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Praise for


THENUTCRACKER CHRONICLES


“Smart, vivid, and full of heart, Kovac nails what it feels like to be a little kid with a big dream, then fearlessly leads us to that dream’s realization and—maybe best of all—to what comes after.”


—SARA NOVIĆ, New York Times bestselling author of True Biz and Girl at War


“This book dazzles with vulnerability and vibrates with the unbridled innocence and energy of youthful convictions, reminding us that certain human needs, like love and confidence and simply being seen, are inside jobs, and while the human body has its limits, the search for that single thing that makes our hearts soar is illimitable. This book is a triumph for our times and a tribute to every one of us who knows what it means to feel more than see the beauty around and in us.”


—PUTSATA REANG, author of Pacific Northwest Book Award winner Ma and Me


“A voice as distinctive and moving as they come. Kovac writes from deeply inside the experience and through it all we are privy to what isn’t seen on stage, for she not only knows she tells, ‘exactly what’s happening on the other side of the curtain.’ Janine Kovac has penned a new ballet of prose that will stay with you long after that final curtain call.”


—TONI MIROSEVICH, author of Spell Heaven


“Filled with vivid, transporting descriptions of dance, from the fabric of sumptuous costumes to the fascinating mechanics of balance, The Nutcracker Chronicles is a true insider’s take on what transpires behind the scenes, on and off stage, and in the hearts and bodies of dancers. Kovac highlights not just the pure beauty of ballet, but the interconnected waves of enthrallment, hard work, setbacks, celebration, and self-possession that shaped her life from childhood lessons to professional fruition and success.”


—SAVALA NOLAN, author of Don’t Let It Get You Down: Essays on Race, Gender, and the Body


“Janine Kovac’s evocative memoir of her life in dance, punctuated by all the Nutcrackers in her long and circuitous career, takes us on a journey that is both relatable and extraordinary. Her precise memory for poignant detail took me straight back to those early days of our shared Ballet El Paso Nutcrackers! Brava Janine, you so expertly portray all the complicated facets of a life devoted to dance and all the shapes that life can take.”


—TANYA RIVERO WARREN, ABC News anchor and former New York City Ballet dancer


Janine Kovac’s witty, honest, heartfelt ballet-centric memoir moves with the grace of dance, from little girl enthusiasms, oven-baked toe shoes, petty jealousies, and nasty teachers to the tireless competition of international auditioning, performance and struggling to make a life on stage. For those who love dance, for those who know nothing of dance, this bittersweet book will speak to you about perseverance, friendship, and what is really important.


—LAUREN KESSLER, author of Raising the Barre: Big Dream, False Starts and My Midlife Quest to Dance the Nutcracker


Janine Kovac’s vividly written and cleverly structured memoir will give anyone delighted with ‘Nutcracker’ an insider understanding of what it’s like to be a working dancer, as well as deepen their understanding of the Tchaikovsky classic.


—RACHEL HOWARD, dance critic for the San Francisco Chronicle and author of The Risk of Us
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YOU START OUT IN THE AUDIENCE. WE ALL DO. YOU WEAR your frilliest dress or the one that gets the most air when you twirl. Your hair is perfect, and your face is shiny. You glow from the inside out.


You clutch your ticket or your program, whichever you have been allowed to hold, and move at a snail’s pace toward tonight’s seats. The lobby bursts with patrons: blue-haired ladies with canes, slick-looking gentlemen, and little girls who look just like you. There’s a bottleneck at the entrance to the house. The black pantsuit at the door examines each ticket, as if there might be a winning lottery number on it, and then directs you to the left or to the right.


You find your row and you find your seat and you sit on the edge of it, not because you are too excited to sit all the way back but because you are too small. You are like Lewis Carroll’s shrunken Alice in those plush red-velvet seats.


The chatter of the people in the rows around you is a dull roar, and you can hear the orchestra warming up above the din. More black pantsuits down there, more important ones. If your seat is close enough, maybe your mother will let you walk—don’t run!—to the orchestra pit to see the musicians practice bits and pieces. There’s always the trumpet from the Spanish variation playing the first eight bars over and over. The harpist practices her waterfall of notes from “Waltz of the Flowers,” and the celesta skitters through the last ménage of the Sugar Plum’s solo.


Years later, you are the mother whispering, “Don’t run!” as your daughter scampers toward the orchestra pit. No one here knows that you, too, were once a ballet dancer in this very opera house.


You danced as a determined warrior mouse, a snowflake shimmering in the lightest possible shade of blue, a flower waltzing in pastels of layered tulle, and in the final years before retirement, a candy soloist in the Land of the Sweets.


You know exactly what’s happening on the other side of the curtain. The stage has shrunk because the party scene furniture takes up half the square footage. The Spanish girls dance with the trumpet’s opening bars, but he never plays the part they actually need to rehearse. In the dressing rooms, dancers are sewing shoes and applying finishing touches of makeup to their faces, carrying out their superstitious rituals. They are in various stages of stretching and smoking and praying.


Please let these shoes/this costume/my ankle last one more show.


Some of those dancers you will see tonight will be better than you were. Some of them not as good. But all of them are younger and healthier. They will be onstage, and you will be sitting here reliving each piqué arabesque, every grand jeté. Your legs will twitch. Your heart will flutter. Your body will remember all of the criticisms but none of the blisters. An old lament will resurface and echo like a motif from the battle scene.


If only I’d had more time.


At 8:03 p.m., the stage manager clears the area with a heavy whisper and a wave of his hand. The dancers scurry off into the wings and back to their dressing rooms. The soloist who thinks the rules don’t apply to him flitters off one more series of turns.


Meanwhile, it is twilight in the theater, the brief stretch of time between waking and dreaming. The lights are lowered. The last of the cherry cough drops are dispensed to stave off dry throats. In the pit, the musicians tune their instruments, swelling and swaying until they converge as one. The conductor raises his baton. The orchestra waits for its cue.


Just like that, it is Christmas Eve onstage.


Your daughter’s eyes are wide, sparkling with excitement and anticipation. You know exactly what she is thinking.


If only I could be one of them.















	WAITING IN THE WINGS 1978
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WHEN I WAS SEVEN, MY AMBITIONS WERE STRAIGHTFORWARD: I wanted to be a psychologist in the Army, like my dad, and I wanted to be a ballerina, like the plastic figure that twirled around on the top of my music box.


Truthfully, the ballerina looked nothing like a dancer and not just because her legs were fused together. She had a tutu made from plastic netting, and her gold pointe shoes were really just a glob of paint. She was fake and flimsy and offered no clues as to what a real ballerina might do. I had to use my imagination.


Sometimes, when my mother was busy with my little brothers, I’d shut the door to my bedroom and change into a slip that was supposed to be worn under Sunday school dresses. It was pale yellow with lace along the hem and a tiny rose sewn into the neckline. It didn’t look like underwear like my other slips. It didn’t look like a tutu either, but when I’d twirl fast enough, the skirt would catch the air, and I’d imagine sparkles coming out of my skin and filling up the whole world.


My ballet lessons were held at Fort Bliss, the army base where my dad was stationed, which sat at the foot of the Franklin Mountains in El Paso, Texas. Not far from the army hospital where my brother had been born, next to the commissary where my mother shopped, and across from the big building where my father talked to other army guys in green fatigues and crisp tans, there was a big room for kids. On one side there was a carpet and a wooden boat full of toys. On the other, a linoleum floor, a record player, and a ballet teacher named Kathy. I spent a year’s worth of Thursday afternoons dancing orderly patterns of steps. Then, two months into fourth grade, Kathy suggested to my mother that I switch to a teacher who had more advanced students.


“Renée is a dancer with Ballet El Paso, just like me,” Kathy said. “Why don’t you come watch us dance in The Nutcracker, and you can decide if you want to take lessons from her.”


I had been to a ballet performance once before. I knew the stage was like a magic box suspended in space, and every time the curtains opened, it had new furniture. I could tell the back wall wasn’t a real wall; it was just a sheet with scenery painted on it. It was as if the dancers were jumping around in a cartoon.


Kathy danced lots of parts in The Nutcracker. She was a snowflake, a flower, Spanish Chocolate, and something called a “mirliton” of unidentifiable origin. She was listed so many times in the program I thought Kathy might be the star of The Nutcracker. But she wasn’t. The star was Clara.


Clara was not danced by a little girl but by a short grown-up named Renée Segapeli, who, I discovered when matching names in the program to the headshots of the company members, was actually the prima ballerina for Ballet El Paso. She was also the ballet teacher Kathy had recommended to my mother. Some years Renée danced the part of Clara and some years she danced the part of the Sugar Plum Fairy. The year I went to take classes in her studio just across the railroad tracks from Juárez, she danced both.


For the first part of the ballet, the stage looked like an old-fashioned living room, complete with a fancy red-velvet love seat. The Christmas tree was obviously just painted on a huge treeshaped cloth. But unlike the music-box stage of my plastic ballerina, it looked like there might be real magic in that fake scenery.


I watched as Clara’s bratty brother Fritz pranced around. I knew he was a troublemaker—I’d read the synopsis in the program. But even if I hadn’t, it was clear from the way he jutted out his chin and poked Clara with his sword when no one was looking. Fritz was also danced by a grown-up (who also danced as the Mouse King, Kathy’s partner in Spanish, and as one of the Russian dancers). When he broke Clara’s nutcracker, I was so mad I thought I was going to cry.


Fritz, on the other hand, looked terribly pleased with himself. He even had the nerve to taunt Clara with a little jig. His teasing was short-lived, however, because one of the cousins snitched on him. Discipline was delivered swiftly. I was not the only one who cheered at this.


In the second act, giant lollipops and candy canes replaced the painted sheet of living-room walls. Clara, now the Sugar Plum Fairy, had changed into a pink tutu, and the rest of the dancers—Chocolate from Spain, Coffee from Arabia, Tea from China, plus a few flowers with green bodices and petaled gowns— bowed to her. She shone with a special glow that the other dancers didn’t quite have.


She was like a ball of light, as if she knew a special secret. Maybe if I followed her around, I could learn how to be a ball of light too.
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At the end of the ballet, Renée/Clara/Sugar Plum and her Nutcracker Prince stepped into a boat painted like a walnut. Even though I could see the wire that lifted them up across the stage, it was as if they were really flying. Stage magic. The conductor waved his hands up and down, signaling music that crashed like cymbals climbing stairs. On the final note, the curtain closed.


When it opened again, rows of dancers ran back onstage. They stood there waiting while we clapped for them. Renée and her prince were the last to come onstage. They ran in front of the other dancers straight to the middle. Everyone clapped loudest for them. Then Renée ran offstage and came back holding the hand of a man in a black pantsuit and guided him to the front. I knew he was the conductor. He didn’t seem to have done as much as the dancers had, and he certainly didn’t look like a ball of light, but we cheered for him anyway.


Just when I thought it was time to stop clapping, a woman in clunky heels handed Renée the biggest bouquet of flowers I’d ever seen. Renée took a single rose and handed it to the Nutcracker Prince. He bowed to her, and the applause started all over again. My hands stung from slapping them together for so long. My head buzzed and my chest felt fluttery, like the best kind of dizzy.


Like salmon swimming upstream, my mother and I worked our way to the mustard-yellow door that divided the audience from the dancers. Kathy was waiting for us. She was still wearing her brown tutu from the Spanish variation.


“Janine, this is Renée Segapeli,” she said.


Face-to-face with a real sugar plum fairy, I almost choked on my disappointment. Her face was caked with makeup that looked more orange than pink, and her chest was dotted with sweat. She wore huge fake eyelashes, and if that didn’t make her eyes look garish enough, she also had big black lines drawn over her eyebrows, white paint on her brow bones, and a tiny red dot on the inside corner of each eye. She had brown streaks on either side of her nose and along her chin. She wore a fancy silk bathrobe draped over her tutu the way a duck might wear a dress. On her feet she wore fuzzy slippers.


I must have looked scared because Renée laughed and took my hand.


“Have you ever been backstage before?” She led me to the wings, and my heart sank. I thought that going backstage meant I’d get to sit in the clouds around the magic box, but it was just a huge warehouse of a room with brick walls. It was worse than fake; it was as if I’d been tricked.


On the sides of the stage there were tables, and I recognized things dancers had held and masks they had worn. Everything was clearly labeled with masking tape. NUTCRACKER read one strip of tape, as if it needed a name tag to identify it. DO NOT TOUCH read another sign.


Closer to the stage, flanked by long velvet curtains, black poles with boxes of tissue taped to their stems held fat lights that faced the stage. Along the walls, thick ropes hung from the ceiling to the floor. It reminded me of the piano strings in my mother’s upright at home. If I were a mouse stuck inside a Steinway, it might feel like this.


The dancer who had performed the role of Fritz, the Mouse King, Spanish, and Russian strutted out of his dressing room. He was not wearing makeup. He wore jeans and sunglasses. And he was smoking a cigarette. He gave the Sugar Plum Fairy a kiss on the cheek, and she kissed him back, leaving lipstick on his face. They were friends. I could tell.


Something clicked in my brain.


As much as I wanted to believe it was real, I knew it wasn’t possible for boxes to float in the clouds in the middle of El Paso, Texas. But the fluttery feeling in my chest had been real. Renée’s ball of light—that was real too. All these things—ropes, lights, painted sheets, and dancers who glowed onstage—created an illusion that made people feel as giddy as if they had actually gone to a fairy-tale land full of sweets.


Maybe if I danced on that stage, I could climb back into the belief that magic was real life. Maybe I could turn the brick walls back into clouds.


I liked this idea very much.
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Renée’s ballet studio was on the top floor of an old brewery on a street so small my mother couldn’t find it on the map. There were no signs anywhere. There wasn’t even a parking lot—just a lot of gravel and a big dumpster. The building—such a faint yellow it almost looked pink, and such a pale pink it looked like the sky just after dawn—was visible from the freeway. We saw it clearly each time my mother missed the exit. And if my mother missed the exit, we’d find ourselves in Mexico instead of ballet class. By the time we’d make it back over the border, class would be over.


The lift to the top was a freight elevator, the kind that required pulling on a strap to close the double set of heavy doors before it jolted to life and chugged up the three stories to Renée’s studio. It was faster to take the stairs.


At the top, there was a small waiting room for mothers and little brothers. Renée and her boyfriend, who was a DJ for the local rock station, lived in back of the studio. Their cat roamed freely between the ballet studio and the back rooms, and when she had kittens, they did too.


An arched doorway led to a dance space with a cement floor painted a shiny dark red and cathedral windows that overlooked downtown El Paso and the mercados of Juárez. I thought it looked just like the studios in New York that I’d seen in my issues of Dance Magazine. I was too short to see out the windows when I stood facing the barre until I rose to demi pointe. Then I could see the Franklin Mountains in the distance, the interstate in the foreground. The longer I balanced, the more I could see.


Renée always wore bright scarves, layers of plastic pants, and tattered leg warmers. Duct tape held her leather flat shoes intact, just like Natalia Makarova, the ballerina who’d recently defected from Russia. Or maybe it was Natalia Makarova who tried to look like Renée Segapeli.


I had my own fashion statement: leotards with matching tights, with a different color for each day of the week. On Mondays I wore pink. Tuesdays I wore light blue. Wednesdays were black, Thursdays red, and Fridays purple.


Thursdays were the best thing about dancing at Renée’s studio because that was the day I had private lessons. I basked in Renée’s special light, in much the same way the kitten she’d given me stretched out on my bed to soak up the sunshine that streamed in from the window. On Thursdays, the attention was all mine.


In my ballet classes at Fort Bliss, I knew Kathy’s eyes were on me and that the other students copied me. It happened with a regularity that made it feel inevitable, the same way I knew I’d spelled all the words right on my weekly spelling tests. We did the same combinations to the same music, always in the same order. I loved this almost as much as I loved pulling the focus of everyone’s attention. The preordained combinations were like a designated flight pattern.


At Renée’s ballet studio, things were different. Everyone else was older and taller, and some of them even drove cars. They knew steps I hadn’t learned yet, and because every class brought new combinations and patterns, I often felt like a little kid who gets to sit at the grown-ups’ table but can’t join in the conversation. But I learned something: I didn’t have to be the best dancer to pull the teacher’s eye. I just had to be myself.


One day a visitor came to class. His name was David, and he was the same dancer who’d performed the role of Fritz.


“Isn’t she remarkable?” Renée said to him. “I show the combination front and to the right, and she’ll do it to the back and to the left. Every time. She doesn’t even know she’s reversing it!”


I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I did know Renée thought I was remarkable. That’s all that mattered.


And then one Thursday: catastrophe.


It started out like any other Thursday. I ran up the stairs on the verge of being late, while my mother and little brothers took their chances in the creaky freight elevator. As I stripped down to my red leotard and matching red tights, I heard voices from inside the studio. Sometimes the DJ boyfriend hung out with his friends in one of the back rooms during class, but these were female voices.


I hurried into the studio to take my special place at the barre only to find someone was already standing in it.


It was a little girl. She was shorter than I was, and she was cuter than I was. From the way she was warming up with her leg on the barre, I could see she was also more flexible than I was.


“Janine!” Renée gave me a warm smile as she took my hand. “I want you to meet someone. This is Dee Bee.” She motioned to the little girl, who grinned brightly. I tried not to glower. I might not have tried that hard.


“Dee Bee is in the fifth grade too. She’s going to start taking lessons here. Isn’t that great? Now you won’t be all alone on Thursdays. And she lives near you! Maybe you can carpool to class.”


Dee Bee’s mother turned to me and smiled. She was also short and cute, and I hated both of them.


“Let’s take our places at the barre!” Renée tucked a wisp of hair under her scarf and began to demonstrate a plié combination. Dee Bee’s mother gave a little wave and retreated to the waiting room to exchange phone numbers with my mother.


Dee Bee immediately assumed a perfect first position. Tummy in. Chin up. She was still standing in my place and Renée had not asked her to move, so I stood behind them, turning my toes out to the side more than I ever had before, sucking in my stomach to the point of holding my breath.


“Very nice!” Renée purred. “Now let’s begin. Demi plié and straighten. Repeat. Chin up! Shoulders down! Like a drop of water could fall from your shoulder down your fingertip.”


My first inclination had been right. Dee Bee was better than I was. Her feet were more arched. Her back was more arched. She could balance longer, turn more, jump higher, and she never went to the back and to the left when Renée demonstrated a combination to the front and to the right. My only solace was that I was still younger, if only by three months.


Things got worse. Nutcracker rehearsals started, and sometimes, after class, Renée would drive Dee Bee to their rehearsal in her dusty-pink Karmann Ghia while I went home with my mother and little brothers. Dee Bee, I discovered from eavesdropping, had been chosen to dance the part of the Bunny in the battle scene. Not a bunny. The Bunny. Now I knew I hated her.


Then . . . a lucky break. Ballet El Paso needed six pages for Sleeping Beauty, and both Dee Bee and I had been chosen to dance. Now I was the one behind the mustard-yellow door dancing in the magic box in the clouds.















	AT THE PARTY
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THE FIRST TIME I MET THE DIRECTOR OF BALLET EL PASO IN PERSON, I thought she might be a witch. Ingeborg Heuser didn’t look anything like her glamorous full-page portrait in the ballet programs, in which she’d posed for the camera on a fancy couch. Dressed in a full-length gown of linen and white lace, her hair was coiffed to perfection on top of her head like spun sugar. She had laughter in her eyes and a smile on her face that made her teeth look even. In her photograph, she radiated like a Prussian countess.


But in person, her green eyes were wild, as if she could read your thoughts. Her red hair was more of a bird’s nest than a hairstyle, and her skin was like the leather of a cowboy saddle. She claimed she kept it smooth with a cream from crushed pearls she kept refrigerated for nightly application to her face and neck. She had the slow, lumbering gestures of a dinosaur mixed with the temperament of Joan Collins from Dynasty.


She was not clumsy but definitely nothing like the lithe, graceful Renée. It was difficult to imagine she had been a soloist with the Deutsche Oper Berlin during World War II before fleeing to Italy to be a movie star. Rumor had it that she came to America when she married a US serviceman from Fort Bliss, and when she was a teenager, she had danced for Hitler. In one retelling, she slipped and fell at Hitler’s feet when he came to watch her dance. She could barely contain her tears at the humiliation of it, and when an SS officer knocked at her dressing room door, the other girls were sure she was in trouble. Instead, she was handed a box of chocolates—a rare wartime commodity—and a note from der Führer himself. He admired her courage, he wrote. She was an excellent example of “German female quality.”


Later, when my own ballet career took me to Germany and Italy, I would hear other stories.


“She was so bowlegged they called her ‘piano legs,’” one of my ballet masters told me. “You could hit a croquet ball between those knees.”


Whatever her true origins, Ms. Heuser put Ballet El Paso on the map. During her tenure at the University of Texas at El Paso, her dancers secured contracts with companies such as San Francisco Ballet, Boston Ballet, the Royal Ballet of Denmark, and even New York City Ballet. She was able to woo guest artists from American Ballet Theatre, Mexico City, and the Royal Ballet of London.


Ballet El Paso was located within the fine arts department of the university’s campus. There were two ballet studios plus an auditorium with dressing rooms, a sewing room, a costume room, and even a wing for building scenery. Years later when I danced abroad, I realized that this was a European convention. Ballet companies trained and rehearsed in the same buildings in which they performed.


Ms. Heuser’s position as a professor and department chair gave her access to resources that allowed Ballet El Paso to flourish. Renée said Ms. Heuser had installed a real sprung Marley floor— the kind they had in Germany. Even New York didn’t have floors like this, she had said.
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Unlike Renée, Ms. Heuser played favorites and her favoritism had no formula. Sometimes she fawned over dancers because they were new or came from a bigger city. Other times she showed preference for the dancers who’d been with her the longest. Sometimes she seemed mean, like when she barked at Kendal, who’d wanted to understudy Snow Queen. Other times she acted warm and motherly, like when she purred her praise for Kendal’s weight loss. No one seemed to stay in her good graces for long, though.


On the day of my first ballet class with Ms. Heuser, my mother drove me to Ballet El Paso’s studios at the fine arts building. Grown-ups called it UTEP. To me it was the place where the real ballet dancers were.


Mirrors lined the front of the studio. Laminated ballet posters from Deutsche Oper Berlin and Hamburg Ballett hung on the studio’s brown cinder block walls. I didn’t need to read German to understand they were pictures of famous ballerinas: Eva Evdokimiva in Les Sylphides and Gigi Hyatt in Manon. Underneath barres bolted onto thick planks of wood were globs of gum in every possible color—even fluorescent yellow. Floor-to-ceiling windows gave the nosier parents a glimpse of goings-on from the outside. I was grateful my mother wasn’t one of them.


As we waited to be called into the studio, one of the girls pointed to the white bulge under my tights at the base of my leotard.


“What’s that?” she asked. She didn’t introduce herself, but I knew her name was Sofia.


I turned red. “It’s my underwear.”


“Why do you wear underwear?” Sofia made a face and looked at her friend, who raised her eyebrows. It wasn’t a question. It was a statement: You are a loser because you wear underwear under your tights.


“You don’t wear underwear?” I made a face too. But unlike Sofia, my question was an actual question. This might explain why I was the only person in ballet class whose underwear showed through no matter how often I pulled my leotard down. Was that the solution? No underwear?


Sofia wrinkled her nose. Only babies wear underwear. But she didn’t say it out loud.


I grimaced back. That’s so gross that you don’t wear underwear, which I didn’t say out loud either.


“Your hair isn’t in a bun,” she continued. “And you’re not wearing pink tights.”


Because it was a Tuesday, I was wearing my light blue leotard and color-coordinated tights. My hair was secured in two ponytails pulled up above my ears. I liked the way my hair flipped during pirouettes. It made me feel like I was turning really fast.


“I like to match,” I said. “And I like ponytails.”


“Well,” Sofia scolded, “you need to wear pink tights in ballet class.”


Ms. Heuser stood frowning at the front of the studio. Her hair was a dusty orange. When she nodded to us, we entered single file. The other girls took their place at the barre. Even Dee Bee had a place to stand.


“Elephant knees!” Ms. Heuser exclaimed when I entered. Clicking her teeth, she beckoned for me to come to her.


She wasn’t saying that my knees were fat; she meant that the wrinkles in the knees of my tights looked like the wrinkles of an elephant. I didn’t have a lot of body awareness, but I did know I had bones sticking out in all the right places: knees, elbows, collarbones, and ribs. The problem was that no matter how often I pulled up my tights, after a few knee bends, they were wrinkly again.


Should I curtsy? Stand in fifth position? I was still flipping through possible appropriate reactions when Ms. Heuser stuck her arms down my leotard and pulled me up by my waistband, jerking quickly as if she were stuffing a pillow into a pillowcase. I felt the skin of her forearms on the sides of my chest as she tugged, lifting my feet off the floor.


My new teacher, the Prussian countess, had just given me a wedgie. One more reason to wear underwear, I thought. Protection.


But it worked. My tights hadn’t been pulled up like this . . . well, ever. My knees felt straighter. My back felt straighter. I felt like a dancer.


“When I was a little girl in Germany, tights didn’t have elastics. We had to secure them by wrapping a coin in the waistband.”


This did not make sense to me, but I was not about to ask for clarification.


“Now let’s do your hair. You know, you look just like Liza Minnelli!” Her smile indicated she’d given me a compliment, but I’d seen pictures of Liza Minnelli.


She pulled hairpins out of her pockets and set about pinning each ponytail into a bun. She took her time, completely ignoring the fifteen other students in the class whose hair and tights were already pulled up. I liked being singled out, but I wasn’t sure if this was good personal attention or bad.


When she finished pinning my hair, she dismissed me with a curt nod, then turned to the record player and set the needle on the first track. I scrambled to find a place at the barre. The good spots had been taken.


The ballet class shouldn’t have been hard. I had done most of the steps in Renée’s classes, and even some of the combinations were the same. But it was difficult to understand her instructions and not just because of her accent.


“Boobs in the soup!” she sang to the class during rond de jambe en l’air.


It was a reference to the position of one’s torso to a leg extended to the side. The raised leg was supposed to make a circle, stirring boob soup, I supposed. Our bodies were to be angled as if we were providing the main ingredient from our own chests. For a class of sixth graders, we had little to offer, but everyone seemed to manage except for me.


In the center, despite my best efforts, I galloped to the left while the rest of the class chasséd to the right.


Ms. Heuser shook her head. “Why can’t you just dance like a pretty girl?” she sighed.


[image: ]


Ingeborg Heuser’s insults were like poisonous darts. She called her dancers “cows on ice skates” or suggested they become flight attendants. She compared arched feet to claws, thighs to raw dough. She’d lift the chin of a young student and coo, “I have so many flowers in my garden. You are the weed.” She knew just what buttons to push.


But there were rare moments of tenderness. In the spring, we went to her house for a tea party in her garden. Ms. Heuser lived at the foot of the Franklin Mountains in the part of town where the streets were taken from Greek mythology: Olympic, Atlas, Hercules.


Gigi, the live-in maid from Juárez, greeted us at the door. Dee Bee brought flowers. I hadn’t thought of that.


The house had white plush carpet, and we had to take our shoes off upon entering. In the parlor stood a china cabinet with claw feet opposite the red-velvet chaise lounge we used in the party scene of The Nutcracker. I couldn’t see the kitchen, but I knew somewhere in there was a freezer with the face cream made from crushed pearls.


Ms. Heuser wore a white linen pantsuit, the kind that would definitely wrinkle if not hung properly. Gigi wore a black one, and it looked as if it might have come from Ms. Heuser’s closet. They had matching hairstyles too, perfectly puffed up around their heads. The only difference was that Ms. Heuser’s hair was dyed candy-apple red, while Gigi’s was jet-black. I wondered if maybe Ms. Heuser had done her maid’s hair, securing it with hairspray and bobby pins the same way she secured wigs for the party scene in The Nutcracker. Why not? A tea party was kind of like a performance.


As I walked through the house to the back patio, my bare feet sank into the carpet. Sofia and I sat on the edge of our seats with our china teacup and its matching saucer, ankles crossed, pretending this was normal. I wasn’t the only one who’d never been to a tea party before.


OEBPS/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Act I



		Overture



		Waiting in the Wings



		At the Party



		Clara Gets a Gift and Her World Grows



		Battle



		The Transformation of the Prince



		A Pine Forest in Winter



		Snowflakes



		The Space Between Acts









		Act II



		The Sugar Plum and the Cavalier



		Behind the Scenes



		Little Angels



		Spanish



		Arabian



		Chinese



		Russian



		Not All Sheep Who Wander Are Lost



		Mother Ginger



		Waltz of the Flowers



		Grand Pas De Deux



		Finale



		Clara Wakes From Her Dream









		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Looking for your next great read?













Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Act I



		Overture



		Acknowledgments



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		i



		ii



		iii



		vii



		viii



		ix



		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



		93



		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



		203












OEBPS/images/tit.jpg
THE
NUTCRACKER
CHRONICLES

Fairytale Memoir

JANINE KOVAC

swp

SHE WRITES PRESS






OEBPS/images/9781647427931.jpg
U E
NUTCRACKER

CHRONICLES,

“SMART, VIVID, AND FULL OF HEART.”

—Sara Novi¢, New York Times best-selling author of True Biz =5

(4
o=
\\" '.‘ j

FAIRYTALE
MEMOIR

JANINE KOVAC






OEBPS/images/orn1.jpg






OEBPS/images/orn.jpg







OEBPS/images/part1.jpg






