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Alexandra discovered ballet relatively late, enrolling in dance classes at the age of 11 to supplement her soccer training. But she was instantly obsessed. "When I was introduced to dance, I was fascinated by it," she tells me when we first met in 2014, for breakfast in Manhattan. 

Her parents agreed to drive her in from Long Island to audition for SAB, but they urged her not to get her hopes up. "There were hundreds of girls who were doing splits and were physically gorgeous—I was not," she says. "My nickname was Ziti, because I had a dish of baked ziti after every soccer game." But the day after the audition, her mom turned up at Alexandra's fifth grade class with a bouquet of flowers. She was in. 

By age 12, she was leaving school early to make it to SAB. "I was renting studios early in the morning before my classes and rehearsing late at night with private lessons". She started missing science, her favorite class. She transferred from the Friends Academy in Long Island to the more accommodating Professional Children's School in Manhattan. Her parents sold their house on Long Island and moved to Manhattan. Her father, a surgeon, reverse-commuted 90 minutes each way.

Her first big break came after a series of nerve-wracking setbacks. At 15, she was asked to repeat a level at SAB, and she was passed over for casting in the end-of-year workshop—the traditional stepping-stone to a place in New York City Ballet. She was despondent: "I had given up my world on Long Island, all my friends out there. I really just gave up life to pursue ballet."

But Peter Martins, who has run New York City Ballet since 1989, noticed something and invited her to take class with the company. An offer to join New York City Ballet soon followed. Before her 16th birthday, she debuted as in The Nutcrackeras Dewdrop. New York Times writer Anna Kisselgoff declared her a "rare find, a dancer of nuance and originality," and anointed her a "true prodigy."

She did, for a while. She mastered the company's Balanchine repertoire. Martins singled her out, choreographing lead roles for her. She was promoted to soloist and, a few years later, she vaulted again over her peers and became a principal. In the hierarchy of ballet companies, this is the pinnacle—a position that a few dancers achieve after years of toil in the corps and that most never reach.

