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A Mirror T he  S ize  Of T he  Room

My mother took me to my first dance class when I was six, and it was both ballet and tap class. I wore a pink
leotard, over a pair of light pink tights, and my hair was pulled into a small ponytail. The drawstrings of my ballet
shoes were tied in a bow at the center, with both the loops sticking out. I remember the large Mike & Ike’s machine
that was by the front door, and each time I came out of class my mother would hand me a quarter. You would have
to rotate a lever until Mike & Ike’s fell into a small silver box. You would flip open the lid and hold your hand out
underneath it. If you turned it too many times a few of the Mike & Ike’s would fall onto the floor. If you turned it
too little you wouldn’t get all that the quarter had paid for. I learned to perfect it. I would sit in front of the machine
and count how many times it took for me to rotate it. Two and a half. I never dropped a Mike & Ike. 
I watched the Rockettes for the first time when I was eight. They were dancing their Christmas Spectacular and I
saw each leg hit the same height. I would run around the living room, practicing each of my high kicks. I told my
mother that I wanted to be a Rockette. 
    “Are you still dancing?” asked the doctor. She turned around in her chair to look at me. 
    “Yes,’’ I said. I was sitting on top of a plastic sheet, wearing a robe that wouldn’t close at the back. I swung my
legs in front of me. My socks were different colors. 
    “Your height and weight look good for your age,’’ said the doctor. I watched my mother nod slightly. I nodded
with her. “Looks like she could grow up to be five foot eight if she continues at this rate.’’
    “She’s gonna be taller than me,’’ said my mother. 
    “How are you liking dance?” asked the doctor. 
    “I really like it,’’ I said. “I’m going to a different studio on Monday.”
    “How come?” asked the doctor. She reached around to the back of me, her ears filled with the stethoscope.
“Deep breath, again.’’ 
I felt it move to the top right corner of my back. “Again.” Her voice sang with a certain rhythm to it, as though she
was a drummer counting to four. 
    “Just something new. We heard this studio has better training,’’ said my mother. I looked up in confusion. I had
forgotten what the question was. 
    “Where?” asked the doctor. She was putting a light in between my eyes. “Follow the light. Good. You need to get
a hearing test, the nurse will take you there.’’ She waved at my mother and smiled at me. She closed the door behind
her. 
They were the most beautiful girls. The way each foot was never a step behind. My father said that it was a crime
for a Rockette to be out of line. 
    
After I switched studios, I was supposed to only wear a black leotard and a pair of pink tights. No skirts, no
sweatshirts, no hats. The ballet shoes had to have a single line of elastic across the ankle. I had an “X” on mine. I
was wearing the only black leotard that I had, and my pink tights had a run in them. I looked up into the mirror. We
were all the same. Our hair, our clothes, the color of our ballet shoes.  
My teacher’s name was Cheiko, and she made me put on a headband, covering up the curls in my hair. Dancers
were not supposed to have curly hair. She would run her thumbs over and over the top of my head, trying to smooth
down each one of my curls. She sent me out to June who worked at the front desk. I was twelve and was supposed
to have learned how to control my hair by this point. I felt a sharp pull as June twisted my curl back, the dig of the
barrette, and the final clip. A single strand stood up at the back. She did the same to the other side. I remember
thinking I looked like a bald monkey.

The studio was a rectangle. I would try to see if there was a way to hide from the mirror. I was in front of it, to the



side of it, to the back of it, there was no place that the mirror didn’t see me. I always tried to guess how far back I
could walk before I was out of the mirror’s view. I would walk all the way to the back wall, to the right corner. I
was still seen. 
My friend Romey and I came up with a nickname for our director. We were sitting at lunch. We saw her walk into
the restaurant and we hid in the bathroom, in the same stall afraid she would come inside. I stood on top of the toilet
seat, and Romey crouched in the back corner. We whispered that we were to call her “Martha” so she would never
know we were making fun of her. 

Rockettes had to be smart. They could never miss a step.  

The piano was in the far left corner and had a black blanket covering it. A piano that was more for show than
anything else. I can’t remember it ever being played. If someone were to play it, “Martha” would come inside and
yell at them, saying no one was allowed to touch the piano.  I’d thought a piano was meant to be played. 

The studio seemed to shrink the longer you spent inside of it. The walls started pressing closer and closer to your
body, the mirror focused on you. There were no windows, and I was always told that it was to keep out
distractions. 
If you looked at the bottom of the thermometer it would tell you the time. Romey brought her phone into class once
and hid it underneath her pink dance bag. She stood right underneath the thermometer, and checked her phone, then
checked the thermometer. I was standing behind her, and she looked at me and whispered that it was three hours and
sixteen minutes fast. Romey and I would take turns standing underneath the thermometer. Take breaks and get water,
check the small numbers at the bottom of the screen. I liked to know when I would be able to get out.
Our class started to make up signals for the numbers. If you were to scratch the top of your head it was five, and
then you would flash the number of minutes. The teachers never found out about it. 

We did Nutcracker every year, and we had a rehearsal for nine hours on Christmas Eve. I was carrying a dance bag,
and the tap shoes in the bottom of it kept hitting the back of my legs. Keegan was trying to wrap a present to put
under the tree but kept cutting the paper too short. My father was taking me and was wearing a blue beanie on top
of his head. 
If you want to be a Rockette you have to do shows on holidays. They have four to five shows each for ninety
minutes during Christmas time. 
“Martha,” told us that year, if we wanted to be dancers, we had to give up our life. My hair was pulled too tight
against the bun, and hairspray made it stick. I didn’t want to give up my life on that day. 

A few years later, “Martha” pulled in the rack with the Party Girl costumes. They were thirty years old and had rips
running up the sides of most of them. I was the Blue party girl. The girl who had worn the costume before me had
skinnier arms. I was sharing a part with a girl that I had nicknamed “Pure Evil.” I was supposed to try it on first. I
stood in front as one of the sewing ladies, put the dress through each of my arms. It was too tight. 
“Martha” sat on the bench, her Diet Coke, and pink bendy straw sticking into her right cheek. She came up to the
sewing lady. “That won’t close on her, she’s too big.’’ “Martha” drank from her diet coke. She grabbed the back of
the dress. Her nails digging into my back. She pulled tighter. Her arm wrapped around my stomach, and I could feel
each nail digging deeper. “Too big,’’ she said it loud. “Too fat,’’ she said. “Pure Evil” whispered behind me that she
should’ve fitted first. 

To be a Rockette you must be between five foot six and five foot ten and a half. The tallest dancers are in the center
and the dancers get shorter as your eyes move farther down the line. 
It was ideal to be short at my studio. The shorter people got better roles, they had more solos, they were in the front
and center. I was one of the taller girls. The short girls were easier to lift and were thought to be the better dancers.
I always knew the two groups were never about height. They were the bad dancers. And the good ones. I had to be
taller for the Rockettes. My father said that none of them were shorter than five foot two. 

It was never about the solos for the Rockettes. They were a group. Conjoined at the hip.

We always had to audition for the Nutcracker. We were given papers on which we would write our names, our level,
and the other parts we had been in previous years. “Martha” always said that it was good practice for when we were
in the real world as dancers. She would sit on the bench in the front of the room, her lips painted with fake red
lipstick, her hair falling out of a messy ponytail, her hand gripping a can of Diet Coke. Sometimes “Martha” would



stop watching and simply write notes into her notebook. Whenever she did look up, I could feel her looking at me,
and most of the time we would meet eyes, and I could see the tiniest shake of her head. Romey would say that it was
part of being in the dance world, auditioning; at least we didn’t have to wear numbers. 
    
At most auditions for summer intensives—Pacific Northwest Ballet, American Ballet Theatre—about two hundred
girls would show up. They would have the same tights, the same hair, have the same bobby pins stuck inside of their
skulls. The teachers who judge you do not have time to learn your name, nor do they care to. You would be given a
number. 

We had to drive up to Phoenix. I was sitting in the back of Romey's mother’s car as she told me the plot of the three
Jason Bourne movies. My mother was reading about what we needed for the audition, as the pamphlet said students
would not be allowed in, if not wearing the correct attire. I was drinking small sips of water, and staring out the
window, trying not to throw up in the back. 
The audition was with Pacific Northwest Ballet and I was number fifteen. I was twelve and knew they wouldn’t
accept me. They only accepted the best of the dancers they saw, and as “Martha” would say I was not one of them.
I walked up to the grey table and was given four safety pins, to poke holes into my leotard. I pinned the number
crooked the first time. One of the girls was nice enough to tell me that the square on my chest was now more of a
parallelogram. 
To audition to become a Rockette you are separated into groups, they teach everyone a simple jazz combo, before
cutting them. If you made it through the first round you will move onto the second round, and then they will cut more
people. This continues to happen until the fifth round, and if you have made it that far, you will come back for
callbacks the next day. They will not tell you why you didn’t make it, you are expected to figure that out on your
own. It was a dream in my mind that I would act out when I was one of the few still left standing. How my face
would look, the way my eyes would turn.
They called number fifteen. I was in the middle back in the center of the room. I saw each instructor's eyes brushing
past me. They weren’t looking for someone who they noticed. I was only sent one email. A rejection that was one
paragraph and told me to try again next year. It was a mass email and was sent to my junk mailbox. 
    
“Martha” had told everyone that whoever auditioned for Ballet Austin should get in. I was waitlisted. I had been
taught from an early age by “Martha” that we were not supposed to cry, that crying was a sign of weakness. 
They didn’t learn my name. I was number seventeen that year. The year after I tried to audition again for them, and
this time I was rejected as number twenty-four. 
    
One of the teachers, Jenna, asked us what we wanted to do with dance when we were older. “I want to be a
Rockette,’’ I said. 
Jenna rolled her eyes. “Stupid choice for a career.’’ She moved onto the next person. I stopped wanting to be a
Rockette. 
I now knew why we didn’t have windows inside. It wasn’t so that we wouldn’t get distracted by cars or people
walking their dogs. There were no windows so that no one could see inside. 
The day would slip away from me. The morning was the same as the night. I forgot what the sky looked like. I had
been stolen a day. 
“Martha” was different in front of the parents. Her lipstick was painted more carefully. The Diet Coke wouldn’t have
a straw. When the parents were there, she would sit with each of us. She talked to the parents about how well we
were doing, the importance of her feedback. 
It was a game to her. 

 


