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To all the dreamers, movers, and believers, this book is for you.

To every young person searching for their path and to those who inspire them to keep going.

Mentors, teachers, and loved ones, you are the foundation of dreams realized.

May these letters remind you of the strength within you, the beauty of your journey, and the endless possibilities when you embrace who you are with confidence and grace.

Keep striving, growing, and dancing through life.

Love,

Misty






FIRST POSITION


“Attitude”—Love Yourself First

IN BALLET, ATTITUDE (A-TEE-TEWD) IS a pose where one leg is lifted and bent at a ninety-degree angle while the supporting leg remains straight. One arm is above the head, and the other is to the side.

In life, “attitude” means a settled way of thinking about someone or something, and it’s typically reflected in a person’s behavior. In life, try to have a positive attitude toward yourself and others.


Dear Reader,

Attitude isn’t just a ballet position—it’s how you carry yourself in every situation. It can shape who you are and how you feel in any moment. Over the years, I’ve learned the importance of keeping a positive attitude, not just toward the world around me but also toward myself.

There are times when everything feels great, and it’s easy to be positive. But sometimes, things don’t go as planned, and it’s okay to feel a little down. What matters most is how we bounce back. We might not always be able to control what happens around us, but we can choose how we react.

When I walk into a room, I try to bring a good attitude with me, even if the environment isn’t as welcoming as I’d like. I keep my eyes on my goals—joy and success—and remind myself that a positive mindset can make all the difference. It helps me stay focused and strong, no matter what challenges I face.

Remember, it’s normal to have good days and bad days. What’s important is finding balance and believing in yourself. Your attitude can be your superpower, helping you to move forward and achieve your dreams, one step at a time.

Here are a few things that have helped me:





Finding Joy Through Hobbies

Growing up in San Pedro, California, I found that life was often unpredictable. My family faced limited resources and constant challenges, so finding joy became essential for staying grounded. Before ballet became a central part of my life, I found happiness in simple yet meaningful activities that helped me navigate the uncertainties around me.

One of my earliest joys was journaling. I remember sitting on the floor of our small apartment with a notebook and a pen, pouring my thoughts and dreams onto the pages. Writing wasn’t just a pastime; it was a way to make sense of the world around me. I could express my feelings, hopes, and fears, creating a space where I could be completely honest with myself. It became a way to see beyond my current situation and imagine a future full of possibilities where I felt confident and strong.

Music also played a significant role in finding joy. My mom loved playing music on a stereo, and I would sit close, letting the melodies fill the room. With just a bit of space to move, I would dance around our apartment, lost in the music. These moments were more than just dancing—they were an expression of emotions too big for words, an escape into a world where everything felt right.

When I discovered ballet at thirteen, it felt like an extension of these joyful moments. Ballet offered a way to channel my love for movement and expression into something structured and disciplined. But it wasn’t an easy journey. Stepping into a ballet school for the first time was intimidating. I was surrounded by students who had been dancing for years, while I was just beginning. As one of the only Black girls in the school, I often felt like I didn’t belong.

But even in those difficult moments, I turned to the simple joys that had always been there for me. After particularly tough rehearsals, when nothing seemed to go right, I would go home and write in my journal. Focusing on the words, reflecting on the day, and expressing myself on paper helped me reconnect with the joy that first led me to dance. These reflections reminded me that ballet, like my writing, was another form of expression—a way to process and navigate the complexities of life.

Music remained a refuge during my ballet journey. On days when I felt discouraged, I would close my bedroom door, put on my favorite album, and dance freely. These moments were about movement, not perfection. They reminded me that dance was first and foremost about joy, about the freedom to express myself without the pressures of technique and performance.

Whether you dance, write, play music, or have any other hobby, finding joy in your activities is crucial. They serve as the threads that weave through our lives, grounding us during tough times. Hobbies aren’t just pastimes; they’re reflections of who we are and who we’re becoming.

As you grow and your passions evolve, it’s important to make time for the things that make you happy. These hobbies will be there for you, just as they were for me, helping you navigate the challenges life brings. They are sources of strength, comfort, and joy, no matter what the future holds.


“Dear Misty, I love playing the piano, but sometimes life gets so busy that I don’t have time for it. How do you find time for the things that make you happy, even when life gets overwhelming?”



I completely understand how overwhelming life can get, especially when you’re juggling school, activities, and everything else. Even with all the demands of my career and personal life, I’ve found that making time for the things that bring me joy, like dance and music, is essential for my well-being.

One thing I’ve learned is that you don’t need a lot of time to connect with what makes you happy. Even just a few minutes at the piano can be enough to recharge your spirit. It’s about finding those small pockets of time in your day—maybe before school, during a break, or right before bed—when you can focus on what you love.

I also think of these joyful activities as a form of self-care. When I make time for them, I’m taking care of myself, which actually helps me handle everything else better. So instead of seeing it as one more thing to fit into your schedule, try to view it as something that supports you in all the other areas of your life.

Finally, be gentle with yourself. There will be days when it’s hard to find time, and that’s okay.

Keep playing, and never lose sight of what makes your heart sing.


“Dear Misty, I feel really pressured to be perfect in everything I do, including my hobbies. How can I focus on enjoying them instead of always trying to be the best?”



Believe me, I’ve felt the pressure to be perfect too, especially in ballet, where perfection can seem like the ultimate goal. But one of the most important lessons I’ve learned is that true joy and fulfillment come from the love you have for what you do, and from trying to be your best self, not from striving to outshine others.

When it comes to your hobbies, try to remember why you started them in the first place. Was it because they made you feel happy, relaxed, or inspired? Focus on that feeling instead of the outcome. Hobbies can also be a wonderful way to escape the demands of everyday life. For me, cooking has been a way to take my mind off the anxiety I sometimes feel before a performance or the stress of navigating personal challenges.

Whatever your hobby is—drawing, playing an instrument, or something else—the value lies in the experience itself. It’s about the moments you spend expressing yourself, exploring your creativity, and having fun. Let your hobbies be your safe space, a way to recharge and enjoy life without the pressure of being perfect.

It’s also important to give yourself permission to make mistakes. In fact, mistakes are part of learning and growing. They show that you’re trying new things, pushing your boundaries, and being brave enough to be imperfect. When I look back at my own journey, it was those moments of imperfection that often taught me the most and brought me closer to my true self.

The next time you make time to enjoy your hobby, let go of the need to be perfect. Instead, focus on how it makes you feel, and let that joy be your guide. Your hobbies are meant to be a source of happiness, not stress. Embrace the freedom to explore and enjoy them just as they are.




Knowing Your Limits

Taking a break and knowing your limits is crucial in maintaining not only physical health but also mental and emotional well-being. This lesson is one that I’ve had to learn the hard way, and it’s something I want to share with you so that you might avoid some of the pitfalls I’ve encountered.

During my journey as a dancer, there were countless times when I pushed myself beyond my limits, thinking that more effort would bring better results. Leading up to my first performance in New York City, I had been feeling pain in my shin for months but continued to push through because I didn’t want to lose the incredible opportunity. When I was preparing for the title role in the ballet Firebird at American Ballet Theatre (ABT), I was so determined to meet the choreographer’s expectations that I neglected my need for rest.

The result? Six stress fractures in my tibia. I ended up needing surgery to insert a plate in my shin and spent nearly a year in recovery. That time away from the stage was incredibly challenging, but it taught me one of the most important lessons of my career: You can’t pour from an empty cup. Rest is not just a luxury—it’s a necessity.

This lesson applies beyond ballet. Whether you’re studying for a big test, practicing for a sports event, or working on a creative project, there comes a point when rest is just as important as the effort you put in. If you don’t allow yourself the time to recharge, you could risk not only injury but also losing the joy and passion that brought you to that activity in the first place.

Understanding your limits, physically and mentally, is key to long-term success. Sometimes, taking a break doesn’t mean you’re giving up; it means you’re giving yourself the chance to come back stronger.

It’s important to remember that your body and mind are your most valuable assets. I learned this firsthand during my preparations for Firebird, and again after a recent surgery on my leg—though the procedure is behind me, the pain it left behind has never fully gone away, serving as a constant reminder of something I’ll always have to manage.

When I didn’t listen to my body during the Firebird preparations, I learned that pushing through wasn’t a sign of strength; it was a sign of denial—denial of my injury and the toll it was taking on my body. Taking care of yourself, knowing when to rest, and giving your body the time it needs to recover are the true marks of resilience.

In my experience, balancing rest with training has been essential not just for my career but for my overall happiness. As a young girl, I often felt like I had to constantly prove myself, to show that I belonged in spaces where I sometimes felt like an outsider. Through the years, I learned that being kind to myself, allowing myself to rest, and taking breaks didn’t make me less committed; it made me smarter and more effective in the long run.

Now, as a mother, I see the importance of this balance even more clearly. Taking a break and caring for myself allows me to be fully present not only in my work but also with my family. It’s a lesson that has shaped who I am as a dancer, a woman, and a mom.

When you feel like you have to keep pushing, remember that stepping back might be exactly what you need to leap forward.


“Dear Misty, my parents expect me to always do my best and never give up. But sometimes, I feel like I need a break. How can I explain this to them?”



When I was growing up, I often felt the pressure to always give my best, whether it was in ballet or other parts of my life. It’s natural to want to meet the expectations of those who care about us, especially our parents. But it’s important to remember that doing your best also means taking care of yourself.

Here’s how I would approach it: Start by having an open and honest conversation with your parents. Let them know that you truly value their expectations and that you want to succeed in everything you do. Then explain how sometimes the best way for you to keep doing your best is by taking a break. You can tell them that just like in sports or dance, rest is an essential part of growing stronger and performing well.

You might say something like, “Mom, Dad, I know how much you want me to succeed, and I want that too. But sometimes, I get really tired and feel like I need a break to recharge. When I take time to rest, I can actually do better in the long run. Can we find a way to balance my work and rest so that I can keep doing my best?”

Most importantly, remember that asking for a break doesn’t mean you’re giving up—it means you’re being smart about your limits. Your parents love you and want what’s best for you, and I believe they’ll understand that taking care of your well-being is just as important as working hard.

Stay strong, and always remember to listen to your body and mind.


“Dear Misty, I’m always studying hard because I want to get good grades, but sometimes I feel so tired and stressed. How do I know when it’s okay to take a break from studying?”



I’m so glad you reached out to me with this question. It’s wonderful that you’re dedicated to your studies and want to achieve great things. But it’s just as important to take care of yourself along the way.

Through my own experiences, I’ve learned that pushing yourself is important but knowing when to rest is just as crucial. When you start to feel really tired and stressed, that’s your body and mind telling you that it’s time to take a break. It’s not a sign of weakness; it’s a sign that you’re working hard and need to recharge to keep going.

Another good way to know when it’s okay to take a break is to pay attention to how you’re feeling. If you’re finding it hard to concentrate, if you’re feeling overwhelmed, or if you’re just exhausted, that’s the perfect time to step back for a little while. Even short breaks—like going for a walk, listening to some music, or just taking a few deep breaths—can make a big difference.

Think of it like dancing: You can’t perform your best if you’re too tired to move. The same goes for studying. Taking breaks allows you to come back to your work with a fresh mind and renewed energy, giving you a much better chance to ace your next test or do a great job on a paper.

Don’t be afraid to take a pause when you need it. Your hard work will still be there when you’re ready to pick it back up, and you’ll be in a much better place to tackle it.

Take care of yourself, and remember, balance is key.

One of my favorite things to do particularly as a teenager and young woman in New York City was to find time to wander through Central Park. When I first moved to the city, I would spend hours there, just walking, listening to my favorite music, or writing in my journal. It became a way for me to clear my mind, reflect on my thoughts, and reconnect with myself amid the chaos of city life and the intensity of my ballet training.

It allowed me to step away from the pressures of the dance world and the expectations placed upon me. It was in these quiet moments that I could listen to my own thoughts and feelings, without any outside influences. This time alone helped me to understand myself better, to figure out what I truly wanted, and to recharge my energy.

For anyone, especially young people, spending quality time with yourself can be incredibly empowering. It’s a chance to discover who you are outside school, work, or any other responsibilities. No matter if you’re taking a walk, journaling, reading, building with Legos, painting or drawing, or even just lying on the floor and staring at the ceiling to let your imagination roam, these moments can help you to process your experiences, gain clarity, and find peace.

In my career, I’ve found that the ability to spend time alone and truly enjoy it has been a key to maintaining balance. It’s allowed me to stay grounded, to avoid getting overwhelmed, and to keep my passion for dance alive. It’s also taught me that it’s okay to take a step back, to be with your thoughts, and to nurture your own inner world.

I encourage you to find those moments for yourself, whatever they may look like. It’s not just about being alone; it’s about making that time meaningful, reflective, and full of self-discovery. It’s a way to build a strong relationship with yourself, one that will support you in all areas of your life.


“Dear Misty, people always ask me what I want to be when I grow up, and honestly, I don’t have a clue. It feels like I don’t even know myself well enough to decide, and it’s embarrassing when I can’t give an answer. How can I start to figure out who I am and what I really want?”



This can be so hard, especially when life feels overwhelming or full of distractions. Growing up, I faced similar struggles, and it wasn’t always easy to carve out the time or space to truly get to know myself. But I can tell you that spending time alone became one of the most important practices in my life—it’s how I learned to listen to my own thoughts, understand my desires, and really figure out who I was beyond the roles and expectations others placed on me.

A lot of that time alone was spent journaling. It became an essential tool for self-discovery and understanding my own journey. In the quiet moments alone with my journal, I found a safe space to express myself freely and explore different aspects of my inner world.

Most often, I used my journal like a diary. I wrote about my daily experiences, detailed my emotions, and reflected on the interactions I had each day. This helped me process my feelings and track my personal growth over time.

To start connecting with yourself, try setting aside some time each day—no matter how small—to be alone with your thoughts. It doesn’t have to be elaborate. Simply sitting quietly in your room can be just as effective as journaling or any other practice you might use to reflect. The key is to allow yourself the space to be with your own thoughts and feelings, without judgment or distraction.

Remember, this is a process, and it may take some time to feel comfortable being alone. But the more you practice, the more you’ll discover about yourself. You’ll start to notice patterns in your thoughts, identify what truly excites you, and understand what might be holding you back. This self-awareness is a powerful tool, one that will guide you as you navigate your journey.

So take that first step, give yourself the time and space you deserve, and know that connecting with yourself is an ongoing practice—one that will help you understand and appreciate the incredible person you are.


“Dear Misty, I get bored when I’m alone and don’t know how to enjoy spending time by myself. How did you learn to love your alone time?”



Learning to enjoy being alone is tough, and honestly, it’s one of the hardest things to do in life. Being still—on your own, with others, or even onstage—is a skill you have to build and hone over time. It’s something I’ve had to work on a lot throughout my career.

Growing up, I was always a bit of a loner, even though I had five siblings. I spent a lot of time alone, and it wasn’t always comfortable. It’s easy to feel bored or restless when you’re by yourself because we’re so used to constant movement and distraction. But being alone can also give you the time and space to really listen to yourself—to figure out what you want and how you feel.

For me, the key was realizing that alone time didn’t have to be filled with activities. Sometimes, just being still, sitting quietly, or reflecting is enough. It’s okay to feel uncomfortable at first—it’s part of the process. You’ll find that being alone helps you recharge and stay connected to yourself in ways that are harder to do when you’re always surrounded by people.

Think of it like practicing a new skill. The more you allow yourself to sit with those quiet moments, the easier and more rewarding it becomes. No matter if you’re daydreaming while playing, sitting outside, or just enjoying the silence, it’s worth it to get comfortable with your own company. Trust me, it will make a big difference in how you connect with yourself and the world around you.




Rooting for Yourself

Rooting for yourself is one of the most important things you can do in life, no matter what your dreams or goals are. This idea is something that I had to embrace fully throughout my career, especially during the most challenging times.

I’ve been fortunate to have had incredible support from teachers, mentors, and friends throughout my journey as a dancer. But there came a point when I realized that, as much as others might believe in me, it was essential that I believe in myself.

One of the most pivotal moments in my career came when I was offered a position with Dance Theatre of Harlem, a prestigious company where I would have been surrounded by dancers who look like me. It was tempting, and it would have been a comfortable choice. But deep down, I knew that my dream was to dance for ABT and to move up the ranks within that company. Turning down that opportunity was a difficult decision, but it was a moment where I had to root for myself and believe in my vision for my future. If I hadn’t stood firm in that belief, I don’t know where I would be today.

That said, being the only Black woman at ABT for the first ten years of my career was incredibly tough. There were days when I questioned if I belonged, if I should continue in a place where I felt so different. The pressure was immense, and the feeling of being alone was something I struggled with constantly. But I came to realize that if I didn’t present myself with confidence—if I didn’t act like I belonged—then how could I expect anyone else to see me that way?

Rooting for yourself means having the courage to stay aligned with your goals, despite the challenges or when the odds seem stacked against you. It means believing in your worth and your right to pursue your dreams, no matter how daunting the journey might be. For me, this mindset has been crucial in navigating the challenges of my career. It’s what helped me push through barriers, both external and internal, and it’s what continues to drive me today.

No matter if you’re facing challenges in school, trying to achieve a goal, or just figuring out who you are, remember that you have to be your own biggest fan. Your confidence in yourself will not only help you overcome obstacles but also inspire others to see your potential and support you along the way.


“Dear Misty, I’ve been told that I won’t make it as a veterinarian because I’m too sensitive, and it’s hard not to let that get to me. How do you block out negativity and keep believing in yourself?”



I know it feels tough when people doubt what you can do, especially when you care about your dreams so much. I’ve been there too. When I was starting out in ballet, some people told me I wouldn’t make it because of how I looked and because I started training later than most dancers. It was really hard to hear.

But one important thing I learned is that sometimes people’s doubts are about their own limits, not yours. Your sensitivity is actually a great strength, especially for a career as a veterinarian, where caring deeply is so important. It means you’ll be great at understanding and helping animals.

Whenever you hear something negative, try to remember why you started dreaming of your career in the first place. Write down your dreams and the good things about yourself and read them when you feel down. Here’s something you might write: I am caring and smart. My sensitivity is my strength. Every day, I’m getting closer to my dream.

Also, find people who believe in you—like family, friends, or teachers. Their support can make a big difference when you’re feeling unsure. And don’t forget to be your own biggest cheerleader! Celebrate your small successes along the way, like doing well on a test or helping an animal. These moments are important and show how much you’re growing.

Remember, every great dream starts with a dreamer just like you. Keep believing in yourself, keep working hard, and don’t let anyone else’s doubts stop you from achieving your goals.


“Dear Misty, I sometimes feel like I have to change who I am to be accepted by my friends. How can I stay true to myself and not doubt my worth?”



When I was fifteen, I went to a sleepover with some ballet friends. It was meant to be an innocent night, but a few of the girls, who were older and seemed so much more adventurous than I was, decided we should all get into a boy’s car.

I remember not wanting to go—I wasn’t the type of teenager who went to parties or did anything like that. But I didn’t want to seem different or be the only one saying no, so I got in the car with them. It was dark, and the boy was driving recklessly down winding hills. I was terrified the entire time. Nothing bad happened that night, but I felt like I had let myself down because I knew better.

That experience taught me a lot about staying grounded in who I am. I realized that being accepted by others isn’t worth compromising your values or doing something that makes you feel uncomfortable. It’s okay to say no—it doesn’t make you less cool or less of a friend. In fact, standing up for what feels right to you shows real strength.

Remember, your worth isn’t tied to what other people think of you. It comes from being confident in who you are and honoring your values. Surround yourself with people who accept and celebrate the real you. Those are the friends who truly matter.

Believing in yourself is one challenge, but celebrating yourself—really taking the time to acknowledge your own successes—can be even harder. I’ve always found it difficult to walk the line between confidence and arrogance. When I was younger, I often confused the two and worried that celebrating my achievements would come off as bragging. But over the course of my career, I’ve come to realize that it’s not only okay to celebrate your wins but essential.

In the world of ballet, where every performance is scrutinized, it’s easy to get caught up in what went wrong or what could have been better. But when you don’t take the time to recognize your own progress and the milestones you’ve reached, it becomes so much harder to keep going. Early in my career, I was so focused on what I hadn’t yet achieved that I forgot to appreciate how far I’d come.

For a decade, I was the sole Black woman at American Ballet Theatre, which brought its own unique challenges and pressures. Throughout that time, I was hyperfocused on reaching the next level, constantly pushing myself toward the next role or opportunity. It wasn’t until I achieved a significant milestone in my career—my promotion to principal dancer—that I truly understood the importance of pausing to celebrate my achievements.

When I received the news of my promotion, it wasn’t met with fanfare or an extravagant celebration. In fact, I had dinner plans with friends that night, and when my husband asked if I wanted to cancel to do something special, I insisted we keep the plans. Celebrating with the people who had supported me throughout my journey, who understood the dedication and hard work it took, was exactly how I wanted to mark the occasion. It was a reminder that the joy of achievement is best shared with those who have been by your side.

Equally important are the smaller victories, the ones that might seem insignificant in the grand scheme but are monumental in their own right. For example, there was one day I had a really tough rehearsal. I woke up feeling super stiff and tired, in both my body and my mind. Knowing what I could handle, I took some extra time to warm up slowly and set my own pace for the day. Making it through that rehearsal without being hard on myself or comparing my progress to other days felt like a small victory. Not only that, it taught me a big lesson about the importance of being patient and taking care of myself. It was a reminder that listening to what you need is a key part of doing your best.

Both these moments—celebrating my promotion in a simple, meaningful way, and acknowledging the triumph of getting through a tough rehearsal day—have taught me the importance of being my own biggest fan. No one knows the work and sacrifice you put in better than you do. Learning to celebrate your own successes, big and small, is not just about giving yourself a pat on the back; it’s about recognizing your growth, your resilience, and the incremental steps you take each day toward your goals.

You deserve to acknowledge your hard work and to feel proud of what you’ve accomplished.


“Dear Misty, what do you do to remind yourself of your achievements when you start to doubt your abilities?”



Doubt can be a familiar visitor for anyone striving to achieve great things, myself included. When I begin to question my abilities, I have a special way of reminding myself of all I’ve accomplished, which might help you, too.

Instead of seeking validation through external opinions, I turn to something far more personal and uplifting: kind notes and messages I’ve received from friends, family, and mentors. After each performance, award, or any significant milestone, I save the congratulations and supportive messages I receive. These are not just words; they are affirmations of my hard work and talent from the people who truly know and support me.

Whenever doubt creeps in, I revisit these messages. Reading them allows me to relive the moments of success and the positive impact I’ve made on others. It’s a powerful reminder that my journey is valued and that my achievements are real and recognized by those who matter most to me.

Keeping a “success journal” filled with these notes, along with my own reflections on achievements and milestones, reinforces my confidence. It’s a tangible testament to my journey, filled with love and support, that helps drown out any negative voices, including my own sometimes.

So gather those kind notes; maybe even make a scrapbook or a digital folder. When you feel unsure, flip through it and let the positive energy lift you up. Remember, your accomplishments are significant, and your journey is uniquely yours. Trust in the love and support of your circle, and keep pushing forward, one step at a time.


“Dear Misty, how important is it to have friends and family who celebrate with you? What if my family doesn’t really understand why my goals are a big deal?”



It’s true that not everyone will fully understand the intricacies of the paths we choose, especially in fields like dance, which can seem like a world of its own. My family, not being from the dance world, often didn’t grasp the details of my journey or what committing to ballet entailed. However, they supported the aspects they could relate to and understand.

For example, they knew I was an introvert—so shy that even reading aloud in class was a struggle for me. They saw the courage it took for me to step onto a stage and perform in front of thousands, and they celebrated that growth. Sharing this perspective with me helped them connect with my experiences in their own way, appreciating the personal milestones that were part of my dance career.

If your family doesn’t understand the significance of your goals right now, try breaking things down in ways that relate to their experiences or values. Help them see your achievements through the lens of personal growth or resilience—something that they can appreciate. Even if they never fully understand every aspect of your journey, their support in the areas they do grasp can be just as meaningful.

Remember, the support of friends and family doesn’t always need to come from a place of full understanding. It often comes from seeing your dedication and growth, and from wanting to see you succeed, no matter the arena. Keep sharing your successes and challenges with them, and celebrate every step forward, knowing that their support is rooted in their love and respect for you.
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