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praise for the nationally bestselling


life in motion: an unlikely ballerina


(Atria 2014)


“Wrenching and revelatory.”


—The New York Times


“[A] dramatic rags-to-toe-shoes life story.”


—People


[image: Image]  “An unexpected page turner . . . Her story is an inspiration to anyone—man or woman, black or white—who has ever chased a dream against the odds, and the grace with which she triumphs is an example for us all.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“A raw, honest tale of growing up and into the calling of a lifetime. . . . Her memoir is filled with passion, pain, success, and . . . pure joy.”


—Ebony
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To all ballerinas and dancers of the world.


Our art is vital.


Let’s keep it alive, growing, and expanding!





chapter 1



FOR AS LONG AS I can remember, I’ve led a life in motion.


When I was two years old, I rode a bus from Kansas City, Missouri, to our new home in Southern California. I was the youngest back then, with two older brothers, Doug and Chris, and an older sister named Erica. Mommy moved us away from our father to a sunny suburb of Los Angeles called Bellflower, where we would live with her new husband, Harold.


I don’t remember the bus ride, but when I think back to those years, I always remember my time with Harold. He liked jokes and he had a great laugh, one that would make everyone around him laugh too. My baby sister, Lindsey, was born after we’d lived with Harold for three years, so I wasn’t the youngest anymore. But even with five of us kids to look after, Harold would find time to spend alone with each of us. I loved when I’d sit on the couch with him, eating sunflower seeds.


But when I was seven, Mommy decided we needed to leave our home again. Without Harold. And Lindsey was coming with us. This was the second time Mommy had packed us up and moved us to a new place, and we didn’t know why. We loved Harold. Later, she would tell us he drank too much. He was an alcoholic. He mostly hid it from me and my brothers and sisters. But when I remember Harold, I don’t think of the beer cans that always sat on the nightstand he shared with Mommy. I remember how kind he was and how he made waffles for Lindsey and me on Saturday mornings while we watched cartoons.


This time we moved only about twenty miles away, to a community in Los Angeles called San Pedro. Even though we were in a big city, San Pedro felt like a storybook town, where we had bonfires on the beach and took school field trips to a lighthouse. Part of the Port of Los Angeles is located in San Pedro, where goods like furniture, clothes, and car parts are shipped in.


Our new house was close to the Pacific Ocean, with a big front yard and a view of Catalina Island. It also had a new stepfather, named Robert. We missed Harold, and it didn’t take long to notice the differences between Mommy’s old husband and her new one. Robert was stricter. He made us do chores around the house, and we ate breakfast, lunch, and dinner at the dining room table instead of on the couch in front of the TV.


Robert called me “little Hawaiian girl” and said I looked like his family. Like me, he was of mixed ancestry. His family had roots in Hawaii, Korea, the Philippines, Portugal, and Japan. Mommy had been adopted by an African American couple, but her biological parents were Italian and black. Our father, whom we left in Missouri, was also biracial, with a black father and a German mother.


I guess I did look a bit more like Robert’s family than my brothers and sisters, but I didn’t think about that when we were together. I loved them, and we were a united force. Still, the way I looked mattered to Robert, and especially to his family. Everyone knew I was Robert’s favorite, and soon it became clear that his family felt the same way. I went over to his parents’ house in the summer, where Grandma Marie taught me how to sew clothing for my dolls. But Doug, Chris, Erica, and Lindsey almost never came with me. And Robert’s father, Grandpa Martin, would hide in his bedroom when all of us visited. I don’t remember him ever speaking to me or my brothers and sisters.


Robert was strict about us kids helping clean up around the house. We would get in trouble if we didn’t follow his rules. He made us stand in the corner without talking. Doug and Chris were punished more often than us girls, though. They’d have to stare at the wall for at least an hour, and sometimes Robert would make them stand completely still as they balanced a thick book on their heads. I didn’t like when they were being disciplined, especially when Robert was particularly mean. Like when he dragged Chris across the house by his ear. Or worse, when Robert got so mad that he hit Chris with a frying pan.


But he didn’t stop there. When Chris and Doug would argue with each other, Robert made them work it out by boxing in the backyard. “Since you guys can’t agree, you’ll have to fight it out,” he would say.


We all became so scared of him that we tried our best to make sure the house was always in perfect order when he was home. We avoided him as much as we could. My big sister, Erica, slept over at her friend’s house, and I would spend a lot of time with Doug and Chris in the room they shared, listening to music by our favorite hip-hop groups. But no matter how hard we tried to stay out of his way, Robert would find a reason to be mad at us. And he was almost always mad at our baby sister.


Lindsey resembled her father, Harold, and her African features were more pronounced than the rest of ours. Robert didn’t like this, and he blamed her for everything. I was shocked the first time I heard him call her the N word. But soon the slur would flow so freely from his mouth that none of us were surprised.


Mommy was scared of Robert, too. She’d complain about him when he wasn’t around, but when he was being terrible to us, she wouldn’t say anything. She didn’t shield us from him, but she didn’t protect herself, either. After a while, our mother couldn’t hide the bruises Robert would leave on her skin.


Mommy’s adoptive parents had given her a good home, but she was still young when they’d died. She’d had a hard childhood, moving a lot to stay with different family members. Sometimes we wondered if that’s why she moved us around so much.


One day, after we’d been living with Robert for about four years, Mommy told us we were leaving him forever. “We’ve got to get out of here,” she said, so scared that she whispered even when he wasn’t around. “Robert can’t have a hint that we’re leaving. When it’s time, I’ll let you know.”


Knowing that we were leaving him soon made it easier to deal with Robert’s anger and unpredictable moods. And then, one day, it was time to go. Robert left for work in the morning, like usual, but instead of leaving for her job, our mother stayed home. She flung open the door to the room I shared with Erica and said, “Today’s the day.”


By that time, we had a baby brother, Cameron, Mommy’s son with Robert. We all rushed around the house, cramming our suitcases with as many of our belongings as would fit. A strange car pulled up to the house then, driven by a man we didn’t know. He didn’t look anything like Robert. He was a tall white man with brown hair and glasses.


We quickly learned he was there to help, and he began loading our bags into his car. Mommy told us his name was Ray. He was our mother’s new boyfriend.





chapter 2



AFTER WE LEFT ROBERT, WE briefly stayed with Mommy’s friends in downtown L.A. They were Auntie Monique and Uncle Charles to my siblings and me.


They were kind to us, but their neighborhood was home to gang activity. I didn’t feel safe living there. If any of us wore a color the gang didn’t like, I knew something bad could happen.


Then, one night, we heard gunshots outside. There was a loud thump, like something heavy had landed on the front porch. When we ran outside, a man was lying there. Blood from where a bullet had hit him bloomed into a bigger and bigger circle on his jeans.


We moved a few weeks after that. I was happy to get away from the drive-by shootings and gangs in Auntie Monique and Uncle Charles’s neighborhood. But my good mood didn’t last. Not once I found out we’d be living with Ray.


We were annoyed that our mother always seemed to need a boyfriend or a husband. We wanted to stop moving around so much. We wanted a mother who wouldn’t make us live with dangerous people, like Robert, or in dangerous areas, like with Auntie Monique and Uncle Charles. We wanted her to feel like she didn’t need anybody but us.


Mommy worked in sales, and her income was unpredictable. Ray didn’t make a lot at his job, either, so the eight of us had to live on very little money. We mostly ate packaged food, like potato chips and ramen noodles. Sometimes we’d have a can of vegetables to round it out. Our mother didn’t cook much, but she would give money to my older siblings to buy groceries. My brother Chris, who had learned how to cook from Robert, would prepare our meals.


We didn’t like Ray. He was nerdy. He tried too hard to make us like him. And our mother changed when she was around him. They got matching tattoos, and she kissed him in front of us like they were teenagers.


We only had to put up with Ray for about a year, because soon Mommy had a new boyfriend: Alex. We moved into his apartment. Like Ray’s, it was tiny, and the six of us kids slept on the living room floor, leaving the bedroom to Mommy and Alex. Mommy lost her job and then our car. After a while, Alex was kicked out of his apartment and we had to move again—to a motel.


Alex came with us to the Sunset Inn, and again we were living in a cramped space. But soon Cameron would leave us. His father, Robert, took our mother to court and got primary custody. That meant Cameron lived with us only on the weekends. I cried and cried when he left. He was the baby in the family, and even though we were all young, it felt like we’d helped Mommy raise him.


Cameron moving out seemed like the thread that started to unravel our family. Erica was spending the night with friends more often than she stayed at home, and Lindsey spent several weeks with her father, Harold. Money was so tight that sometimes we’d search through the couch cushions and carpet for loose change, hoping to come up with enough to buy food at the corner store. After it became clear she could no longer support us, Mommy applied for food stamps.


I didn’t want anyone at school to know about our situation, so I pretended everything was fine. I didn’t have friends over, instead choosing to go to their homes so they wouldn’t have to see the crowded motel room I shared with my family. I didn’t want them to know my meals consisted of the food I could afford in the vending machines of the motel hallway.


But I couldn’t hide where I lived forever.





chapter 3



THE FIRST TIME I STEPPED onstage wasn’t for a ballet recital—it was for the talent show at Thomas Jefferson Elementary School in Bellflower, California.


I was five years old and I was going to lip-synch and dance to a song called “Please Mr. Postman” with Erica and Chris. Mommy helped us prepare, sewing our costumes and watching us practice in the living room after school.


The night of the talent show, my sister and I danced and mouthed the lyrics while Chris played a postal worker, sending envelopes sailing into the crowd from his fake mailbag. Everyone loved the performance, especially our mother. “You guys were great!” she said, excitedly taking photos after the show. “You are naturals! Misty, you belong on the stage.”


I loved the attention she showered on me that evening. With so many siblings, it wasn’t often that Mommy had time for just me. My hard work at school was sometimes rewarded, though. She gave me gifts when I was chosen as hall monitor or brought home good grades.


As much as I enjoyed performing with my siblings onstage, dance wasn’t the first form of movement that mesmerized me. Gymnastics was what pulled me in, and it was because of one gymnast in particular: Nadia Comaneci. I was seven years old when I first saw the TV movie about her life. In 1976, she’d become the first woman to receive a perfect 10 in gymnastics at the Olympics. She was fourteen years old when she took home three gold medals.


I recorded the movie so I could watch it over and over. When that wasn’t enough, I started watching gymnastics competitions on TV, and then I began to teach myself the moves. We were living with Robert and I had plenty of space to practice, with the large, grassy lawns in the front and back of the house. I learned the moves quickly, becoming my own teacher. My body bent with ease into back walkovers, cartwheels, and splits. I would pretend to be Nadia after I finished my routines, raising my arms with pride for my imaginary crowd. I always preferred the floor routines to the other gymnastics events, and soon I would realize the movement transfixed me because it was so close to dance.
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Gymnastics was the only sport I enjoyed watching, but my family loved it all. Basketball, football, baseball—it didn’t matter. Everyone except me would gather to watch whatever game was on, and everyone had a favorite team. The love for sports ran in our blood. Mommy was such a fan that before we were born, she was a Kansas City Chiefs cheerleader just so she could watch the games for free.


But when everyone else was crowded around the TV, I preferred to be in my bedroom, listening to my favorite songs and creating my own entertainment. At the time, I didn’t know how to do much more than twist my hips from side to side and nod my head to the beat. I’d imitate the moves I saw in music videos and act out the lyrics, word for word. I was creating my own dance routines. I was choreographing.


Dancing was my escape. The movement and music combined made me forget about all the things that worried me. Like how we never had any money. Or Mommy’s constantly changing boyfriends and husbands. And our cramped, uncomfortable living conditions.


In sixth grade, I signed up for another talent show. This time at Point Fermin Elementary with my two best friends, Danielle and Reina. I choreographed our routine, and even though they didn’t share my passion for dance, I loved being back onstage, lip-synching and moving to the rhythm of the Mariah Carey song I’d chosen.


Normally, I was shy at school. I was anxious when I had to speak up or read in front of the class. I was so terrified of being late that I’d get to school an hour early. I didn’t want to be called out for doing the wrong thing or being in the wrong place. But when it came to performing, I felt completely at home. All my anxieties faded and I felt strong. In control.


That confidence and passion for the spotlight is what convinced me to try out for the drill team when I got to Dana Middle School the next year. My big sister, Erica, had been a member of the team, and it was well-known for winning state competitions. I knew I wouldn’t be satisfied with just a place on the team, though. I had my sights set on the top spot: captain.


I worked tirelessly on my choreography. One routine would be performed by every girl trying out for the team. The other was the one I’d use to audition for captain. I was nervous when I showed up for tryouts. But when it was time for my solo, I launched right into my routine, giving my best for the judges. The drill squad members who helped decide our fate didn’t offer up any friendly reassurance. But the new coach, Elizabeth Cantine, smiled after I finished my routine.


I wouldn’t find out whether I’d made the cut until later that evening. My stomach was in knots when the phone finally rang. It was the call I was hoping for. I’d made the drill team! Even better, I would be its new captain.


The team was big, made up of thirty girls. I was the youngest, and I didn’t have much in common with the other members. I was in student government and still played with Barbies, while they were more interested in boys and makeup. But they respected that I was the one with CAPTAIN MISTY embroidered on the uniform we wore on game days. They knew I’d earned my spot because I was the best dancer. My shyness and anxiety disappeared when I was leading the team, calling out commands with authority.


Aten-hut! Left face!


The new coach, Elizabeth, had classical ballet training, and she wove some of that technique into our routines. She taught us basic steps, like the different types of turns. For chaînés, I spun across the room on the tips of my toes in a straight line, opening and closing my arms as I turned. And there were piqué turns, in which I stepped onto one foot and whipped around, bringing my other leg up to my knee. I’d never heard the French names of the steps Elizabeth taught us, but like the gymnastics I’d learned by myself years ago, the movement came naturally to me.


I used the new steps to help choreograph a routine, one I made up to Mariah Carey’s “All I Want for Christmas Is You.” I also created the costumes, pairing the new red leotards Elizabeth bought using money from the drill team’s budget with skirts trimmed in fake fur that I’d sewed on myself. I knew the most important part was practice, and I worked my team hard. We even rehearsed on the weekends to make sure everyone knew the steps perfectly.


All the practice paid off—our Christmas performance got a standing ovation.





chapter 4



AFTER THE CHRISTMAS BREAK, ELIZABETH approached me.


“You know, you have the perfect physique for ballet and a natural ability,” she said. “I know you go to the Boys and Girls Club after school. A friend of mine teaches a ballet class there. Her name is Cindy Bradley. Why don’t you check it out?”


It was true that I went to the San Pedro Boys & Girls Club every day after school. It was two blocks from our school, and my siblings and I spent time there in the afternoons until Mommy picked us up after work.


But I didn’t have any interest in ballet. I’d never seen a performance. And the thought of learning something new from a woman I didn’t know made me nervous.


Not obeying Elizabeth’s request would have made me more anxious, though, so I did as she asked. The ballet class was held in the gym of the Boys & Girls Club. I sat silently in the bleachers that afternoon, simply watching. The students were almost all girls, but there were a couple of boys, too. Most of them were younger than me.


After I’d been watching for about a week, Cindy, the teacher, came over to the bleachers.


“I see you sitting here every day,” she said. “What are you doing?”


I explained that my drill team coach had sent me.


“She told me about you,” Cindy said. “Why don’t you come join me?”


I still felt too shy. The students on the gym floor looked as if they’d been taking lessons for a long time. Plus, they were decked out in proper dance gear: leotards, pretty pink tights, and ballet slippers. I didn’t have any of those things.


“Don’t worry about that,” Cindy assured me. “You can just wear your gym clothes.”


Sitting up in the bleachers, I couldn’t stop thinking about everything that could go wrong. Like that I wouldn’t be able to learn the steps. Or that I’d disappoint Cindy, who would then have to tell Elizabeth how I’d failed. I could hear the whole conversation in my head.


“She couldn’t follow a single thing I said,” Cindy would say. “This girl needs to stick to the drill team.”


It was another week before I worked up the courage to take class with the other students. I still didn’t have a leotard or the right shoes. I wore a white T-shirt, long cotton shorts, and a pair of gym socks that would allow me to glide across the floor.


Embarrassed, I walked out to the middle of the gym to join the other dancers. I drew myself up to my full height and focused my eyes straight ahead. Then, for the first time in my life, I placed my hand on the long horizontal rail they used for support. The barre.
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I didn’t like it.


Where drill team was overflowing with energy, the hour I spent in the gym at the Boys & Girls Club was repetitive. Ballet seemed to be nothing more than learning where to place our feet and how to bend our arms. It didn’t seem like dance at all.
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