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Once atop
ballerina, Carrie
Berk, 14, took a

leap of faith to
follow her heart—

and discovered
her next act.
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rom the time | was old enough to

walk, | was dancing. | took my first

pallet class in diapers, barely able

to stand on tippy-taes. | remember

pirouetting around my living room
in a tuty, imagining what it would be like to
be a real ballerina. | went through 10 years
and fve levels of pre-professional classes,
eventually landing my dream role of Clara
in & New York City preduction of The Nut-
cracker when | was 12.

As | took my bows on stage with the
Sugar Plum Fairy, it felt like | had climbed
a mountain and reached the top. This was
everything | had ever wanted. But the next
day and in the days that followed, | asked
myself, "Now what?"

My ballet school had always been my
second home. My friends there were my
closest confidantes and we had so much in
common—it was like being in a secret ¢lub
or sorority. If | was having a bad day, they
kmew exactly what to say to lift me up. But
as we progressed up the levels, the instruc-
tion got mare intense, the hours became
longer (| was in class five days a wiekl...and
ry bowe for ballet began to fade.

For so long, | had challenged myself te
make it work, Sweating at the barre for 12
hours a week when | also had homework,
tests and pagers to write? Sure. Turning
down parties, hangouts with friends and

ballet dancer—or was there something dif-
ferant out there for me? | knew | had to sit
down and figure out what truly made me
happy and excited.

Of course, there were things about bal-
let that had appealed to me and fueled my
passion all these years. So | tried to think of
the times | fedt the most alive: It hadn't been
mastering the technique or positions, or
even becoming proficient en pointe,

It had been the performance; the elec-
tricity of connecting with an audience. |
counted the days to every recital because
it gave me the opportunity to put miyself
out there in the spotlight. That had been
what was driving me all along.

On a whim, | took a class aimed at help-
ing teens become “triple threats” in acting,
singing and dancing. We learned everything
from imgprav to how to deliver a dramatic
monologue to interpreling a se0g.

Something clicked. Maybe it was the
thrill of getting to work and learn from
Broadway legends. (The program, Triple
Arts, was taught by Terrence Mann and
Charlotte d'Amboise~he was Javert in the
original Les Misérables and she playad Roxie
more times than aryene in Chicago. Goals.|

Maybe it was pushing myself to try things
outside of my comfort zone (Charlotte
<howed me how to do my first cartwheell.
But at the end of those brief two weeks, |

extracurriculars because there was simply
no time for anything else? Of course.

But Il never forget the Halloween night
I spent in pointe class, finally leaving in tears
because | missed trick-or-treating with all
my friends. It might seem like a silly thing to
get upset over, but it felt huge to me at the
time-like | was constantly missing out on all
the little things that made life fun.

As my teen years approached, | started
having second thoughts about what | really
wanted to do. Ballet had always been a con-
stant for me—people expected me to be a
ballerina, didn’t they?

But for the first time ever, | questioned
my future. Did | want to be a professional

rediscovered my joy. Musical theater was
what 1 wanted to do—and it felt amazing to
finally be so sure.

When | told my parents over dinner one
night, they weren't surprised at all. They
had seen the change in me even before |
&id, and they were thrilled that | wanted to
branch out and try new things.

Telling my ballet school | was going to
leave was easier than | thought: | broke the
news in the dressing room shortly after
1told the directar of the school. There were
congratulations and hugs, and | thought
everyone was genuinely theilled for me.

But then there were whispers behind
my back. Someone | thought was my friend

started posting cruel comments on social
media about me, calling me a quitter and a
loser. Cthers told me | was leaving because
| wasn't “good enough.”

| tried not ta let it get to me. It didn't
matter what they said, because | was con-
fident. Besides, my true friends and family
cheared me on, encouraging me 1o move
forward and never look back. These are the
kinds of people you should want in your
life. the ones who applaud and smile as you
grow-not the ones who try 10 bring you
down. 1 didnt care if anyone tried to put me
down: | never wavered in my choice.

Fast forward a year, and I've branched
out into so many differant styles of dance:
tyrical, tap, jazz and hip-hop. | still take
ballet four times a week, but not at a pre-
professional level, | train regularty with 2
vocal coach. 1 even shot a piot for a reality
show about kide bound for Broadway.

There hasn't been a moment when |
felt | made the wrong decision. | made new
friends who welcomed me into the theater
community with open arms, even though
| was a newcomer. And as things start to
happen for me, I'm so proud that I set these
wheels m motion.

Even if the thought of change is scary,
it's important to realize that life is con-
stantly about renventing yourself. Pushing
your limits, even rocking the boat._it's the

only way to grow. If you don't step outside
of your boundaries, how do you figure out
what you truly want to do or be? How do
you figure out what you don'??

| took a leap of faith—bigger than a
grand jeté. So far, it's been 3 breathtaking
experience, And | know now that if some-
thing bigger, better and more exciting
comes along, it's OK to go for it. | might just
discover a whole new me. @

Carrie Berk is the author of two best-selling
children's fiction sevies, The Cupcake Club
and Fashion Bcademy. Check out her newest,
Model Madness, ($8, Scurceboaks Jabber-
wochyl on sale Jen. L
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