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P R A I S E  F O R   

T I N Y  S H O E S  D A N C I N G  

 

“A gothic atmosphere hangs over Tiny Shoes Danc-

ing, giving its stories of human disconnect the quality 

of cautionary tales. Almost every story in the collec-

tion ends on a gasping caesura, coming to a close just 

as the last heartwrenching twist is revealed.”  

– Jessie Horness, Foreword Reviews  

“The short stories that make up Audrey Kalman’s 

new collection, Tiny Shoes Dancing and Other Sto-

ries, are dark and haunting, funny and ironic, and 

such a pleasure to read.”  

–Devi S. Laskar, Author of Gas & Food, No Lodging and Ana-

stasia Maps and debut novel, The Atlas of Reds and Blues 

 

“Kalman has a knack for weaving sentences you 

want to read and then reread to absorb not only their 

beauty, but their depth.” 

—Carrie Rubin, Author of The Bone Curse, Eating Bull, and 

The Seneca Scourge 
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T I N Y  S H O E S  D A N C I N G   

ODY is not prone to praying, but she is praying now.  

As the parent of a performer, she has been accorded 

practically a front-row seat. The location doesn’t feel like 

such a favor anymore. The male lead has just knocked on the 

cottage door and moved aside in a glissade dessous. From 

where Jody sits she sees the rise and fall of his chest, the quiver 

at the tips of his outstretched fingers, his double blink as he 

anticipates Jody’s daughter Adeline throwing open the door and 

stepping through as Giselle.   

Adeline is seconds from missing her cue. 

The orchestra plays the next bar. As the single note swells 

toward resolution, only the corps, the director, and Jody know 

that the door already ought to have been flung back. Beside her, 

Nick relaxes in the attitude of a proud and oblivious father. The 

dance critic in the balcony suspects nothing yet, though she 

would just as soon pen a story of scandal as one of triumph. 
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Jody calculates the moments by counting her heartbeats. 

There is still time, if Adeline appears now, for no one to notice 

a thing. A few more seconds and it will be too late.   

 

§ 

 

Jody gave her daughter a name that would allow her to skim 

the stage like an angel. Not a name like her own, which sounds 

like work boots thumping on a dirty floor.  

All the flexibility and possibility Jody had lost by the time 

she became a mother revealed itself in Adeline. Still, Jody 

hadn’t pushed her daughter to begin ballet. Maybe she had ad-

mired a picture of Suzanne Farrell and yes, she’d taken Adeline 

to see The Nutcracker when she was three. But the desire 

sprang from Adeline herself, who nagged her mother for 

months before her fourth birthday.  

“I want to do dancing. Please can I do dancing?” she asked, 

tilting into a pirouette that continued until she listed to the floor.  

They began going once a week to Mrs. C-G’s Dance Studio. 

Mrs. C-G was actually Mrs. Cartwright-Graczinski, an Iowa girl 

who had moved to New York in the ’seventies. There she had 

excelled at classical ballet to just the level at which she attracted 

the attention of Polish prodigy Kacper Graczinski. She joined 

her corn-fed beauty to his Slavic stoicism with a hyphen, settled 

in the suburbs, and opened her school.  

Before Adeline started kindergarten, Jody took her to the 

morning ballet class for preschoolers. Jody sat on a wooden 

bench with the other mothers, peering into the studio through an 

interior wall of glass. Adeline’s little feet pointed and flexed 

and Jody felt the flexion and extension of some long-dormant 
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muscle in herself. Jody thought Adeline had a natural grace 

lacking in the other little girls.   

“Not every child can go on to a career in dance,” Mrs. C-G 

told the mothers on the first day. “But ballet training is a strong 

foundation for any future athletic activity. And for life!” she 

added. Her zest would have seemed insincere coming from 

anyone else. 

Jody, of course, had seen the ballet based on the fairy tale of 

a vainglorious orphan girl enslaved by her red shoes. The shoes, 

possessed of their own will, grew fast to the orphan girl’s feet. 

They took her dancing ceaselessly in directions she did not want 

to go. Peace came only when she begged an executioner to chop 

off her feet and the red shoes with them.  

But Adeline’s shoes were cream satin and brushed the floor 

with the sound of an expelled sigh.  

“I never want to be that mother,” Jody said to her friend Ellen, 

who lived down the street and had two boys. The boys spent their 

days falling from the tops of bunk beds and transferring muck from 

the corners of the back yard to Ellen’s kitchen floor.  

“What mother?” Ellen asked. 

“You know. The stage mother. The one who pushes. If she 

wants to do it, I’ll support her, but I never want her to feel like 

it’s something I want.”  

But where did the line leave off between the support and the 

push? When Adeline was seven, she said she wanted to move 

up to the next level. Mrs. C-G pointed out that meant attending 

practice five days a week instead of two. Jody remembered 

Adeline’s solemn head with her dark chignon nodding.  

After several months, Adeline began complaining. “Do I 

have to go to dance today? I want to go to Emmie’s house  

after school.”   
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“You know Mrs. C-G needs you to practice,” Jody said. 

“How are you going to be a famous ballerina if you don’t 

practice?” 

“I don’t want to be a famous ballerina!”  

Still, Adeline continued pirouetting through the house. 

At nine, she outgrew Mrs. C-G. With great sadness, the 

teacher wrote out the name and number of a Manhattan school. 

And so began their daily afternoon subway rides to The New 

York Academy of Classical Dance.  

At twelve, Adeline added Saturdays to her practice schedule 

as all the Level 6 students were required to do. Jody and Nick 

took Adeline to the Academy at nine in the morning and spent 

the day together in Manhattan. “Bonus time,” Nick called it, 

and mapped out routes to restaurants and museums as though 

they were on a holiday.  

“Sophie takes the train by herself,” Adeline said one day not 

long after her thirteenth birthday.  

“Sophie’s almost fifteen!” Jody said.  

Adeline pouted and turned her face away.  

Jody sighed. “When you’re fourteen, we’ll talk about it.”  

 

§ 

 

A thousand times, Jody has watched Adeline’s rehearsals 

and performances. She has seen her daughter’s shoes sweep 

across the stage and felt the thrilling rise as her foot arches into 

that anatomical impossibility, en pointe.  

Jody has saved every pair of dance shoes Adeline ever wore. 

She keeps them in a closet under the stairs, the kind of closet 

where a naughty girl in a fairy tale might be forced to live.  



AUDREY KALMAN 

 

8 

Sometimes, Jody goes to sit in the closet among the boxes. 

She always does it when no one else is home. The boxes, lined 

on the shelves in chronological order, look practically new, 

unlike the shoes they contain. She doesn’t even need to open a 

box to picture the shoes within and recall how Adeline looked 

wearing them.   

At first, Adeline went through only a couple pairs a year. 

Since beginning daily practices, she needs new ones every 

month. Once, when Adeline was thirteen and had just worn 

through her first pair of size sevens, Jody sat in the closet and 

tried to put her foot into one. Although seven was ostensibly her 

own shoe size, Jody’s foot spread nearly twice the width of her 

daughter’s shoe. Still, she forced both shoes onto her feet and 

tried to rise up en pointe.  

The first time Adeline took the train alone, Jody sat at the 

kitchen table doing nothing for forty-seven minutes, precisely 

the amount of time she calculated it would take the 2:56 to 

arrive at Grand Central and Adeline to walk the three blocks to 

the Academy. At minute fifty-two, Jody dialed Adeline’s cell 

phone number.  

Her daughter answered after three rings.  

“Oh—hi, Mom,” she said in a tone that managed to sound 

both snarky and guilty. “Sorry I forgot to call.”  

 

§ 

 

Tonight, there is no number Jody can call to check on 

Adeline. She must be behind the cottage door. Where else 

would she be? Jody did not see her at the theatre before the 

show. But that was not unusual. Adeline is sixteen and a half 

now and a pro on the train. She left their house early in the 
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afternoon without showing her face to say goodbye. Jody heard 

the front door slam. 

“Bye, honey!” Jody called through the closed door. She no 

longer expected a response, but could not seem to stifle her 

impulse to say goodbye. 

Joshua Sanderson. That’s the name of the male lead. He is a 

beautiful boy. He has been dancing since he was five. That he 

managed not to break some bone during the long arc of 

boyhood impresses Jody no end. She hardly knows Mrs. 

Sanderson, despite years of seeing her at the Academy and at 

performances. Jody thinks Adeline might have “a thing” for 

Joshua.  

The audience, though not yet conscious of looming disaster, 

is beginning to stir.   

 

§ 

 

Recently, Jody seems to have something real to worry 

about. Adeline’s body, which had been late to puberty, finally 

softened as much as a body whose muscles are worked for nine 

hours a day can soften. Almost as soon as this happened Ade-

line began eating less—an orange for breakfast, yogurt for 

lunch, a diet shake before rehearsal. When she comes home late 

from the Academy, she takes the plate Jody has warmed for her 

straight to her room. Emptying the bathroom wastebasket one 

day, Jody noticed a putrid smell and found a slimy chicken 

breast coated in sauce at the bottom of the bag.   

She probably should sit Adeline down and have a talk. 

“Honey,” she should say, “I’m worried about you.” But when 

she tries to picture it, the words fly over her daughter’s head 

and Adeline gives her that sideways look. The words are a poor 
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substitute for the ones fluttering inside Jody’s head: anorexia, 

bulimia. Such ugly conditions described by such beautiful syl-

lables, as beautiful as her tall, dark-haired daughter with her 

chiseled cheeks and prominent collarbones.  

Jody stares with the rest of the audience into the empty 

space on stage where Adeline should be. Suddenly, she feels the 

weight of her daughter as a toddler in her arms. When Adeline 

fell asleep on car rides, Jody sacrificed her own weak back to 

wrest her daughter from the booster seat and lug her inside the 

house to bed.  

Jody’s concern over Adeline acquired a sudden and pressing 

actuality two nights before the opening performance of Giselle.  

Nick laid his book face down on the bedspread and looked 

at her over his reading glasses. “What’s going on with Adeline? 

She’s skin and bones.”  

It sounded to Jody like an accusation. “Some crazy diet, I 

guess. You know how they pressure the girls about their 

weight.”  

“We should talk to her.”  

Jody drew her knees up under the sheet. Nick’s book slid 

sideways and collapsed on itself, losing his place.  

“Not before the opening,” she said. “We can’t upset her.” 

“Let’s take her somewhere afterwards, then. Katz’s.” 

Jody didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at the idea of  

taking an anorexic to a deli, but she nodded.  

Only now, after everyone else in the audience has sensed 

that something is wrong, does Nick grasp Jody’s forearm with 

an urgency she hasn’t felt from him in years.        

 

§ 
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A full ten seconds have passed. The cottage door, actually a 

block of grayish-brown foam, remains closed. Joshua, dipping 

his knees and raising his arms, makes a slight movement with 

his head as if he wants to look over his shoulder.   

Then Jody sees, or thinks she sees, a fluttering of the back-

stage curtain. A moment later, a girl’s body emerges. Jody 

gasps when she realizes it’s not Adeline.   

Watching the understudy glide across the stage in Adeline’s 

place, Jody is sure that the shoes at home have escaped their 

boxes and the closet as well. If she returns now she will find 

hundreds of dance shoes in all sizes skimming the carpet, trip-

ping up the stairs, brushing the marble floor of the bathroom, 

and sinking themselves into the fluffy rug on the floor of Ade-

line’s room.  

Adeline’s room.  

Jody stands so quickly that heads turn. She shrugs off the 

clutch of Nick’s fingers and bangs her head on the seat in front 

of her as she bends to grab her purse from the floor.  

The shoes are everywhere now. They have left the house 

and arrived at the theater. Most are pink or cream-colored but 

one pair, from Adeline’s thirteenth year, is a deep rose, the col-

or of blood dried on white fabric. The deep rose shoes dance in 

the aisle, taunting and summoning. Jody shimmies over knees 

and feet to exit the row. 

The rose shoes plié again and again, waiting for Jody. As 

soon as she reaches them, they dart toward the exit door at the 

back of the theater. She is running now. Her feet thump on the 

floor and people turn to look at her. The other shoes swarm 

around her—couru, fouetté, pas de bourrée—urging her on.  

Nick stumbles after her. “Jody!” he shrieks.  
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She is the performance now: the insane stage mother dis-

rupting the precise bowing of the violins and the actions of the 

hero busy saving the day on stage. 

The exit door swings open with a wail that doesn’t stop. 

Jody is wailing now too, following shoes, pursued by shoes, on 

her way to her daughter’s room and the round white rug onto 

which Adeline will have slumped with the blood blossoming 

from her ankles. 

 

■■■ 
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Visit the author’s website. 

Follow Audrey on Twitter and Facebook. 

(@audreykalman and AudreyKalmanAuthor) 
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https://audreykalman.com/
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