
“The Walk is Long” 

Your name is Andrea Ivanovic. You are a dancer. You always have been, since you 

were five, that is. It started with you spinning across the seventies-orange carpet of your 

living room, dancing to the music of your mother’s laughter.  

 That was when you and your mother were close. That was when you sang each other 

to sleep; you sometimes still go to sleep hearing the lullabies of the voice that loved you 

once.  

 When your father broke off the marriage, your mother just broke. You learned what 

liquor bottles looked like, and that your mother was not your mother when she drank from 

them. You knew vodka was not water through an unpleasant previous experience.  

 The drive to dance lessons was terrifying each time. Even when you were little, you 

knew you weren’t supposed to cross the lines on the road. It was like coloring. She was only 

pulled over once. It was winter. You saw the red and blue flashing lights reflected in the frost 

on the windshield. Your mother muttered something she’d taught you never to say.  

 When the officer walked up to the driver’s window, your mother greeted him politely. 

She didn’t slur her words. For those moments, she was the charming and beautiful woman 

you dimly remembered. The woman you called Mom.  

 The officer said, “Ma’am, did you know you crossed over the double yellow lines 

multiple times?” 

 Snowflakes blew into the car. Your mother shivered. 

 “Yes, officer. I’m so sorry… I’m simply terrible at driving in in snow, and I have a 

really bad headache that’s making it hard to concentrate. I’m just trying to get my daughter to 

her dance lessons.” 



 You stared at your own face in the rearview mirror, staring into your own blue eyes. 

You have your mother’s eyes. You were battling between the desire to scream “Help me” and 

the desperation to be loved by your mother. 

 You knew telling anyone would be the ultimate betrayal. It meant saying goodbye to 

the mother you’d loved, and losing all hope of her ever coming back.  

 You stared at your face in the mirror, seeing the two roads your life could take. You 

could not decide, so instead you did nothing. Your mother got off with a warning. 

 She watched you dance for the first five years of your dance career. The other moms 

avoided her. She smelled like alcohol and they were concerned for the welfare of their 

children. Your mother used to love your joy. Then she resented it. She stopped watching you 

dance when she lost her job. You were ten. You walked the two miles to the studio and 

walked the two miles back. Rain or shine. Day or night. Hail or snow. It didn’t matter. 

 You changed in the bathroom instead of in the locker room with the other girls. They 

didn’t like you. It was mutual.  

 You stared at yourself in the studio mirror as you strapped on your shoes, not 

recognizing the girl you saw. Red hair. Sad eyes. Frostbitten lips, bluish around the edges.  

 The studio became your home. Your home became your hell. Dance became your 

savior and sanctuary. It saved your life. You could tell when you danced that the others were 

watching you. You knew when they whispered, they were whispering about you. You knew 

you were good. And you knew they hated you more for it.  

 You danced to forget them. You danced to forget her. You danced to forget. 



 But you danced to remember the love you’d lost. And the joy you’d known. So really, 

you danced to remember. 

… 

 It is December of your twelfth year when you break. Your feet ache as you walk 

home. You cradle your pointe shoes in your arms, tucking them into your chest, protecting 

them from the cold. The snow whips into your face and your cheeks become blood red, then 

vampiric white. The walk is long. 

 You hate Christmastime. Everyone is so goddamn happy and all you want to do is cry. 

You ignore the lights on the houses and the tinseled trees in the windows. You cover your 

ears when you hear carols and destroy snowmen at every opportunity. You feel a bit of a 

Grinch but you also don’t care. 

 You hate Christmastime for other reasons. You see, your mother’s madness ceases for 

certain moments. It is like she is trapped in her own head, possessed by all her demons all at 

once; and sometimes, she becomes lucid, as if she realizes that she is actually making you 

live in the worst possibly way, by killing you slowly. It is during these moments when she 

asks you if you would like her to kill herself. She asks out of pity, and shame. She asks 

“Would it make your life easier?” and “Would it be better?”  

 She asks, “Do you want me to kill myself for you? I will. All you have to do is say the 

word and I will.” 

 And you say no. You are enraged and helpless, shaking and frozen. You are terrified 

that one of these times you will say yes, and it will all be over. That you will lose control, 

when control is the only thing you have, at least over yourself. So if you say yes, you lose 

everything. Your mother will never come back. And neither will you. These times of lucidity 



happen more often around the holidays, and usually on Christmas itself, as if your mother 

were offering her suicide as your present. This is the real reason you hate Christmastime. You 

are afraid of the things you could do.  

 Your mother is sitting on the mildewed couch when you get home, a bottle of 

raspberry Smirnoff in her left hand and the TV remote in her right. You don’t greet her. She 

disgusts you; she has become “The Thing”. Instead, you turn and walk silently to your room. 

You silently sit down on your bed. You look down at your feet as you always do, relieved 

they haven’t fallen off from freezing through your tennishoes.  

 “Andrea!” Your mother screams.  

 You shudder. More from fear than frostbite. Your name is screamed again. You know 

better than to make her wait. You call “Coming” and walk out your room, down the hall, and 

into the living room. The walk is long. The vodka sloshes.  

 Your mother glares at you. “Did you walk home?” 

 Your brain fumbles for the right question. In normal homes this is a normal question. 

This is not normal. Nor is it a home. The longer you hesitate the less believable you’ll be. 

Think. Think faster. Fail at thinking faster.  

 “You did, didn’t you?” The maliciousness in that voice is inescapable. It reaches 

every corner of your being, shrouds it and suffocates it.  

 But the malice merely underscores the sadistic humor in your mother’s voice. She is 

enjoying this. You don’t understand how you’re supposed to answer. She doesn’t give you 

rides, everyone at the studio avoids you, and you have to dance. You have to dance. It is a 

need. You must walk. You must answer the impossible question.  



 “Did you walk home?” She repeats. 

 Nod in defeat. She snaps.  

 For the morbidly obese woman she is now, it’s unbelievable how fast she can move. 

She has already stood up and slapped you across the mouth before you knew what hit you. 

She brings new irony to this phrase. Find the irony mildly amusing. Coppery liquid warmth 

fills your mouth.  

 You know better than to flinch. That makes her angry.  

 You know better than to dodge the hit. That makes her enraged.  

 You know better than to  cry. That makes her call you a whining dog. Of all these 

things, this is the worst.  

 But it is December, and you are twelve, and you have been trying to survive your 

mother for seven years. So you cry. And you want your old mother back. You can’t stop your 

racking sobs and your hyperventilating and your begging for your mother to stop hitting you. 

And you think, maybe she is right, maybe you are a whining dog. But this does not break 

you. 

 You almost pass out when she breaks the bottle over your head. Your eyes burn with 

blood and vodka and tears. Your hair is matted with snot. You disgust yourself. You are 

humiliated. But this does not break you.  

 She says, “Go get your dance shoes.” She says it quietly.  

 Your heart pounds. Your mind hurts. Your soul is screaming.   

 You know better than to make her wait. You struggle up from the floor, trying to see 

and breathe through the mixture of bodily fluids and alcohol that covers you. You’re like 



some demented middle-school science project, a paper mâché volcano that explodes, then 

burns and smolders before crumbling into ash. A paper mâché project gone mad.  

 Walk down the long hall to your room. See your shoes sitting on the bed, patiently 

waiting for your return. You feel like a mother about to kill her child. No. You feel like a 

mother who is about to watch her child be murdered. To allow it. This is worse. 

 Return to your mother.  

 “Give them to me.” 

 You know better than to make her wait. You understand the combination of syllables 

she has produced, but you cannot understand. Her voice is low and quiet. This is worse than 

her yelling. This is her in control, being deliberate in the decision to ruin your life.  

 You’ve lost motor skills. The synapses in your brain cannot open your hands to let go 

of the shoes that have saved your life.  

 She snatches them from you. You cry out instantly, as if she has torn off an arm or 

some other vital part of you. Those shoes are what is left of you. She holds them in her 

porcine hands.  

 You are overcome by silence. You stare. Your mother stands up slowly, the 

floorboards below the puked-up carrots orange carpet creaking. She walks past you. You 

follow. The walk is long.  

 You are in the kitchen now. The green-and-orange wallpaper palette hurts your eyes. 

She stands in front of the sink. She looks at you but says nothing. You don’t understand. She 

waits. You don’t understand. She reaches for the switch next to the faucet. Understand. 

Scream.  



 The garbage disposal devours the shoes like a dog, a sweet treat. At the moment you’d 

understood, you lunged forward for your shoes. But your mother knew this, and she struck 

you to the floor. She looked down at you and leered.  

 You see yourself reflected in her eyes, and how pathetic you really are. You hate 

yourself. But this does not break you. 

 “Whining dog,” she says. 

 This breaks you. 

… 

 Your name is Andrea Ivanovic. You are a dancer. You are twenty three. You are a 

principal in the Joffrey Ballet. You love to dance. It is the only thing you love.  

 The studio is five miles away. You could take the train but you walk. You’ve always 

walked. The strength of your legs gets you where you need to go. They are all you need.  

 You are poor. Your apartment is small, efficient. You don’t spend a lot of time in the 

kitchen. One, you don’t eat very much. Two, you’ve had a fear of the garbage disposal since 

you were twelve. So the switch is duct-taped over as if to press the fear out. But you don’t 

like to look at it.  

 Every day you wake up, go to the bathroom, stare at yourself in the mirror. Red hair, 

sad eyes, your mother’s eyes. 

 Your apartment is on the first floor. You have a yard. Really, it is a 4x5 plot of yellow 

grass, but in Chicago, that is a yard. Your neighbors annoy you. It is a mother and child. They 

have a dog that is always chained in their yard. Its name is Jimmy. Find it ironic that you 

know the dog’s name but not your neighbors’. It’s a brown and black sort of striped dog; it 



reminds you of a hyena. Why do you think everyone is always laughing at you? You’re not 

scared of the medium-sized thing, with the frame of a boxer, even though it always bares its 

teeth at you. You’ve seen worse things. Like your mother blowing her brains out in front of 

you. Because you said yes. On Christmas Day. This is worse.  

 Every day you walk to the studio. The other dancers don’t understand you. You don’t 

care because you dance to forget. Remember this. You’re very good. You watch yourself in 

the mirror, admiring yourself from the curve of your fingertips to the hard point of your toe. 

This is the only time you find yourself beautiful.    

 You go to dance. You go home. The walk is long.  

 You see the dog and it seems to hate you too. If you take too long to get in your door, 

the dog growls. You inwardly growl back. Outwardly, on bad days. This is your daily life.  

 You don’t have a couch. So sit and stretch on the floor and watch black-and-white 

movies. You are alone. Your feet hurt from being on pointe all day, but you like the pain. 

Pain means you are alive. Alive is good. 

 Fall asleep on the floor. The blisters on your feet bleed a little and leave circle-shaped 

stains on the carpet, like red raindrops. Don’t dream. Just sleep. Wake up to the sun shining 

in your window and the sound of Rhett Butler’s voice saying, “Frankly my dear, I don’t give 

a damn.”  

 Sit up slowly. Stare at the white walls around you. When you get up, eat two hard-

boiled eggs. Sip your glass of orange juice. Clean up your mess. Gather your things. You 

open your blue front door. You’ve always liked that door. When you turn to lock it, spot the 

dog out of the corner of your eye. Turn your head. It is pulling against the chain on its stake, 

which seems very far out of the ground. It growls. Growl back.  



 Say, “Damn dog” and turn back to lock your door. Ignore the damn dog’s persistent 

growling. Ignore the grinding of the chain against the metal stake. Turn to leave.  

 Hear the dog break free. React too slowly. Get knocked over and fight the dog that is 

on top of you. Try to protect your throat because you know they go for the jugular. You do a 

good job of protecting your throat. You kick the dog. It yelps and growls in the same doggy 

breath.  

 Be proud of your strong legs. Kick it again, your red flat flying off. The dog is off you 

for one moment. Try to stand back up. Fail. Fall. You kick the dog again but it keeps coming. 

Your legs do not tire. You sweat. And you try to sit up. This is a mistake. Your hands are 

chest level. You’re vulnerable. 

 The dog leaps at your throat and latches on. You’ve never felt such pain before. The 

dog’s teeth pierce your throat, your jawbone, your cheek. Coppery liquid warmth fills your 

mouth; sweat and tears fill your eyes. Everything burns. Hear crunching sounds. Know they 

are your bones. Think of Cap’n Crunch cereal. Think of Rice Krispie Treats. Snap Crackle 

Pop. Finally, think of screaming. 

 Despite almost total blindness, you see the blurred form of a jogger across the street. 

He is in red shorts. Everything is red today. He doesn’t hear you through his blaring 

headphones, but he sees you and sprints over. The dog doesn’t see him. The jogger pokes it 

hard in the eyes and the dog’s hold loosens. Feel blood flood. The dog’s jaws had been a 

painful tourniquet, damming the blood yet bringing the blood. The jogger punches the dog in 

the nose, and it lets go, taking a piece of your flesh with it, as if it were eating a burger you’d 

brought home for it. Think of BLTs. Blood, ligaments, tendons.  



 The jogger throws some rocks at it and it runs away. Its chain scrapes the concrete of 

the sidewalk, then the asphalt of the road, then the rocks of the gravel in the alley down the 

street. Then it is gone. Remember the sounds. Remember the silence. 

 You want to throw up. You do so. The jogger calls 911. Pass out. 

… 

 Wake up. Remember your hatred for hospitals. Wonder if your red shoe is still lying 

on the ground outside your door. Want to throw up again from sheer agitation. Before you 

can control it, you throw up on to yourself. Feel humiliated.  

 Listen to the doctor tell you how bad it is. Hear her say the words “eleven broken 

bones”, “torn tissue”, “multiple facial reconstruction surgeries”. Also hear, “You’re lucky to 

be alive.”  

 You wonder how. 

… 

 

Three Months Later 

 Wake up. Roll out of bed. Go to the bathroom, brush your teeth. Try not to look in the 

mirror. Look anyway.  

 Today is the day. You’re going back to the Joffrey. They’ve given you three months 

leave of absence, and you’ve trained elsewhere. You couldn’t bear to go back. At least not 

then. They haven’t seen you. You’ve made sure of that.  



 You don’t recognize yourself. Red hair. Sad eyes, one slightly lopsided. Pink 

undertones of your pale skin. Light pink scars on the right side of your face. You open your 

makeup bag. You’ve practiced. The darker red scar on your neck is the difficult one. You feel 

like Frankenstein, your neck hinged to the rest of your head with stitches that have now been 

removed. Hate the way you look. Hate you. Hate.  

 Leave the apartment. Every time you leave, stare at the damn dog. It is a new dog. 

The old dog was put down. But this one is still a damn dog. It is sprawled out in the sun, and 

it yawns widely. Mocking the fact that you can’t yawn without pain. Damn dog. Wish it were 

dead. Think on this. Think hard.  

 Keep staring at the dog. It is a sweet-looking dog with sad eyes, a golden retriever. 

But you’ve seen evil things come in sweet-looking packages before. Don’t be deceived. You 

know better.  

 It keeps staring back. Be reminded of a shootout from a Western; have the feeling 

that the dog will draw faster, or that one already has. Break eye contact. Walk well out of 

your way to avoid the chain length. Stop for a moment, and say, “Fuck you, dog.” Walk on. 

Growl aloud. Laugh at your own madness.  

 Walk to the theater. Stare at the marquee. It shines even in daylight. Your name is not 

there. Someone else’s is. Feel pain. Press it down, push it into the garbage disposal of your 

mind. 

Enter. They see you. The dancers, the choreographers, everyone. No one says 

anything. No welcome backs, no how are yous.  



 You know what is expected of you. You prepare in your old dressing room. The 

mirror stares back at you, you do not stare at it. You focus on other things. The glow of the 

lights. The tightness of the hair on your head. These things. Leave the room. 

 You walk purposefully to the front of the stage. You suppose the girl to your left is 

the one whose name is on the marquee. She has the look. And she doesn’t like you at center 

stage.  

 You begin. It all comes back, your body knows every detail. It is a good rehearsal, 

you’ve marked new steps, redone old ones, and remembered everything. You feel beautiful 

on the stage. It is the only time you feel beautiful. Especially now. Rehearsal ends. Dancers 

are drinking water, stretching on the floor, redoing their hair. This is your home.  

 Walk back to your dressing room. Take your hair down, remove pins. You look in the 

mirror and almost don’t see the scars. The lighting and the makeup almost make them 

invisible. Almost. A light rap comes on the door. You’re startled. 

 “Yes, who is it?” 

 “It’s Mark.”  

 “Oh, ok. Come in.” She was used to Mark’s visits. He’d always come and praise her 

after performances, or scream at her when the performances were not to his standards. She’d 

accepted both with silence. This time Mark was quiet. He didn’t look at her, his gaze turned 

instead to photos on the wall and other such small things. 

 “Andrea, you are a wonderful dancer.” He paused. The silence seemed to stretch 

longer than her legs. Mark’s hands were stuffed deep in his pockets, his shoulders hunched 

over. Bad posture. “Andrea, you can’t dance here anymore.”  



 Your thoughts stop. Then start. Then stop. You laugh uncertainly. “Of course I can, 

Mark. I know you have great expectations but this is my first day back. I will dance perfectly 

tomorrow, though I admit there were flaws today.”  

 He stares at you. Not at you. Past you. Above you. Through you. But not at you. “I 

mean, we can’t have you here anymore… not looking like…” his voice drops off uneasily. 

He doesn’t want to finish the sentence. He is a coward.  

 Your gaze darkens. You understand. Ballet is beauty and perfection. Your body may 

be perfect, but you are no longer beautiful, if you ever were.  

 He begins once more. “You’ll need to gather your things. I’m really sorry.” 

 Know that he is not sorry. Know that he is not sorry at all. Go home. 

… 

 Your name is Andrea Ivanovic. You are not a dancer. You are twenty three. You are 

not a dancer. 

 Dream of dancing, wake up, and realize what used to be dreams are now nightmares. 

Remember reality. Dream of being Odette in “Swan Lake”. It is your favorite role. The white 

swan with porcelain skin and pure white feathers. Cry. Remember the words “whining dog” 

and stop. Feel humiliated. Remember the grace you used to have. Know it is gone.  

 Go to the closet. Reach for the box at the top shelf. Pull it down. It has old things in it. 

It has the gun your mother used to kill herself in it. Whistle one of Tchaikovsky’s overtures 

as you hold it in your slender hands. Count the rounds. Six.  



 Walk out your blue front door. It is seven in the morning. Look down at your 

neighbor’s dog. It looks back up at you, yawns. It gets up slowly, sticking its butt up in the 

air. Downward-facing dog. 

 Raise the gun. Shoot the dog’s foot. Take away what it took from you. Shoot its other 

foot, watch it drop on its forelegs. If a dog could scream, it does. You have gone mad. You 

don’t understand.  

 Realize you are crying. Shoot the dog’s back legs. Hear its misery. Feel miserable. 

The dog lets out a high mewling sound. Hear your mother’s voice say, “Whining dog.” You 

have gone mad. You begin to understand. You drop to your knees, the gun still raised.  

 Apologize to the dog. Say, “I’m sorry.” Mean it. Shoot it in the head. Dead. You are 

mad. You understand. One round left.  

 Ready. Aim. Fire. 

 Fall.  


