks like I’m about to whip out a razor and shave my goddamn leg. I’m aware that professional ballerinas don’t generally cling to the wall like Spider-Man in a tutu. So I dramatically throw my arms into the air in a desperate attempt to add a prima flourish.


The applause was EPIC. Perhaps in part because no one had seen a ballerina get this close to breaking her neck by crashing into a brick wall and then tumbling into the orchestra pit—but I didn’t care. With every clap, my soul expanded, and my entire body was flushed with adrenaline. I felt like the audience had just taken this wild ride with me, and we were sharing this moment. My leg was still planted on the wall for balance, and now I have to get off the stage. This presented another interesting challenge, as I wasn’t even technically on the stage. The wing was behind me. I pushed myself off the wall with my pointe shoe and gave a quick nod to the audience. Thank you for this beautiful exchange! I did a complete about-face, running off the stage with yet another over-the-top Vasiliev-style flourish. First show as a soloist and I nailed it. And fuck you, glass ceiling. Sometimes the act of performing is so powerful it carries you off. I had thought I had felt it all before, my first Nutcracker, my first performance on the State Theater stage—but I had never felt a high like this. Now I was a soloist in the New York City Ballet, and this was the real stuff. Those baby highs had nothing on this feeling. I wanted more.










ACT ONE



The Gateway Drug










CHAPTER 1
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Welcome to the School of American Ballet


The city was revealing itself to me in all its urban glory as our minivan sailed down the Henry Hudson Parkway. The early summer sun was high above the buildings, and the river to my right glistened with promise. I was quiet in the middle of the middle seat, sandwiched between my two younger siblings, who were dragged along for the epic journey from Altoona, Pennsylvania, to Lincoln Center, where I’d be spending the next five weeks of my life. I barely even registered annoyance as Cory rummaged through a bucket of fried chicken, then shoved it past my face over to Christina.


“Christina, that last leg was supposed to be for me! What did you do with it?” Christina snatched up the bucket. “Chickens only have two legs. You ate them both, asshole.”


My mother pushed her oversized sunglasses to the top of her head, leaning forward into the middle row. Mom was a sassy Italian who conjured up images of a young Liza Minnelli. But you’d be more likely to find my mom splitting a late-night cheesecake with the Golden Girls than hanging around Studio 54 in a Halston dress. Mom’s realm was family, friends, food, and conversation, and her reign was supreme.


Mom always sat in the back on any long drives, and this was not our first lengthy ballet-related road trip. My parents had dutifully hauled me to ballet “conventions” all over the country, including one especially ass-numbing trip to Jackson, Mississippi. Mom had some anxiety around driving, and the car was the one place my mother let my dad take full control. My father may have been a colonel in the army reserve and a revered general ER surgeon, but there was no doubt that it was my mother who ruled the family. The car was the one place in the Pazcoguin family jurisdiction where my dad could relish some authority. To this day, if you need a ride, you can count on Silvino Ben Pazcoguin. He will drive anyone in my family anywhere at any time with pride and love.


“Gina, you are going to dance in this big city. This is it!”


My mom said this with genuine excitement, but with a side dose of something I couldn’t quite recognize. Maybe it was sadness or worry about leaving me alone in this enormous and anonymous city, but before I could give it further thought, she shouted loudly over all of our heads, “Ben! You’re gonna miss the exit if you don’t get in the left lane. Pronto!”


We lurched forward as Dad made a harrowing three-lane switch so he wouldn’t miss the exit. As our minivan made a left onto Fifty-Ninth Street, turning up Amsterdam Avenue, Dad, attempting to navigate the busy city traffic while reading his AAA TripTik notes, announced that the Rose Building, my new home, should be just up ahead. The Rose Building housed the School of American Ballet started by George Balanchine and his partner in artistic crime, Lincoln Kirstein, years before the New York City Ballet was even born. SAB is prestigious AF, and the crazy-competitive summer program draws two hundred of the country’s finest young dancers, many of whom have been dreaming about being a professional dancer as long as they had memories. SAB is also the only way a dancer gets into New York City Ballet. There’s no auditioning for the company at the ripe old age of eighteen. The corps de ballet is like an elitist cult, and all of its young, moldable members are plucked right from the school. That first summer, my only knowledge of SAB came from a school report I did on Maria Tallchief, a ballerina who at one time was married to Balanchine. I knew that 1) some Russian guy named Balanchine invented an interesting ballet technique, and he started a ballet company in New York City; 2) Maria Tallchief is obviously the coolest name a ballerina could ever have; and 3) for some reason this institution gave me a full scholarship.


My dad pulled over, and taxis buzzed past us like a swarm of killer bees. My sister opened the door and scooted out. I followed suit, getting my foot stuck in a half-full bag of Doritos.


“Dude, I was gonna eat those on the way home. Thanks, Grace.”


My brother laughed, then nimbly hopped over our mountain of road-trip debris and leapt gracefully onto the sidewalk. Mom shimmied out of the back back, popped a Jolly Rancher into her mouth, and efficiently snatched my trunk out of the minivan and hauled it to the curb with a thud. Car horns blared as if issuing a warning, “Watch yourself, Midwestern lady. You’re not in Altoona, PA, anymore!” We waved goodbye to my father, who was venturing forth into the wilds of the Upper West Side to find parking. We stood awkwardly on the corner, all of us just staring as our minivan got smaller and smaller, eaten up by the mass of traffic, buildings, and crowds.


It didn’t take long for me to notice my people. Up ahead snaked a long line of nearly identical-looking, long-legged girls who might as well have been deposited on the plaza from outer space. The alien-like limbs and gigantic smiles were topped off with the ultimate ballerina giveaway, the perpetual bun. I considered my own thick, straight, and extra-long ponytail and wondered why anyone would bother with a bun if they weren’t in class. I always struggled to get my bun tight enough, and I hated all the fumbling with bobby pins. Did their mothers do this for them? Were they actually capable of pulling this off on their own? I made a note to myself to befriend a good bun maker as soon as possible. How else was I going to keep up with this level of slicked-back crazy? My raven horse mane swung freely between my shoulder blades as we made our way to the end of the line. I stood nervously and quietly while my brother teased and fake-anime-battled my unwilling baby sister. My mom was already chatting up the line, talking to the girls ahead of us. “Where are you from? You drove all the way from Chicago! Oh, really? How long was your drive? Did you hit much traffic?”


Her friendly questioning made me unbearably uncomfortable. “Mom, quit it,” I hissed. “I don’t even know if these girls are in my level.”


My mom stopped talking, but only to wave down my father, who was slowly making his way across the plaza. “Oh, there you are. I was starting to worry.” My father mumbled something under his breath, and that was only the beginning. My Filipino dad speaks perfectly fluent English. However, friends have mentioned that my dad has a rather particular accent. It’s not something I’m usually ever aware of. If he’s really angry or really frustrated, then I do clock it. Dad’s regular speech had just morphed into the special combo of Spanish and French accents, peppered with a few words he just made up on the fly. This is something we only heard when Dad was truly livid. When he’s angry on this level, it’s like he transforms into an Asian version of Ricky Ricardo. His anger increases, he becomes nearly impossible to understand, and eventually people just stop listening—his own family included. If I had to guess, his mutterings were likely related to the fact that parking for two hours in New York City costs more than outfitting all six of his children with new back-to-school clothes and still money left over for a golf club.


The line was moving forward. The summer sun was eclipsed by darkness as we shuffled into a narrow hallway. Small batches of ballerinas and their families were being loaded onto the freight elevator. My family, plus four other little aliens and their parents, remained silent as the large steel door was pulled down and we started moving up. The elevator came to an abrupt stop on the seventeenth floor, and we were greeted by an enthusiastic teenager wielding a clipboard.


“Welcome to the School of American Ballet! Let’s see—Pazcooogin? You’re in suite 1702, and your roommate has not checked in yet.”


This moment represents the first time—out of thousands if I had to guess—that my last name would be emphatically mispronounced by someone associated with the New York City Ballet. My family followed me into my dorm room, my siblings staring out the window at the fountain while my mom laid my foam egg crate on the bottom bunk and covered it up with a worn set of freshly washed sheets. She folded me into her arms and gently kissed my forehead. She smelled like home. It suddenly hit me that we wouldn’t be taking trips to Value City together this summer. And I wouldn’t be around to help her plant tomatoes in the family garden, kneeling side by side on our knees, our hands busy in the warm dirt. My father hugged me. “We’ll call you when we get home, Gina.” My siblings turned from the window, said goodbye, and that was that. I wouldn’t say it was a clinical goodbye. There were some feelings expressed by each member of the family. But our departure didn’t necessarily feature the outpouring of emotion you might expect from parents about to leave their barely teen daughter in the hands of strangers in Manhattan. I wouldn’t learn about the walk back to the car for several years, when my sister brought it up. A horse-drawn carriage trotted by, causing my mom to stop in her tracks and say, “Oh, Gina would have just loved that horse.” And with that comment she burst into tears.


I plopped down on my bed and felt a ball of emotion taking root in my gut, and I had no clue how to untangle it. I was fourteen years old and about to spend a good chunk of my summer away from everything I knew. I’d be apart from my five siblings. I’d be separated from the puppies the family brought home to replace our beloved dog Ebony. Ebony’s death was so hard on me I had actually landed in therapy, and now I’d be away from the puppies, too. I’d miss swim team practices and reading books in my very own bed as I fell asleep to the summery sound of crickets chirping. Until now, summer had meant a glimpse of the regular kid freedoms I didn’t usually experience during the school year. There was a ritual transformation as soon as school ended and before my five-week ballet camp started. My leotards were swapped out for swimsuits and goggles as I joined other local kids at the country club for early-morning swim team practice. Those days I was just another kid on the country club swim team—but I was always the first one to dive into the chilly water at 7:30 a.m. when practice started.


The rest of the day was spent with my best ballet school friends or with my brothers at the pool. We’d tramp around our field of a backyard and surrounding rural neighborhood, my hands stained from eating mulberries right off the tree. If that wasn’t idyllic enough, we’d actually suck on the honeysuckle blossoms that were dotted through the yard like prizes. We acted like honest-to-God tree-climbing, rhubarb-stealing, getting-dirty kinds of kids. I’m talking about some serious Goonies-style adventure shit. There were also the requisite midweek sleepovers with ballet pals. We made up skits and elaborate dance routines for our pretend hit TV show, Jammin’ in Jammies!! I’d act furious each time my older brother scared the shit out of us—popping out in a Michael Myers mask and wielding a kitchen knife, but I was secretly giving him props. Although locking us in the basement and stabbing a knife through a wall during one particularly harrowing Halloween reenactment was a bit much. Fun times, the ’80s. But my siblings were back home, and Miranda and Tyler were taking class in San Francisco that summer—and with me in New York City, nothing felt the same. New people, new sounds, even darkness falling was different and required getting used to. Darkness never really came in New York City, not like it did in Altoona. There were no fireflies or stars to help transition the evening into a peaceful night. There was just light and life. It never ended in the city, and the brightly lit buildings did nothing to quell the big anxiety I felt every night at bedtime.


I was unmoored, but it didn’t keep me from feeling excited. I was at SAB because I truly loved ballet—and my love for ballet permeated everything I did. How I spent my afternoons after school, what I wore, who I hung out with on weekends, and the confusing twinge that hit my heart when I chose rehearsal over another school dance. My love for the craft grew when I mastered a new challenge, like earning my first pair of pointe shoes, and blossomed when I performed new roles in my ballet school’s annual production of The Nutcracker.


Those moments surrounded me with a feeling I recognized as love, but there were no expectations, no preconceived notions of how this relationship would unfold. Ballet and I would be together for the long haul, or maybe we wouldn’t. Maybe I’d be a doctor like my dad . . . Who the hell knows? Until now this love was pure and innocent, and my relationship with dance was unfolding naturally without any outside pressures. I had been given the gift of the world’s best stage parents. I was offered full support, my parents happily paying for the expensive lessons, shoes, and leos. They were dutifully present for every performance from my first role as an angel (I fell) to my very first professional show. But they never pushed me too hard; they never once forced me to take a cold, hard look at the realities of ballet—they never pressured me to work harder. I was an intense kid, and they very well may have intrinsically understood that I was already putting this pressure on myself. Ballet was accepted as just the thing I do, like how other kids played volleyball or video games. Once in a while my mom would casually trot out the temptation of a day off to me and Miranda. “Gina, how about instead of class today, we go shopping or have dinner? A movie!” It could have been anything at all . . . just doing something else was the point. I always chose ballet. What masked itself as a childhood hobby was already a deeply embedded passion . . . and there was no stopping it. I’d always pick ballet over a John Hughes movie; plus, my dad had the most impressive collection of what would become ’80s cult movies on VHS around. I figured I could catch up anytime.


Dad applied pressure just once, and he used the lightest touch. He woke me up extra early one Saturday morning the previous February. It was the time of year in Pennsylvania when the cold stings like a slap in the face. Grey days fall in line one after the other, and it’s hard to remember that a bright blue sky or sunshine ever existed.


“Hey, Gina, so we’re going to drive to that audition. It’s time to get up, okay?” I was tired and content to stay in bed, but the idea of driving to Pittsburgh with my dad to audition for the SAB summer course was almost enough to lure me out from under the covers. We had never had a discussion about this audition as a family—it wasn’t something we all agreed would be “important for my future.” I didn’t spend extra hours training for it. I never devoted energy to thinking what it could mean if I was actually accepted. My family was simply aware the audition was happening, and apparently my dad thought driving to Pittsburgh was a good way to kill a Saturday afternoon in the ice-cold guts of winter.


“C’mon, Gina, get up. We’re going to go to this audition. We can get spaghetti at your favorite place on our drive back home.” There was an Italian restaurant inside of an old train car that I loved in Pittsburgh. I always ordered the spaghetti. I tossed aside the covers and put on my favorite black leo. This one was my armor; when I slipped it on, I always felt smooth and sleek. It had black horizontal slits down the entire back, a badass but defining feature that helped me distinguish myself ever so slightly from every other dancer in a black leo. Even then I was slightly rogue. I strove to stand out.


It was just Dad and me, driving under a ribbon of grey sky for hours. When we got to the audition, we were immediately confronted with a never-ending supply of enthusiastic young ballerinas. I checked in and my number was pinned on by the smallest of safety pins. We were lined up in groups. I was asked to do a tendu à la seconde, développé à la seconde, and an arabesque. My ability to execute these movements properly would demonstrate my facility for turnout, arch, and flexibility. SAB auditions are famous for this prescreen. Line and physical aesthetic are essential in ballet. It can be developed to a certain degree, but to become a professional ballet dancer, male or female, ultimately rests upon your God-given traits. The first obstacle to becoming a professional dancer is a big one—it’s determining if fate gave you a body that can be molded into “perfection.”


After the prescreen we were all to take part in a class where we’d undoubtedly be observed and judged. Did we have something truly special? Or was ballet just meant to be an after-school hobby, eventually swapped out for Pilates or yoga when we got older? There was something about being around so many other dancers that fostered a desire to shine. Now that I was here, I wanted to do really well. I wouldn’t let my dad watch. I made him wait in the hallway. I felt nervous, but I was in my zone. The class was fun, and I liked the corrections the teacher was giving me. I have never loved adagio, but I did it. The last part of the class was jumps—grand allegro. I knew this was where I could stand out because even though I was a fourteen-year-old girl from small-town Pennsylvania, I had developed the ability to fly. My ability to take flight that day was enhanced by the live musician playing the piano. I loved music, and dancing to a live musician was an unexpected treat. Adding live music turns the art of ballet into a conversation. To me a dancer is the personification of music. It’s like a siren call. Hearing live music awakens something deep inside of me, even if I’m just in class. This feeling is not limited to the stage on performance night. The interaction between a musician and a dancer is otherworldly, a synergy of artistic power. If you watched the cartoon Captain Planet from the ’90s, you’ll get this: Five teens from different continents combine their unique powers together in order to summon this ultra being who magnifies their gifts tenfold, which are then used to save the earth from environmental disaster! Combining my gift with another artist’s gift is exponentially increasing the impact we can make. So, for that reason, live music is much more than someone sitting at a piano during class or rehearsal. Music is my rock, my partner, my trusty sidekick. And at that audition, it was the match to my fuse—it gave me liftoff.


After the class was over, I walked past a group of girls who were furiously asking questions of a tiny woman with red hair hanging to her shoulders like a river of fire. Susie Hendl was a former Balanchine ballerina who was sent out to Pittsburgh to lead the audition and teach the class. In other words, to ballet nerds auditioning for SAB on a random Saturday afternoon, she was an A-list celebrity on a New Kids on the Block level. I didn’t know who she was the day that she separated herself from the girls and approached me. With all the hopeful eyes now staring directly at me, she asked, “Your name is Georgina, right? I can’t say anything officially, but I can basically tell you you’re going to get a scholarship. Do you have any plans to audition anywhere else?” I stood there trying to comprehend what I had just heard, and I had no idea how to respond, “Huh. I don’t know. Ask my dad?” I said thank you politely and left the room and went into the hallway, where Dad was waiting. He smiled when he saw me. “How’d it go? I heard other girls talking about how good you did in there.” I didn’t fully understand what had just happened, and I masked my excitement. I relished having a secret but didn’t want to draw attention to myself. Once I was safely out of earshot of the other girls and in the car, I told him, “I think she said I might have gotten a scholarship, but I don’t know.” It was snowing again. The sky was heavy with grey and the promise of more winter. We set off to get spaghetti, but we got lost. We never found the restaurant.


In late February an official letter of acceptance arrived. I had been offered a full scholarship to the summer program at the School of American Ballet. Holy shit. My acceptance at SAB was the very first hint that this passion of mine could shape the course of my life. It was the first solid indication that I had promise, that maybe ballet and I were headed somewhere together. It was like waking up to discover the little boy I had been playing with since preschool had suddenly blossomed into George Clooney. I didn’t know what it all meant, but I was definitely interested in finding out.










CHAPTER 2



[image: image]


Saved by the Bell and John Lithgow


The cafeteria at the Rose Building is unlike any school cafeteria. Imagine something like a college campus cafeteria—it’s used by Juilliard students and faculty, and anyone involved in a production at the Walter Reade Theater and the Clark Studio Theater, as well as by the Lincoln Center constituent offices. The line in the cafeteria is likely to include Juilliard students grabbing a bagel between classes, the ladies who work in various offices picking up a salad, John Lithgow eyeing the desserts, or, God rest his soul, Philip Seymour Hoffman picking up a coffee before heading back upstairs to rehearse Death of a Salesman.


Then summer hits. And these half-dressed young men and women swirl in and take it all over. Imagine if the food court at your local mall was suddenly held hostage by the cast of Fame. However, like any cafeteria anywhere in the world, the Rose Building cafeteria is also a palace of teenage awkwardness come summer. Ballerinas are absolutely everywhere, sporting tights and leos, limbs too long and braces too bright. Each girl is crowned with a perfect bun.


On that first day my hair was in a bun, too, but I had regular clothes on over my ballet clothes. It was breakfast time, for Christ’s sake. The smattering of male dancers present was completely outnumbered by the female persuasion—a common occurrence anywhere young ballet dancers gather. I stood alone and nervous, unaccustomed to all the newness. I was used to the togetherness that comes from six kids fighting at the breakfast table about who gets the last slice of Ellio’s pizza or the last of the ramen soup. We were never a cornflakes and Cheerios kind of family.


I got in line behind a group of slightly older girls. They were pulsing with a confidence that only comes from familiarity. Their comfort level practically screamed, “We’ve been here before and we own level six.” I was in level six, but my newness overshadowed any confidence I would have gathered from being placed in such a high level at such a young age. As I waited, I looked down and noticed they were all wearing what looked like Christmas stockings on their feet. Chunky, thick, bright red stockings that went all the way up to the knee, with leather sewn on for a sole. They were cute and cozy but seemed like an odd choice, seeing that we were in the middle of a cafeteria in July. The tallest girl picked up on my curiosity and acknowledged me with an explanation: “They’re mukluks. Everyone here wears them,” as if the group mentality behind their weirdo shoe choice made them look less ridiculous. Did they realize they were shuffling around on the concrete floor in stockings that have no grip? I watched as the tall girl slid her tray right past the towers of carbs—triangles of toast, pancakes, waffles—and continued pushing it past the bacon and sausage, coming to a halt in front of big bowls of pink and white yogurt. The pink yogurt was unnaturally bright and supremely unappealing. The white yogurt was the winner. She spooned enough yogurt to feed an infant into her bowl, moved a few inches down the line to add fruit, then finally topped it off with an impossibly small sprinkle of granola. The other mukluk chicas followed suit, each ballerina slowly adding yogurt, fruit, and granola into her bowl. I wanted a bowl of ramen desperately, but instead I filled my bowl with yogurt, fruit, and granola—the portions I’d chosen seemed humongous in comparison. Behind me stood the Juilliard kids—they were so obvious. They wore regular clothes and ate whatever the hell they felt like. I guess excessive waffle consumption has no direct impact on how well you perform in front of your peers during violin class. Lucky bastards.


I heaved my dance bag higher onto my shoulder, balanced my tray, and whipped out my meal card. I chose the nearest empty table; it seemed like the safest and least conspicuous move I could make. The mukluk girls were a few tables over, eating together, slowly spooning tiny amounts of yogurt past their lips, silently and practically in unison. Another group of dancers left their food mostly untouched. It was as if they were too excited to eat. Too busy chatting, hugging each other, and pulling their legs up behind their heads in absurd acts of flexibility. They exuded familiarity and closeness, too. I thought about Tyler and Miranda—far away at the San Francisco Ballet’s summer intensive; I was envious that they had each other. If they were here, we’d be sitting together, wondering where you score a pair of those weird shoes and maybe even sharing a breakfast sandwich. The wicked mixture of anxiety, discomfort, and uncertainty I was feeling would be watered down by their presence. I might have been surrounded by other ballet aliens, but I was alone and I was the newbie. This was a difficult combination to conquer. I wasn’t necessarily afraid of being alone—even as a member of a big family, I had always managed to find a way to spend plenty of time solo. But this was a lot to take in . . . the different, the good. What were the rules here? Who was my competition? Did Tyler and Miranda feel as unmoored as I did? Were they able to help each other figure out what was what?


This was the first summer we were apart. The three of us had operated our own nerdy ballet posse since we met as tiny people at the Allegheny Ballet Academy. I landed at Allegheny because my first experience with ballet had ended before it began. The ballet school most conveniently located to our house expected my mom to be present during the entire time I was in class. My mom wasn’t having that. She was holding my brother by the hand, had my baby sis high on her hip, and had three other kids who would be getting home from school soon. Basically, as a mother of six, she had a lot of other shit to do. She couldn’t stick around for this and paraded me right back to the car. A few days later I was incessantly twirling around in the kitchen making a real nuisance of myself while Mom was trying to make dinner and dealing with all the kids alone. My father was stationed at Fort Benning and would remain there for the duration of the Gulf War. The TV was blaring in the background, and my younger siblings were running around like maniacs following my lead. My mom stepped away from the stove and grabbed the phone book from the cabinet. She plopped it on the counter and gave her index finger a lick, impatiently flicking past pages until she landed at “DANCE.” The very first listing was the Allegheny Ballet Academy. She dialed the number as the sauce bubbled on the stove.


“Hi. So, I have this girl who is constantly moving and twirling. I want to sign her up—”


Deborah Anthony cut Mom off and informed her that she teaches “a well-rounded hybrid of Vaganova and Cecchetti ballet styles.”


Mom got right to the point. “Debbie. Tell me. Do I have to stay and watch?” From the look on Mom’s face, it was clear that she didn’t. No parental guidance required. Debbie wanted the parents and all of the distractions they brought out of her way. We had a win!


The next day she dropped me off at the Allegheny Ballet Academy. It was really just a repurposed old church, but in my mind the barre and the mirrors had transformed it into something miraculous. We were placed at the split-level barre that frames the large wood-floored room, most of us only able to reach the lower level. The music started, and we were guided into a simple series of pliés and relevés. Next were explanations of the classical ballet positions, the six basic positions that are the foundation of barre work and the center work that came after. My little, not-yet-there muscles fired right up, and I liked the feeling—the strength that came from it. I disappeared out of myself and clicked into something bigger than my tiny four-year-old body. Something let loose inside of me, and I felt simultaneously freed and focused. I didn’t know what I was doing, but I knew one thing. I wanted to move this way all the time. Even the ballet shoes had their own magical qualities. They started out firm, but then the leather softened as my body heat warmed them up. Eventually they conformed to my feet—memorizing the specific shape of my tiny pointed toes. My normal shoes didn’t do that! The wooden barre felt like a protector in my hands. I felt safe just touching it. The mirrors were like a friend that echoed my exact feelings back to me without ever speaking. I even loved the record player—letting myself get lost in the tempos, rhythm, and movement. I dug all of this shit, and it absolutely blew my four-year-old mind.


OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title page



		Contents



		Dedication page



		Author’s Note



		INTRODUCTION: Adrenaline



		ACT ONE: The Gateway Drug



		CHAPTER 1: Welcome to the School of American Ballet



		CHAPTER 2: Saved by the Bell and John Lithgow



		CHAPTER 3: The Mother Ship



		CHAPTER 4: Carnage



		CHAPTER 5: Home



		CHAPTER 6: You Don’t Fit In (from Here to There)



		CHAPTER 7: 720



		CHAPTER 8: If You Can’t Join ’Em . . . Beat Them (at Their Game)









		ACT TWO: Corps de Ballet



		CHAPTER 9: House of Upsets



		CHAPTER 10: Give Satan an Inch



		CHAPTER 11: Party on the West Side



		CHAPTER 12: She Died Last Night



		CHAPTER 13: Fuck Your Brunch



		CHAPTER 14: Dressing Room #19



		CHAPTER 15: Thigh Master



		CHAPTER 16: Sloppy Seconds



		CHAPTER 17: The Slap Heard Around the World









		ACT THREE: If the Fates Allow



		CHAPTER 18: The World’s Most Successful Flop



		CHAPTER 19: Home for the Holidays for Five Minutes



		CHAPTER 20: Holiday Bonus



		CHAPTER 21: B Cast Forever









		ACT FOUR: Flying Solo



		CHAPTER 22: Single-Room Status



		CHAPTER 23: Dancing Machine



		CHAPTER 24: Cats: It’s Not for Pussies



		CHAPTER 25: Here, Kitty Kitty



		CHAPTER 26: Dancers Die Twice









		Acknowledgments



		Footnotes



		Praise



		About the Author



		Plate Section



		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		ACT ONE: The Gateway Drug













		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘SWAN DIVE is to ballet what Anthony Bourdain's KITCHEN CONFIDENTIAL
was to restaurants, a chance to go behind the serene front of house
( 1o the sweaty, foul-mouthed, psychofrenzy backstage."

Daisy Goodwin, SUNDAY TIMES

THE MAkINE
¢ & ROGUE
P PALLERINA





OEBPS/images/orn.png





