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Praise for

WONDERS NEVER CEASE

‘A truly magical debut. Within her not-quite-historical setting, Lexy Hudson combines the world of music and dance with a dark fairytale element and a testing personal journey for her protagonists. This novel will make you smile, it will make you cry, it will set your feet tapping.’

Juliet Marillier, award-winning author of the Blackthorn & Grim series

‘Wonders Never Cease is a beautifully written story. It’s deft, romantic and devoted to the magical art form that is ballet.’

Rym Kechacha, author of The Apple and the Pearl

‘A spellbinding novel, perfect for all those who believe in the magic of dance, I was quickly drawn into this beautiful story. Lexy Hudson combines intricate details about the major classical ballets with fantasy and fairytales, and the result is an original and thrilling read.’

Lucy Ashe, author of The Sleeping Beauties

‘Romantic, tender, and magical. Lexy Hudson translates dance into a written language and uses it to tell a beautiful story.’

A. C. Wise, author of Ballad of the Bone Road

‘What an incredible novel – mesmerising, powerful and atmospheric. Lexy Hudson writes about music and movement in a way few writers can, and the relationship at the heart of this book is superbly drawn. The balance of magic and dance, tension and romance was perfectly handled. I adored it, and I can’t wait to see what Lexy writes next.’

Katie Lumsden, author of The Secrets of Hartwood Hall
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LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.



Wonders Never Cease

Print edition ISBN: 9781835416167

E-book edition ISBN: 9781835416174

Published by Titan Books

A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd

144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP

www.titanbooks.com

First edition: May 2026

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (except for satirical purposes), is entirely coincidental.

© Lexy Hudson 2026

Lexy Hudson asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

EU RP (for authorities only)

eucomply OÜ, Pärnu mnt. 139b-14, 11317 Tallinn, Estonia

hello@eucompliancepartner.com, +3375690241

Designed and typest in Baskerville and Mrs Eaves by Richard Mason.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. Titan Books also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.




For my twenty-nine-year-old self.

Hang in there, everything is about to change.

And for my eighteen-year-old self.

Hang in there, everything is about to change.




GLOSSARY OF BALLET TERMS

Adage: a section of a ballet, or a dance class, in which the steps are done slowly

Allegro: a section of a ballet, or a dance class, in which the steps are done quickly, with high energy

Allongé: lengthened, elongated

Angel lift: a lift in which one dancer lifts the other so high above their head that they appear to be flying

Arabesque: one leg supports the body with a straight knee while the other rises to a ninety degree angle directly behind

Attitude: the dancer stands on one leg with a straight knee while lifting the other with a bent knee and the hip rotated outwards

Ballotté: a dynamic, swaying step where the dancer shifts their weight from one leg to another in a jump, often several times, like a rocking horse

Bourée: the dancer rises en pointe and takes tiny, quick steps on the tips of her toes with straight legs, creating the illusion of weightlessness

Brisé volé: a light, fast jump where the dancer’s feet brush off the floor, often from a crossed position, and beat together very quickly in the air before landing and repeating the step on the other side

Cabriole: a jump in which the dancer’s legs beat together in the air

Chaîné (turns, jetés): linking repeated steps together in quick succession, like a series of rapid spins or jumps as a dancer travels from one side of the stage to the other

Demi-pointe: rising on the balls of the feet, rather than all the way onto the tips of one’s toes

Développé: a slow, controlled lift of one leg from the floor along the side of the other leg, before opening to as high as 180 degrees. Can be done in multiple directions

Écarté: the dancer’s legs are placed wide apart

En l’air: literally, “in the air”, any step that takes the dancer off the ground

Entrechat (six): a jump in which the dancer must lift off the floor and criss-cross their feet in the air before landing; an entrechat six involves six changes of the feet

Épaulement: placement of the shoulders

Fouetté: a dancer rises on their supporting leg while facing the audience and “whips” the other leg around from a straight extension to a bent position, then straight again, until they build enough momentum to sustain as many rapid turns as the music demands; think of the mechanism in an electric mixing bowl

Fish dive: done in a pair: one dancer leans on their partner’s extended arm like a barre, before pirouetting towards them and stretching forward, while their partner holds them around the waist and tips them down so that the person being lifted has both legs suspended in the air diagonally

Grand battement: without bending either knee, the dancer lifts one leg as high in the air as it can go, before bringing it back down; this can be done in any direction, but unlike a développé the movement is quite fast

Grand jeté: a large jump where both legs are extended in opposite directions, often to ninety degrees

Jeté: any jump where the dancer throws out one leg while springing off from the other, landing on the first leg

Jeté en tournant: a travelling step where a dancer links a series of jumps with turns

Manège: steps executed in a circle, sometimes travelling the entirety of the stage

Mazurka: a Polish folk dance characterised by lively, quick steps and jumps, often featuring foot stamping and heel clicking

Open fifth: A dancer’s arms are in “open fifth” when raised high above their head, but with the fingers turned outwards rather than inwards, to make the pose more open and outward-facing

Pas de basque: a side-to-side step where the dancer shifts their weight from one foot to the other

Penché: “leaning”, often in reference to an arabesque where the dancer reaches down to maximise the extension and height of their back leg

Pirouette: a full turn of the body on one foot

Piqué (arabesque, turn): any movement where the dancer transfers their weight onto a pointed foot with sharpness and precision

Posé: stepping onto the foot (full or demi-pointe) with a straight knee, often referring to turns where one leg stays straight throughout while the other rises and lowers, and one arm stays in a fixed position just in front of the body while the other extends and retracts like a clasp, so that the dancer can execute a series of turns

Port de bras: movement/carriage of the arms

Promenade: a slow, controlled turn on one foot while the other is held in a position such as an attitude or arabesque; can be done alone or with a partner

Retiré: one foot/leg is drawn up against the other with a pointed toe resting either in front of, behind, or to the side of the supporting leg, keeping the hips level

Révérence: the formal bow or curtsey that dancers perform to the audience, to each other, and to their teacher at the end of a performance/class

Revoltade: a jump in which the dancer extends one leg outwards for a full rotation in the air, landing on the same leg they started from

Rond de jambe: circling one leg in the air, either slowly or quickly

Sissonne: a jump that begins from both feet on the ground, with one leg extending forward and the other extending behind, like a pair of scissors; can land on one or both feet

Soubresaut: a quick jump executed from both feet, typically fifth position

Tendu: a position in which one pointed foot brushes along the floor either in front, to the side, or just behind the body; usually a slow, controlled movement
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THE SUN KING

Time has a particular flavour that mortals seldom notice. My first taste of it was when Louis XIV ventured far enough into the forest of Versailles to cross our borders.

I was a child then, small enough to steal glimpses from the top of the balustrade staircase that led to the ballroom, whose canopy of hawthorn branches made a lattice of silver-washed sun on the limestone floor. Though I knew nothing of what was about to take place, I gathered that it was important, given the huddles of creatures in every corner. Hedgehogs peeked through the wildflowers that grew between the slabs – they themselves seemed to reach taller than the day before, as if craning for a better view. Dormice nestled in piles of leaves; foxes perked their ears behind the jagged teeth of cracked mirrors; grass snakes curled leisurely around onlookers’ wrists, as eager as myself to see the centre of the ballroom, which had been made conspicuously clear. When the herald made his entrance, his long limbs made for grand, sweeping announcements, I pivoted to look at Glen, who was just as small as me but twice as skittish. He was trying to hide in the shadows, but I beckoned him forth and, by my parents’ decree, he was bound to obey.

Come on, I gestured. Something big is about to happen.

A meek, confused opening of palms: What?

I repeated the gesture. Just come!

Glen was still a new arrival to our realm, and in visible need of a distraction. He crouched by my side just as the herald announced Louis le Grand to the court with three vertical gestures to the brow – the three tines of a crown – and an arm raised high to catch beams of soft light. Behold! The Sun King.

When the small man came into view, Glen tilted his head, eyes widening with curiosity, misted over with something else. It was the first time I had seen his gaze alight upon anyone this way, but it would not be the last: the recognition of mortal kinship.

I assumed that our new changeling – brought over specially for me – was mistaken; that this “Sun King” was one of my many distant cousins on a visit from the Realm of Goldleaf.

Then my father descended the stairs, and Louis suddenly looked as diminutive and fragile as a straw poppet. The contrast brought the significance of this meeting – its rarity – into sharp focus. I had only ever heard of mortal kings in bedtime tales and, somewhere in my young mind, must have assumed they lived so distantly from us that they might as well be in the Astral Realm. To have one in our realm, in my very sight-line, was unprecedented.

Now I was determined to stay, no matter how much trouble I could get in for spying on the grown-up affairs of court. I bounced restlessly on the balls of my feet, but otherwise was rather proud of my restraint and self-containment.

The king of France was canny and diplomatic enough to bow first, his leg extended, buckled shoe turned outwards. My father mirrored him; when he opened his arm into what the mortals would later call third position, Louis did the same. One step to the right, a few more on a diagonal, a low arabesque – the two kings danced slowly and precisely around the floor, maintaining their stately posture. Each time the Sun King raised a foot or curved his fingers, he exhibited the kind of control afforded only to a man who has enough hours of leisure to practise daily.

My mother and her ladies-in-waiting gathered, fascinated, around the edges of the ballroom as the mortal king mirrored my father. A barn owl settled on my mother’s shoulder, as birds of all feathers began congregating in the branches above – nightingales and magpies, robins and sparrows, starlings and ravens – in a manner that struck me, however many years later, as reminiscent of patrons in the upper circle of an amphitheatre.

To Louis, it must have felt like a mutually improvised exchange. But my father was dictating the steps, moving faster than him by a mouse’s whisker, imperceptible to a mortal eye. I concentrated hard on the course their feet charted, tracing the lines and pauses with my finger until I understood.

I turned to Glen and jabbed the air, gesturing a crude constellation: My father is mapping the stars.

Glen, who was still learning our ways, took a moment to decipher my meaning, then upturned his palms and shrugged: Why?

My uncle’s hand came between us, beckoning my attention.

I froze, unsure which of us would be punished for being where we should not. Glen had been confined to the bottom of a wishing well more than once already for my transgressions, but even a future king was not exempt from punishment. On numerous occasions I had been threatened with the tasks we usually gave to mortals and other, lesser beings: retrieving a tail-feather from a firebird, say, or grinding a diamond to dust with a mortar and pestle.

My uncle’s hands moved quickly, but he kept his gestures small, to ensure he would not draw attention away from the proceedings. He maps out the night of the mortal king’s birth.

I relaxed. My uncle was in a good mood, in a humour to educate rather than scold. He pointed to the ballroom floor as the steps changed. My father’s arabesques rose higher; the Sun King maintained his composure, but it was clear he could not match such flexibility. His leg wobbled in a rond de jambe en l’air so low that a chicken could have hopped over it.

The planets turn, my uncle continued, his hands curved around an invisible rotating sphere. The stars their steps trace now are the stars on this day. The day of the Sun King’s fateful crossing.

Cobwebbe, a pan piper of the lesser nobility, took up their instrument and unfurled a carpet of music beneath the kings’ feet. As their steps changed once more, so did the melody, shifting into a minor key. The Sun King appeared to be too fixated on keeping up with my father to dwell on what this could mean.

The night his reign will end, my uncle explained, his hands turning flat as if smoothing creases out of a cloak. He pointed to the ravens overhead, who were watching with beady-eyed interest. The ravens say he will rule longer than any mortal king ever has, or ever will. Longer than most of his peasants’ lives. Such longevity, we must respect.

I brought my palm inwards, surprised. He was invited here?

If he had trespassed, we would have made quick— no, slow work of him.

Emboldened by my uncle’s magnanimity, I tentatively stood up and, encouraging Glen to do the same, peered over the stone banister as my father concluded the courtly dance. With one hand clasped fully around the Sun King’s arm, he led him to a nearby pond, wherein he conjured visions of starry skies – explaining what my uncle had just told me in a way the mortal king would comprehend.

Their delight appeared to be mutual: Louis’s in the wonders of our magic, our glamour, and my father’s in the opportunity to impart wisdom to a receptive student. Look, he said, why complicate things with your written words and bureaucracy? Through dance, and music, the universe shares its truths with us all.

When the visions vanished and Cobwebbe lowered their flute, the Sun King nodded earnestly and brought his hands to his chest. We… He gestured to the pond. What you have shown me. He extended one arm behind him in the direction of the forest border, while the other took in the ballroom. In his own, imperfect way, he was saying, We dance at court to reveal these truths, too. ‘Histoires célestes. Les dieux et les déesses. Les rois et…’

He tapered off, seeing what was plain to all: my father’s displeasure.

Glen nervously tugged at my sleeve. Bad?

I nodded. Very bad.

I had never seen a mortal executed before, but had heard enough stories to expect that I would witness it sooner or later. I felt sad for this small, lesser king, who clearly did not know better. To my own surprise, I silently willed him to pick up the hem of his walking cloak and run without looking back, while he had the chance.

Louis bowed deeply and pointed his foot, opening out his arm from the waist. ‘Merci beaucoup, Votre Majesté.’

Either he did not understand the gravity of his faux pas, or he was gambling on deference and a formal révérence being enough to allow him a hasty exit.

My father raised his head ever so slightly to meet my mother’s eye across the ballroom. She petted the barn owl on her shoulder, then angled her body away and made the smallest brush with her wrist. Let him go.

And so, Louis XIV returned to Versailles unscathed. He would not be invited back.

Take heed, my uncle advised with a hand on each of our shoulders. He pointed to the archway through which the Sun King had just departed. For that is the last of the great mortal kings. The ravens say it will all go downhill thereafter.

In what seemed to me a rather courageous move, given how much he feared my family, Glen made some shaky gestures until his question became clear: Will he teach the mortals how to speak through dance? What do the ravens say about that?

It was the sort of question I should have asked, as a young prince. Not that I was wholly interested in attending to my future responsibilities. Secretly, I would have much preferred Glen’s position. For my destiny to lie on both sides of the border.

My uncle wavered his hand. He will try to teach his people, but not very well. Besides, it will be for naught – a revolution is coming. Their pale imitations of our noble culture will be driven out in a bloody massacre.

I was relieved that Glen probably had not understood most of that. My uncle looked much too excited by the prospect.

Are the ravens to be trusted on this? I asked, puffing out my chest, playing the part of my parents’ advisors. Or are they just making mischief?

In response, one of the ravens swooped down with an affronted caw and ruffled my hair with its feathers.

Ravens are prophets, my uncle reminded me. They keep a watchful eye on royal affairs, in all realms. Then he turned his palm inwards to his chest. It is our job to make mischief, when mortals try to best us.

But the ravens cannot dance for us, I remember thinking. So how will they report back the steps that mortals dance? How are we to know, unless we see with our own eyes?

Questions like this are dangerous. They lift a curtain of willow reeds, push up through the earth, and offer a taste of possibility. A possible future. The elusive flavour of time.
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FEBRUARY 1986

THE UNDERSTUDY

It seems unthinkable now, but I was never meant to dance with Sander. He was recruited into the company in 1979 as a first artist, an entire rank above me and my friends – Fiona, Charlie, and Jamie – and the rest of the corps, which raised plenty of eyebrows, since no one recognised his name or remembered him from the competition circuit. He appeared from nowhere and, despite straining our ears for gossip in the corridors, no one seemed to know where or how he’d been scouted. We all regarded him warily from afar. I’m not sure I even heard him speak until the spring of 1980.

He might have melted into the studios’ white walls and the darkness beyond the spotlights, but by the time The Nutcracker rolled around in December 1979, the entire company, from junior associates to principals, had to admit the blindingly obvious: the boy could dance. Where an average male artist could propel themselves up into two tours en l’air, he would do five. His arabesques were like a heron raising its long beak from water. Gravity was a suggestion, not a rule.

Less than a year after joining, he was promoted to soloist, dancing Puck in The Dream, Mercutio in Romeo and Juliet, and the Bluebird in The Sleeping Beauty, roles that laugh in the face of physics. Ten months later, he was promoted again (I never heard the word “unprecedented” more often than in 1981) to first soloist, a rank I wouldn’t earn for another three years.

His energy onstage could not have been more different from his energy offstage. The moment he was on, it was like the moon emerged from behind the dark clouds of his eyes, and an unstoppable force (several critics called it “manic”) swept him around the stage. Gerry Dixon, long-time character artist and jolly uncle to everyone, liked to call Sander “our very own whirling dervish”. The male dancers veered between envy, awe, and frustration; the ballerinas thanked God we didn’t have to compete with that.

We all waited for the inevitable announcement of his promotion to principal, but it didn’t come. Sander remained first soloist for four years. There were plenty of theories: had he somehow got into our artistic director Nick’s bad books, and now his career was being stalled in revenge? Stephen once wondered aloud if Sander had “had it on” with Nick’s wife, before immediately scoffing at his own idea. ‘No, that can’t be it.’

Someone – maybe Fiona, maybe me – asked what made him so certain that wasn’t the reason.

‘I can’t picture it.’

I didn’t know what he meant, and yet I did.

If Sander felt bitter about this loss of momentum, it never showed. Eventually, we let the sails of the rumour mill drag to a halt, basing our theories on what we saw with our own eyes: the most likely reason he hadn’t been promoted, might not ever be promoted, was that he was simply too tricky to partner.

Not that I could speak on that with any authority at the time. The British Classical Ballet Company employed ninety-odd dancers, and we had three or four different casts for any given run of a full-length, so even by 1984, when I had caught up to his rank as first soloist, he was always in Cast 1 while I was Cast 3 or 4. But, according to the handful of ballerinas who had been cast alongside him – Princess Florine to his Bluebird, Harlot to his Mercutio, Mistress to his Lescaut – he was nigh on impossible to keep up with, and had little patience for their attempts at rehearsal negotiations. I once overheard Crystal Collins grumble, ‘He tossed me around like Dorothy in the Kansas twister. I thought I was going to land on my neck!’

As a result, Nick wisely limited him to the virtuosic male soloist roles: the Blue Boy in Les Patineurs, the Golden Idol in La Bayadère, the Russian dance in The Nutcracker. Anything that kept interaction with ballerinas to a minimum.

And then someone – it might have been Nick, might have been one of the coaches, no one remembers now – thought to try him out with Carolyn Sabouri. Carolyn had joined the company in 1970 at the age of seventeen, when Fonteyn and Nureyev were still performing together. Like every other girl in the corps, I’d looked up to her ever since my first company class: she’d been a principal since 1977. By the time she was cast in the title role of Manon at the age of thirty-two, with Sander as her Des Grieux, Carolyn was a bona fide prima ballerina, a veteran of the company and our grand duchess of dance. If anyone could meet Sander halfway in stamina and skill, it was her. Their run of Manon went down well enough that, after experimenting with Blanca Ojeda as the Kitri to his Basilio in Don Quixote, Carolyn and Sander were cast together again the next season, as the Sugar Plum Fairy and her Prince in The Nutcracker.

While all of that was going on, I too became a subject of Nick’s grand partnership design: Stephen and I were paired for Manon, as Lescaut and his mistress. I would rather have been cast with someone half my height than with Stephen, but Nick wasn’t to know that. I’d made up my mind long ago that no one would ever know that.

In the new year, Stephen and I began rehearsing together again for the upcoming production of The Sleeping Beauty, our fourth show of the season and the first to kick off 1986. As well as the corps roles in Acts I and II, I was due to play the Fairy of the Songbird in the Prologue and Princess Florine in Act III, with Stephen as my Fairy Cavalier and Bluebird – roles we’d danced before and grown comfortable in. But this season, my tenth with the BCBC, was something special. That February, I would take my long-awaited turn as Aurora.

You see, the young artists work hard, the mighty principals work harder, but the soloists work hardest of all. Principals get rest days between performances, but the lower ranks often dance multiple roles on consecutive nights, testing the mettle of their bones, barely giving their muscles time to heal before inducing micro-tears again. And – every now and again – trying on principal roles for size. I felt like a child on Christmas Eve, utterly beside myself.

Debuting as Aurora would be the first of several tests before a promotion to principal dancer – perhaps I’d get to be the lead in whatever Nick chose to begin the next season. Was it too much to hope for Juliet? We’d only just done MacMillan’s iconic take on the Shakespeare tragedy the previous season, so perhaps something else. It was difficult not to get caught up in the hope of it all. Every ballet student dreams of becoming a principal, just as musicians dream of first chair in the orchestra, and athletes of Olympic gold.

On Monday night, with only five sleeps between me and one of the best roles created for a ballerina, I didn’t nod off until well after three o’clock. When I awoke to ringing in my ears, it was still offensively dark and freezing, with only the murkiest blue light creeping through the venetian blinds. I fumbled for my alarm clock, only to realise it wasn’t due to go off for another thirty minutes. The ringing was coming from the kitchen.

Muscles stiff, with a thin spike of pain running up my right shin that definitely hadn’t been there the day before, I rushed across chilly floorboards to my wall phone.

‘Hello,’ I said, in an uncanny imitation of my father before coffee.

‘Is that Patricia? Trix?’

I cleared my throat. ‘Yes. Who is this?’

‘It’s Nick.’

‘… Nick?’ I craned my neck to the oven clock, just to be sure I hadn’t overslept by twelve hours. ‘Uh. Good morning.’

‘Dreadfully sorry to disturb you at such an ungodly hour. Were you sleeping?’

‘Well, yes, but’ – I flipped the light switch, shrinking back from the glare – ‘not anymore. Is everything all right?’

‘I’ll get straight to the point, Trix. I know you were meant to make your debut this coming Saturday, and I’m terribly sorry…’

Now I was awake. Fully, coldly awake, and shivering. They were taking it away from me. Another principal, from another company (Paris? Copenhagen?) must have secured a last-minute guest contract and would be taking my spot. My favourite purple mug was upside down on the drying rack – I was already picturing the strong cup of tea I’d need in five minutes’ time to cope with this devastating blow.

‘… but circumstances compel me to ask: how would you feel if we moved it up?’

‘Moved it up?’ Devastation left as swiftly as it had come. ‘To Friday?’

‘To tonight.’

I blinked at my reflection in the black kitchen window. Nick poured explanations into my stunned silence: on Sunday night, as was their bi-monthly tradition, Carolyn, Blanca, Grace, Ray, Tomas, and Fabrizio (almost half our principals) had been for a long, leisurely dinner at a chic new seafood restaurant in Chelsea. By ten o’clock the next morning, between bouts of vomiting, they were all ringing one another to commiserate and panic about opening night.

‘Opening night,’ I echoed, belatedly remembering that this was no ordinary Tuesday. ‘You want me to debut Aurora on opening night.’

‘We’re in a real bind, I’m afraid. Caro, Grace, and Blanca sound as though they’re barely capable of standing up. Crystal’s guesting with Pacific Northwest Ballet until the weekend, and frankly even if she caught the next available flight, the jetlag would make the Act I balances a nightmare. Amelia’s Achilles is still on the wobble, Magne’s in Oslo for her father’s funeral, and I certainly can’t ask Annie or Vee. The height difference with Sander – well, it’s just out of the question.’

‘Sander? Oh, goodness. Right.’ I walked the phone cord to the fridge, where a copy of the rehearsal and performance schedule for Beauty, pinned at the corners with pineapple-shaped magnets, sat above my regular calendar. Slowly, shakily, I crossed out Carolyn’s name and wrote my own. It looked completely wrong. ‘But we haven’t rehearsed together. For anything. Ever.’

‘Now you understand the early bird call. I didn’t want to spring this on you just before class.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, before it fully sank in, and amazement turned my kitchen light into a sunbeam. ‘Thank you.’

‘No, my dear, thank you. Right, time waits for no one. Have some coffee, pack a spare pair of pointes, hire a cat-sitter—’

‘I don’t have a cat.’

‘So much the better. I’ll book a studio for the whole afternoon so you and Sander can get started as soon as class is done. In fact, I’d recommend leaving straight after barre. You’ll get plenty of grand allegro later.’

My laugh came out shorter, louder, and more hysterical than I meant it to.

We must have said “goodbye” or “see you soon” or something, but all I remember is clicking the phone back into its cradle. I put the kettle on, then turned my purple mug over and over in my hands to feel its weight, to be sure I hadn’t just dreamt that entire conversation.

A strong cup of tea, indeed.




FIRST LIFT

As advised, I left the women’s class at the midpoint break, when the barres were moved to the side and the ballerinas donned their pointe shoes. The studio echoed with the pop and pluck of elastic and ribbons, the thwacks of new pairs being broken in patiently with tiny hammers, or chaotically against floorboards and walls.

While I gathered my things, Fiona looked up from wrapping protective pads around her toes, and gave me a lively smile.

‘You’ll be fine,’ she said over the din. ‘You always are.’

She’d been quick to dole out encouragement and praise for as long as I’d known her – where the other girls at the British Ballet Academy had offered a polite and entirely neutral “hello” on our first day of term, she’d waved eleven-year-old me over to the newly made beds and said, ‘Gosh, your posture’s so good. The teachers will love you.’

When I’d apprised her of the casting change before class had begun, her jaw had almost hit the barre. There was excitement in her expression, a healthy dose of envy, but above all, surprise: according to Nick’s unspoken grand design, Stephen was “my” partner. The audience didn’t know what had happened between us in the past – all that mattered was that we photographed well together, had similar colouring, complemented each other in height, and had learned how to bring out each other’s strengths onstage. He was still due to be my Prince Florimund on Saturday, but today I had to contend with an unknown quantity. Sander and I had the right height gap to be suitable partners; beyond that, I really had no idea.

I had always been told my body was made for ballet, even while being trained to doubt it every day at school. I wasn’t too tall – 5’9” en pointe, 5’5” at rest – and my metabolism hadn’t failed me yet. My lines were clean, my proportions pleasing, my arches ideal. But even after ten years with the BCBC, I had nothing on Sander’s raw talent. Carolyn had already been principal for coming up to a decade, and had amassed enough star power to attract audiences regardless of what show she was in. How on earth was I supposed to match that?

I pulled a white practice tutu off the communal tutu tree in the corridor. The entire building felt quiet. It wouldn’t come alive until mid-afternoon, when the box office staff would attend to the phones and begin organising tonight’s tickets for collection, the stylists would check all the wigs were labelled correctly and that no one needed to do a last-minute run to Boots for hairspray, and the costumiers would re-appliqué any rhinestones that had flown off during dress rehearsals.

I checked the giant company-wide pinboard for my name, finding it under the studio named after our founding mother, Alicia Markova.


MARKOVA STUDIO

Patricia Errington, Aleksander Sylvan

The Sleeping Beauty

11:00 – 15:45



Eight hours until curtain up. Four hours to re-learn the entire ballet with a new partner. Crumbs.

The Markova was an intimate, windowless studio, the world reduced to three mirrors and a piano. Before I opened the door, the thin spike of pain went through my shin again, as if a stinging nettle had been pulled up the inside. I’d been hoping it was just an early morning ache from the cold, but dancers can tell “good” pain from bad pain. I felt light-headed. Up until that point in my career, I had managed to avoid any serious injury; the spectre of it was the last thing I needed today. I closed my eyes, slowed my breathing, and stepped inside.

Lori, one of our long-time session pianists, sat at the black Steinway in the corner, arranging her sheet music. Nick was talking to Mariska and Salvatore, two of the BCBC’s most experienced and respected coaches. Mariska was tough, but trustworthy. She had danced Aurora enough times that the role was like a beloved old coat. She knew the exhaustion, the fear, the margins of error, and had been my lifeline throughout rehearsals. It was a real tonic to see her in the studio. She was holding two discussions at the same time: one in English with Nick, and the other in Italian with Sal, who was there to oversee the Prince. Not that he needed it.

Sander was the only one who noticed me as I unloaded my accoutrements in a corner. He had shucked his leg warmers and wrapped a bandana under his fringe, and watched in silence as I pulled on my pointes.

‘Woman of the hour!’ Nick strode across the studio and clasped my hands in his. He absolutely towered over me, and the streak of silver in his curly brown hair gave him the air of a mad scientist in a woollen jumper, but I had never found him intimidating the way so many directors and choreographers could be. It helped that he never called the ballerinas “girls”. ‘I cannot begin to tell you how grateful I am.’

‘Well, let’s wait until after the show,’ I said, even though now was hardly the moment for self-deprecation.

‘We’re going to run through the pas de deux in Acts II and III.’ Mariska chopped one palm against the other. ‘Lightning fast.’

‘Yes, I want to steer clear of anything in Act I,’ Nick said. ‘None of your solos. We can’t have you depleted before the performance.’

I nodded, leaning ever so slightly on my left leg until the pain in my right went quiet again. I had paracetamol in my bag, if I really needed it. It would be fine. It had to be fine.

‘Now, your prince.’ Nick stepped aside theatrically to clear a path for Sander. We shook hands, and I said good morning, because it felt odd to go into a four-hour rehearsal without saying anything.

‘Good morning,’ he said. I’d heard his voice so rarely that its rich timbre caught me off guard. I had always thought his eyes were dark brown like mine, but up close they were cut with flecks of honey and hazel. ‘Thank you for doing this.’

‘My pleasure.’ My nerves, my terror, my all.

‘Shall we?’ Salvatore caught Lori’s attention. ‘Act II, Pas d’action, Aurora appears…’

Sander and I dropped our handshake. He walked into the centre, while I went to what we were treating as stage left. Sal took a seat on a folding chair next to Nick, while Mariska stood in for the Lilac Fairy, the role Fiona was due to debut on Saturday in the hope of an eventual promotion to first soloist. I focused on my preparatory breathing and went up and down on demi-pointe, trying to shake off the jitters. Nothing should be a surprise here: Stephen and I had put weeks of rehearsal into this exact choreography. My body knew what to do. Everything else was a matter of adjustment.

Lori played the end of the scene that led into the pas d’action, which moves the story forward: Prince Florimund sees a vision – a sort of astral projection from behind the locked palace gates – of Aurora in white. It’s their first dance together, but it doesn’t really count because it will all disappear within seconds like smoke. It’s the tantalising hope that keeps Aurora’s soul going while she’s trapped inside her own sleeping body, and gives Florimund the courage to follow the Lilac Fairy to the abandoned palace to break the spell.

Tchaikovsky, the first composer to create scores specifically with ballet steps in mind, thoughtfully left a pronounced pause in the music that acts as Aurora’s cue. I stepped into an attitude, face blank, going for an air of mystery, before launching into jetés and pirouettes, the piano jumping along with me as if I were a spool of ribbon unfurling, staying just out of Sander’s reach.

‘Follow her all the way,’ Sal called from the side, as Sander did just that. He stopped short of me as I finished in an arabesque, refusing to meet his eye. This is the first exposure Aurora has had to the waking world in a century – the connection must feel so tenuous, like a crackling phone line. I imagined how it would feel to be alone for so long, and then for a stranger to appear out of the dark. She would barely be able to entertain the idea of someone reaching out to her, even as she reversed into his hands and he lifted her above his head.

Aurora isn’t meant to gasp in that lift, but I did. It was impossible not to. I was high above him, my legs flexed and hyperextended like scissors, hamstrings gently burning. I’d been waiting for Sander to take a breath, like the quiet grunt Stephen always made before balancing me on the tense brackets of his wrists. But suddenly, seamlessly, I was a cirrus cloud. Weightless.

‘Good, very good,’ Sal said, which I had never heard from him so early in a session.

‘That looks lovely,’ Mariska said. ‘You feel okay, Trix?’

‘Perfect,’ I said, bewildered. Sander hadn’t made a sound, his arms rock-steady even as he walked back to the centre and set me down with the same care one would use to place an angel on a Christmas tree.




BALANCE

I considered phoning my parents and telling them there were two comp tickets if they wanted to see me tonight rather than Saturday, but ultimately decided against it. Dad hated having his plans upended at the last minute, and I vaguely remembered he was taking his team from the trading floor to dinner. Seated at the brightly lit vanity by myself, while the Prologue was underway onstage, I certainly could have used a hug from Mum.

When the cast list first went up for Beauty and we all crowded around the performance grid, Carolyn had graciously – or ominously – told me that if I could dance Aurora, I could dance anything. I had been too stunned by a principal deigning to speak to me to dwell on it, but she was right. Alongside Odette/Odile and the Sugar Plum Fairy, Aurora is one of Tchaikovsky’s holy trinity of prima ballerina roles. This was my event horizon: no going back now.

I tried not to watch the entire Prologue on the flickering backstage monitor, but I couldn’t resist peeking at Annie Petrowsky, one of the few principals left standing, looking regal in her lilac tutu as she confronted the evil fairy Carabosse, played by one of our cherished character artists Noemi Loizou, who always hammed up her character’s silent cackles with aplomb. This was one of the most important mime monologues in classical ballet, an arcane language unto itself. Using only the sweep of her arms and articulated fingers, Annie declared to the gate-crasher: You… have said your piece. Now you… will listen… to me. I… love… that baby. You… want to kill her? Why? I decree… that she will prick her finger… but she will die not. She will sleep, and be awoken by the kiss of a handsome prince.

I clapped along with the stage manager and prop assistants as the curtain came down on a relieved, hopeful queen standing over her baby’s bassinet, the Lilac Fairy having sent Carabosse into exile… but not for long.

As the teenaged Aurora, I didn’t get to go onstage with the rest of the corps, or even with the character artists in their plush royal robes. I didn’t know how the ballerinas before me had ever managed it, forty nerve-jangling minutes of waiting, heart blurring beneath skin and bones. For the first third of Act I, I stood in the wings, slowly unzipping my gilet, stepping out of my leg warmers, slipping off the covers that protected my pointe shoes from tracking grime onto the stage. The reed of pain was still in my leg, but it had been dulled by adrenaline and the chill that always overcame me in the minutes before I was due to go on. A couple of dancers lightly patted my shoulder, while others whispered “merde” and “toi toi toi” for good luck.

After the orchestra built to a crescendo and the notes dissipated like a wave, I rode in on a hummingbird bourrée, practically gliding upstage until an entire court of dancers – and two thousand paying audience members – were facing me.

As if to compensate for her belated entrance into the story, Aurora hits the ground en pointe and essentially doesn’t stop until curtain down. It’s a sprint and a marathon, a constant exchange of allegro for adagio, delicate footwork for mighty turns, joy for determination. And I had to make it all look as carefree as playing hopscotch, as if I had no idea the first balances were coming.

Even for the most experienced principal, the balances in the Act I Rose Adage, when Aurora celebrates her coming of age and accepts a rose from each of her four potential suitors, are the stuff of nightmares. A ballerina could do the role of Aurora for ten seasons in a row and still be caught out by the raw, electric fear that comes with going en pointe on your supporting leg, raising the other behind you in a perfect ninety-degree attitude, and keeping it up there while you take four different hands in succession.

The half-second when each suitor prised their fingers off mine, and left me with nothing for support but thin air, was the ultimate test of my mental and physical strength. To the audience, it was all over in ten seconds; to me it was a small eternity in which my thoughts dissolved. All that remained were frenetic calculations about my centre of gravity, my eyeline, how much time I had until the suitor let go, my risk of toppling backwards if I dared to let my lungs expand for breath. And that was just the first time around.

After accepting the roses, then cheerfully tossing them aside, I had to close out the Adage by doing the four balances all over again, with the addition of slow turns in a circle, leaning (but not too much) on each suitor’s forearm. This was why my teachers had always tapped well-manicured fingernails against my hand on the classroom barre if I was gripping it too hard. This was why they’d insisted I practise every variation with just two fingers resting on the barre, to be sure I had the core strength to keep myself from falling.

By now, as well as the expected ache in my lower back, the pain in my right leg – which had been supporting me on all eight balances – was beyond pins and needles. From the kneecap down, a steel pole was driving through my muscles into the floor; from the kneecap up, fire ants crawled under my skin. I had found my own bespoke version of hell.

Then, suddenly, the fourth suitor stepped away and I remained suspended. My arms extended into open fifth, up and out. The air held me. I was outside of time.

As I touched down into the final steps of the Adage, applause rippled out from the dark. By the time the orchestra struck their final note across strings and reeds and horns and drums, the applause had reached the rafters. It wasn’t the polite rainfall I was used to as a soloist – this was a thunderstorm. Someone in the dress circle shouted, ‘Brava!’

The happiness was something cosmic. But I only had a few minutes of recovery in the wings before it was time to come out again for the Act I finale. I barely had time to powder my face before I was executing pirouettes and jetés en tournant like nobody’s business.

I played Aurora as a teenage princess unable to grasp what it means to become a queen. Sheltered by her fearful parents, she appreciates all they’ve given her, but is impatient to discover who she is on her own terms, to experience as many new things as possible. No wonder she’s so curious about an old woman handing her a knitting needle wrapped in a skein of wool. They’ve been outlawed from the kingdom all her life – she has no idea what it is, and that fascinates her. Of course she wants to keep it hidden from her parents, if only for a moment, only playfully. She probably never had the freedom to keep secrets before, and it grants her a new kind of agency… until her collapse. Until she sinks onto the queen’s knee, a child again, woozy and afraid.

The sweat on my brow could only have added to the authenticity. My right shin was still protesting, louder now. It was like the rumble of a bass line from an amp, rattling my whole body.

The violins and cellos jumped over each other in staccato apprehension as I stumbled to my feet: Aurora convincing herself she’ll be fine, nothing to worry about, not quite comprehending the gravity of the situation until it pulls her this way and that, feet pattering like moth wings, too fast, too feverish, up into a final piqué arabesque, reaching for something – reaching out of herself – until her body is the only thing left and she succumbs to Carabosse’s curse.

I learned during the dress rehearsal that it’s much easier to land on your side, with one arm flopped over your chest. If Aurora is supine, the audience can see her lungs pumping like bellows until her royal parents shield her with sorrowful faces and long, brocaded sleeves. While Carabosse revelled in her victory, and the suitors chased her around the stage until she disappeared through a trapdoor, I kept my eyes closed, wishing I really could conk out for the rest of the Act. If only my lungs would stop burning.

If only my leg would stop burning.





ENTR’ACTE

As soon as the four suitors carried me offstage, I was whisked to the dressing room, where I took long pulls of water and devoured a tiny packet of pretzels for fuel. I looked longingly at the box of paracetamol on my table, but I’d already taken some before going on. Other soloist friends had made the mistake of upping the dosage when they really needed to, only to find that the next time, they needed even more. A dancer’s pain threshold is higher than the average person’s; trying to outsmart it with pills is like trying to outrun a speeding train.

The pain in my shin, together with the mini-comedown from the rush of Act I, made me tremble. The pretzels turned to wet cardboard in my mouth. I changed into my costume for Act II and watched my face in the mirror until it went blank, to match the trance Aurora would be in fifteen minutes later.

Many of the classical full-lengths have a “white act”: swans by the moonlit lake, snowflakes in The Nutcracker, vengeful ghosts in Giselle, the shades in La Bayadère, and tonight nymphs who would make way for me in a white tutu and diadem. I had to be at my lightest and most ethereal, betraying no pain.

Aurora arrives late to the ballet, but not as late as the man who will save her: Prince Florimund. Back in my leg warmers and gilet so my muscles wouldn’t go cold, I watched from the wings as Act II opened on a hunting party. A hundred years had passed, so baroque ruffs and gold filigree had been replaced by tricorn hats and waistcoats. Once the hunting party were onstage in a semi-circle, Sander made his entrance. The applause came from all directions: no one had purchased tonight’s tickets intending to see me, but his name was on the original cast sheet. They couldn’t wait to see what he would do.

The Prince is supposedly leading this hunting party, but his mind is on other, more philosophical things. He keeps looking out to the audience, almost breaking the fourth wall, seeking something beyond endless frivolity and royal obligations. The countess, who never lets her eyes stray from him, tries to rope him into a game, but he’s not remotely interested. Eventually, one of his friends spots a beast offstage. Well then, the Prince mimes, all surface charm. The hunt is on! He holds back, gestures to the countess that he’ll see her later and then, finally, he’s alone with his existential crisis.

Sander arabesqued into a penché, extending his anguish like a shadow. The carriage of his arms, the way he raised or lowered his head, the light of his gaze on a fixed point in the distance, gave his prince layers: he appreciated the solitude, but not the loneliness. It plagued him, making his world smaller and darker, harder to breathe in. He was spellbinding.

Then – lo and behold! – Annie appeared upstage, eyes bright with the possibility that this prince could be the one capable of bringing an entire kingdom back to life.

As Sander bowed before her and listened to her mimed offer, I stepped out of my leg warmers. When I came into the light, I held myself very differently from the Aurora who had just turned sixteen. Now, I was an Aurora whose body hadn’t aged a day, but whose soul had aged a century.

During my ballet school days, I never really “got” the vision sequence. Having been raised on Disney’s 1959 Sleeping Beauty, most of Act II in Petipa’s rendition seemed like a weak attempt to bridge the narrative gap between two complete strangers whose love at first semi-consensual kiss would otherwise be too absurd to believe. It was only as I advanced through the company, sat in on rehearsals, watched archive footage of past Auroras, and listened to the score on cassette, that I began to see it from a new angle.

In a prolonged state of sleep, the only freedom left to Aurora is her freedom to dream. Her only connection to the outside world is a supernatural one, the Lilac Fairy her only waking ally. A hundred years is plenty of time to perfect the art of dream communication, astral projection, what have you. Aurora and Florimund can only touch one another on a superficial, spectral plane, their encounters as fleeting as dawn mist. But the yearning they convey, the vulnerability with which they meet and join hands, is as strong a foundation for their relationship as anything they could have accomplished in waking life. It’s certainly more genuine than what Aurora has with her suitors in Act I.

I held my breath as Sander raised me high above his head for the first of four lifts. Back on the ground, he tried to take my shoulder, but I turned away at the last moment. The corps ballerinas came between us in their tulle dresses – I looped around them, and he followed me. His hands perched on my waist, giving me the ideal momentum for crisp, speedy turns. I avoided making more eye contact with him than absolutely necessary – that had to come later, when he danced with the real, flesh-and-blood Aurora.

By the vision’s end, Florimund needs no further convincing: he will follow the Lilac Fairy to the ends of the earth if it means he can meet his dream girl in person. Sander and Annie stepped into her fairy gondola and, through the magic of a remote control and a healthy dose of dry ice, slowly wound around the stage.

The Entr’acte is all shadows and suspense, sustained by haunting flutes. It matched my mood as I got into position backstage, behind the screen where the undisturbed royal bedchamber lay in wait. The string section covered my gasp as I knelt on the bedspread, the pain in my shinbone like an electric shock. When it receded, I lowered myself onto the pillows and flattened my tutu around me. I could have cried at the unfairness of the pain, this uninvited guest that was almost certainly a stress fracture, threatening to sabotage what was meant to be the greatest night of my career and the first of many more to come.

In a more merciful world, Petipa would have decided to end the ballet when Aurora wakes up. But we still had an entire act to go, with all the notorious tricks and yet another balance…

As the wind section grew louder, signalling that the Lilac Fairy had overpowered Carabosse outside the gates, allowing her and Florimund to enter, my eyes snapped open in the dark.

We hadn’t rehearsed the kiss.

No one had even mentioned it in the studio. We’d been so focused on locking down the steps that anything which didn’t involve footwork or port de bras had been tossed aside.

The Beauty kiss is relatively chaste, over in three seconds, and the audience doesn’t see it so much as they see the back of Florimund’s head eclipsing Aurora’s face. But as I lay in the dark, which quickly shifted to the warm glow of the stage lights, the thought that a man I hardly knew was about to kiss me in front of two thousand people almost made my pointed feet shake with anxiety. In order to maintain the illusion of comatose sleep, I forced myself to imagine that I’d been preserved in a plaster cast.

I had shared this kiss with Stephen enough times in rehearsal, and others with him offstage – though I didn’t want to remember those if I could help it.

My heart pounded in my ears as I followed the music, and the scent of Sander’s cologne.

It is very difficult to keep all the muscles in your face still when someone else’s shadow passes over you. When their lips brush yours.

Stephen usually made the kiss business-like, a means to the end of the scene, but Sander’s was gentle, and slow. My entire body warmed as if I’d sunk into a bath. Time fell away like a shawl. My chest lifted, and my arms opened to help me sit up. Our faces parted; I opened my eyes.

Aurora sees her prince, really sees him, for the first time.




APOTHEOSIS

There is no interval between Acts II and III, so our costume changes were done in a flurry of hands and setting spray. I spritzed some Estée Lauder to get into the right mindset for Aurora and Florimund’s extravagant wedding (it’s not an Imperial Russian ballet without an extended celebration sequence). I had a new lease of energy, shaking out my hands and feet with the abundance of it – and I noticed the pain in my shin was gone. I stared at it, waiting for it to catch me off guard. I leaned on it to grab my bottle of Evian for a final swig. I walked slowly into the corridor with turned-out feet. All quiet in my bones. I was perplexed, and cautiously thrilled.

I reached the stage right wings, where Sander was already waiting. Dressed in wedding white, watching the soloists, a wave of gratitude suddenly hit me, not just for the chance to debut Aurora on opening night – obviously not for the fact that Carolyn was sick – but for this one-night partnership that I might never otherwise have experienced. Sander had made Act II feel as natural as breathing. Those feather-light lifts, the security of his grip, the accuracy with which he hit his marks – the stuff of partnering dreams. It was sad to think I’d have to go back to Stephen for the rest of the run; I wondered if Nick would ever pair me with Sander again.

When the final divertissement exited the stage, he took up my hand. We smiled at each other before smiling for the audience, the lights bringing us to life.

The grand pas de deux of Act III was the exact opposite of the spectral Act II. Now we were in near-constant contact, especially when the orchestra rallied for the three breathtaking fish dives: I dipped teasingly on the makeshift barre of Sander’s forearm, lifted off, then pirouetted close enough to him that, just as my body threatened to tilt off its axis, he caught me around the waist and flipped me forward, my legs rising behind his shoulder, crossed at the ankles.

The dives require precision and core strength from both dancers – more than once in my rehearsals with Stephen, I’d dipped too far forward and almost broken my nose on the floor. And yet with Sander, my body felt like water pouring from the lip of a jug, a crescent moon hanging in space.

To give the pas its grand finish, Sander had to lift and immediately catch me in a pin-straight soubresaut by the knees, then swing me towards the floor as if going into another fish dive, except this time I was completely unsupported. In the space of a single breath, I hooked my knees under his armpit, leaned across his thigh, kept my face to the audience with perfect composure, and prayed to God I would stay off the floor long enough to meet the orchestra’s final chime of piano keys. Our arms extended outwards like magicians: Ta-da!

Applause filled the air, and didn’t stop until I’d bowed to the audience, bowed to my prince, and exited stage right. It was time for Sander to hold court, with a solo every young man dreamt of mastering for auditions and competitions.

I’d had no doubt that Sander would land his tours en l’air and articulate his feet crisply during the sidelong run-up into his cabrioles, but watching him do it was something else. I tried to understand how, from such modest demi-pliés, he gathered enough thrust to soar so high over the rest of the cast. He had the restraint of a Danish dancer and the power of a Russian, even though (as far as anyone was aware) he hadn’t been trained in either style. As for the brushstroke chassés that led to the sensational jetés en tournant for which BCBC fairy-tale princes were famed, the conductor is usually obliged to slow the orchestra down so the dancer can keep up, but Sander had it the other way around. The music flurried with him as his back leg somehow extended equally as high as his front leg, making a perfect mid-air split. Not just ten of them, as a principal might hit on an exceptionally good day, but fourteen. Never flagging, never breaking his perfect lines. Just as I began to worry he was in danger of outpacing the music, his white-stockinged feet made a neat full stop downstage, arm extended overhead as if holding a silver platter.

The audience’s reaction could have been heard from Scotland. As Sander bowed, stepped stage right, and bowed some more, most of the blood went from my head. I was next. I had to follow that.

Suddenly Nick’s hesitation to promote Sander made complete sense. I’m ashamed to admit it, especially now, but in the seconds before he exited the stage to make way for my own solo, I hated him. I hated that, whether he meant to or not, he had set the bar so high that even if I juggled fire sticks in a perfect balance, my performance would pale into obscurity by comparison.

That hatred burned for about ten seconds, by which time I’d made my entrance as regally as possible, planted myself in fourth position, and had an epiphany: of course I couldn’t match up to him. It was impossible. And if I couldn’t pull off the impossible, all I could do was what the BCBC promised in the motto emblazoned on all our programmes, inked on the wall between the box office and the stalls bar: “breathing new life into brilliant stories”. Gravity-defying athleticism is never the point; the reason we were all there, season after season, was to channel the spirit of the story, the emotions that transcend time. There was only one Princess Aurora alive in the world that night: me.

Where Sander’s solo relied on bold, almost brash leaps, mine was concentrated into light, deft, contained movements. I walked myself in a tiny square en pointe, as if dipping my feet in the shallows of a cold sea. I let my arms luxuriate in the movement they’d been denied for a century, my face turned towards the sun. Mariska had drilled into me that the most important thing for this solo, as with so much of ballet, was to “stay on top of the music”. If I moved in synch with the violins as they turned their corners, then I was too late – I had to anticipate them by a quarter of a second, a near-imperceptible difference that gave the sequence its seamless flow. I never let my concentration break my smile. Every time the music demanded a sudden pose of me – an attitude, a retiré – I thought of it as the punctuation in a long, breathless but eloquent sentence spoken by a woman aglow with new life and gratitude to her fairy guardians. The power of this punctuation only became visible to the audience when the orchestra upped its pace, joyful flourishes surging in time to my three sequential leg extensions, each almost skimming my ear.

The final seconds are when Aurora’s solo finds symmetry with Florimund’s: he had ten (ahem, excuse me, fourteen) jetés, I had ten pirouettes. All the breathwork I’d done during the slower movements became vital for this final, whirlwind sprint: with the ten pirouettes done, using the farthest golden pillar to spot and recentre, I let my body carry me through a series of chaîné turns, legs tight, arches high. The music delivered me to my finishing position – what position exactly was up to me, as long as it was one of the foundational five. In every rehearsal, I had favoured landing in open fourth, just as I’d begun, but given how extraordinary today had been, my instincts told me to land in a tight fifth en pointe.

My instincts were wrong. As soon as I landed, I knew I’d leaned my arms too far to the right and was teetering. I tried to save it by inching this way and that, attempting to regain balance, but no dice – I stumbled and descended onto flat feet, into the position I should have aimed for all along. I didn’t break my smile, and the audience still applauded and cheered, but the little backseat dancer in my head declared me a perfect idiot, and reminded me that this was why tonight was Sander’s night, not mine. If I wanted to prove I was principal material, I would have to redeem myself on Saturday.

The last thing – because there we were, we’d done it, we had somehow reached the last movement – was the Apotheosis, the final procession. Aurora and Florimund join hands upstage and make their stately way to the audience, while the court clears a path for them. I turned to my prince; he turned to his vision made real.

Holding eye contact with Sander was different onstage. In costume, immersed in the majesty of Tchaikovsky’s closing bars, how could I not beam at him? The only reason to glance away was so he could hold me by the waist in a final, regal arabesque penché. I rose from it, leg extended, and pivoted to face the audience, my arms raised high, my prince holding me steady. The orchestra put everything they had into the farewell note, and the curtains came down.





THE BOUQUET

On the second curtain call, standing in rows with the rest of the cast, sweat snaking down our bodies, I blinked in disbelief as an attendant strode towards me from the wings with three bouquets blocking out his face. He put one in my arms and the other two at my feet. Anyone can leave flowers for a specific ballerina at the stage door ahead of a performance, but my casting had been so last-minute that these three must surely have been meant for Carolyn.

I tried to smile through my embarrassment; as soon as I accepted the flowers, the audience’s applause amplified. Whoops and whistles shot up like firecrackers. I knelt in a révérence, while Annie, Noemi, and Akihiko received a bouquet each for their Lilac Fairy, Carabosse, and Princess Florine.

On the third curtain call, I got to do something I had never done before: step forward and greet our conductor, Valentin, from stage right. He grasped my hands and flashed a proud, fatherly grin.

‘You did it!’ he squeaked.

‘Ah!’ I squeaked back, because how could I be expected to produce words?

Sander made room for him in our line, and we all bowed again, the applause unbroken. When the curtain came down, most of the corps broke their formation to high-five, hug, and collapse against pieces of scenery. Those of us in the front waited to take turns on the remaining sliver of stage, as attendants parted the curtain just wide enough to let two or three dancers out at a time.

The audience’s palms must have been sore and red from five solid minutes of clapping, but when Sander and I emerged, they rose in a standing ovation, as if they’d practised it during the interval. The noise was astonishing. I’d heard something like it from the other side of the curtain after Sander and Carolyn’s turn in Manon, but being the direct recipient was a physical experience, like standing in a gale. We bowed to the audience, then to each other, then to the audience once more. My face hurt from smiling. It always did on opening nights, but even more so on this one. This season’s production of Beauty commemorated forty years since its inaugural outing on this very stage, barely a year after the end of the war – to mark the occasion, a handful of single-stemmed roses flew up from the stalls, and more from the balconies. Laughing with joy, exhaustion, and mild delirium, I gathered up a few of the roses and held them to my chest, mouthing Thank you to the sea of faces and red velvet. Then I did something which is par for the course in British ballet today, but was less so in the eighties: I turned to Sander and offered one of the roses to him.

Male dancers also received flowers from time to time, but they were always sent directly to the dressing rooms, never presented onstage. The unspoken rule was a hangover from the days when ballerinas were paid more often in pretty gifts – flowers, perfume, soaps, dinners – than actual coins.

A few extra cheers sprang up from the audience as he accepted it with visible surprise and bowed his head to me.

By the time we rejoined the rest of the dancers behind the curtain, Nick had herded them all into a rough semi-circle. With the audience finally relieved of clapping duties, he was able to say a few words, as he always did on opening night.

‘A mere twelve hours ago, I feared tonight was, if not outright doomed, then certainly on its way there. But my fear was fleeting, because the BCBC’s artists are not only the most talented and hardworking in all the British Isles’ – cue the obligatory cheering – ‘you are also the most dedicated. Selfless. Fearless. When illness or injury strikes down one dancer, even at the eleventh hour, another steps up without hesitation.’ He pointed at me like a traffic guard and beckoned me to his side. ‘Tonight, that dancer was Patricia Errington. She not only saved the first performance from catastrophe, she brought magic to the stage. Well done, Trix. Superbly well done.’

He gave me a hug, lifting me onto my pointes and then, briefly, off the floor. The rest of the cast clapped and cheered. Stephen whistled, his blue eyeshadow smudged with sweat. Noemi cupped my face in her hands and called me “chérie”. Fiona and Jamie, their White Cat and Puss-in-Boots masks perched on their glistening brows, squeezed me tight.

‘You smashed it out of the bloody park, darling,’ Jamie said.

‘I’m so proud of you it’s sickening,’ Fiona said, and looked as if she wanted to say more, but her mouth froze in a grin as her eyes went past my left shoulder.

Sander was standing a few feet behind me, still holding the rose and wearing a subtle smile. Amidst the hubbub of the cast and crew, he was an oasis of calm. He held the rose aloft and raised an eyebrow: What was this for?

I gave half a smile back, and half a shrug. ‘It felt only right, after everything. After…’ Now that we were all standing still, at ease, I remembered my shin. I listened out for pain, but there was none. ‘After the emergency rehearsals, the lifts, the fish dives—’

‘The fish dives,’ Fiona and Jamie repeated.

‘You made it so easy.’ I gestured to the rose. ‘Thank you, Sander. Thank you so much.’

He tapped his chest and pointed to me. ‘I should thank you. Without you, I would be a lonely prince wandering dark woods forever.’

With that, he said goodnight and left for the dressing rooms. It was the longest sentence I’d heard from him all day, perhaps ever.

I left the Dance Hall via the stage door, the crisp night air intoxicating. Fans of Carolyn who’d been huddled in the cold surged forward as one, asking me to sign their programmes instead, throwing compliments with the same verve they had thrown the roses onto the stage.

Normally I would have caught the Central line home, but someone had called a taxi for me: the flowers needed their own seats. Halfway through the journey, as London streamed past in winks of gold and navy, I remembered I only owned two vases.

At one o’clock in the morning, swaddled in my old, warm dressing gown, I split the third bouquet between a pencil pot and an empty milk bottle retrieved from the rubbish. I had been entirely wrong – all three bouquets were, in fact, addressed to me. One from Nick (Hail to the Princess Aurora! Thank you for being a terrific sport, angel, superwoman, etc. etc.), one from Stephen (Sending you flighty thoughts from the wings, until Saturday xxx), and one in handwriting I’d never seen before:


A thousand thanks on my wife’s behalf. As soon as she feels up to it, we would love to host you for tea in Primrose Hill. She hopes you enjoy Aurora. Warm wishes, Armand.



It took a moment to put the name to a face. Armand was a freelance photographer with a gift for capturing bodies in motion – he was such a regular fixture during stage calls and performances that he might as well have been on the company payroll. He was also Carolyn’s husband.

All of London seemed to fall asleep before I did, but that was only to be expected after an opening night like this one. My arms and legs were splayed across the mattress, sore, spent, but uninjured. I still didn’t know what to make of the phantom stress fracture, and whether it might merely be lying dormant, waiting to strike in earnest on Saturday. I tried to keep my eyes closed and think of something else: what photographs Armand might have snapped during the performance; whether my fudged finish on the Act III solo would be mentioned in reviews; how it would feel to go back to Stephen as my partner, to his familiar pace and harsher grip. If I would ever have the opportunity to partner with Sander again. Maybe in a gala someday, or a mixed bill.


DANSEUSE
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With its evergreen fairy-tale allure, rainbow parade of costumes, and enchanting sets, The Sleeping Beauty is iconic, but not usually renowned for its romance. The long-awaited kiss that breaks Carabosse’s curse tends to be over and done with quickly, and the pas de deux between the two leads, Princess Aurora and Prince Florimund, usually prioritises technical precision over believable affection.

What a surprise awaited me, then, on the opening night of the British Classical Ballet Company’s first show of the new year. Expectations were high for this fortieth-anniversary production of The Sleeping Beauty, which brought the Covent Garden Dance Hall out of its slumber after the Second World War and has been a staple of the BCBC’s repertory ever since. Prima ballerina Carolyn Sabouri and rising star Aleksander Sylvan were the obvious choice to kick off proceedings, but a last-minute casting change meant that Ms Sabouri was replaced by first soloist Patricia Errington, originally scheduled to debut as Aurora this coming Saturday. Having never seen Errington in the role before, nor her and Sylvan partnered together, the audience’s mood as the lights dimmed was ambivalent.

To say expectations were exceeded would be an understatement. Errington has steadily garnered acclaim over the years for her expressive characterisation, graceful footwork, and beautiful lines in previous soloist roles. In Beauty, she not only brought these traits to the fore, she also performed some of the most assured classical technique I have seen for quite some time. The Rose Adage was a near-perfect balance (if readers will excuse the pun) of youthful giddiness and steely poise, while the Act I finale brought out a raw desperation to cling to life before Aurora fell into her century-long sleep.

An even more pleasant surprise came in Act II. From the moment the Lilac Fairy (performed by Annie Petrowsky with her perennial charm and prowess) conjured a vision of Aurora for the wayward Prince Florimund, the romantic tension between the two characters was spellbinding. Despite having had only a few hours that same day to rehearse, by the time Sylvan swept Errington into their first lift, one would be forgiven for thinking they had been dancing together for years. Throughout the vision sequence, their silent pining for each other’s embrace had the audience rapt.

I could go on for many more paragraphs extolling Sylvan’s and Errington’s technical accomplishments during the Act III wedding – the fish dives, the pirouettes, the jetés en tournant – but the most remarkable takeaway of the night was their shared gift for storytelling. Whenever they gazed into each other’s eyes, it was with the same smitten love we expect from Romeo and Juliet. In a fortieth-anniversary iteration that could easily have been a cold, artless recital of pure technique, this serendipitous duo breathed new life into the bones of an old story. Although Carolyn Sabouri was dearly missed, I cannot help but hope, along with the hundreds of delighted patrons who filed out of the Dance Hall last night, that this will not be the last time we see Sylvan and Errington paired onstage.

The Sleeping Beauty is in rep at the Covent Garden Dance Hall until 1 March, with varying casts.







RÉVÉRENCE

The weekend matinee was no less daunting than opening night; every performance is different, with new colours pulled out of the dark. The Rose Adage was a joy and a battle, more allegro than adage as I hurried to stay on top of my leg and sweep it high with the music. For the second time, I thanked God when I made it through each of the balances unscathed (although I mostly thanked Valentin, who had made tiny, subtle adjustments to the orchestra’s pace to give me extra breathing room). Stephen, I had to concede, was on top form, confident in our pas de deux and the very picture of princely charm during his Act III solos. He may not have delved as deeply as Sander during the pensive solitude of his entrance, but his scores of hours in the studio couldn’t be faulted. By the grand pas of Aurora and Florimund’s wedding, we were just enjoying ourselves (even if he slipped half an inch during the second fish dive and almost dropped me – we saved it with manic smiles). Most importantly of all, the threat of stress fracture did not return.

After the curtain calls, Stephen and I hugged and congratulated each other on a performance well done – I was particularly relieved that my Act III solo had ended in a controlled open fourth, as planned. Before the cast could go their separate ways, Nick materialised and waved his arms until our adrenaline-fuelled chatter petered out.

‘Don’t worry, shan’t keep you long. I just wanted to thank each and everyone of you in Cast 4 for a spectacular performance. I could watch a hundred Sleeping Beautys – indeed, I’m fairly sure that I have by now – and never tire of the artistry on display, from the most junior apprentices to our sensational soloists.’ He led a round of applause for me and Stephen, while one of the stage attendants gently offloaded the largest of my bouquets back into my arms. ‘Trix, I hope you’ll forgive me for embarrassing you in front of everyone, but needs must: as you all know, this angel from on high, who I recruited into the BCBC directly from school, and who has gone from strength to strength ever since, made her debut as Aurora on opening night, four days earlier than intended and with virtually no time to rehearse with Sander. The fact that she not only managed this with panache, but also brought her fairy-tinged magic to the stage for a second time today, leaves me no choice but to ask… have you read the notecard yet?’

I blinked at him, then at Stephen, then at the bouquet of pink and yellow roses, which I rotated until I found the tiny white card tucked into the cone.


Congratulations to the BCBC’s newest principal ballerina



Stephen took a sharp breath, his grip tightening around my arm.

‘What does it say, what does it say?’ Our White Cat and Puss-in-Boots appeared at my side. Fiona and Jamie were silent for a moment before screaming with glee.

Stephen grabbed my waist and spun me in circles off the floor, laughing while I tried to catch tears in my hands. As soon as he put me down, dancers began hugging me on all sides, even those I didn’t know well.

I hugged Fiona the longest. Having graduated into the company together, she knew how long I’d dreamt of this moment – and I knew how much she wished it were her moment instead. That she let me enjoy it, and jumped with excitement over it, made my heart sing.

Principal. The ultimate promotion. I had mentally prepared myself for it to take at least another two seasons; the number of places were so limited, the standards so high, the opportunities to shine so rare. But I’d done it. I was twenty-six years old, and I had done it.

The only thing that convinced me I wasn’t in a fever dream was when I submerged my plum-bruised toes in an ice bucket twenty minutes later – that brought me right back down to earth. It also brought a moment of startling clarity, as I thought of Armand’s notecard in Tuesday night’s bouquet. She hopes you enjoy Aurora.

While Fiona, Jamie, and the rest of the corps headed to the stage door, I went up to the third-floor corridor where the communal pinboard was lit by a solitary fluorescent bar and the sunset glitter of other buildings. A new performance grid had been put up for the rest of the run. Carolyn’s name was nowhere to be seen.

I’m not sure how long I stared at it. My name appeared three more times: twice with Stephen, as originally scheduled, but also once more with Sander, in the first week of March. Crystal and Blanca were down to appear as Aurora for his other performances, the three of us filling in the gaps where Carolyn should have been.

She had performed on antibiotics, on a sprained ankle, and with a broken rib. I tried not to worry, but if she was unwell enough to be out for the rest of the run, it must have been something more serious than food poisoning.

A faint thud came from somewhere down the dim corridor, followed swiftly by another. A bar of light crept out from under the Nijinsky studio door.

I opened it without knocking – just to push it ajar and quell my curiosity about who was putting in extra rehearsal hours without music. Sometimes dancers did that – myself among them – to refine steps that didn’t come easily, or to try something outside our comfort zones.

I stood in the doorway and watched Sander launch himself into the kind of grand jeté normally reserved for ballerinas at their most limber and energetic, where your pointed foot catches the back of your skull and your arms reach in open fifth for a hold that isn’t there. He brushed the ceiling, landed with the lightness of a leaf, then jumped to the same height three more times.

He didn’t hear my gasp, but he did spot me when he switched to a tour en l’air, whipping his head round on the way down. His landing was like a blanket over an open flame, his body at once completely still.

I said nothing, but my eyes must have asked everything. He brushed his brow with the back of his hand, chest barely rising. Somewhere in the back of my mind, it sank in that he looked just as handsome under the unflattering studio lights as he had in full stage make-up.

‘I…’ My mortification set in quickly. ‘Sorry. I wasn’t – I thought someone had just left the lights on.’

I waited for him to say something in return, to explain why he was in the studio on his day off. To explain how he was physically capable of doing what he’d just done.

When he didn’t, I apologised again and left him to it. Whatever it was.




SAY NOTHING

Say nothing. Gestures flickered through my head at the speed of owl wings. Glen’s hands, his face. I knew what he would advise. There is no explanation she can conjure – do not give her one.

Once Trix had backed away and closed the studio door, I steadied my heart with the flat of my hand. I did not know what I would have done if she had stayed. If she had come close and scrutinised me with those arresting eyes. If she had given me no choice but to speak.

The only way I could speak an untruth was through Glen. I had not needed to reach for one since the day I signed my contract in Nick’s office. Without him and his words, the only ones I could have offered were, “I cannot tell you why. Please, never ask again.”

I regarded the mirror that spanned the studio wall. Looked at everything but my own reflection, in case other witnesses hid in the glass, too quick for mortals to catch.

I tapped the side of my head and shook my pointed finger, in dialogue with my own reflection. Don’t be a fool. A wiser version of myself from the future, perhaps. Or the arrogant one from my past. No one in your family has used mirrors that way for… Well, who knows how long, but a very long time. Be still.

But I did not want to be still. That had always been my problem. It was the only downside of trying to take up a place of some permanence in the mortal world: there was neither time nor space enough to expend my energy. If I was not more careful, that problem would become a catastrophe.

I was used to people whispering about me from a distance, too polite or shy to approach. To look closer. But from the moment Trix had walked into our emergency rehearsals for The Sleeping Beauty, her watchfulness had burrowed under my skin. There was something about her I could not decipher. She had entered the studio that first day already in character: Aurora in the vision sequence, a mystery to be solved. She had remained so, long after the curtain came down.

‘Mystery,’ I said, realising I had never uttered the word aloud before. Then, to myself, and to the world beyond this small, beautiful, capricious one: ‘She will forget. What she sees, she will forget. Always, they forget.’




CAROLYN

Mondays were our Sundays – no morning class, no rehearsals, no performances. Mine were always reserved for long baths, errands, stupid amounts of laundry, and steadily working my way through a heap of pointe shoes, darning the toes and sewing on ribbons to the sound of the radio or a classic Old Hollywood film. If my legs were up to it, I might pop into a gallery or a bookshop. Sometimes I took Mum to lunch in Kew, or Dad to dinner in the City. I was not in the habit of going to Carolyn Sabouri’s house for afternoon tea.

I cannot believe I am old enough to use the phrase “in my day”, but in my day the BCBC had a clear and rigid hierarchy. It wasn’t that being promoted meant immediately abandoning your friends in the lower ranks, especially if you’d all joined the company in the same year and sweated out season after season in the corps together, as Fiona, Jamie, Charlie, and I had. But an eighteen-year-old artist would never have greeted a principal in the corridor by name, for fear of being perceived as impudent. God help anyone who took their preferred spot at the barre. Fiona made that mistake once – Grace Langham stood a breath’s distance from her in frosty silence before delicately clearing her throat. I hadn’t known it was possible for a person to turn red so quickly.

Likewise, it was rare for principals to socialise with less experienced artists outside of the Dance Hall. Carolyn and I had rehearsed together, of course, and made polite small talk during breaks in class over the years, but it really didn’t amount to much. Everything I knew about her was from press clippings and other dancers: that her Iranian and French parentage made her exotic enough to be memorable, but not enough to distract audiences from the uniform whiteness of skin they took for granted in a ballet performance. I knew that, until now, the only blip in her otherwise illustrious career had been a six-month hiatus aged twenty-nine to recover from a torn ligament, and that she preferred verbena and white dahlias in her bouquets. I collected one on the way to her house in Primrose Hill.

Armand opened their midnight-blue front door in a matching jumper and sheepskin slippers. Looking cheerfully tired, he relieved me of the bouquet, then smiled at the tin of shortbread I produced from my handbag. I had opted for the plainest biscuit that could still pass muster as a gift, unsure how much appetite Carolyn had regained. Grace and Blanca had returned to class by Thursday morning, but their faces had been almost translucent and their pirouettes notably more restrained.

‘Darling, look what Trix brought.’ Armand held the flowers up to the sitting room doorway as I removed my gloves. ‘Shall I put them in the other room?’

‘No, my love, you can put them here,’ came a feeble version of Carolyn’s voice. ‘Not too close, but perhaps by the window. Use the kintsugi vase. We haven’t brought that one out for a while.’

The first thing I saw upon entering the sitting room was a tall, half-empty cabinet of vases – there were poinsettias on the windowsill, jasmine and snowdrops on side tables, powdery irises and hot pink cyclamens in the corners, and a peace lily by the door. The only flower-free zone was the dark green chaise longue on which Carolyn was resting, a paisley blanket draped over her knees. She was dressed in a belted kimono, her dark brown hair in a loose chignon.

‘Trix, darling. Thank you so much for coming.’ Her cheeks were hollow; her smile was not. ‘And thank you for the flowers, how thoughtful. I hope you can forgive me for not getting up to greet you. Please, sit.’

‘Thank you for inviting me to your gorgeous home.’ Before taking a seat in the olive armchair opposite her, I handed over the Get Well Soon card that had made its way around the company. ‘The flowers are from all of us. I’m so sorry you didn’t get to do opening night.’

There was no scenario in which that could have sounded sincere, given what a glorious time I’d had in her place. She was gracious enough just to smile and read the card. Armand brought in a pot of fresh mint tea.

‘It’s all I can keep down at the minute,’ Carolyn said over the fragrant steam trail. ‘That and candied ginger, water crackers, the odd sugared almond. Armand tried to bring me some chicken broth on Wednesday but…’ She waved the thought away with a grimace. He reached over and patted her knee through the blanket.

‘God, I’m so sorry, Carolyn,’ I said. ‘How utterly awful. Have you seen a doctor?’

‘Oh yes,’ she said, placing the card atop a stack of Vogue and Tatler back issues. Armand sat on a spotless armchair and sipped in watchful silence. I waited to see who would break it first.

‘Well,’ I ventured, ‘of course it’s none of my business, you don’t have to say if you don’t want to—’

‘Darling.’ Carolyn looked at me with an odd half-smile. ‘I didn’t get ill from the seafood.’

‘You didn’t?’

‘I didn’t have any. I was already feeling a bit peaky that day. By the time we sat down to eat, all I could face was the bread basket and some sparkling water. A lucky escape – imagine if I’d ordered the oysters after all, oh Lord…’ For a tense moment it looked as if she was about to retch, but it passed as she took a long pull from her cup of mint tea, eyes watery. ‘I’m glad the others bounced back after a day or so.’

‘So you’ve been ill with something else altogether. How ghastly.’

‘I’ve been told it should ease up in a few weeks.’ She rested her teacup in her lap and closed her eyes, as if summoning the strength to continue. ‘But I won’t be coming back for the rest of the season.’

‘The rest of the season?’ We still had four months until the summer break. Had she been scheduled for an operation?

‘The next two seasons, realistically,’ she said, exchanging a nod with Armand.

‘What?’ I resisted the urge to spring up from the chair. ‘But… you just said your illness would ease up in a few weeks. I don’t understand.’

‘The nausea will ease up.’ She set her cup down and offered me her hands. I stood, unused to looking down at her face. ‘I am having a baby, darling. We’re starting our family.’

‘… Oh.’

‘A few years earlier than anticipated, but…’ She tilted her head at Armand, who beamed over his tea. ‘It feels like a sign. It took my own mother so long to conceive, she began to think it would never happen. I can’t take this for granted.’

Still holding her hands, I lowered myself beside her on the chaise longue. ‘But…’ But her career. ‘I didn’t know you wanted children.’

‘I do, very much, and always have. But I couldn’t go declaring that around the Hall. I didn’t want a single doubt in anyone’s mind that I was taking my career as seriously as anyone else, that I wanted to achieve the same things as the ballerinas who choose to sacrifice having a family.’

‘But… I can’t believe it. I mean, gosh, congratulations,’ I said, embarrassed that this hadn’t been the first thing out of my mouth. I was so shocked, I had to work twice as hard to find the words. ‘This is wonderful news. I’m so happy for you both.’

‘Thank you,’ they said.

‘It’s just that I can’t imagine the company without you, Carolyn. You’re a titan.’

‘Too kind.’ She released my hands and massaged the back of her neck. ‘My career with the BCBC has been sublime. That goes without saying. But I’m thirty-two, darling. I’ve danced all the roles I wanted to dance, guested with all my favourite companies, toured in the most incredible places. Surpassed everyone’s expectations and, most importantly, my own. What better time to pivot, while the going is still good? I’ve always hated the idea of my joy running out, of ballet becoming just a job, like some office worker showing up to the same building day after day, doing the same thing they’ve always done until it loses all meaning. No. It’s time.’

‘Gosh. Right. And… Nick?’

‘Oh, he knows. Darling, of course he knows! I didn’t tell him until the Thursday after opening night – he assumed I was sick with food poisoning, too.’

‘How did he take it?’

‘Badly, and graciously, all in one. I knew how disappointed he’d been not to have me for opening night, if only because he didn’t know what on earth to do about Aleksander. But I didn’t need to tell him you’d be able to keep up.’

My promotion struck me now in a new light: I had proven myself, certainly, but I’d also just happened to be in the right place at the right time. I felt, irrationally, like a thief.

‘Armand said you were magnificent,’ she continued. ‘I’m just sorry I couldn’t see it for myself. One day soon, when the nausea has passed, I would love to watch the two of you in action.’

‘Well, we have one more show of Beauty together but, after that, who knows?’

‘You’re both in Enigma Variations, yes?’

‘Yes, but not as partners.’

‘Well, perhaps Coppélia, then,’ Carolyn said. ‘That’s always great fun.’

‘The cast lists haven’t gone up yet.’ I was doing my best to temper my keenness. Even with the number of principals now back to normal, my chances of landing at least one performance as Swanilda were better than they’d been mere weeks earlier. My face warmed at the treasure chest of principal roles waiting for me; I tried not to levitate off the cushions. ‘Either way, there’s really no rush. I’d much rather you remain comfortable at home until your baby arrives, than have to come all the way to Covent Garden just to see us.’

What a surreal thing to say: “your” baby. A person who doesn’t yet exist, but already belongs to you.

Though Carolyn was only able to nibble a corner of it, she insisted that Armand open the shortbread. While trying not to drop crumbs all over their suede furniture, I considered how to phrase the question I’d been hoping to ask at some point before I left their house.

‘Carolyn, may I ask you something?’

‘Of course, darling.’

‘How did you find rehearsing with Sander?’

‘For Beauty? I was about to ask you the same.’

The silence that followed came alive with a shared understanding.

‘It was like nothing I’ve ever experienced before,’ I said.

‘Ever,’ Carolyn agreed reverently. ‘That boy is more than an artist, more than gifted, he is…’ Her hands came up empty. ‘The first lift we did took me completely aback.’

‘Me, too! How does he do that with arms like his? With Stephen, with all my partners, they go on and on about “bulking up”, spending extra hours in the gym with weights. Sander’s arms are so slender. I don’t understand how he managed to make a kite out of me, every time.’

‘How does Baryshnikov leap like a hare?’ Carolyn mused. ‘How does Nureyev make fouettés en seconde look as easy as a flick of the wrist?’

‘How did Nijinsky dance like Mercury himself, with little wings on each foot?’ Armand chimed in.

‘You don’t question miracles,’ Carolyn said. ‘Better just to thank God you’re alive to witness them.’

‘Miracle is the word,’ I agreed. ‘Watching him from the wings, I mean, wow.’

Carolyn nodded, but I glimpsed something else in her expression as it disappeared into her teacup. I reined in my praise before it turned into fawning, although it seemed a perfectly appropriate thing to fawn about. I wouldn’t be expected to exercise restraint in my awe of a Monet painting, or Shostakovitch’s Concerto No. 2 in F major, or a sky teeming with stars. The beauty of Sander’s dancing was a fact that existed independently of me.

So why did I feel self-conscious?

Aware of how much energy Carolyn must have been expending to stay on top of her nausea, I said my goodbyes early, and patted her very gently on the shoulder.

‘Thank you so much for coming, Trix, and for the lovely gifts. Send everyone my love, won’t you?’

‘Of course.’

‘I feel so guilty that I couldn’t say goodbye properly.’

‘It’s not goodbye forever,’ I said, more tentatively than I wanted. ‘As soon as you’re well and Baby’s up for an outing, you’ll be welcome at the Dance Hall any day of the year. It’s your other home, after all.’

‘Both our home,’ she said, as Armand kissed her hand. ‘Please come over again soon. Once the nursery’s painted, I’ll have nothing to do but read parenting books and learn how to knit. I’ll be bored senseless. Besides, I’d like to get to know you better. It’s a shame we’ve just missed each other as principals.’

‘You’re passing the all-important torch,’ Armand said.

‘I suppose so.’ She sighed.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you’re up to date on all the corridor gossip,’ I said.

‘You had better, darling, you had better. Oh, and Trix…’

‘Yes?’ I was halfway out of the sitting room, but her tone had shifted so sharply that I stepped fully back in. She was deliberating, and looking at me more shrewdly than she had all afternoon.

‘Be careful.’

‘Be careful?’ Careful not to overexert myself? Not to let my new rank go to my head? She would have been right to warn against either of those things, but she meant something else. Armand looked none the wiser.

‘Of Sander.’

Something in me went cold. ‘What do you mean?’

‘He’s a gentleman,’ she hastened to clarify. ‘A true gentleman. Thoughtful, respectful. And, let’s not be coy, he’s a gorgeous man.’

Armand gave a chef’s kiss. ‘Stunning.’

‘But even after doing Manon and Nutcracker together, and all the rehearsals for Beauty, I still couldn’t tell you a single thing about him.’

I considered asking if she, too, had ever found him alone in the studio performing impossible steps, but decided against it. ‘He’s very reserved, I agree. He seems to have been that way ever since he joined the company. But… is that a bad thing?’

‘Not necessarily, no.’ She stretched out her socked feet on the chaise longue, pointing and flexing her toes. ‘I mean only that mysteries can be distracting. You’re still young, Trix, but you’re about to reach the height of your powers as a dancer. Don’t get sidelined by distractions.’

‘Why do you think she married a photographer?’ Armand said with a wink.

By the time I left, the temperature had dropped a few degrees more: my steps back to the Underground were brisk, my scarf tucked tight into my coat. Carolyn’s advice was sound, but it didn’t trouble me. Sander was undoubtedly a mystery, but there was no danger of him distracting me from my ambitions for the rest of the season, and all the seasons to come. Not in the way she’d implied.




APRIL 1986

PARTNERS

Alicia Markova was one of only two English dancers – the other being Margot Fonteyn – to earn the title of prima ballerina assoluta. The greatest of the greats. Her devotion to ballet was absolute, to the exclusion of all else. She was often compared to a nun; in a piece for The Atlantic in 1953, the mighty choreographer Agnes de Mille wrote that “she seems for all her delicate beauty unphysical, even unsexed… the passion of her discipline, like all great restraints, is in itself a kind of sensuality”.

I remember exactly where I was sitting when I read that for the first time in the library of the British Ballet Academy, my back against the shelves. The way her words rang through my bones. I was fifteen; the girls’ and boys’ classes had just begun compulsory partnering lessons. My classmates were starting to mingle with the boys outside of class, too. Suddenly my dorm mates had gone from blowing air kisses to their wall posters of Mikhail Baryshnikov, Jacques d’Amboise, and Erik Bruhn to whispering about the “stuff” they’d done with actual, real-life boys at end-of-term parties and in the summer breaks. Up until our mid-teens, I had been as chatty and sociable as the rest of them, but in the first year of upper school I went very quiet. The only redeeming quality of our sex education lessons was that no one expected us to sit an exam afterwards.

I spent term after term waiting for someone else, just one other girl, someone braver than me, to declare that she, too, had no interest in games of truth or dare where the only truths anyone wanted to hear were about sex. I waited for someone else to ask if we were quite sure we all meant the same thing when we tossed around words like “crush” and “intimate”, “romantic” and “hot”. In the absence of such validation, I came to the logical conclusion that I must be the one who had it all wrong. Feeling like an outsider was no less than I deserved.

Sometimes, the others interpreted my silence as an attempt to keep my exploits to myself, a pretence at being above basic human biology. I accepted the euphemisms without a fight – as a girl on her way to womanhood, there were myriad worse things to be called than “cold” or “prude”. In my haughtier moments, I took my lack of interest in sex as a sign that my brain wanted to save valuable space for ballet. I still had crushes, here and there, but always from a safe distance, always from behind an invisible wall.

I quickly learned how to separate my mind and spirit from the rest of my body, a necessary thing when boys you’ve barely spoken to are suddenly obliged to balance your pubic bone in the palm of their hand, or grip under your ribcage to provide elevation. Admiring them from the other side of the room and feeling giddy when they grinned at me was one thing – submitting myself to their hands was quite another.

I don’t think any of us really lost our sense of touch as a romantic or sensual act, but as long as we wanted to be professional dancers, any romance was ideally to be reserved for performances. Otherwise, touch was mechanical, impersonal, and mundane: a means to an end. Towards the end of our senior years at the BBA, I dabbled in kissing, and conceded that it felt good, almost delicious, when a cute boy ran his hand up and down my back. But none of us really knew what we were doing, and I graduated with those experiences feeling like little more than an item crossed off a list, a few extra coins of social currency.

The only time I clearly recall taking genuine pleasure in touch was around my seventeenth birthday, when my mother treated me to a spa weekend and we went into separate rooms for massages – having someone brush my skin and smooth the tension out of my muscles, without manoeuvring or flipping me into another position, was exquisite.

Sometimes, I’d imagine a future husband doing the same thing. It was one of the only authentic fantasies I could offer up during late-night talks in the girls’ dorm, to prove I wasn’t completely bloodless. When asked if I had a “type”, I would mutter something about good cheekbones and nice eyes, but could only go so far before lapsing into silence once more.

* * *

Not that silence is a bad thing in ballet. We were silent so that the music could breathe. In the corps, you were meant to be seen, never heard – God forbid your pointe shoes were the ones that thumped too loudly, spoiling the illusion of weightless sylphs. Principal dancers wore their silence like a mantle onstage, cloaking frantic breaths and small moans of pain.

Silence went hand in hand with mime, and the next full-length on the performance grid for the 1985/86 season, Coppélia, had a veritable cabinet of mime curiosities waiting for us.

The cast list and rehearsal schedule went up in the final week of Beauty, with the dress rehearsal for Enigma Variations still to come. As we trickled out of our morning classes, we all went through the ritual of feigning disinterest, dawdling in the corridor, letting the excitable younger artists get the first look. Eventually, Fiona gave in to her curiosity, pumping the air upon seeing she’d landed the Prayer solo in Act III. We both adored that meditative adage, and high-fived to celebrate her win.

‘Oh, wait a minute,’ she said, looking at the grid again. ‘I’m confused. Where’s Stephen?’

‘I’m right here,’ he said from two feet away.

‘No, I mean where’s your name?’

‘Should be under Trix’s, no?’ Stephen stepped closer to the grid. ‘Yes, see, there I am as Franz, and there’s… Grace? Hang on.’

For a few horrible seconds I thought I hadn’t been cast in the ballet at all. But then I spotted my name one sheet to the left, in Cast 2:


SWANILDA – PATRICIA ERRINGTON

FRANZ – ALEKSANDER SYLVAN

DR COPPÉLIUS – GERARD DIXON



‘Suppose Nick wants to see whether lightning strikes twice,’ Charlie observed with the comically arched eyebrows that lent themselves so well to his character performances.

I glanced down the corridor at Sander – as we’d come to expect, he’d put as much distance between himself and the other dancers as possible while still technically occupying the same space. He was frowning intently at something in his hand: a watch. A pocket watch, of all things. I put my surprise at the cast list to one side and wandered over to him, my footsteps so muffled by the ageing carpet that when I asked, ‘Is that an antique?’, he actually flinched.

‘Hm?’ He blinked, eyes wide, and closed the watch before I could get a good look at it, though I glimpsed a veritable artist’s palette of colours inside. He slipped it into the pocket of his warm-up trousers, as if that would put an end to the conversation. I’d been thoroughly annoyed with myself for my embarrassed retreat after interrupting his studio practice, so this time I allowed my curiosity the floor and held eye contact until he answered with a shake of the head.

‘Sorry, it’s not really any of my business. I just don’t know anyone who carries a pocket watch these days. Not even my dad, and he’s the very definition of “old-school”.’

Sander nodded slowly. ‘Yes. I suppose it seems… old.’

‘In a good way. It’s nice.’ Before we could tip into full-blown awkward silence, I pointed to the noticeboard. ‘We’re in Cast 2 together. You’re my Franz.’

‘Oh,’ he said, in a tone that could have meant anything. How was this man so maddeningly difficult to read? ‘Good.’

‘Yes, I hope so.’ I turned my feet out and in again on the carpet, waiting to see if he would address the question of what he’d been doing in the Nijinsky, if he would let me in on whatever had allowed him to spin and soar with a level of athleticism I still couldn’t explain. But the seconds ticked by on the wall clock. Fiona and Charlie walked past us with inquisitive looks, the way visitors to a zoo might look in at a keeper feeding a rare bird.

‘Well… see you later, then.’

If all our conversations were going to be like that, I’d have to pray Mariska and Salvatore worked us so hard in the studio that there wouldn’t be time for chit-chat.

‘Perhaps he inherited it,’ Fiona suggested when I told her about the watch later, by the lockers.

‘Perhaps,’ I said, although the thought of Sander inheriting something implied relatives, relationships, roots. I tried to imagine him at a long lunch with his parents, writing Christmas cards to cousins, pouring tea for a grandmother surrounded by china figurines. Being handed a grandfather’s pocket watch along with detailed instructions on how to keep it pristine. ‘I wish I’d got a better look at it. It was almost like a relic of the Russian empire, all… colourful and intricate. I’d love to know the story behind it, if he’s ever inclined to share.’

Fiona gave me a sideways glance. ‘If ever, indeed.’





COPPÉLIA

Coppélia is in many ways the opposite of Beauty – no fairies or century-old curses, just human chaos and celebration. But the lead role of Swanilda is no less demanding than Aurora: she appears within the first two minutes of the ballet and spends more time onstage than off. The ballerina who dances her needs stamina, unassailable pointework, expressive acting, and effortless charm.

The winter chill dragged on into April, but the drawing room scenes of Enigma Variations conjured the illusion of sunlit spring, while Coppélia rehearsals kept morale up in the studios. Whenever the corps went off to the Pavlova studio to mark out the Act I group dances, I would go a few doors further up to the Markova, for private rehearsals with Sander.

I’d barely seen him since our second and final turn as Aurora and Florimund. Once again, he had sailed through it, and brought me along for the ride. After that, we’d exchanged only a handful of greetings in the wings during the stage and curtain calls for Enigma Variations. Carolyn had been right on the money: he was a true gentleman, but also a walking question mark. Despite keeping an eye out, there were no further sightings of his peculiar little pocket watch.

Apart from greeting me when I walked into the Markova, he didn’t say a thing. In fact, his reserves of enthusiasm for the first hour were decidedly low. It wasn’t until a few minutes into partnering that I realised why that might be. Unlike Prince Florimund, Franz gets to hop into the action early on with the rest of the town, but in order for Swanilda to shine once the group dances are through, his job is to take it slow and stay rooted to the floor – two things that didn’t seem to come naturally to Sander. Our first pas de deux saw him promenade me in a few circles and grip my hand so that I could achieve the deepest possible penché; he was a living barre. His restlessness was like static electricity, and I could only hope that our character work, where we focused on the acting and mime more than the steps, would clear some of it from the air.

Franz and Swanilda are like the homecoming king and queen of their little town, with the mayor himself keen to ensure they’ll be married in time to celebrate the arrival of a new church bell. But Franz is, as Fiona put it, “an incorrigible flirt”, and can’t resist blowing a kiss up to the window where the life-sized doll Coppélia sits with her book, or dancing with one of the local girls during the mazurka. When Sander and I stood either side of Salvatore, who acted as our rehearsal mayor and pointed to his ring finger with an expectant look, I adopted my best pout and wagged my finger: Nuh-uh. Cupped my hands to the left side of my chest, then sliced them through the air in a cross: He loves me not.

‘You are upset!’ Mariska called from the side, as Sander finally got to do something active and lift me onto the perch of his shoulder. I was still getting used to the propulsion of his arms – it’s tricky to stay in character when ascending at the speed of a match-point tennis ball. ‘Your wedding is at stake!’

‘Sorry, sorry, can we—?’ I said as Sander set me down just as rapidly. ‘Could you go a little slower please?’

‘Slower?’ he repeated with a faint sigh. The Beauty rehearsals had been so quick and charged with anxiety that there hadn’t been much time to pause and make requests. Now there was room for me to disappoint him. But I wouldn’t be tossed about like Crystal or the other ballerinas – I was determined to follow Carolyn’s example and make this work.

‘Just a little. If it’s not too much trouble.’

We tried again. To his credit, he was more deliberate with the rise and descent, and I was able to concentrate on my emoting. But towards the end of the day, when we progressed to the final wedding coda, our speed mismatch reappeared. I pitied Lori as much as myself – her eyes kept darting from Sander to the piano keys as she tried to stay on top of his whip-sharp jetés en tournant, before being obliged to put the brakes on when I tried, unsuccessfully, to match his pace. Delibes’s final piece is joyfully vigorous, but its galop waits for no one, not even a dancer who has to hop backwards in an arabesque. En pointe.

‘Again,’ Mariska declared, twirling an unlit cigarette between her fingers and trying to keep a yawn behind her smile. ‘You’re still lagging, Trix.’

We had been in the Markova for two hours straight; despite stuffing my pointes with an extra layer of cotton wool, my poor toes were crying out for a break. Coppélia has had many choreographic hands in the mix over the decades, and I couldn’t remember if it was Petipa, Ivanov, Cecchetti, or Ninette de Valois (aka “Madame”) who had decided to pepper this ballet so liberally with toe hops, so I silently cursed all of them for good measure. The final galop, and everything leading up to it, required pointework as quick as raindrops.

This is the glory and the agony of Coppélia: there isn’t a moment to conserve energy or take shortcuts. The only way to propel yourself to the end is by giving 100 per cent every time. For all the high stakes of the stage performance, at least you only have to do it once. Trying to give 100 per cent multiple times in quick succession is just an exercise in diminishing returns. My body was tired, my French twist was coming apart strand by strand, and I was fed up with attempting something I knew wouldn’t happen, certainly not without a break.

‘I’m sorry, it—’ I bent double with breathlessness. ‘It’s too fast, I just… I can’t manage it yet.’

The “yet” was what saved me from one of Mariska’s rants. She always knew what to say to put dancers at ease, but that didn’t mean she shied away from sternness. I waited for her to suggest a break, but she just lit her cigarette and stared me down with infuriating patience. Brushing hair out of my face, I turned on Sander.

‘Are you really incapable of slowing down by, oh, I don’t know, an eighth? The string section may actually catch fire if they try to keep up with you.’

He blinked at me, long and deliberate, as if resisting the urge to roll his eyes.

‘The music does deserve breathing room,’ Mariska conceded between puffs, before looking to our conductor, who had been observing us from behind his heavily annotated scorebook. ‘Valentin, what say you?’

‘Yes, Delibes demands lively galop, but right now galop is more… avalanche. Snowball,’ he decided, whirling his fists through the air for effect.

‘Come on, Sander,’ Salvatore added. ‘Remember what I told you. The ballerina always has the last word.’

Sander raised his hands in deference. We walked it back all the way to the start of his solo, which he did as if for the first time, every jump fresh, no height lost even at the marginally slower speed. I bit down on my pain and threw myself into the coda with dispassionate determination, as if the studio floor was made of hot tar. I blatantly ignored every correction I’d been given over the last forty minutes for the sake of getting through the blasted sequence as quickly as possible. At last, Sander and I met in the middle and ran upstage together, backs to the audience, preparing to hop on the wagon that carried the town’s shiny new bell and stand under a shower of confetti. Salvatore insisted we see it all the way through to the final note, so back we ran into the centre, pretending to be above everyone else. The hug between Swanilda and Franz felt like the fingertip touch to a finish line at a race; I gladly leaned all my body weight against Sander’s upright frame until Salvatore called for our long-awaited fifteen-minute break.

I hadn’t expected the hug to feel as good as it did. The back of Sander’s T-shirt was dry and crisp, as if he’d only just slipped it off a hanger. His heart wasn’t beating like someone who’d just drilled the same coda five times in a row. It brought my own heart rate right down, until my breath came in languid waves, and everything felt peaceful.

‘Well?’ he said, pulling back from me. I looked up at him, unsure of his tone, until I realised he was simply asking “Are you well?”

‘I will be,’ I said, trying to laugh off the strain of the last two hours while shaking out my feet. ‘Sorry. I’ve bitten off more than I can chew. Swanilda’s quite the mouthful.’

Another partner might have teased me for throwing a strop – Stephen always did – but Sander maintained his default, polite silence.

Once Valentin left to practise with the orchestra and we resumed rehearsals, Mariska threw me a lifeline by suggesting we return to Act I, not for the first pas de deux but the pas d’action – all the little scenes between Swanilda and Franz where they’re not playing to the audience so much as to each other.

Lori repeatedly plinked one of the piano keys as a stand-in for the cowbell that would represent the racket from Dr Coppélius’s workshop, startling the townsfolk below. The noise unsettles Swanilda so much that her squabbles with Franz over his incorrigible flirting are briefly forgotten, and she scurries behind him for safety.

‘More expressive, Sander – “Well, well, not so annoyed with me now, are you?” Good. Better.’

‘Don’t be afraid to hold on to him, Trix. This is the first time we see her actually frightened.’

I held onto his arm and got close enough that my cheek brushed his T-shirt. (‘There you go.’) The fabric was still, inexplicably, dry. I felt like a melting ice cream cone by comparison, physically and mentally – when Salvatore stood in as the mayor and tried once again to join Franz’s and Swanilda’s hands, only for her to pull away and shake her head in an adamant “no”, I went beyond pantomime and let out a petulant “neeeooo”, like a cat displeased with its dinner. Sander burst out laughing, a sound so rare and pure that it left everyone else in stitches.

‘Keep that energy,’ Mariska said once she’d wiped her eyes. ‘In silence, of course, but goodness me, keep that energy.’

It was, strangely, my proudest accomplishment of the day.

By the end of Act I, Swanilda reluctantly reconciles with her beau and agrees to go ahead with the celebration. Sander pulled me into another hug; I tried to quash my embarrassment at the sweat patches down the back of my leotard.

‘Your friends tell you, “Come, come, we must finish wedding planning”,’ Mariska directed, as I bent forward with the imaginary force of two friends pulling on my arms. ‘But, oh! You cannot resist going back for a second time.’

‘More smiling!’ Salvatore called. ‘He’s a rascal, but you still love him!’

A second hug, shorter, but more full-bodied. As humble countryfolk, our embraces were more organic and relaxed than the delicate, formal ones of Princess Aurora and Prince Florimund. My fingers brushed the top of his spine. Pressed close to his neck, I picked up the bright green scent of new leaves. When I went in for the third and final hug, Sander held me off the ground with my arms wrapped around him, my pointes in the air like a duck’s tail.

‘Very nice.’ Mariska checked her watch. ‘Could you bear to run the grand pas? Just the once?’

“Just the once” always meant at least three times, but the energy in the studio had changed for the better, and we were on the home stretch, so I agreed. In stark contrast to the group numbers of Act I and the merry chaos of Act II, the grand pas of Act III has a lot in common with the grand pas in Act III of Beauty: it is slow, tender, controlled, and demands a lot of trust between partners.

The first of several challenging lifts – presumably put there to warn dancers against getting too comfortable – required me to stand behind Sander as he knelt and then, when his arm was snugly around my hips, tip forward until I was fully horizontal. When I was sufficiently secure, Sander stood to full height and walked me across the studio (‘Careful how much ground you cover,’ Salvatore reminded him, ‘right now you’re walking into the percussion section.’).

The second complex lift took a few tries and involved a great deal of manual adjustment from Mariska and Salvatore – I reversed into it, Sander holding my bent knees under one hand and my breastbone under the other. He found that easy enough, but then had to figure out how to rotate and lower me at the same time, so that I wound up draped over his knee with my face to the ceiling. It was almost refreshing to watch him during this part of the rehearsal process, where nothing can be perfected until it is first attempted, often with messy results. He fumbled twice on the rotation, but at least his reflexes saved me from an ungainly landing on the floorboards. Once he got a handle on the logistics, the lift was seamless, and I could focus on extending my arm and pointed leg as far from each other as possible.

‘Yes, that’s it, relax over him,’ Mariska said, standing directly above us. ‘Allongé, lengthen, lengthen, lengthen. Get that hand as close to the floor as you can, but don’t lose the form. Don’t let your head fall back too far, but don’t make your neck stiff. Serene, serene.’

I quietly baulked at the thought that, onstage, we’d have to do this lift twice in a row.

‘We’ll have to leave it there, save the last lift for tomorrow,’ Salvatore said, checking his watch. Lori began to pack away her sheet music.

Mariska looked rueful. ‘Oh, must we? I hate to leave a grand pas unfinished.’

As did I, although I couldn’t help but quote her own maxim back at her: ‘A grand pas is never finished. And I do need to have something left in my legs for tomorrow.’

She nodded in concession, and clapped, as did we – the signal that, at long last, our rehearsal was concluded. Until tomorrow, when we would do it all again, better than today and with greater attention to detail. I loved it. All of it. My brain was awash with endorphins and the excitement of more dancing to come. I felt depleted and yet, alive.

While I was stuffing things back into my bag, Sander reached for his own and accidentally placed his hand on mine.

‘Sorry—’ he began, but fell quiet when I sandwiched it with my other hand on top, keeping my expression deadpan. He raised an eyebrow, then did the same thing, catching on – in Act I, Swanilda chases a butterfly and only manages to cup it in her hands with Franz’s assistance, making a game with their palms. I kept going until I had to rise on demi-pointe to reach my hands high enough, at which point he laughed again. His smile was so warm, I hoped I could find a way to make him laugh in every rehearsal from then on.




JUNE 1986

FROM EVERYWHERE

Shortly after we finished the curtain calls for our final performance of Coppélia, Carolyn appeared backstage, bright with post-nausea joie de vivre and a pregnancy bump the size of a beachball under her long maternity dress.

‘I watched with Nick from one of the boxes,’ she said as Sander and I took turns to give her careful hugs. ‘I truly have no words.’

Sander crossed his hands over his heart with a smile. Tears welled in my eyes, stinging with sweat and make-up. I had looked up to this woman for my entire career, and she’d gone to the considerable inconvenience of sitting in a hard-backed chair for two hours while heavily pregnant, just to watch us.

She shooed my gratitude away. ‘Are you joking? Darling, I feel privileged to have seen with my own eyes what the critics have been raving about. Good Lord, you just… go so well together.’ She put a hand on each of our shoulders and squeezed. ‘What a treat. And thank you, darling,’ she said to Sander, ‘for taking such good care of her.’

Sander gave a one-sided shrug: I try.

‘He has,’ I said.

By this point rehearsals were already well underway for Rhapsody, so our schedules increasingly fell into step. Without any formality or fanfare, Sander and I began eating lunch together. I use the word “lunch” loosely – we never had long between class and rehearsals, so it was more of an extended snack break. For all his quick footwork, he ate his Tupperware roast chicken salads leisurely and thoughtfully.

‘I did not always know how to cook,’ he said when I asked. ‘But yes, I enjoy it now. Relaxing.’

‘I wish I were better at it myself. God help anyone who marries me expecting his own Delia Smith, unless he’s especially fond of tomato soup.’

Who knows why I said that. I did, in fact, own Delia’s newest cookbook: One Is Fun.

‘You are one of very few ballerinas I have seen eat a lunch,’ he observed.

I wasn’t sure what sort of answer he was expecting, if he wanted one at all. I considered borrowing his tactic of demurring questions and comments with a shrug, but his curiosity – put into words, rather than an ambiguous glance – felt like something worth honouring. I opted for the truth. ‘I wouldn’t be in the habit if my mother hadn’t put the fear of God in me early on.’

Whenever I’d explained this to other male dancers, like Jamie and Charlie, they’d nodded in understanding without inviting me to elaborate. Sander tilted his head, waiting expectantly. His eyes had a way of making time slow down when they met mine, so that it felt like my heart at rest was beating much too quickly. It flustered me.

‘Well, you know how it is in junior school.’

His gaze flickered so briefly I could easily have missed it. ‘Actually, I… do not.’

‘Oh. Perhaps they did things differently where you trained.’ I still didn’t know where that was, or if he’d had private lessons. That would explain a great deal. ‘Well, I mean, even before I enrolled in the BBA, my weekend ballet teacher started talking to us about watching our waistlines, working harder in class to burn off fat, and the need to “lengthen out” once we were older. So suddenly the thought of getting curves became our greatest fear. The glossy mags – magazines,’ I clarified.

‘Ah.’ He nodded.

‘Our mothers left them all over the house. You might say they became our bibles.’ I rolled my eyes. ‘What a gift.’

‘But these “mags” – they are for grown women, not young girls.’

‘Ah, but you see, in our underdeveloped brains, we were grown women, waiting for our bodies to catch up. Mature for our age, concerned with adult business, all of that. We couldn’t wait to stop being young girls, the same way I’m sure you and the other boys couldn’t wait to grow tall and muscular, able to make those impossibly high leaps.’

The lettuce leaf he’d speared stopped halfway to his mouth – not at the mention of impossible leaps, but of other boys. Then he continued eating with a non-committal sound.

‘Fiona and I kept food diaries in tiny notebooks. We used to hold each other to account over every almond, every pot of low-fat yoghurt, and half-eaten lasagne, next to columns of all the hours we’d spent dancing, to compensate for the grievous sin of calorie consumption.’ I laughed, but it came out coarse. I hadn’t spoken about this to anyone for a long time. I still didn’t know Sander that well, still didn’t know anything particularly meaningful about him, and yet the words were pouring out of me as if we were in a confession booth.

‘When I was fourteen, I left my food diary on the table at home, and my mother found it. She marched into my bedroom and said – I’ll never forget it, I can still hear her now – “What the hell is this?”’

He followed my hand as it shook invisible pages.

‘She threatened to pull me out of school if I carried on. As you doubtless know from your own experience’ – again, he glanced off– ‘ballet teachers can be some of the most frightening people on the planet. But none of them could hold a candle to my mother that day. I knew it wasn’t an empty threat – she was deadly serious.’

Sander nodded in a way that intrigued me. He seemed to understand this better than anything else I’d said. Before I could ask if he’d had a similar moment with his own parents, he asked, ‘Is that what made you stop?’

I pondered the remaining corner of cheese sandwich in my hand. ‘Well, when the choice was to give up ballet or give up the running tally of my sins…’

‘Food is not sin,’ Sander said matter-of-factly, chasing an olive around his Tupperware. ‘Without it, you could not dance.’

‘Mm,’ I said, dabbing a paper napkin at my mouth. My psyche would always be corroded by the rhetoric of disordered eating and self-denial – I instinctively declined the dessert menu whenever dining out – but calling a truce with food sooner rather than later had definitely been the right decision. ‘I don’t know how Fiona and the others have managed it all these years, doing pointework on fumes, seeing how little they can get away with eating before they get dizzy.’

‘What do they eat? What is “not sinful”?’

‘Celery sticks tend to be the snack of choice. Occasionally with a dollop of cottage cheese. But I made my peace with carbohydrates long ago, and the treaty’s still in place.’

I finished my sandwich, turning slightly away from Sander as if he hadn’t just watched me eating for the last ten minutes. I was startled by how much I’d confided in him, how easy it had been. Had I unconsciously taken advantage of his tendency to listen rather than speak? Was his seemingly solitary nature enough to make me trust him so readily? I made a mental note to be more careful in the future.

As we packed our things away and got up to resume rehearsals, Sander lightly touched my arm. ‘Your mother is a good person.’

‘Yes, she is.’

His accent sometimes made it difficult to tell if he was offering up a statement or a question. Rumour had it that the first time another dancer had asked him where he hailed from, he’d said only that he was “from everywhere”. Jamie wondered if this meant he came from a military family, which I thought was rather a good guess. Fiona preferred the theory that Sander was a Nureyev-style defector from behind the Iron Curtain, and that speaking about it in detail was too painful. Stephen thought he was just pretentious.

I decided to put the matter to rest once and for all, and asked him outright during our next break at three o’clock.

Without a moment’s hesitation he said, ‘My accent is from everywhere.’

‘Right. Except, when you say “everywhere” – did you move around a lot as a child?’

He shook his head.

‘Oh.’ There went Jamie’s theory. ‘You didn’t… attend some sort of international school?’

He shook his head again.

‘Is it difficult to talk about where you grew up?’

Now I’d hit upon something. The light in his eyes shifted, and his shoulders visibly tensed. He nodded.

‘Oh. I’m sorry. I won’t ask again, if it hurts you.’

‘It does not hurt me,’ he said, clearing the air with his hands. ‘No need for sorry.’ As we returned to the centre of the studio, he added, ‘Where we are raised does not matter. Where we choose to grow up – that is what matters.’

It wasn’t information, exactly, but later I stepped out of the studio feeling that I had, at last, gleaned something about him. Before we could go our separate ways to the dressing rooms, I tried my luck just once more. ‘Do you have the time?’

He turned, glanced back with a furrowed brow at the studio where, only moments earlier, Mariska had pointed at the wall clock and shooed us out. I waited until, with visible trepidation, he reached into his bag and took out the pocket watch. We weren’t standing by a window, or directly under a light, and yet the silver case shone as if it had been waiting to dazzle the first person it encountered.

Sander clicked it open without angling the face towards me. ‘Seven minutes after five.’

Before I could ask for a closer look at the painted face within, he slipped it back into his bag. I watched him disappear around the corner and wished I could have found another question, another conversational foothold, to keep him around a little longer. To keep his eyes on me.




KEEPING TIME

That watch was the most dangerous object in my possession. If anyone from court saw it, they would know firstly, that it had not been made by mortal hands, and secondly, that I did not have the requisite mechanical skills to have assembled it myself. And since I, like the rest of my kin, was incapable of lying, the truth about Glen’s secret fondness for horology would come out, followed by all the other secrets the two of us had been keeping.

I had not asked him to craft it – I had not thought such a thing was even possible. But he had always loved to take objects apart and learn how they worked. He enjoyed the painstaking labour of it. Erring. Doubling back. Trying again, until he got it right. My family could conjure anything they desired in the twitch of a rabbit’s tail; Glen earned his joy.

Around the turn of the twentieth century, he began to draw designs for a pocket watch that would not only synchronise us with Greenwich Mean Time, but also include a calendar in a tiny inner window, a seasonal forecast illuminating its face. It was not an exact measure of the time difference between our two worlds – nothing across the border is exact – but it was better than anything I could have hoped for.

Before I made my first crossing, he made two watches and gave one to me. We could thus track how many hours (or approximations thereof) we had been absent from either world, and go about our business in both without fear of discovery.

‘My mortal heritage and my glamour, united,’ he’d said upon presenting me with mine. ‘I am proud and ashamed in equal measure.’

‘Never be ashamed around me. I will not allow it.’

‘The silver is glamour-coated,’ he added, moving it back and forth so its stardust sheen glinted. ‘Mortal eyes should gloss right over it.’

They should have. And for years, they did. Until Trix.

In April, knowing we were about to head into Coppélia, I needed to check how much longer I could delay returning across the border before I became too swept up in rehearsals. A single glance at the face was not enough – it was less like checking a clock, more like picking up a newspaper and closely reading the headlines. I was so preoccupied with calculations that I failed to noticed Trix’s footsteps. Even when she was close enough that I was breathing in her perfume – jasmine after rainfall – I thought she was waiting for someone else to move so that she might pass. When I finally realised what she was seeing, the air around me turned to ice, ready to shatter with the impact of a single question.

‘Is that an antique?’

Her having found me in the Nijinsky studio a few weeks earlier had been cause for alarm; now, I was terrified. I held her gaze for only a few seconds, but they stretched between us like the darkness between stars. How can this be?

Either Glen had been misinformed about the strength of our glamour, or he had not cast the spell correctly, or… perhaps mortals were still capable of seeing beyond their own world. Their own frames.

Rather than take offence at my refusal to answer, or interrogate me further, she stepped back, leaving me and the watch in peace. My glamour played no part in that. My secrets remained so because of Trix’s grace.




RHAPSODY

We wouldn’t have Rhapsody if Baryshnikov hadn’t commissioned Frederick Ashton to create it for him. Set to the sparkling piano cascade of Rachmaninoff’s Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, the choreography is so light and airy that the piece might as well be staged in the heavens. I remember watching the televised recording of Baryshnikov and Lesley Collier with Stephen from his sofa, when he was a newly promoted soloist and I a newly promoted first artist.

‘What a rockstar,’ he declared, and I agreed. Baryshnikov was one of the finest classicists the ballet world had ever known but he was also, indeed, a rockstar.

English dance critics were generally loath to use such a term in their copy, but Bill Gordon did in his press night review of our mixed bill. Whether he’d meant to or not, Sander had officially entered the pantheon of exceptional male dancers, or “danseurs nobles”.

It would have been a dream to have Ashton himself direct our rehearsals, as he’d often done for the BCBC, Vic-Wells, Birmingham, and London Festival Ballet, but Rhapsody was one of the last pieces he ever created. He’d already been living a quiet retirement in Suffolk for a few years by the time Sander and I were cast as “Lead Man” and “Lead Woman”.

On the night of our double debut, I waited in the comforting darkness of the wings, a cardigan over my blush-pink A-line dress and rhinestone-encrusted arm cuffs. I thought I was nervous, but Jamie, who waited next to me at the head of a line of five other male soloists, was actually shaking.

I tapped him on the arm and whispered, ‘Are you all right?’

He snapped his head in my direction and stilled his hands, as if released from a kind of stranglehold. He nodded, shook his head, then nodded again. ‘Nerves.’

‘That’s not like you.’ Jamie got nervous as often as the rest of us, but it normally manifested in a gentle swaying from one foot to the other and deep, focused breaths. I hadn’t seen him so stricken since our final-year BBA exams.

His face twitched. The orchestra finished tuning up, and in the silence before the conductor stepped forward, Jamie said, ‘It’s nothing, I’m just distracted. Don’t you worry about me.’

‘Are you sure?’

He gave me a quick glance and an even quicker pat on the small of my back. Then Lori, having traded her daytime clothes for a formal black gown, began the performance from her piano in the orchestra pit, and there was no time left to talk. I racked my brain for explanations. The only one I could think of was that on the Friday just gone, Charlie had been signed off on injury leave with a metatarsal stress fracture. He might be able to come back for the start of the next season if he was lucky, but more likely he would have to wait until October. Everyone in the company was used to the omnipresent threat of injury, sudden or gradual, but it hit much harder when it happened to a close friend, as if the Grim Reaper were leaning over your shoulder with a chilling “you’re next”. Perhaps Charlie’s bad luck had rattled Jamie. Perhaps, for once, he was grateful not to be burdened with a leading role.

Sander went into the performance with his usual fearlessness – his gold costume shone as he reeled off spin after spin, as fixed and precise as a power drill. I made my entrance later on, and in between our slower, more delicate pas de deux, there were several stretches where I was either doing a solo or watching the rest of the piece from the wings. As ever, I stared in open-mouthed awe at the height of his split leaps, and the revoltades that raised a hand (or rather, a leg) to gravity and declared it could wait.

On Sander’s left, dressed in yellow, Jamie was visibly in the flow of the music – whatever had spooked him had no place in the ecstasy of performance. He and Fiona weaved their way around Sander in their respective formations, like spring flowers angling elegantly towards the sun. I always liked to watch their hard work come to fruition when we were in the same cast together, focusing on them regardless of what was going on downstage. But that night was different: my attention kept wandering back to Sander. Not simply for his technique, but also his moments of stillness, his landings and transitions.

I had the sudden urge to somehow dissolve the rest of the world so that the only thing left would be Rhapsody. His stunning, beautiful lines; the serenity of his expression. The thought that I would get to dance with him for another three performances made my heart feel like more than a muscle. Like a blue flame.

Carolyn’s warning came back to me with a new shadow behind it: Be careful, Trix.

Too late.
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AUGUST – SEPTEMBER 1986

BETWEEN SEASONS

Before everyone disappeared for the month-long summer break – during which time the Dance Hall would host the BBA graduating class performance, ceilidhs for the public, and private corporate functions – Armand held a small photoshoot in the Conservatory, our glass-domed cocktail bar where the afternoon light was perfect. Sander and I posed in front of a pine-green backdrop pulled taut: the Scottish Highlands, abstracted.

Nick had chosen us for the promotional poster for La Sylphide, which would be displayed outside the building and printed in advertising spreads to drum up excitement for the next season. How appropriate to begin a new year of work with the first full-length ballet of the Romantic era, still bewitching audiences through the open window of a castle and the mist of a forest clearing some hundred and fifty years after its creation. It was the first time ballerinas became more than human: with nothing but threads darned around the toes of their flimsy slippers to offer the smallest of boosts, their feet skimmed the floor, imbuing them with ethereal lightness.

Armand directed Sander to kneel in a long, low extension opposite me while I hovered in a tight fifth en pointe, my back angled to show off white, hand-embroidered fairy wings so delicate they were cleaned only with spritzes of vodka, and stitched so close to my spine that they moved with my breath.

‘Trix, tilt your head away from him just a little. Try looking up to the camera through your eyelashes, little flutter… Oui, ça marche… That is exactly the amount of sadness I like to see. He is of the earth, you are of the air itself. It hurts your hearts so.’

I couldn’t decide if I was sad or relieved that I wouldn’t see Sander again until the autumn. His dazzling performances as a principal over the past year had garnered him a veritable world tour of guest slots in other companies’ schedules, not to mention galas, and he wouldn’t be back until the night before we all returned for company rehearsals. The prospect of four weeks without the guilty pleasure of being around him did, indeed, make my heart hurt. But it was also plenty of time for the fever of fancy to subside. I’d had crushes before, on boys from our partnering lessons at the BBA, boys at resorts on family holidays, guest principals who made most of the ballerinas (and plenty of the male dancers) swoon whenever they graced the BCBC with their presence. I had been in this shimmering, dizzying state before. It would pass.

* * *

Since the BCBC season didn’t stop for Easter, and Christmas Day was mostly a desperate gasp for air between endless Nutcrackers, summer was the only real chance at a holiday for me and my friends. That year we flew out to a villa that Charlie’s uncle owned on the Italian Riviera – I still have a photograph of Charlie reclining under a parasol with a Peroni in one hand and a paperback of Jonathan Livingston Seagull in the other, his injured foot resting on a stack of towels.

It was lucky that we had the villa for free – otherwise, now that I’d been promoted and received a not inconsiderable salary bump, I would have felt awkward navigating questions of money. None of my friends were exactly living like paupers – Fiona was a second cousin once removed of the Duke of Kent. Jamie, as the son of a state school English teacher and an Avon saleswoman, was the only one of us who came from what my mother irritatingly called “the lower middle classes”. He joked that I’d be footing the bill for dinner on the last night, but I was in such a good mood that I was inclined to actually do it.

‘This might be the last summer holiday you’ll get,’ Fiona said as we floated in the pool. ‘Enjoy it while you have it.’

‘Don’t say that. I wouldn’t give this up for the world.’

Fiona thought for a moment, twitching her nose like a rabbit. ‘Not even for the Palais Garnier?’

She had me there. Now that I was a principal, and word of my ability to keep up with Sander’s energy had spread beyond Britain, a slow but steady trickle of invitations had begun to arrive via the company mail room. A few days in Paris here, a long weekend in Rome there – it would definitely be a more exciting way to fill the time between BCBC performances than shellacking pointe shoes and unloading the washing machine. All being well, my future summers would be busier than they’d ever been.

‘I’m only human,’ I said, flexing my arches in the water, soothed by the patterns of sunlight on turquoise. ‘I would go mad without a week of proper Mediterranean sun, and proper fun with my friends.’

We had been in Portofino for three days, doing an informal barre in the pool every morning as our one concession to routine, but otherwise luxuriating on sun-loungers, driving to the beach, and going to the same family-run restaurant down a side street every night, where the patriarch/head chef called me and Fiona “bella” and gave us a free round of drinks when we did swan arms in perfect unison at the table.

‘I wonder how Sander’s getting on with all his guest contracts,’ I said, unable to help myself. The geographical distance hadn’t been as helpful in tempering my crush as I’d hoped. Thoughts of his smile, his eyes, his steady grip around my waist, had followed me here. I pictured him by the Seine, shielding the face of his silver pocket watch from the sun.

‘I wonder how he relaxes,’ Fiona said to the clouds. ‘If he relaxes.’

‘He’s got plenty to enjoy out there.’ Charlie was reclining poolside with Fiona’s comically large sunhat on his head. ‘Sylvie Guillem alone, I mean, come on.’

‘She is divine,’ Fiona agreed, paddling over to him and making a futile attempt to steal her hat back. ‘I’d sell my soul to have hips that narrow. And her extensions, ugh.’ She bobbed back towards me, splashing water on her neck. ‘I need to double my stretching sessions.’

‘Sander is one lucky bastard,’ Charlie continued. ‘Maybe they’ll have a fling while he’s in Paris. He’d better introduce me when I get promoted. If that day ever comes.’

‘Keep your hair on,’ Jamie called from the edge of the pool, where it overlooked the sea. ‘You’ll make principal soon. I’ve got a feeling.’

While Charlie launched into an a cappella rendition of The Beatles’ “I’ve Got a Feeling”, I swam over to Jamie. And not just to get away from the thought of Sander having flings with glamorous Parisian étoiles.

‘Happy?’ I asked.

He nodded. Towards the end of the Rhapsody run, his panic had suddenly cleared, giving way to an effusive zest for life to the point where I considered the possibility – though he’d never struck me as someone who would need them – that he was on some sort of antidepressant.

‘Good. You had me worried for a bit, back in London.’

‘Did I? Sorry.’

‘No need. I don’t know if something was on your mind during Rhapsody but… well, as long as you’re all right now.’

We faced the mid-afternoon horizon in silence, save for the splash of Fiona’s backstroke and Charlie’s robust refrain of “Oh yeahhh”.

‘I had a bit of a scare, that’s all,’ he said.

I turned my head, but he remained facing the sea. ‘What sort of scare? A health one?’

‘I slept with someone who, er, rang me up a few weeks later to say he’d been diagnosed with HIV. You know. AIDS.’

The sun was blazing in a cloudless sky, but I was cold all over. ‘Jamie.’

‘There was a week where I had to wait – to get to a clinic, get a test, wait for the results.’ He exhaled a shaky breath, gripping the tiles. ‘A horrible week. The worst. I know it’s a cliché but my life really did flash before my eyes. And all I could think was, “But I haven’t done a lead role yet.”’

‘Darling.’ My eyes went blurry.

He turned to me and took my hands. ‘But it’s okay, Trix, it’s all okay! The test was negative. I’m okay. Near miss.’

I nodded, holding on to the side of the pool until I got some air back in my lungs. ‘Oh, Jamie. I’m so sorry you had a scare like that. Thank God you’re all right. That you’re healthy.’

He smiled, but it had an odd twist to it. ‘The way things are going, not just in London, bloody everywhere… I’m starting to doubt there is a God.’

All I could think to do was loop my arms around him. ‘At least they can test for it now. That’s something. Surely where there’s a test, one day there’ll be a cure.’

‘Yeah. Well.’ Jamie slipped out of my grasp so he could duck beneath the water, then reemerged to face the villa. ‘Until then, I’m not taking any more chances. We may be well past Lent, but I’m giving up sex.’

‘Giving up sex?’ Charlie interjected, aghast. ‘Monsieur Rouvier would be so disappointed.’

‘Monsieur Rouvier’s probably dead by now,’ Fiona said, pausing her swim and blinking in clear surprise at how much time had passed since our acting lessons at the BBA upper school. Then her mouth flattened. ‘Good riddance, frankly. He made my skin crawl.’

‘If you want to make the audience believe, you must first go out and live!’ Jamie recited in a garbled French accent, before dramatically diving beneath the water. ‘Mais bien sûr,’ he added, shaking out his hair like a dog, ‘make use of your beauty and stamina while they last, and have as much sex as possible!’

Monsieur Rouvier apparently said this to every cohort of fifteen-year-olds. The four of us cracked up, cringing at the shared memory.

‘Do you really think Sander’s going to have it off with Sylvie Guillem?’ Fiona asked.

‘Oh God, I thought we were done with that,’ I groaned. ‘Besides, even if he did, I doubt he’d boast about it.’

‘Very true,’ Charlie said, resting his book on his chest. ‘I’ve actually no idea which way he swings.’

‘Wait, you don’t know?’ Jamie said, floating towards the centre of the pool. ‘I could have sworn I told you.’

‘Told me what?’

‘Sander’s gay.’




LIMITS

In 1985, I travelled by aeroplane for the first time and thought I was going to die. Hunched over by the window, blocking out the sun and a view of the land that was meant to be the privilege of swifts and swallows alone, I convinced myself that mortals had found a means of killing us without even realising they had done so. What mercy that Carolyn was on a separate flight. Embarrassing enough to be witnessed by strangers, never mind someone who knew my face. Who could set whispers in motion through the corridors at the BCBC. I could not even blame turbulence – it was a clear day, and the aeroplane worked as it should.

Without Glen by my side to keep me in check, my body was reminding me of my limits. Buildings, I had mastered: dancing in the centre of rooms, breathing steadily through the proximity to iron. But these mechanical devices – their wings, wheels, rudders, and fuel tanks… No escape, too little space, too much speed, too much everything.

After every trip, I was sick for hours. I had never resented summer before, but between the lack of routine dancing, and feeling as though I had been poisoned by nightshade, it was difficult not to.

Such is the price of success, Glen would remind me.

You are no help at all, I would retort, though in truth he was the most helpful person in my life. How lost I would have been without him. The despair that would have consumed me. The love I would have missed.




AUGUST – OCTOBER 1986

BREATHE IN TO PREPARE

From the first moment we danced together, Sander had made me feel safe, comfortable, and respected. I was a fellow human being, a creative partner, but nothing more. I had never been on his romantic radar, and never would be. What a perfect twit I was.

It would be unfair to say that Jamie’s scoop ruined the rest of the summer holiday, but it turned the blue flame in my chest right down. Over the years, on the handful of occasions when Jamie had gone cruising around Hampstead Heath at dusk, he’d spotted Sander a few times, always cutting through the undergrowth as far from the footpaths as possible, often glancing over his shoulder.

Charlie also pointed out that, for all the hours they’d spent in morning class and the male corps dressing room together, Sander had never once voiced anything beyond professional interest in the BCBC ballerinas – which, considering how much mixing went on in the company, was quite a feat. Before his injury, Charlie had been in an on-again, off-again situation of ambiguous status with Isabel Tsuda. Jamie had once confided in me and Fiona that he’d slept with Leo, Lorenzo, and Michael (I assume not all at the same time, but he never did specify). In the summer of 1983, Fiona had conducted an impressively low-key affair with principal dancer Julian Murphy, drawn to his silver-haired ruggedness, before finding out he’d also been sleeping with Frances Epping and Ellie Bryant (none of them stuck around for drinks after his retirement performance). And, for a very brief time, there had been me and Stephen, though I doubt the others would have counted that.

In short: when you put dozens of beautiful people in the same building for years, in constant proximity and positions of trust, entanglements will ensue.

‘He once mentioned someone called Glen,’ Charlie told me. ‘But that was ages ago. I don’t think he meant to – he sort of froze as soon as he said it.’

‘Oh yeah, I’d forgotten about that,’ Jamie said. ‘What do we think: secret boyfriend? One-night stand?’

Charlie’s eyebrows waggled with intrigue. ‘Good luck ever finding out. I tried to follow up, but Sander would just walk out of the room whenever I asked.’

‘What, without a word? Just…?’ Jamie mimed a door swinging shut.

‘Not even a white lie. He just walked away. Quite an effective tactic, actually.’

The irony that our first show of the new season ended with the male lead breaking the female lead’s heart was not lost on me. But Carolyn had warned against getting distracted, and this was the bitter medicine I now had to swallow.

Even if I had to dance with Sander in every full-length for the rest of the year, I refused to let it obscure my excitement about going into my first complete season as a principal. Little Trix, whose feet hadn’t been able to touch the floor of the stalls when she watched her first Nutcracker, deserved to reap the rewards of all the labour she’d put in since.

There was one sunbeam of joy during the exceptionally rainy August bank holiday: Carolyn gave birth to a baby girl, Layla. I was honoured (and stunned) to be invited back to Primrose Hill for a visit along with her closest principal pals Grace, Blanca, and Annie. We stared in reverent silence at the tiny newborn against Armand’s shoulder as he walked softly around the living room, while Carolyn rested on her chaise longue, blissfully exhausted. Occasionally, Layla opened her eyes and silently assessed us as we took turns holding her, but otherwise snoozed. It was almost enough to make me want one of my own.

I remembered why I didn’t when, for no obvious reason, the baby started wailing loudly enough to scare one of the neighbourhood cats off a bin lid.

* * *

After the first morning class of the new season, I walked into the Pavlova studio with muted expectations. There Sander was, as if he’d never even left the Hall, let alone the country. Looking up at me. Smiling.

It didn’t sting as much as I’d thought it would. I was still glad to see him. I couldn’t help it.

‘How was the continent? How was Sylvie?’

‘Oh.’ He took a moment, as if he’d been expecting a different question entirely. ‘Very kind. Very classy lady. Fearless. Less care about technique, more care about… uh…’ He swept up armfuls of air.

‘Energy?’

‘Yes! Energy.’

‘That sounds right up your street.’

‘The travelling wasn’t nearly as kind,’ our assistant director Ben said, swanning past us to set up for the afternoon. ‘We may have to keep him grounded for a while yet.’

‘Oh dear, really?’

Sander grimaced, waving a hand. ‘I do not do well in aeroplanes. Trains. Cars.’

‘I had no idea. Hard luck.’

‘Anyway,’ Ben said, opening a large notebook of grid paper, ‘let’s see how you do in the Highlands.’

Sander showed no signs of burnout from his busy touring schedule and, as usual, had to be instructed to tone his moves down, “for the sake of the lighting fixtures, if nothing else”. By the second week of rehearsal, we had enough muscle recall to run most of our scenes without Ben needing to fill in the gaps from the side. We settled back into step with each other, the summer nothing but a brief scratch on an otherwise smooth vinyl. For the most part. Whenever I thought my feelings towards him were cooling to something more platonic, I’d walk into the studio and only have to look at him once for the ember of desire to stubbornly light up again.

I tried to look at him less often, but that only prompted Mariska to tap me under the chin and ask what was so interesting about the floor. Performing opposite Sander in La Sylphide while also rehearsing The Firebird with him became an exercise in self-flagellation, and I had to bear it without giving anything away. At least that was a skill I’d had years to perfect: as soon as I started pointework at the age of eleven and discovered a new realm of pain and discomfort, my teachers had trained me to disconnect my expression from whatever was simmering behind it.




OCTOBER – NOVEMBER 1986

CLARA

In October, just before our run of La Sylphide finished, the cast lists for The Nutcracker went up. Given how things had been going since my promotion, it wasn’t unreasonable to assume that I would be making my Sugar Plum Fairy debut. The character – who is barely a character, more a figurehead for ballet at Christmastime – is only in the production for about fifteen minutes in the second act, but her choreography is so difficult that her name in the programme is listed above the characters who actually drive the story.

I did not find my name next to the Sugar Plum Fairy. Instead, for the fourth time in my career, I had been cast as Clara. Almost as confounding was Sander’s name next to Hans-Peter’s, the eponymous Nutcracker. He’d already starred opposite Carolyn’s Sugar Plum Fairy as her Prince the previous season; the role of Hans-Peter was still a leading one, so it was more of a lateral move than a demotion, but unexpected nonetheless.

‘Wow, Nick is making some… choices this year,’ Jamie said. He was happy with his high-energy role of Herr Drosselmeyer’s assistant, but recognised that I was taken aback, bordering on upset.

‘Cheer up, Trix, I’m sure you’ll get it next year,’ Fiona said. She was right – every December and January, whether or not you wanted it, The Nutcracker would always be there.

‘Does he think I’m not capable of it?’ I muttered, walking with her out of earshot of the other principals. ‘That I’m not mature enough?’

‘I doubt that’s the reason,’ Fiona said. ‘Sugar Plum is one of the purest and most child-friendly characters in the repertory. It’s hardly Manon, or Mayerling.’

True. Sander didn’t seem to have any strong feelings about the decision when I asked him, so I tried not to dwell on it. I also didn’t want to seem ungrateful – in less than a year, I already had five leading roles to my name, three of them in full-lengths. More than most ballerinas see in an entire career. Perhaps this was Nick’s way of keeping his dancers’ egos in check.

‘Why don’t you ask him and find out?’ Carolyn suggested during one of our catch-ups over the phone. ‘Knock on his door and ask for a few minutes. He’s normally in by eight thirty.’

It hadn’t even occurred to me that I was allowed to do that. Nick was a busy man, the captain of a gigantic ship, the mayor of a small city. When I was a soloist, I would never have dreamt of asking for a meeting in his office; he only had time for important people.

‘Darling, you are one of those important people,’ Carolyn reminded me. ‘Without us – without you and Sander and the other principals – the Dance Hall would have to go back to the wartime days of earning its money through tea dances and ceilidhs alone.’

Being the newest principal, I still didn’t feel as important as she was making out, but her words gave me the push to knock on Nick’s office door before morning class.

‘I’m not complaining,’ I said quickly, with emphasis. ‘I’m just curious to know why.’

Nick nodded, taking a long sip from his Dance Hall-branded mug of black coffee. ‘I suspected you would be. Let me assure you that it is in no way a judgement of your skillset as a dancer. School exams are long behind you, Trix.’

‘Well, it’s hard not to think of school. The last time I sat in this office was when you gave me my first contract. I suppose I’m just… surprised, given how demanding the next two months will be on the company, that you didn’t want to use every resource at your disposal.’ I gestured to myself. Crystal Collins, out of action with Achilles tendinitis, wasn’t expected to be performance-ready until the new year, and we were already two principals down from last season now that Julian and Amelia had retired.

‘Oh, if – God forbid – we wind up in another Carolyn/Sleeping Beauty crisis, and you and Sander are up to the task, then I am fully prepared to call on your services. I should have a Bat-signal installed on the roof for that very purpose, in the shape of a pointe shoe. But I promise you’ll get to enjoy Sugar Plum next year. The reason I decided to give you Clara and Sander Hans-Peter this year is simply because audiences have seen you in those roles before in different casts, but never together. Why do you think I’ve sprinkled you throughout the run, from December right through to mid-January? These are trying times for the arts, and most of our eggs are in the Nutcracker basket. I need people I can count on.’

‘Well, if you believe in us that much, then I trust you.’

‘Thank you kindly. You ought to try believing in yourselves. The box office loves you together. The critics love you together. I’ve eavesdropped at the bar during interval enough times to know that the preferred description of your chemistry with Sander is “a certain je ne sais quoi”. It’s good business sense, but it is also gratifying for me, as director, to watch the two of you work so beautifully. Don’t tell Sander I said this, but for the longest time I really didn’t know what to do with him. And then, there you were. Can you see it, from where you stand?’

‘See what?’

‘The magic you have onstage. Really, Trix, it’s something else. And if it’s quite all right with you, I intend to keep that magic alive in the Dance Hall for as long as possible.’

Before I got up to leave, I took Carolyn’s advice one step further. ‘Fair enough. But when La Bayadère comes around in May, I would like Nikiya, please.’

‘Oh?’ Nick raised an eyebrow. ‘Duly noted. I make no promises, but… duly noted. Why Nikiya over Gamzatti?’

I shrugged with feigned lightness. ‘It’s a new incarnation of the ballet, and I don’t know when it might come around again. I’ll happily dance Gamzatti if I get a chance in the future, but this season I want Nikiya.’

He chuckled. ‘Carolyn has taught you well. She made the same request five or six years ago.’

* * *

The thought that Sander would never see me as anything more than a colleague was still raw enough that Nick’s intention to make us the Fonteyn and Nureyev of our generation felt like a cruel joke. Not least because it was an open secret in the ballet world that Nureyev preferred men, too.

By the time Nutcracker rehearsals were underway, however, I’d made a tentative peace with it, and with my fourth-time go at Clara. Something Nick had said before I left his office that day stuck with me: ‘A number of soloists are making their Clara debuts this year, and they will look to you as the standard-bearer. Go out there one last time and show them how it’s done.’

Rarely does one know when they’ll be dancing a role for the last time, so this was an edifying thing to hear. I could either figuratively drag my feet through the whole run, or return to Clara with the affection and appreciation of an old friend. Besides, I would be lying if I said I wasn’t excited to dance with Sander in another full-length, regardless of our roles. Dancing with him was like a difficult morning class: it made my heart thud, brought old pain to the surface, but left me exhilarated.




DECEMBER 1986

THE FOREST

Every ballet company does its own version of The Nutcracker, an adaptation of an adaptation of an adaptation of Ernst Hoffmann’s 1816 short story for children: The Nutcracker and the Mouse King. It’s divided into two acts and two worlds: a Christmas Eve party in the human world, and a timeless, endless party in the Kingdom of Sweets, ruled by a benevolent fairy and her prince. Dancers love to grumble about the violence they’ll unleash if they ever see another peppermint cane or gold-winged angel, but even a hundred years after Tchaikovsky composed it, his score still makes midwinter sparkle.

The full-cast studio call was joyfully chaotic. Ben sat on the side with Nick, Mariska, Salvatore, and the other coaches, making notes, following the conductor’s scorebook, and bellowing directions like a military general to make sure the children hit their marks, the mouse soldiers marched in formation, and the snowflakes bourréed in unison. Sander and I made a good team during the battle scene, when Hans-Peter, still in his wooden nutcracker form, is almost felled by the Mouse King until plucky Clara delivers a fatal blow to the back of the beast’s head with her slipper. I like to think that the only reason this works is because her magician uncle, Herr Drosselmeyer, was still perfecting his spell and, despite Clara shrinking to the size of a mouse, the atomic mass of her slippers remained the same as their regular size.

When the battle is over, Hans-Peter, finally freed from his curse and transformed back into a human soldier, dances gratefully with Clara before the two of them are somehow (a word that does a lot of heavy lifting in The Nutcracker) magicked away from the house and into a snowy starlit forest, the liminal space between worlds.

On opening night, the set design was such that all the glittering ornaments and dark mahogany of the party scene fell away to something as minimalist as the moonlit second act of Swan Lake. As the sheltered girl stranded in her white nightgown next to her fallen nutcracker, I rushed around the stage trying to feel the bitter cold of the snow, summoning tears to the corners of my eyes. Then, Sander – glad to be free of his cumbersome wooden head – rose unsteadily to his feet like a man who’d forgotten how it felt to be human. We locked eyes across the stage, shyly introduced ourselves anew, and leapt into our pas de deux while the andante piece gathered momentum. I arched my back as he lifted me over his head and ran faster than anyone else had been able to carry me before. I felt the same euphoria from the first time I ever performed Clara, back when Ray Novak had been my Hans-Peter.

I didn’t need a costume change during the interval, so I chatted to Ray in the wings with a blanket around my bare arms. In his Prince costume and powdered wig, he tried to stay warm without moving too much and shedding glitter everywhere.

‘I kinda envy Sander for getting to go back and revisit Hans-Peter. That’s where all the action is, you know? It’s an awesome role. I miss it sometimes.’

‘You’ve still got a boyish charm about you,’ I said, giddy from Act I. ‘I’m sure if you bought Nick a nice bottle of wine, he’d consider letting you revisit it.’

‘Ha. No, I think that ship’s sailed. Besides, I feel bad for Stephen and Charlie and all the other Hans-Peters – Sander keeps setting the bar too damn high. And in those white tights…’ Ray closed his eyes and adopted the expression of someone who’d just sampled the finest whisky by a fireside. ‘No straight man has any business looking that good.’

Ray was neither fully in nor out of the closet – he seemed to have accepted that word would get around eventually, and spoke about it casually in small groups of dancers while keeping names and details to himself. It took a moment for me to register what he’d said. I was surprised he didn’t know.

‘You’re right,’ I said, ‘except that Sander isn’t straight.’

Ray looked at me quizzically.

‘He’s never told me directly, but I’ve been reliably informed he’s gay.’

‘Well… you might want to double-check your sources, Trix.’ Ray gave a wry smile. ‘He’s not gay.’

‘What? But—’

The audience were returning to their seats, and in my peripheral vision I caught a square of gold-stitched red. Sander was heading towards us while talking to Jim Goldman, our Herr Drosselmeyer. Ray leaned in to whisper, ‘Trust me, he’s not.’

Ray had always had that distinctly American level of confidence in his own opinions – I’d heard more than one quip about whether the wig-makers would be able to find a cap that could fit his big head.

‘What makes you so sure?’

‘I asked him. And kept asking, until he understood that I wasn’t going to stop unless he said no.’

I lowered my voice further, willing Sander not to reach us before I could find out: ‘No to you, or to…?’

‘Being homosexual.’ He closed his eyes briefly. ‘God knows, I wish he were.’

I didn’t have to take Ray’s opinion at face value. It would have been wiser for me not to; I’d only just wrangled my unrequited feelings into submission. But he was part of the gay community, no matter how much he stuck to the periphery. His word had just as much weight as Jamie’s, didn’t it?

‘Righty-o,’ said Jim, turning our two-person conference into a huddle, with Grace Langham as the Sugar Plum Fairy joining us in a lingering cloud of hairspray. ‘Time to kick this party back into high gear.’

Sander met my eye and smiled. Ready?

Ready to be proved wrong again? Have my heart bruised again?

If it meant believing that one day I could be more than a colleague to him, then yes. I was ready.

* * *

As soon as I spotted Jamie before class the next morning, I dragged him to the canteen and told him what Ray had said. On reflection, he conceded that Sander had not, at any point during the four years they’d shared a dressing room, actually said that he was attracted to men rather than women.

‘Maybe he likes both?’ Jamie suggested. ‘I know a lot of people don’t think it’s possible, but I don’t see why not. Everyone loves a good BLT and ice cream, even if you don’t necessarily want them at the same time. Although… I suppose if you treated the ice cream like mayonnaise… and the bacon was proper crispy—’

‘Jamie!’ I clapped, conjuring the spirit of our BBA teachers. ‘Fais attention, s’il te plaît!’

His tone took on a shade of intrigue. ‘Why does it matter to you so much anyway?’

‘It doesn’t,’ I insisted, too quickly. ‘I just want to make sure I have all my facts straight.’

‘Or bisexual,’ he said, laughing as I gave him a little shove.
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The BCBC’s The Nutcracker: Review
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Bill Gordon

Wednesday, 3 December 1986

And so it begins: the annual battle of the Nutcrackers. Up for consideration this week is the British Classical Ballet Company, which first staged Peter Wright’s production at the Covent Garden Dance Hall in 1984. Third time seems to have proven the charm, with Wright putting the best spin he can on an otherwise muddled farrago of genres, moods, and choreography (Marius Petipa fell ill just as rehearsals for the original 1892 production began, so Lev Ivanov and dancer Alexander Shiryaev had to patch together the rest with their own steps). The meat and potatoes (the turkey and roasties, if you will) of the story play out in Act I, while Act II is an extended series of plotless divertissements before a brief moment of catharsis and resolution at the end. It is in many ways a ridiculous ballet, and yet it remains the only one with a guaranteed slot in any given company’s season.

From the costumiers to the orchestra, the child dancers to the principals, the wig and make-up artists to the props department, The Nutcracker is the ultimate team effort. Credit is thus due to Nick Sterne for an unorthodox casting that paid off in the volume of audience applause: now with several months of principal roles under her tutu, it was a surprise to see Patricia Errington back in the role of Clara and Aleksander Sylvan as her Hans-Peter, rather than the Sugar Plum Fairy and her Prince. But Sterne knows exactly what he’s doing: the pair brought their natural chemistry from The Sleeping Beauty, Coppélia, Rhapsody, and La Sylphide to the snow-dusted forest pas de deux of Act I. Errington, who has always brought the requisite virginal innocence to past performances as Clara, looked overjoyed as Sylvan helped her take off from the stage like a Concorde jet rising from a runway. Handsome in his red and white soldier’s uniform, Sylvan’s leaps and turns were impeccable as expected, without a breath wasted between steps. His mime in the first scene of Act II, recounting the Mouse King battle, was articulated so fluently that one can only hope the BCBC will keep him on after retirement (distant may that day be) to instruct the younger artists. His reunion with Jim Goldman as the aloof-but-loving Herr Drosselmeyer in the final scene matched Tchaikovsky’s magnificent sweep of closing notes for emotional depth: the son’s curse broken; a father’s faith in the world restored.

Of course, the other shining couple in this ballet was Grace Langham and Ray Novak. Langham was as delicate and precise in her Sugar Plum steps as an ice crystal, while Novak’s lean lines and bright expressions made for a more memorable Prince than most. Their pas de deux is deceptively difficult and a cornerstone of the entire ballet; their combined talents and experience proved to be the ideal choice for opening night.

Among the 150-strong cast, James Eastman brought a delightful energy to the party scenes as Drosselmeyer’s assistant, bouncing around the stage like a robin. The Act II divertissements were a delectable box of assorted treats, but the two standouts were – naturally – Sylvan leading a breathless yet stalwart Charles Meesters and Leo Kandemir in the crowd-pleasing Russian Dance, and Errington in petal-light synchronicity with the Mirlitons and their flutes. December may have only just begun, and there are many more Nutcracker performances to come from all corners of the nation, but the BCBC’s version seems likely to be the crowning ornament on the 1986 Christmas tree.

The Nutcracker is in rep at the Covent Garden Dance Hall until 14 January, with varying casts.






KEEPING SECRETS

Winter Solstice. A celebration of the sun coming to a standstill. A reminder of how little this place changed. At long last the servants came to clear the tables, bundling up cloths so soaked with wine and blood that the stains ran together. I was on the verge of losing my mind, paranoid that entire years had passed in London while I had been stuck at this infernal feast, surrounded by gossiping tongues, frosted spiderwebs, and candlelit tree hollows.

Until I found the means and courage to break with this place entirely, I would be trapped, returning to the same conversations with the same faces.

How different it was at the BCBC, which shed dancers as often as it gained new ones. The expectation that I, too, would someday retire was not one upon which I liked to dwell. I was determined to stay with the company for as long as I could without raising suspicion. The temptation to use my glamour was strong. But what a terrible thing that would be, to make an entire community of dancers, fans, and critics forget. To paint over their reality with a new one: here I am, a new recruit to the corps once again.

That level of spellcasting was beyond me, in any case. I would have to live another mortal century before I built up the reserves of power equal to such a task. My father, my mother, and my uncle were the only ones capable of it. Not that the thought would enter their heads. None of them had crossed paths with a mortal since the reign of Louis XIV.

As soon as I felt sure that no mistle thrushes or fieldfares were watching from their frosted perches, I surreptitiously checked my pocket watch beneath the table. Three days had elapsed in London. I sighed, relieved yet frustrated that my sense of time – which I had taken such pains to hone – could slacken so easily.

Glen tapped me on the shoulder, taking longer to gather my cutlery than necessary. Careful.

I slipped the watch back into my pocket.

The fact that the foxglove wine had been spirited away did not deter my father from demanding more. My mother stayed his arm.

Beloved, we should pause our revelry for the exchange of certain gifts.

She set her sights on me. I stood, shaking sleep and stillness from my feet. Across the banquet hall, another chair scraped against the flagstones.

Cressida Mulberry was adorned in diamonds, from the band woven through her long, ice-blonde hair to the toes of her slippers. She glided towards me with knifepoint steps, a bundle the rich, dark colour of her namesake in her arms. For one terrible moment I thought she was cradling a newborn. My breath turned shallow at the idea of another mortal infant stolen from its crib. Then she unfurled it, and I sighed: a cloak.

I bowed to her, then turned to Glen at my elbow. He passed me the gift I was to give in kind, something I knew she would like.

Sure enough, she clapped her hands, teeth gleaming, before she collected herself and assumed a demure position. I glanced at my father, who turned his palm up.

By all means, put it on her yourself.

I lifted the heavy plait from her neck and clasped her gift at the back. I had not anticipated, when first I thought of it, that a necklace of bones would clack so loudly. The finger bones at the nape thickened into ribs, culminating in an orbital bone. The hole where an eye had once rested was large enough for Cressida to hold up to her own eye like a monocle.

My smile was empty, but I had to wear it, as if I were the one who had gathered and cleaned the bones myself. I had not even been able to ask Glen to do it, though his purpose was to do whatever I found too odious. Instead, I had paid a lonely hedgehog with a thousand days of fresh worms to retrieve the bones, including the work of nudging them onto a thread with its snout. Hedgehogs were slow, but trustworthy. Good at going about their business undetected. They always kept themselves to themselves. Thus, I never had to find out which unfortunate mortal trespassers from long-ago nights had perished on the wrong side of our borders, and no one would have reason to believe that the gift was anything other than my own handiwork.

Cressida’s smile widened when my mother nodded that she had permission to touch me – to tie the cloak and brush it down the lines of my back. At least she had not given me a bottle of young widows’ tears, or a shell that relayed the screams of those lost at sea.

She wagged her pale finger between the two of us. Now we match.

My father, who had bullied someone into topping up his foxglove wine at last, rose from the table and encouraged the rest of the court to follow suit.

A celebration long overdue, he gestured. But how splendid to exchange these gifts on Winter Solstice: the prelude to spring, and new life. He tipped his wine towards Cressida’s wide hips, spilling a dark trail of it down his hand. Then he lifted his jaw approvingly in my direction. To you, my son, and your future bride.

Birds sang all around us, their chorus echoing through the log hollows. My heart felt as if it had escaped my body and was now beating somewhere back in London.

I thought of the many attempts others had made in the male dressing room, season in, season out, to determine if I was “seeing” anyone. All I had ever deigned to say was “no”. It should not have been possible for me to say that. It should have been a lie. But I was not “seeing” Cressida. I went out of my way to avoid her. Even on occasions such as this, I saw past her. She was immaterial to me. I did not long to run my hand through her hair, or gaze into her eyes. She had nothing to do with my life in the realm which everyone in the banquet hall knew only as the Restless Lands. The mortal world. My true life.

What, then, was this guilt pulling at my throat?

I had known this engagement would progress, ever since rumours began to swirl that a match had been arranged for me. That was when I had decided to cross the border. I had thought that would be enough. That these events were mine to control.

The only way I could continue to smile at Cressida was by avoiding Glen’s eye. By remembering that all was not lost yet. We still had our escape. Our watches. Our secret corridor between worlds.




JANUARY 1987

SCÈNE DE FOLIE

As settings go, Giselle’s is the humblest of the great full-length ballets.  Act I brings the audience into a tiny German village during the Middle Ages, where the only pastimes are hunting, dancing, and telling eerie stories about the ghosts of wronged women who make any man foolish enough to cross their path dance himself to death. But that last won’t become important until Act II. For the majority of Act I, everyone’s cheerful and keen to celebrate the autumn harvest – young Giselle most of all. Despite her mother’s entreaties to take it easy and not get carried away with excitement, she keeps unwinding her arms above her head in the mime symbol of dance.

Giselle should listen to her mother: several times in Act I she falters with a hand to her chest, as if she has a heart defect and is at risk of fainting. But it’s a risk she’s willing to embrace, because whether by herself or with her new boyfriend Albrecht, nothing lights her up more than dancing.

For the first time since becoming a principal, I was able to rehearse with the rest of the company from the outset. It felt like my soloist days, dancing with Fiona, Jamie, and Charlie all in the same room. Sander and I would run Act I with them and the rest of the corps from start to end until Nick and Ben were satisfied. After that, the two of us would go off and work on our Act II scenes while the principals from the other casts did Act I.

‘Pause it there!’ Nick clapped his hands as Sander and I stopped our first pas de deux. I burned with embarrassment at being corrected in front of thirty other people; everyone knew what he was about to say. ‘I know this is a tricky one, but it only works if you’re in perfect unison: on the same beat, the same breath, the same wavelength. Sander, you need to go much slower, and Trix, you need to pick it up faster. From the top.’

We’d never had to dance like this before, arms linked while our legs flew out like flames flickering in the wind. It took three tries before we found a speed we could both sustain.

I got my confidence back once we reached the scene where a hunting party of nobles from the nearest castle passes through Giselle’s village in search of sustenance and rest. Starstruck by the noblewoman Bathilde (played by our intimidatingly chic character artist Antoinette Decareaux), Giselle defies her mother’s anxious warnings and dances a solo of dizzying speed, her gentle andante steps whipping themselves into the tight turns of a girl tossing her cares aside. I was breathless by the time I dropped into the final kneeling position at Antoinette’s feet, but the cheers and claps from the corps covered the sound nicely.

In the last week of our group Act I rehearsals, we went into “the mad scene”. Nick made sure that everyone else knew their positions from start to finish before he brought me into the centre. Before that, I had half an hour with Mariska, trying to soak up as much of her guidance as possible.

‘Think – when is the precise moment she breaks with reality? When is the point of no return?’

‘When Bathilde points to her ring finger, and Giselle realises…’ But Mariska was shaking her head. I tried again. ‘When she collapses?’

‘Before that. Much sooner than that.’

I thought back through all my rehearsals of this sequence alone at home, treading circles into the carpet and probably making my downstairs neighbour believe I really was having some kind of breakdown.

‘When he laughs,’ Mariska said. ‘Albrecht is the love of Giselle’s life, the only one she has allowed to come close. And he brushes her away like she is nothing. She is a joke, a nobody. That is when she breaks.’

She was right. I had been nervous about this scene all morning; now I was amped up.

‘I know it’s hard without the stage and the costumes and all of it, but you must be fearless. The scène de folie cannot be done half-hearted. Forget Nick and Ben and the other dancers. Forget about looking pretty.’

Back in the Pavlova studio, Nick called for silence. ‘All right, everyone, let’s go from Hilarion breaking up the festivities. Lori, give Stephen a few bars please?’

Stephen had been cast as Hilarion, the village hunter who fancies Giselle and resents newcomer Albrecht for monopolising her attention. Fortunately for him, he makes a discovery that destroys their chance of a happy ending. Just as Sander and I moved into the centre, on the verge of a kiss, Stephen lowered a prop sword between us, forced us apart, and held it up for all to see.

Care to explain this? He rounded on me, his gestures rough and impassioned. You think he loves you? He doesn’t. He’s no peasant, he’s a member of the nobility. Look at the crest on the sword hilt!

Giselle refuses to believe it. I ran into Sander’s arms and looked up into his face while he led me away from Stephen.

‘But then, out comes the hunting horn,’ Nick narrated from the side. Two deep notes on the piano stood in for the call to the hunting party, who left the village mere moments earlier. After a few tense seconds, two more notes: they’re coming back. Albrecht tries to think of how he’s going to get out of this one. Giselle isn’t sure what’s going on; she knows only that it’s bad.

Antoinette returned upstage and pointed at Sander. Why are you dressed like that?

Oh, this? Sander did well at conveying suppressed panic. I felt like playing at being poor for a day. A whim, nothing more. A silent laugh, followed by a dutiful kiss of her hand.

And so begins the scène de folie. I ran between Antoinette and Sander, stricken, arms outstretched, pleading for clarity. Antoinette pointed to her ring finger: He is promised to me.

My lip trembled as I pointed at my own ring finger. But he pledged his love to me! He’s mine, he’s mine, he was meant to be mine! I grasped at Sander’s face, trying to get him to look me in the eye, but he pushed my hands away. I stumbled backwards, crossing the stage in a messy pirouette before crumpling next to Noemi, playing Giselle’s mother.

‘Undo her hair while everyone’s reacting to this scandal…’ Nick continued. ‘Yes, that’s good, Noemi, as if you’re cradling her head. Trying to get her on her feet again.’

I skittered upstage, then flinched as I ran into Stephen and turned my face away from everyone, my loose hair a curtain. Lori pushed into the lower keys, the sound jagged and discordant. The room was silent, until the hesitant minor notes from Giselle and Albrecht’s earlier courtship scene made a reprisal, their meaning now warped. I slowly lifted my head, fingertips clamped to my skull, as if I might rip my hair out at the roots. I imagined my soul retreating behind my eyes so that they moved from person to person like headlights, registering nothing. I raised a shaky arm high with my index and middle finger pressed together, as Albrecht had done earlier in his pledge of true love.

I forced my arm down again with my other hand and shook my head, throat tightening: But that was a lie.

I made full use of the semi-circle created by the other dancers, all of whom were gradually edging away from my erratic Giselle. I approached Noemi with unfocused eyes, turned to my friends, pulled away from Sander when he tried to take my hands. Then my foot knocked against the prop sword, still on the floor, its blade gleaming under the ceiling lights. Lori’s piano accompaniment descended into the darkest bass notes, signalling that this pastoral romance had crossed over into full-blown horror.

Before anyone could stop me, I grabbed the sword by the blade and traced a frenzied circle on the floor, like a witch casting a spell. The dancers on the left reached for it, then the dancers on the right, but I was unstoppable: grinning, I poised the tip of the sword against my sternum, raised the hilt high, and ran downstage, silently cackling even as Stephen reached for it. I bent double with the imagined force of a sword piercing bone and muscle, the heart that was already weak before Albrecht broke it.

Classical ballet and freestyling rarely mix. Even in an age of video recordings, the only way choreography can be preserved is by one person teaching it to another, encoding it in their body, hoping that it will survive even after the dancer for whom it was created is gone. So it is a special thing – a daunting thing – to be not only allowed but encouraged to move through Giselle’s scène de folie guided mainly by whatever feels right in the moment, how the pieces of the story have fallen during that particular performance. Like a macabre twist on musical chairs, as long as I was en pointe in Sander’s arms when the music stopped, the rest of the scene was mine to command.

When I picked up speed, Stephen, Noemi, Antoinette, and the others looked genuinely uneasy – they had no idea what I was going to do. I followed Mariska’s advice and let my face do whatever it needed, limbs uncoordinated, my hair flying as I barged through the groups of corps dancers. I shook Charlie by the shoulders, then leaned against Noemi while biting my knuckle as if trying to stifle a scream of anguish, thudding the air near Stephen’s chest with my fists. He tried to approach, and yielded easily when I shoved him away. When Sander caught me at the end of a whirlwind spin, I refocused my stare directly into the darkness of his pupils. To my surprise as much as anyone else’s, a tear escaped my right eye. I don’t know you at all.

I pulled away from him and clamped a palm over my chest, belatedly aware of the blood still pumping out from my self-inflicted stab wound, my life draining. I raised my hand with fingers splayed, Giselle coming back to reality just in time to recognise the red on her skin, before shooting up onto my toes with the same hand extended to the heavens, holding onto Sander’s T-shirt for balance.

Just to see if I could, I exhaled on my way down to the floor so that when I lay supine, my chest stayed perfectly still, as if I really were dead. I breathed only when Sander threw himself against me. Lori worked the piano until the studio filled with a tragic crescendo of overlapping notes, like a flood destroying everything in its path. Eyes closed, I heard the shuffle and gasps of dancers hovering around me: Stephen pulling Sander off, almost getting into a fistfight; Fiona and Isabel, clutching my hands, stroking my hair, shaking my shoulders. Finally, Sander lifted my upper body off the floor so he could hold me close, then Noemi pushed him away and rocked me back and forth, her breathing strained.

‘And… finis.’ Nick clapped loudly, everyone else joining in.

I blinked myself back to the studio’s fluorescent lighting.

Noemi smoothed out my hair, her amber and vanilla perfume filling my nose. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes, yes, thanks. Woo,’ I mumbled, fighting pins and needles in my feet and the rush in my ears.

She helped me up and gave my shoulder a quick squeeze. ‘Well done.’

Nick stepped forward. ‘Now that, ladies and gentlemen of the corps, is how you have a psychotic break.’




DANCE TO THE DEATH

Act I of Giselle is peppered with autumn sun, leaves, and chimes; Act II is ruled by moonlight, mist, and oboe. The only landmark onstage is Giselle’s grave, a plain white cross in a lonely mound of earth, far from the sacred ground of a churchyard. In the Pavlova studio, we used a chair.

‘Remember your lines!’ Mariska shouted to the twenty-six ballerinas in identical white practice skirts, divided into two groups, hopping towards each other in arabesque with fierce concentration. From tours en l’air to grand jetés, sissonnes to cabrioles, the infamous entrechat six, and so very many ronds de jambe en l’air sauté, Giselle is the jumping ballet to end all jumping ballets. I was glad to be watching from the side, my Achilles tendons twinging in sympathy. These rehearsals were charged with tension – not between the ballerinas, but between the ideals in our heads and the human bodies we had to work with.

‘Saoirse, why is your leg so low? Look where everyone else’s is! Fiona, don’t go soft in the back! Watch Rosie and Akihiko, they are your lodestar.’

The tension was most visible in Crystal, my cast’s Myrtha, queen of the vengeful ghosts known as the Wilis. Every night during the witching hour, she summons them to dance in a frenzied ball, dressed in white for the weddings they’ll never have.

‘Of all the roles to come back to after Achilles tendinitis,’ Crystal had groaned, lighting up a preparatory cigarette as we left morning class together. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I love Myrtha, but Jesus Lord, why does she have so many ballottés.’

In the last week of January, Crystal, Sander, Stephen, and I came together with the corps ballerinas from our hitherto siloed rehearsals to run Act II’s most dramatic sequence, when Hilarion and Albrecht, having paid separate midnight visits to lay a wreath and lilies on Giselle’s grave, are ambushed by the Wilis and dragged before Myrtha to be sentenced to their deaths.

First, I had to emerge from behind the grave, shrouded in a veil with my arms cradling air, eyes cast to the floor, suspended in the trance-like state from my scène de folie. Unable to look at Crystal as she beckoned me, I used the music from the rehearsal pianist to guide my slow steps into the centre.

‘Wait… and off with the veil – breathe – and!’

My back leg went up in a swift attitude and I pivoted on the heel of my supporting leg as quickly as possible, like a mechanical toy wound by an overexcited child. No matter how many times I practised it, the dizziness of not being able to spot because my gaze was directed downwards was brutal. The speed felt dangerous, but I couldn’t betray that, because I was a ghost, and nothing was dangerous anymore. Ghosts did not get breathless.

I went up into soubresauts with my arms low, to maximise the length of my lines. I vaulted diagonally with my feet pointed and crossed, using as much of the floor as possible while landing on it as little as possible. I tried to imagine my body as a frost-veined leaf buffeted by the wind, as if I hadn’t already had a full morning class and an hour of solo adagio rehearsals.

‘All right,’ Mariska said when I rushed off and let the Wilis have the floor to themselves again. ‘Needs work, but will do for now.’

I tried to ignore the bruise to my pride, and the fear that last season’s phantom stress fracture would resurface. I knew, logically, that the success of this production didn’t rest on my shoulders (or calves) alone. Violeta, Magne, and Grace were all playing Giselle on other nights, as was first soloist Akihiko; Crystal, Blanca, and Annie had Myrtha to contend with. And yet, in the confines of the studio, when only one version of the character existed and she was relying on me to bring her to life, the burden did feel like mine alone.

I dabbed the back of my neck with my towel and watched Stephen react to Crystal’s stony gestures. With an imperious flick of her arm, his leg shot out into a pas de basque.

‘Look more shocked, Stephen,’ Mariska called over the piano accompaniment. ‘Your terror should be seen all the way from the upper balcony!’

After rigid fouettés and violent leaps, Stephen fell into Rosie’s and Akihiko’s arms. They pulled him upstage as Crystal crossed her arms at the wrist and brought them down like a spear, just as Carabosse did so gleefully for Aurora’s curse: Death!

‘Thank Christ I don’t have to hide the exhaustion,’ Stephen gasped between chugs from his water bottle.

When Sander stepped up for his turn, I rushed between him and Crystal. Before she could invoke the fatal dance, I made a barrier with my arms: Not him. Whatever else happens tonight, I won’t let you take him.

Of course, Giselle has only just joined this ghostly purgatory, while Myrtha has who-knows-how-many years of supernatural power behind her. Unable to return Albrecht to the land of the living, Giselle insists that she share half of his dance, in the hope that this will stall his demise until dawn, when the Wilis must vanish. For every brisé and entrechat of Sander’s, I contributed a rond de jambe, a swift développé, a deep arabesque penché.

Despite Mariska’s calls to “find the breath in the music”, I ran out halfway through my four grand jetés, the split leaps so close together that my body felt more like a stone skimmed across a lake. By the time I staggered off to the side, lactic acid was pulsing up my body.

‘Again,’ Mariska said, not just to me, but to everyone, all afternoon. I couldn’t blame her for keeping standards high, for calling us out when our bodies tried to cheat and bluff their way through the steps. But by four o’clock her voice was wearing us down. ‘None of you had shows last night. There is no excuse for corner cutting.’

‘And to think,’ Fiona said during the two-minute break, fanning herself with the hem of her skirt. ‘As soon as we’re done with this, we’ve got to start rehearsing the Shades for Bayadère. Does Nick hate us?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I think he has too much faith in us.’

I didn’t appreciate it at the time, but it had been almost a full year since I’d been made a principal. My week of relaxation with the others in Portofino felt long, long ago. I was shattered, yet refused to give myself any grace.

The only person who had the opposite problem during these rehearsals was Sander. For once, his effortlessness was actually impeding his artistry – he had to keep drilling his solo because he didn’t look exhausted enough. He managed a fearful frown during the fifth try of his entrechat six, at which point Mariska finally called it a day for the corps dancers. Sander and I still had an hour scheduled for our second pas de deux.

Sander’s only correction was that, however slowly he thought he needed to go, he should go even slower – the problem with being fleet-footed in an adage was that he kept arriving at certain marks too early, leading to “dead moments” where he had to wait for me to catch up. My corrections, by contrast, were wide-ranging:

‘Other arm, Trix.’

‘Relax your elbow just a little – here, I’ll show you—’

‘Don’t over-cross your feet.’

‘Come on, I know it’s the end of the day but you can flex your hip rotator more than that. Open it out. Don’t twist your knee!’

‘Careful how your foot lands!’

‘Look sad, but soft. Emotional pain, not physical.’

‘Don’t forget the meaning behind the music. What is it saying?’

At one point, my precious remaining energy deserted me completely mid-arabesque, and I slid into fatigued splits.

‘Are you all right?’ Sander asked, skidding to my side and helping me up.

‘God’s sake,’ I muttered, furious with myself. I looked at the wall clock – it was already after five, but without a performance to prepare for that night, it was for Mariska to decide when we were done.

Her face betrayed a sliver of pity. ‘Let’s get to the end of the pas. We won’t go from the top, just from the first travelling lift.’

Sander was still carrying me as if his hands never tired, the tulle of my skirt fluttering with the forest breeze that he was somehow conjuring in the studio. I stretched my leg high in arabesque even as my sciatic nerve clenched; I bourréed backwards despite the crack forming along the seam of my left pointe shoe. Sander knelt in Albrecht’s finishing pose, staring ahead, unsure if he really had just danced with Giselle, or a mirage borne of grief and remorse. I came to a soft halt just behind him and leaned a hand on his shoulder. As I raised my back leg in a lower arabesque than usual, he turned his head ever so slightly and laid a cautious hand over mine, confirming that Giselle was indeed there, even if her ethereal form was too diffuse, too strange, to make sense of.

Mariska clapped to signal the end of rehearsals for the day; the pianist wasted no time in tidying away his music sheets and hurrying off.

‘I know today was hard. It means you’re doing Giselle justice.’

I could feel her smiling in my direction, the way a parent tries to entice a grin out of a sulky child, but I was too spent to do anything except nod mutely and press my fingertips to my sinuses. Mercifully, she said goodnight from afar, gathered up her things, and left us alone. I sighed into my hands, wishing I could skip ahead to the moment when I was already home and collapsed in bed, drawing a line under the day.

Something fluffy tickled my hands. I gingerly parted them to find Sander holding my towel. I used a corner of it to dab at my eyes.

‘Thank you. Sorry.’ I managed a weak smile. ‘There are children starving in Africa and here I am getting weepy over a sodding rehearsal.’

Sander patted my shoulder. ‘Do you have somewhere to be now?’

‘No. But I need to think of something for dinner.’ I hated having to think about dinner when I was already hungry.

‘The Salon is only one floor down,’ he said, helping me to my feet. I didn’t know how he could bear to hold my sweaty hand, but had no intention of letting go until he did. He inclined his head to the door. Let’s go together.




THE SALON

[image: quotes]Do you think he deserves to be saved?’

‘Albrecht?’ I lowered my soup spoon and considered the question. ‘I suppose it depends which character you ask.’

We were one of a handful of people in the canteen, officially named the Salon. When the Dance Hall was built in the mid-1700s, the second floor was used as a venue for enlightened discussions about high culture over silver tureens of coffee, while the commoners had more uninhibited fun in the expansive space below. Two hundred years on, it served drinks during intervals and light meals in the daytime. BCBC employees got a 20 per cent discount, but the food was on the stodgy side, so if you met another dancer there, it was normally for a cup of tea and a cigarette. The vegetable soup that evening was tolerable, the bread malty; I was just glad I wasn’t the one who’d had to make it.

‘Giselle’s mother would vehemently disagree that he deserves to be saved,’ I continued. ‘Hilarion – well, Hilarion’s already dead by the time Albrecht’s brought before Myrtha, so he doesn’t get a say.’

Sander gave a short, harsh laugh. ‘But Giselle thinks Albrecht does. Or does she?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Does she save him even though she knows he does not deserve it? So pure of heart that she cannot help herself, even in death?’

‘I don’t think it’s that her heart is pure. It’s that her love for him is strong enough to defy anything. Even a vengeful fairy out for blood.’ I finished the bread roll, waiting for enough energy to get me off my backside and onto the tube. ‘It’s a very Romantic notion: awestruck by the power of the natural world, while also believing a little of that power lives in the human spirit. Why do you ask? What do you think?’

A wry smile – he was fond of those. ‘I have not decided. Yet. Perhaps he deserves same fate as Hilarion. After all, he has trespassed on supernatural territory. Myrtha’s gesture is law.’

‘You mean, her word is law.’

He shook his head and crossed his wrists. ‘No. Gesture.’

‘Oh, of course. No words in ballet.’ I resisted the urge to hide my face behind my hand, feeling loopy with exhaustion.

‘If she decides he must dance to death, then dance he must.’

‘Well, when you put it like that…’ I laughed. ‘No, think of it this way: even if Giselle can’t forgive him for betraying her in life, she has nothing to gain from him dying a horrible death. It won’t bring her back. You might even say that by protecting him until dawn, she’s meted out his true punishment. The rightful one.’

Sander tilted his head.

‘He has to live.’

He nodded slowly, earnestly. ‘Must find a way through life without her, but always with knowledge of what he did.’

‘To err is human,’ I said, pointing to myself as the prime example. He reached across the little round table and tapped my shoulder.

‘You. Will. Be. Great.’

‘Why are you poking me?’

‘To make the message… uh…’

‘Sink in?’

‘Yes! Sink in.’

We spoke more about character motivations, about what we would have done in Albrecht’s shoes, and the point at which his ruse goes from a bit of harmless fun to reckless manipulation.

‘Are you going to play Albrecht the same way every time? What sort of a man is he, do you think?’

‘Depends. Start of Act I, he is hero; end of Act I, villain. Start of Act II, tragic fool; end of Act II, tragic hero.’ He mopped up the last traces of his soup. ‘Who do you think he is?’

‘What a way to sum him up. I quite like that. The thing I’ve never been able to settle on is whether he’s stringing Giselle along, fully aware that her love for him will come to nothing, or whether he’s caught up in the fantasy himself. Is he living a double life, sincerely believing that he can cast off his title and play house with her forever?’

‘Oh, he loves her.’ Sander glanced away as a server collected our empty bowls. ‘It is Bathilde for whom he must pretend. He cares not for his title at all. Gets away from the castle whenever he can.’

As we were talking, I quietly hit upon why being around Sander felt so different from being around other men, whether friends, partners, or lovers (if someone like me was even entitled to use the word). It was the way he made eye contact: the soft beam of undivided attention.

‘So it’s not a joke to him?’

‘The escape is the joke. Giselle, not.’

I pushed up the sleeves of my jumper, partly as an excuse to look away. My muscles should have cooled by now, but I felt warmer than when we’d sat down. I should have been thinking about going home. And yet, Ray’s confident declaration beckoned to me like the glow of a house from across a cold street. I didn’t know what to make of Sander anymore, what he made of me. Whether thoughts of me followed him home, or whether he left me at work where I belonged. That ambiguity kept me at the table.

‘The other question, of course, is whether he met Giselle before or after agreeing to marry Bathilde. I suppose that’s for you to decide on the night.’

Sander nodded more solemnly than I was expecting. ‘If after, then he is a coward.’

‘Well, he’s a young man who isn’t thinking properly. Whichever way you spin it, he’s put himself in an impossible situation.’

‘Like Solor.’

‘Yes, you’re right. I hadn’t even thought about that…’

The grandfather clock by the drinks bar chimed a quarter to seven, and I suddenly noticed how busy the Salon had become. Before the start of the Giselle run, the Dance Hall was hosting a touring ballet company from Canada and their production of Balanchine’s Jewels. Sander and I had been talking for an hour and a half without even noticing that the room was abuzz with audience members dressed to the nines, while we were still in our post-rehearsal civilian clothes. Wherever I turned my head, others turned away, some of them hiding smiles behind cigarettes or wine glasses. ‘We should probably head off.’

Sander nodded, then gestured to a couple who had been relegated to a square of carpet by the door that they could have our table. As he did, the woman put a hand on his forearm and gasped in recognition, before clocking me and gasping again.

‘Oh, but you’re both so fabulous, so absolutely divine.’

‘Thank you,’ we mumbled. I wished I had a tortoise shell into which I could retreat.

‘We can’t make any of your Giselle performances, but we just now managed to buy two tickets for your second performance of La Bayadère.’ She still hadn’t let go of Sander’s arm; he didn’t seem to know how to extricate it.

‘Very much looking forward to it,’ the man said to me, and only me. He looked me up and down so quickly, in such a practised way, that I almost failed to notice.

I smiled. ‘Thank you so much. We’re looking forward to performing it.’

‘Nikiya, or Gamzatti?’ he asked.

‘Nikiya.’

He nodded in slow approval. ‘Very nice.’

I kept the smile up until we scooted out of the Salon and down the back stairs, waving goodnight to Frank the doorman. As I put my hands in my pockets to ward off the evening chill, Sander looped a hand around my elbow and gently stopped me from walking on. He coaxed my other arm around his back into a ballroom hold, our hands pressed together.

I was so taken aback that I said nothing at all. The novelty of being this close to him outdoors, protected from the last bite of winter. His wool coat, soft and thick, smelt of pine needles. We swayed in the middle of the pavement, the gentlest, tiniest steps I had ever danced with him.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked, confused but oddly relaxed.

‘Making certain your last dance of the day makes you smile. Not cry.’

It worked – he pointed triumphantly as the muscles in my face relaxed and lifted, as if he’d cast a spell. Then, he glimpsed something through the Dance Hall windowfront and stepped back, quickly waving goodnight to me. We never went home the same way; I kept forgetting to ask where he lived.

When I looked where he’d been looking, I flinched. A small group of women in long-sleeved velvet dresses and statement earrings were staring at me through the window. One of them gave an excited, pearly grin and waved. I had no idea who she was, but waved back. Her friends had their heads together, discussing something animatedly.

As I put my hands back in my pockets and made for Holborn, I realised it must have been the sight of me and Sander, principal dancers without a stage, locked in a close embrace.
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Having first reworked it for the Birmingham Ballet, Sir Peter Wright has now brought his take on Giselle, a thing of spectral beauty, down south to the British Classical Ballet Company. One week in, the dancers have embraced this new incarnation with aplomb. Among the oldest full-length ballets to survive with its original choreography largely intact – by Jules Perrot and Jean Corelli, with additions by Petipa and now Wright – the titular Giselle believes herself to be in a romantic comedy, playing and flirting with the charming Albrecht. Her true identity as a tragic heroine is revealed in the climax of Act I, her fate sealed by Hilarion’s discovery of her lover’s true identity: a nobleman fleeing an impending betrothal.

In this run, Albrecht is played alternately by Tomas Avila (ruggedly debonair), Fabrizio Giardella (lithe as an otter), Ray Novak (whose all-American sheen works to his advantage), and Aleksander Sylvan (arguably too regal to masquerade as a peasant, but his exquisite technique more than adequately compensates).

While the other male principals of the BCBC appear to have heightened their press lifts and jumps, Sylvan has learned how to temper his. For once, his solos do not outshine the leading ballerinas, not because of any loss in skill, but because he has refined it. It is also refreshing to see an expansion in his acting range, from the novelty of exhaustion in Act II’s perilous dance to the near-death, to his frozen horror at the end of Act I when, upon trying to take Giselle’s arm and lead her out of her madness, she hooks her arm through thin air and reprises their first gazelle-like pas de deux alone – the dissonance is perfect. As for the other notable male role, Stephen Reid’s and Oliver Torch’s Hilarions are particularly conniving, a joy to despise as they allow jealousy to take over and destroy the village’s peace.

Narratively speaking, Wright’s Giselle has mastered what the luxurious ballets of Imperial Russia never did: concision. No scene is wasted; thanks to impressive turns by lead couples Max Breton/Rosie Morden and Charles Meesters/Isabel Tsuda, even the light-hearted Pas de Six of Act I moves so swiftly and energetically that it earns its keep alongside the heartbreaking confrontation and chilling “mad scene”.

As for the misty purgatory of Act II, the twenty-six Wilis have rightfully garnered applause night after night for executing lines of feather-light hopping arabesques and punishing ballottés with a luminously diabolical Myrtha at the forefront. Having recently returned from injury leave, Crystal Collins was a little shaky in her extensions towards the beginning of her first performance, but returned to top form in due course; she, Annie Petrowsky, and Blanca Ojeda commit masterfully to their ruthless commanders of scorned women, summoning the Wilis to their moonlit assembly with sweeping arcs of magic rosemary branches.

However, the clue is in the name: this ballet lives and dies on the artistry, stamina, and precision of Giselle herself. Much like Aurora or Juliet, she must embody the dualism of vulnerability and strength, naïveté and power, allegro and adagio. Fortunately for balletomanes, the BCBC has delivered on its casting: first soloist Akihiko Kuriyama is charming in Act I and radiant in Act II, proving her mettle alongside established leading ladies Grace Langham, Violeta Kursumovic, Magne Sund, and, pushing herself ever harder in her cornucopia of debut leading roles, Patricia Errington. The latter of these sublime ballerinas holds nothing back in Act I, matching Sylvan for agility in her pirouettes, and deftly balancing Giselle’s dramatic, defiant gestures against Myrtha in Act II with the slower, softer stretches of her adages. She, her fellow dancers, and Sir Peter Wright have successfully breathed new life into these 150-year-old ghosts.

Giselle is in rep at the Covent Garden Dance Hall until 7 March, with varying casts.
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PREPARATION

As part of the BCBC’s annual neoclassical mixed bill, introduced in 1979 to expand our range of homegrown short pieces, Charlie recruited me and Sander to help him realise his vision for Quartet, a twenty-minute visual poem he’d come up with in the restless days of recuperation from his metatarsal injury. Four dancers brought a different instrument to life: I was the andante flute, Sander the allegro violin, Jamie the lively, relentless percussion, and Isabel the electronic keyboard, a decision that caught audiences off guard, mostly for the better. (“How very… unorthodox.”) It was a different sort of challenge, having a role created on me, dancing without a blueprint, constantly rewriting and rewiring the steps in my memory as Charlie and I saw fit.

The experience strengthened Charlie’s and Jamie’s friendship with Sander – Charlie loved that no demand was too difficult, no trick too outlandish to repeat night after night, while Sander loved that his only limitations in rehearsal were the length of his Vivaldi piece and the boundaries of the stage. Jamie paid close attention to them both, the eternal student that every dancer should be.

‘Must say, I much prefer being on this side of the studio with Sander,’ Charlie told me. ‘Working with him, rather than trying to hold myself to his standard. I guess that’s how you and the other girls feel all the time. Well, mostly you.’

* * *

The day before our stage call for La Bayadère, Fiona and I spent a few hours shopping for new leotards and dance skirts, then went back to mine to spend time prepping pointe shoes. Full-lengths with lots of complicated pointework absolutely hoovered up shoes – I’d been going through at least four pairs a week during rehearsals – so whenever the two of us had long evenings of darning and sewing ahead of us, we teamed up to make the whole process less laborious.

We sat cross-legged on my sofa with Diana Ross’s “Chain Reaction” on the radio, the heady chemical smell of shellac slow to find its way out of the kitchen window.

‘How do you feel about the Shades now?’ I asked her. ‘Ready to lead the way?’

Fiona gave me an ambivalent look between arcs of her Stanley knife, scraping the soles of her third pair of shoes to make them less wobbly. ‘Imogen lost her balance on the second slope yesterday and grabbed onto my foot just as I was about to come out of my arabesque. If she does that again tomorrow, I will not be held legally responsible for my actions.’

‘I’m sure she’ll get it together. Always better that things go wrong in the stage call than on opening night.’

‘True.’ She bopped her head back and forth to Diana Ross’s trills. ‘Do you feel ready? Is Roksana happy?’

‘Hard to tell. The most encouraging thing she’s ever said to me in the studio is “Okay.” But given how the others have found her, I’ll take it.’

Roksana Kutuzova was our director and guest coach for her new staging of La Bayadère. As a student of the hardcore Vaganova method, and one of the first Soviet ballerinas to defect to the West, she was the very embodiment of steely Russianness styled in an endless supply of chic headscarves. She’d made Violeta cry and Crystal scream into a dressing room cushion, and had allegedly thrown a glass of water in Dmitri’s face when he flubbed his Act III solo. The whole process had made me an anxious schoolgirl again, doing my best to avoid the sting of an old-fashioned teacher’s cane at the barre.

I cleared my throat, then held my back straight and raised an unimpressed eyebrow. ‘Vaaat is this? Vy is your face so blank? Not sad, you are devastated! And your bourrée, vaaat vas that?’

Fiona wheezed with laughter. ‘Was she right, though?’

‘Oh, completely. She’s tough as nails, but she’s a living legend.’ With hindsight, I was glad that Mariska had been so tough on me during our Giselle rehearsals; in fact, I was now sure she’d done it deliberately.

As Phil Collins and Philip Bailey took over the airwaves with “Easy Lover”, I added my fourth pair of shoes to the growing line on my coffee table, their peach and white ribbons trailing off the edge like streamers. We took a break, stretching out our hands and standing with socked feet in first position while we let a couple of teabags steep. Fiona chewed on her thumbnail the way she always did when faced with a dilemma.

‘If I ask you something, will you be honest with me?’

‘Of course,’ I said, praying it wasn’t whether Nick would ever make her a principal. Beyond her initial congratulations to me, and passing comments that I was missed in corps rehearsals, we hadn’t spoken about the sizeable gap between our ranks in the company. I didn’t want to put my foot in it by trying to play fortune-teller.

‘Are you and Sander a thing?’

It took my brain a moment to make sense of the question. ‘What?’

‘Are you sleeping together?’

‘What— No!’ I busied myself with the teabags to hide my face, even though my answer indicated that I shouldn’t have had anything to hide. ‘God, Fiona, what on earth are you talking about?’

‘I’m not accusing you of a crime.’

‘Sorry, I just— You caught me off guard.’

‘But that’s just what I mean, Trix – I want you to be off guard sometimes, because you’re always on guard.’ She patted my arm. ‘Look, I’m sorry. I know you don’t like talking about sex and romance and all that.’

‘I like romance. I just don’t talk about sex because there’s nothing for me to talk about.’

I added milk to our teas and returned to the sofa, hoping she’d change the subject.

‘Are you really so surprised I’m asking? And – just for the avoidance of doubt – you’re definitely not seeing each other?’

‘We are not having sex. Never have, never…’ I sipped my tea even though it was too hot. Never will. That would always be true, whether he was gay, bisexual, or anything else.

‘But the chemistry between the two of you, it’s incredible.’

‘So I’m told.’

‘Good God, Trix, we’re surrounded by mirrors all day and yet you can’t see what’s right in front of you. Surely you realise that the more lead roles you dance together, the more everyone will talk.’

‘For all I know, they already are.’

Fiona glanced off and took a long, pronounced pull from her tea.

‘Oh. Excellent.’

‘What can I say? Every girl in the corps wishes she were you, and I don’t just mean professionally.’

I tried to hide my smile in my tea, then took up my fifth pair of shoes. I would rehearse in these ones enough to break them in, making them nice and soft for maximum ghostliness. I cut the ends of the ribbons into a triangle so I would know that pair was for Act III on sight. ‘Anyway, enough about me—’

‘Not so fast! We’re not done yet.’

‘Fee, there’s nothing to be done with. Sander and I are stage partners. Friends.’

‘You don’t want to be more than friends?’

I tried to concentrate on my darning and let silence end the discussion for me, but Fiona had always been good at silent stand-offs, almost as good as Sander. I looked up and saw a half-smile: Come on, what are fifteen years of friendship worth if you can’t confide in me?

‘I get to step out on that stage and call him my prince in a dozen different ways. What more could I possibly want?’

It was all I could give her. It was all I could articulate.

Finally, she let me change the subject to her own sex life, or lack thereof. I narrowed my eyes. ‘You haven’t…?’

‘Oh, Christ no, I haven’t phoned him.’

‘Good. I’m not exactly the leading expert on love, but I know Julian is bad news.’

Fiona pulled a face. ‘Trix, we were never in love. In lust, absolutely. He was so good.’ She stared mournfully into the middle distance, then mimed slowly moving a cube through the air. ‘If only I could take that passion, that instinct, and just… transplant it into someone else.’

‘Anyone in particular?’ She and Jamie were frequent stage partners, but there had never been any doubt over which way he was inclined. ‘How about Max?’

‘I would be lying if I said I’d never considered it… but no. I think I need someone completely new, from outside the Dance Hall. And soon. I always feel like this when summer’s around the corner. I want to wriggle into a pair of hotpants, have a gorgeous man buy me a cocktail and then ravish me for about six hours. Is that so much to ask?’

I’d never been able to wrap my head around that – craving physical intimacy so ferociously that it wasn’t even directed at anyone in particular. My closest approximation was the feeling of intense hunger, ready to devour the first thing on offer. But then, a human can only go so many days without food; no one in the history of the world has ever died from lack of sex.

‘Maybe over the summer break,’ she continued, throwing down her final pair of pointe shoes. She’d got through hers faster because I was taking the extra step of shellacking, which involved leaving each pair to dry overnight. ‘Shame you won’t be around to help me look.’

‘Sorry.’ Guilt crept back in. My diary for July and August was blocked out with flights, galas, and guest residencies. ‘Sander’s in high demand, and I’m part of the deal.’

‘Um, excuse me, you are both in high demand. Tomorrow will drive the point home if nothing else.’ She chuckled and put her hand inside one of the shoes, holding it up like a sock puppet. ‘Drive the pointe home.’

I pointed to her bracelet with green and pink glass beads. ‘Is that new?’

‘I made it last night. Was wondering when you’d notice.’

‘You made it yourself? Gosh, that’s good work. It looks worthy of a Parisian boutique.’

Fiona took her hand out of the pointe shoe and patted her cheeks, feigning blush. ‘Who knows, maybe one day I’ll have my own. Not in Paris, but right here. Sometimes I look up and down Neal’s Yard, scouting for prime spots.’

‘Really?’ I was startled. Fiona had been a dab hand at friendship bracelets when we were at the BBA, but I didn’t know she’d taken the hobby up again. Was this a recent development? Had I been too busy this season to pay attention? ‘How long have you been thinking about that?’

‘On and off, you know. I try not to let the future steer me too much, otherwise I might as well just retire now. But you’ve got to keep these things on the backburner, you know?’

I knew. But knowing something wasn’t the same as acting on it. I tried to think of a way to get us back to the present, to La Bayadère, but Fiona was too quick:

‘Have you had any more thoughts about what you’ll do, afterwards?’

It was almost endearing how nonchalantly she said “afterwards”. As if the careers we’d spent every waking hour working towards were just a party, and we needed somewhere else to go.

‘What do you mean “more”?’ I said, trying to keep my voice light. ‘I haven’t had any thoughts about it. You know I’m not made for anything else.’

‘Didn’t your dad want to get you started on an investment portfolio? Buy a property to lease out? That would be a nice way to earn some money while you work out what you want to do next.’

I couldn’t think of anything I’d like less. I’d inherited some of my dad’s skill at quick maths, but not his obsession with income streams. Having eggs in different baskets was the wise thing to do, but all of mine had been in the BCBC since I won the Premio Taglioni at seventeen, and it had worked in my favour thus far.

‘I think I’m afraid that if I start exploring second careers too soon, all the success I’m enjoying now will run out.’

‘Like a jinx?’ Fiona hovered a closed fist over my coffee table. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll knock on wood so the fairies don’t hear you.’

‘Fee. Do we have to keep talking about this? Thinking about the day I stop dancing makes me sad beyond words.’

‘It makes me sad, too. I want little ballet school Fiona to dance Odette/Odile at least once before my final curtain call. I also want to know that when I leave the stage, I’ve built a nice bridge for myself. A smooth crossing.’

I tapped my darning needle against the vamp of one of my shoes. ‘I want a smooth crossing, too. But I’ll build it when the time comes. I don’t exactly have a vast estate to maintain,’ I said, pointing from one end of my flat to the other. ‘On a principal’s salary, I’m able to squirrel away even more than I already was.’

I instantly regretted saying it. Fiona looked at the pointe shoes on the table, then started turning the beads on her bracelet.

‘I’ve got time,’ I added, bending a shank to make it pliable. ‘We both do.’




LA BAYADÈRE

Boy meets girl. Boy gets promised to another girl. Girls try to kill each other, one succeeds, and in the end everyone dies anyway. Petipa and Khudekov’s libretto for La Bayadère under Roksana Kutuzova’s direction matched Minkus’s score for soap opera levels of drama. Everything about it was lavish, from the set design to the costumes, although despite the posters and programmes promising a timeless tale in “fantastical India”, there was nothing Indian about it whatsoever. It’s exactly what you would expect a nineteenth-century middle-aged white man’s fantasy about ancient India to look like. As Stephen so tastefully put it, “There’s a lot for the husbands in the audience to enjoy,” and most of Act III is an opium-induced dream.

The Cast 2 stage call was the first time we performed the ballet from curtain up to curtain down in full costume, complete with headpieces, dry ice, scarves, prop knives, and rubber snake. I waited in the stage left wings, under a white veil that went to my chest and a warm blanket that went to my knees, watching Fiona, Isabel, Jamie, and Charlie dance with twelve others around fluttering tongues of orange paper in a fake fire pit, while Toby Greensmith, our High Brahmin, looked on loftily. When my cue came, I dropped the blanket, kept the veil, and made my entrance to a glittering harp. Toby swept the veil off me, and I relaxed into the music like a hot spring.

Nikiya, the ill-fated bayadère, performs her first dance around the sacred fire with strong, expansive arm gestures that come from the spine, like Odette’s wings in Swan Lake. Dance is her magic and her life force – she wields it in her services to the temple so reverently that the High Brahmin, who has fallen for her, gives her the prestigious gig of dancing at an upcoming betrothal ceremony for the Rajah’s daughter, Gamzatti. She accepts the offer, but not his affections. Dismayed, he leaves, taking the other bayadères and fakirs with him. A few minutes later, Nikiya returns for a second solo.

It was the anticipation of this entrance, rather than my first, that had been making me shiver under the blanket. I’d been a principal for over a year, but was still getting used to having the stage entirely to myself: my three dimensions and the dark, illuminated only by footlights.

What I’d told Nick at the start of the season was true – I wanted Nikiya because she would challenge me. Her choreography in all three acts requires unwavering control and sharp, quick turns without warning; her character demands celestial, seductive glamour.

During our most recent Nutcracker run, the critic for The Thames Horizon had praised my Clara for her “virginal innocence”, which made my skin prickle. There were no promotions to be had beyond principal dancer, but in order to be one of the true greats, I had to be a Swiss Army knife: versatile enough to be deployed in any role, no matter how pure or wicked, worldly or otherworldly. I wanted to do everything.

And so, Nikiya. The costumiers had put me in a long, silvery-lilac skirt, a cropped vest, delicate arm cuffs, and a glittering diadem. I felt like a Swarovski crystal come to life.

It was easy to forget about the audience, since we didn’t have one yet. Nikiya danced for her own sake, with no self-consciousness. I balanced and lengthened luxuriously, revelling in the freedom of the stage and the body I had honed for years. My poses were the words of a spell cast out to the wings, to Nikiya’s lover Solor: Stop whatever you’re doing and look at what you’re missing. Look at me. Drink me in.

According to the rest of the world, desire and sexual attraction were synonymous; I understood both, but only experienced one. Anyone who didn’t know me well would have assumed I got “turned on” like any other woman, and that I either sought out a partner to share that journey to its ultimate, ecstatic destination, or got myself there. Anyone who’d known me long enough assumed that, for whatever mysterious reason, I didn’t get turned on at all.

The truth, which I’d never told anyone and could barely admit to myself, was somewhere in the middle. I had been turned on before: by the dreamy principals whose posters I’d put on my dormitory wall; by my first dance partners in upper school; by the boys I’d allowed to kiss me at end-of-term parties. By Stephen.

Thinking about Sander turned me on, without question. Not just when he was onstage, but when he did utterly unremarkable things like sweeping his hands through his hair, smiling at dogs on the street, or absent-mindedly holding the back of his neck while we took corrections in the studio. I often imagined a powerful magnetic force pulling my body to his – but the fantasy always ended there. Even alone in the darkness of my bedroom, nothing compelled me to move my hands below the duvet. If I forced myself to picture him naked, or myself, or both of us, my desire went cold like a snuffed candle.

In twenty-seven years and counting, I had yet to hear another person admit to having desires as limited as mine; I’d learned early on to keep them to myself. Throughout adolescence, while everyone else was fretting about how soon they would have sex, whether they were doing it correctly, the logistics and politics and side effects of contraception, I became increasingly convinced I had a brain tumour, or some obscure hormone disorder. I even asked the school doctor for blood tests when I was sixteen, old enough that it wouldn’t be disclosed to my parents. When the results came back with normal ranges of everything, I was relieved, mystified, and oddly disappointed.

Later, after how it ended with Stephen, I considered seeing a counsellor, to open up my soul and let them root around for the cause of my non-existent sex drive. But then I got promoted to first soloist and became busier than ever and realised, with startling clarity, that I didn’t actually want my problem to be solved. Because, ultimately, the end result of “curing” a lack of sexual attraction would be… having sex, the thing I did not want and found impossible to imagine ever wanting. I didn’t want to wake up one day with a sex drive; all I wanted was to know that I wasn’t defective. That I was as human as anyone else.

All of which is to say that when I danced Nikiya during the stage call, I didn’t feel like a sex object; I felt like someone worthy of desire as I defined it. My stage, my spotlight, my rules.

As I turned away, Sander entered stage right and clapped twice. Early on in rehearsals, we’d worked out a backstory for the lovers: as a warrior, Solor had attended plenty of sacred ceremonies out of obligation and always found them dull, until he saw Nikiya for the first time and decided, in Sander’s words, ‘I must know, who is she?’

They’ve been meeting in the forest outside the temple for weeks, and can’t get enough of each other. The hand-clap is their inside joke, the dance equivalent of Hey, beautiful, get over here now so I can worship you.

In every pas de deux, you give your body to your partner and trust him to keep it safe, while your partner has to let you run at him and trust that your muscles will tense enough that the impact of your body dissolves into lightness.

Nikiya and Solor’s Act I pas is a proper sprint, with the only chances to catch breath in the close, intimate holds of the slower moments, when they look into each other’s eyes and nothing else matters. He draws himself up in fifth position, hands to his heart, promising himself to her, before kneeling in a deep lunge as if to a queen. She mirrors his hands, steps in long, wide tendu around him until their faces make a tilted axis, stopping tantalisingly short of a kiss.

For one of the most memorable lifts in the ballet, I let Sander tip me back while my legs were pointed and crossed at the knee, the ground leaving me as he swayed, holding me supine. I might as well have been floating in the ocean, smiling up at clear skies. Then, in a single breath and with his typical ease, he swung me all the way up until my back leg was extended and our foreheads touched. He set me down slowly so that I could arabesque while leaning into it, the way you can lean into the wind on a hilltop. Roksana’s voice echoed around my head: ‘Stay, stay, stay! Stand tall, keep back of knee strong!’

We used all of the stage, circling the sacred fire before returning downstage so I could pirouette in his grasp, arms snaked above my head.

Just before the stage call had begun, when I was changing into my first costume, I’d tried not to think too much about how different Sander’s touch would feel from our studio rehearsals, when there had always been at least one layer of clothing between us. Based on our previous ballets together, I assured myself that the adrenaline would stop me from noticing any differences.

It didn’t.

His hands were warm on my bare skin, a comforting, steady presence as if they were speaking for him: It’s all right, I’m not going anywhere. I’ve got you.

When I wasn’t pirouetting, he was lifting and rocking me, or wrapping his arm around my waist as I dipped into another arabesque, his fingers finding purchase between my ribs. I danced around the fire once more, to give myself enough runway before I took off into his arms: I felt high enough to reach for the domed ceiling’s chandelier. He turned in a circle, one hand supporting my knee and the other against the tensed muscles of my stomach. I could have stayed up there for hours.

The pas de deux ends as sensually as a ballet devised in the 1870s can get away with: for a final time, Nikiya leans into Solor’s strong arms and dips into a low back bend. As they both close their eyes, he rests his head on her chest; she arches in pleasure. The pas de deux ends, and the pas d’action resumes.

* * *

We still included intervals in stage calls, to allow for set, costume, and pointe shoe changes, and to touch up our industrial-grade face powder. I was halfway to the dressing room when Sander caught me by the elbow, looking faintly horrified.

‘Trix.’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I hurt you?’

I didn’t know what had given him that idea until I followed his stare to my torso, which was bright red on both sides with palm prints.

‘Oh! Sander, it’s all right, they’re only friction burns. It happens all the time.’

‘Oh. Really? Because if I turn you too fast, or my fingers dig in—’

‘You don’t.’ I took one of his hands and patted it for emphasis. ‘You’re perfect.’

What I’d meant to say was, “You’re doing everything perfectly.”

The silence that followed might have been longer if not for the click of Armand’s camera from halfway down the corridor. He loved capturing moments backstage even more than during performances, and only made his presence known to his oblivious subjects after getting whatever he’d thought was worth a square of film.

He took three photographs in black and white, so the handprints on my skin aren’t visible – the only thing the first photo shows is me holding Sander’s hand and leaning towards him with my back foot in tendu, which I wasn’t even conscious of doing. The second photo shows his face relaxed with relief, his other hand in his hair. The last photo is after we’ve heard the click from Armand’s camera and turned towards the lens, both of us grinning.
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THE DREAM

[image: quotes]God, you were made for Mendelssohn. It’s remarkable to watch.’

Nick was having the most fun of any of us in the Markova studio. Despite having retired as a BCBC principal long ago, and having a to-do list that could reach the moon, he loved to get back in the studio at least once a season, especially for a ballet like Ashton’s The Dream, with its dauntingly intricate choreography. While I massaged my coal-hot feet, Sander spun pirouettes from one side of the studio to the other at such speed that the pages of Nick’s notebook fluttered in his lap. He was right – Mendelssohn’s quicksilver allegro suited Sander perfectly.

And yet, something was different during this rehearsal. By night, our Bayadère performances were full of adoration and exuberance; by day, working on The Dream, Sander hardly smiled at all. He took Nick’s direction with humility and professionalism, but rather than going into the steps with verve, he seemed grimly determined to get through them in one piece, his jaw set, eyes somewhere far away.

‘Looks like he’s finally found a challenge,’ Charlie observed quietly. ‘If Sander’s going to be exhausted by anything, it’s Oberon.’

It was a fair point. When Ashton created The Dream, which distils the most enchanting elements of A Midsummer Night’s Dream into a one-act ballet, it was as if he’d been trying to push his male dancers so far beyond the limits of their mortal bodies that they’d metamorphose into something superhuman. Puck’s leaps and pirouettes are positively manic – when Charlie and I crossed paths after our respective rehearsals one afternoon, he asked if I’d be so kind as to drag him to the showers by his ankles. Leo Kandemir, the soloist playing Bottom, had a taste of ballerina pain when he donned pointe shoes to represent clip-clopping hooves after being transformed into a donkey. As for the king of the fairies, Oberon’s choreography is so eclectic, so relentless, that to this day the role is rightly considered one of the most difficult ever devised for male dancers.

Not that Ashton let his queen of the fairies off lightly either. Between La Bayadère and The Dream, I put in an embarrassing number of new orders with the pointe shoe specialist. As Titania, I had to articulate tiny, shivering steps without compromising my port de bras. I knew that for her to come alive in the spellbinding forest, I had to breathe through all my muscles and use them as if rowing out to sea. By the time I got home, I could barely find the energy to heat up a tin of baked beans.

At least Nick seemed delighted by our work. As we refined Oberon and Titania’s reconciliatory pas de deux, he ran alongside us, covering the breadth of the studio floor like a swimming coach following his athletes up and down pool lanes, intervening only to adjust a hand position or extend the time for which we remained in a hold.

‘Yes, that’s it, caress her arms – don’t be afraid to savour the moment. You’re still a king, but you’re a king whose love is rekindled, you’ve remembered why you fell in love with her in the first place. You can’t possibly imagine ruling without her by your side!’

As usual, we rehearsed the story out of order, getting the most important section down before turning to earlier events. The ballet begins with Titania and Oberon falling out over a changeling boy, but the child artist wouldn’t join us until closer to the start of the run, so in the meantime we rehearsed by pulling at a cushion.

‘Let me ask you both: why do they clash? They each want the boy to be part of their inner circle, but why do they each think they’re right while the other is wrong?’

Nick encouraged us to make eye contact. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the Sander I’d come to know had been put behind glass, leaving a stranger before me.

‘Well, Titania is very nurturing and gentle,’ I said. ‘She wants to raise this human child as if he were one of her own. Whereas Oberon… well, we don’t know exactly why he’s so possessive. Perhaps he doesn’t want the boy to grow up too feminine—’

‘He wants the child as a servant,’ Sander said flatly. ‘Not a son.’

‘Oh, interesting, I like that,’ Nick said, eyes bright. ‘Go on.’

‘If Titania raises the boy to forget his mortal side entirely, he cannot be used as go-between. One who can cross back and forth between Faerie and the rest – the world of humans.’

‘A go-between? Why would they need one of those?’ I asked.

‘To bring news. Supplies. And to find more changelings.’ He glanced off, casting his disdain at the wall. ‘He wants the boy to know his place. That he may never challenge the throne, even when he grows to a man, or get wrong ideas about leaving.’

‘Great stuff!’ Nick said, pondering this narrative thread back to his chair, which he rarely used – he always became too caught up in the action on the floor. ‘I do love it when dancers take the time to give their roles proper thought. Now, with all of that in mind, let’s go again.’

* * *

‘Sander, are you… all right?’

I put my hand lightly against his chest to stop him leaving the Markova studio in a hurry. He nodded too readily, his shrug almost defensive: Why are you asking?

‘You haven’t seemed like yourself this week.’

‘Meaning what?’ The acid in his voice was subtle, but enough to make me step back. ‘How do you know what I am like between one week and the next?’

I blinked, then remembered I had to shift gears and find the strength to be Nikiya again tomorrow night. Whatever this was, I didn’t have the energy to spare for it.

‘Well, if you’re going to be like that… I was only asking.’ I folded my towel over my arm and made for the door. ‘See you in the wings tomorrow.’

A sigh, and then a touch on my shoulder. ‘No, Trix, wait. I… Can we get out from here, please?’

He looked so defeated that I found enough sympathy to walk with him down the corridor towards the company showers.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I did not mean to…’ He searched for the word, pinching his fingers together like a beak.

‘Snap?’

‘Yes, snap.’

‘What’s going on? Usually in rehearsals you’re so full of life that you can get me through anything. Now it feels as if I’m having to do all the heavy lifting. Metaphorically speaking.’

At last, a half-smile. As we walked, he took my hand and slowly swung it back and forth. That was new. I exhaled slowly in a feeble attempt to slow my pulse.

‘This role is hard for me,’ he finally admitted. ‘Not choreography. I love the Ashton steps. But between me and the steps is…’ He made a wall of his other hand. ‘Character.’

‘But you had such good answers to all of Nick’s questions.’

Sander shook his head, then sighed, apparently debating with himself whether he was going to say what he said next: ‘The role is too much like my father.’

‘Oh.’

‘Cold. Controlling. Vol… vol…’ He made a fist in frustration.

‘Volatile?’

He snapped his fingers into a point: Yes.

‘Oh,’ I repeated, at a loss. This was one of the most personal things Sander had ever told me, and yet it still felt like hardly anything. A shadow of something I wasn’t sure I wanted to see in full. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Why? Nothing to do with you.’

‘Well… I suppose that’s just it. I don’t know anything about your family, or what’s happened between you, but I wish there was something I could do to help. To find a way over, under, or through that wall, so that you can get to the joy.’

‘You already help.’ We stopped outside the door to the men’s showers. My hand was still in his; he considered it a moment, then planted a light kiss on it. ‘Don’t worry about me.’

Worry wasn’t the word I would have used. With our first full season together almost over, but a whole summer of international engagements still to come, Sander felt more and more like a coin I couldn’t stop turning in my hand, unable to settle on a side.

* * *

Even when we came to our first performance of The Dream, I couldn’t have told you whether Sander had found a way through that wall. He made an effort to be less withdrawn in rehearsals, but as soon as he had to be in character, he became serious and intense.

Being onstage among the dark, mossy trees of the fairy forest elevated the whole experience, heightening my excitement to dance around it, to fall asleep in the cosy canopy of an English oak and flutter about with Fiona, Isabel, Yelena, and Saffia, my fairies-in-waiting. With my long, gauzy green skirt, a pearly pink bodice adorned with petals, and flower crown, it was easy to get swept up in the magic.

The only thing that took me out of it, and made me feel every inch a fragile human, was seeing Sander in full costume and make-up for the first time. His sleeves were embroidered with ivy, his tights a deep green, his thin cape trailing regally as he approached the wings. His crown was thorny, giving him extra height, and his eyes had been transformed with long, swooping lines of black and green, accentuated with corners of white. He caught me staring, but I couldn’t look away. I was mesmerised.

The whole time we shared the stage, I felt the electric thrill not just of dancing with him, but of being at his mercy. The way his make-up doubled the intensity of his stare, the power of his grip as we joined hands and dipped into arabesque penchés at the same time, as we turned and arced without breaking connection. I felt as if we really were in the dark, ghostly glade of a fairy tale, away from the familiar. On the cusp of danger. By the end of our final pas de deux, I could have conjured sparks at my fingertips.

Only when the curtain came down, and his shoulders relaxed as he put his arms around me in relief did I think, with relief of my own: Ah, there you are.




INHERITANCE

The glade in The Dream is small and contained. Manageable. One hollow in an oak for the king and queen’s bed. No turrets. No trees upon trees. Nothing goes higher than the lighting rig. Henry Bardon, when he designed the set, did not think to include bricks of limestone and chalk, or winding paths of clay and sand. He did not light the way with pinecones. There are no birds among the orchestra. No rustle of leaves, or swaying boughs. There is nothing real about it, and this should have reassured me. But it did not. The artifice allows for timelessness, a chance to return to a world exactly as it was at the point of creation, and that was where the set and my home overlapped.

That, and the character of Oberon. No matter how often I reminded myself that he was only a character, no matter how often Glen reminded me, I kept looking over my shoulder, starting awake in the night, paranoid that someone was sifting through my dreams, following me across the border. Even as I tried to make the role my own, as soon as I began his steps it was as if I was enacting what had been foretold of me. Behold: your inheritance. Your curse. Your world, for everyone to see.

And all the while, there was Trix, looking for answers. Questions about family, childhood, language, heritage, home. Things that a mortal man could answer casually, without fear of pulling back the curtain on an entire world. Her questions stuck to me like thistles, soft but stubborn.

I came so close to telling her. But how could I? Where could I have begun? I could not lie to her. I could only speak around my father, my mother, my uncle. The family that still ruled me, and the family they all expected me to produce. I could only dance around it.


DANSEUSE

Symphonic Variations/The Dream: Ashton’s finest

Reviews | Ballet

Erin Desborough

Friday, 12 June 1987

… As soon as Sylvan made his downstage entrance, my seatmates either side of me softly gasped, with good reason. The make-up and wardrobe department had propelled his already elfin features and enviable bone structure into another realm of striking beauty. Between his noble bearing and (even by his standards) astounding footwork in the Scherzo sequence, The Dream constitutes Sylvan’s best leading performance to date. His adages have come a long way over the last two seasons, exemplified by exquisite control on the tricky pirouettes in attitude that lengthen into slow arabesques.

But the role of Oberon cannot be built on virtuosic technique alone; it requires nuanced, attentive acting, which Sylvan delivers in spades. There was genuine power in his gestures, enough to make even the most hardened sceptic believe in magic for a few minutes. His King of the Fairies was calculating, aloof, resentful, and short-tempered, yet these traits were rarely expressed in isolation, as if his Oberon knew he should behave better. That he should not deceive his wife, but also that his caprices would win out.

Meanwhile, fresh off the back of her scintillating run as Nikiya in La Bayadère, Errington as Queen Titania reminds us all that she remains the epitome of an Ashtonian English rose, holding her own in needlepoint-precise steps and easy in her épaulement. Her Nocturne pas de deux with Oberon shifted gorgeously from wariness to mutual support, and from rediscovered affection to a sensual finish made effortless by Sylvan and Errington’s sizzling chemistry.

Flowers from Henry Bardon’s timeless fairy forest are also due to Charles “Charlie” Meesters, the soloist and budding choreographer playing Puck, who zoomed around the stage with mischievous, eternally youthful charm. He seemed to feed off Sylvan’s spellbinding energy: after each of their scenes, his jumps achieved heights I hadn’t seen since Wayne Sleep twenty years prior.

Whether it’s the neoclassical abstraction of Symphonic Variations or The Dream’s magical glade, audiences seeking refuge from the dismal weather this summer will doubtless find themselves so enchanted by this mixed bill that they have no desire to leave. Encore, encore!

Symphonic Variations/The Dream is in rep at the Covent Garden Dance Hall until 4 July, with varying casts.






JUNE – AUGUST 1987

THE CONTINENT

Shortly after Margaret Thatcher’s re-election, I went to my parents’ house in South Kensington for Sunday lunch and nodded along politely while my father and uncle picked over the results, as if I hadn’t secretly gone against them in the polling booth. Mum had drilled into me from an early age the importance of not throwing away everything my suffragist great-grandmother had campaigned for, so I always made the effort to go out and vote. But for the first time in my life, I’d voted differently from the rest of my family, on impulse. Not a carefree impulse, but an impulse triggered by two things at odds in my mind.

In February, the Conservative MP and professional provider of unsolicited opinions Edwina Currie had said that “good Christian people who would not dream of misbehaving will not catch AIDS”. Then, between the end of La Bayadère and the start of The Dream, two BCBC artists had gone off ill with pneumonia which, according to whispers up and down the Dance Hall corridors, wasn’t just pneumonia. Jamie said their parents had collected their things from the corps’ dressing room with no word of when they might be back.

Foolish as it sounds, that was the first time politics meant more to me than the petty in-fighting that went on in the House of Commons. When I asked Dad if it bothered him that Currie would remain Junior Health Minister, he waved his hand dismissively.

‘If she wants to broadcast her crackpot opinions every once in a while, let her. She keeps the papers in business. Besides, they’re only words. What harm can they do?’

A week after that, word got round that the boys – because they were boys – had died in the same hospital within days of each other. Brian Laughton and Grant Macready, twenty and twenty-one. I didn’t learn their full names, or even remember what they looked like, until I went digging through the Dance Hall archives, something I wasn’t yet in the habit of doing.

* * *

Regardless of what was going on in the wider world, the Covent Garden Dance Hall was always a happy and hopeful place in July, because the end of the season meant the announcement of promotions. Stephen’s two performances as Solor in La Bayadère had finally hauled him up to principal – his turn as the lead man in Symphonic Variations had just been the elegant white icing on the classical cake. Akihiko became the BCBC’s first Japanese principal ballerina, and only the second Japanese dancer ever to earn the rank since the early seventies.

‘That’s all right,’ Isabel said graciously during our final morning class before summer break. ‘I’ll still be the first British-Japanese principal ballerina.’

‘Keep your tights on,’ Fiona said. ‘You’ve only just been made a first soloist. Give the rest of us a chance to catch up.’

Isabel squeaked every time someone reminded her. She and Charlie had both been promoted, and he’d twirled her in giddy circles until she begged him to stop. He promptly invited all the soloists and first soloists to an end-of-season party at the flat he shared with Jamie and Leo near Russell Square, making an exception on the guest list for me and Sander.

While the sun took its leisurely time to wind down, I retreated to their little balcony for some air, having suddenly noticed that I was the only one in the room who wasn’t sitting on someone else’s lap, or canoodling in a corner.

‘I like this music,’ Sander said, joining me from the kitchen. I tuned my ears back in – Whitney Houston wanted to dance with somebody.

‘Naturally,’ I said, smiling. The sunset relaxed me, as did the prospect of a day to breathe before jetting off for our continental performances. ‘You always want to dance, with or without a somebody.’ I thought back to that evening, over a year ago, when I’d found him in the studio after hours. The way he looked at me now in the slanted sun, I suspected he was thinking of it, too. ‘Which do you prefer?’

‘Depends.’

‘On what?’

‘On the dance. And the somebody.’

Before I could think of a smooth response, Jamie came between us with the Pimm’s jug and insisted on topping us up, Charlie detached himself from Isabel long enough to come out for a cigarette, and soon enough most of the party had moved to the balcony.

* * *

Sander and I spent the rest of the summer break on a mini-tour: a one-night gala at the Staatsoper Stuttgart, a two-night gala at the Palais Garnier in Paris, and a three-day festival of dance at Stockholm’s Kunliga Operan. We spent as much time on trains and planes as we did rehearsing in studios, which meant I witnessed Sander’s acute travel sickness first hand.

‘I am sorry you saw that,’ he murmured from the tiles of his ensuite at the Steigenberger Graf Zeppelin. We’d barely made it out of the lift before he was scrambling to open his hotel room door and sticking his head into the toilet bowl. With both doors still ajar, I lingered on the threshold, then wheeled his suitcase inside as noisily as possible to cover up the sounds of retching. Even after he stopped, he was gasping so heavily that I felt compelled to look in and cautiously rub his back.

‘Gosh, you did well to keep it together on the flight.’

He wasn’t so drained that he couldn’t raise an eyebrow. ‘Better than last year.’

I pulled the tab on a can of Coke from the mini-fridge and told him to let it go flat before drinking it.

To our mutual relief, he regained his equilibrium in time for our performance of The Sleeping Beauty’s Act III wedding grand pas. Now that we’d done a season and a half’s worth of ballet together, it was nice to dust off previous roles and make them shine for a new audience.

In the circular rehearsal studio of the Palais Garnier, with its Beaux-Arts windows that reminded me of old diving bells, we revived Swanilda and Franz’s wedding pas de deux and whirlwind galop from Coppélia. In the marzipan-pink building of the Swedish Royal Opera, we returned to Giselle and Albrecht’s mournful graveside reunion, and also met up with Charlie, Isabel, and Jamie for the international debut of Quartet.

The flights were never more than three hours long, but Sander white-knuckled every single one, either hunched over in his seat or bolt upright. On the Stuttgart-Paris flight, I made the mistake of encouraging him to hold my hand – he almost squeezed the marrow out of my bones.

‘I didn’t think you were afraid of anything,’ I told him, trying not to sound too teasing as we waited at the luggage carousel, my arm around his waist out of necessity until his knees stopped shivering. He shook his head. ‘Not afraid? Just uncomfortable? Discombobulated?’

He nodded. ‘Good words.’

I rubbed his back again, trying to channel some of the sunny, warm energy he always managed to give me during curtain calls. During the trip, I discovered there were other things to which he was curiously averse – in Stuttgart, he declined my invitation to hop on the old funicular cable car that went into the heart of a forest cemetery, and shook his head at the base of the Eiffel Tower as if it had slighted him.

‘Nice to look at from afar, but… I will stay on the ground.’

With those minor exceptions, we spent most of our free time together. I wasn’t in the habit of walking long distances if I could help it, to preserve my energy and foot strength. But Sander, who was as keen to avoid taxis and bicycles as he was trains and planes, insisted on walking everywhere. To my surprise, neither of us felt tired for it. We walked through the Mittlerer Schlossgarten and along the Seine; we walked through open-air second-hand book stalls, the Jardin des Tuileries, and up Montmartre; we walked around Rosendals Trädgård and the open-air Skansen museum. The more we saw, the better I understood what kept Sander’s eyes agleam: he was quietly, perpetually, delighted by everything. A swan-shaped pedalo crossing a pond was enough to make him smile; apropos of nothing, he would tap my elbow, point at a little dog out for its afternoon walk and whisper, ‘Little dog!’

But the thing that really threw me for a loop was his fluency in other languages. Whenever a stranger addressed him, be it in German, French, or Swedish (even, in the case of an admirer waiting by the stage door, Japanese) he spoke back to them, as slowly and thoughtfully as in English.

‘Did you know he could do that?’ I asked Charlie on our flight back to Heathrow.

‘I knew he spoke Italian and Russian, but not the rest.’

‘Wait, what?’

‘Oh, he’s had full conversations with Dmitri in Russian before morning class, and he talks to Sal in Italian all the time.’

I didn’t know what to make of it. Sander had already told me he hadn’t moved around much growing up, yet he conducted himself like the son of an ambassador, educated in the finest schools and furnished with the greatest ballet teachers who, despite everyone having asked for years, he refused to name.

‘I hope he’ll be all right on the way to and from Milan,’ I said, thinking of him on the ground in Stockholm while our plane rose above the clouds. I had to get back to London in time to rehearse our first ballet of the new season, MacMillan’s three-act reworking of Anastasia, but Nick had agreed to lend Sander out to Teatro alla Scala for a fortnight’s residency during their production of Paquita.

‘He’ll be fine – he always is.’

As Charlie leaned back in his seat, Isabel leaned forward, her long black hair falling into her lap. ‘Do you like him, Trix?’

My school training kicked in: detach your expression from whatever’s going on in your head. ‘Sander? Of course I like him. He’s become a real friend.’

‘Just a friend?’ She and Charlie exchanged looks that made me wonder if one of them had money riding on my answer.

‘A great friend,’ I said pleasantly.

‘Oh, but you two would be so—’

‘Leave it, babe,’ Charlie said with expert lightness. ‘Why don’t you put your matchmaking skills to use on someone who actually wants them, like Fiona.’

Isabel considered. ‘You know, now that you mention it, Stephen’s been single for a while now. Maybe he’d be good for her.’

I laughed so harshly that the people in the next row turned their heads.




THE SPOKEN WORD

I cannot help but laugh to myself sometimes, imagining Trix’s or Charlie’s reactions if I ever tried to explain that, to my ears, all mortal languages sound much the same.

By 1987, I had grown in confidence speaking them aloud, compared to when I first arrived. My fluency was thanks to Glen, and to the mortals who had begun to refer to me not as a fellow dancer, but as a good friend. Yet still, I thought in gestures. They had been with me from the beginning, taught to me so long ago that there was no getting rid of them. Nor would I want to be rid of them. Even after Trix and I began dancing together, talking together, my hands instinctively moved with my words, translating for no one but myself. How many times I reached into the space where the letters were missing, and she offered up the right ones, without judgement or mockery.

One year, five years, ten – no matter how much time I spent among mortals, speaking aloud was a thrilling transgression. Across the border, communicating with words is the equivalent of coughing in another person’s face: it is not the done thing in polite society.

So there I would be, having a mundane exchange with a ballet coach, a customs official, or a dancer from another company, when Trix would blink at me and say, ‘You speak Japanese/Portuguese/Hungarian?’ And only then would I realise what I had done.

‘Yes,’ I would reply, my pulse fluttering as I waited for her mouth to close and the astonishment in her eyes to fade into bemused acceptance. Then I would sigh with relief, while also seeing Glen’s calm, sharp gestures in my mind’s eye. One day she may ask a question you cannot answer, and then what?

But I was never a fan of “then”. It was my nature to prefer “now”.
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OCTOBER 1987

THE GREAT STORM

When the 1987/88 season began, Carolyn delighted her fans and everyone in the company by returning as a principal character artist.

‘It’s good to be home,’ she said after debuting with me in MacMillan’s Anastasia. On stage, grappling with the physical and psychological demands of the ballet’s tragic arc and brutalist atmosphere, it had brought me some much-needed comfort to smile up at her Tsarina Alexandra Feodorovna, resplendent in white lace, gloves, and an enormous hat.

‘Please never leave us again,’ I begged afterwards in the dressing room.

‘Well, we’re trying for a second baby, but I promise I won’t leave again after that.’

‘A second? You want to go through that hideous morning sickness for a second time?’

‘Oh, darling, I know. I don’t like to think about it. But Armand thinks we should strike while the iron’s still hot, if you will. It felt like a miracle that we got Layla. I don’t want that luck to fade if I get too old.’

‘Sounds stressful.’

‘Un petit peu.’ She sighed. ‘It’s not proving quite as easy this time around. But we remain hopeful.’

I was trying to remain hopeful too, for a very different reason. Tackling Anastasia without Sander by my side had almost wiped me out, but now that I had my first MacMillan lead role under my belt, now that he had directed me in the studio, I was anxious if it had been enough to pave the way to Juliet. She was in my top three dream roles, and I wasn’t getting any younger.

* * *

When Sander returned from Milan, we went straight into Cinderella, the first full-length ballet Ashton ever choreographed. The stage call went well enough, but I packed up my things in the dressing room with worries skittering around my body. I was nervous about my Act II manège: two laps of posé and piqué turns that left me so breathless, the hardest part of the entire rehearsal had been standing upstage during Sander’s solo afterwards, trying not to keel over.

What worried me even more was the wind rattling the dressing room windows – it hadn’t let up all day, and there had been talk on a radio phone-in of hurricanes. As the owner of a top-floor flat, that was the last thing I wanted to hear.

‘Oh dear, the poor vendors!’

Fiona was in the lounge near the company noticeboard, staring through the window at the Covent Garden markets below. I followed her sight-line to a small jewellery seller’s marquee as two of the corners blew off their feet. Threads of silver and gold fluttered onto the cobblestones along with the vendor’s beanie hat.

‘It’s like my solo’s playing out across the city,’ she said, referring to the Autumn Fairy’s madcap leaf-twirling dance in Act I.

We reached the stage door just as Frank, the building’s doorman of many years, was opening it to let Sander and Jamie out, along with Lorenzo, a soloist who seemed to put Jamie at ease just by being near him. They’d grown closer ever since their turn as two of the Mechanicals in The Dream; Jamie had spent the entire flight back from Stockholm wondering what Lorenzo was up to at that moment, and extolling his talent for making pasta from scratch. They’d already slept together in the past, but whether they’d resumed was unclear, given Jamie’s vow of celibacy. If he was going to break it, at least it was for someone who made him so content.

When we stepped out onto Bow Street, everyone’s hair blew out of control, the grand eighteenth-century buildings transformed into a wind tunnel.

‘Bloody hell.’ Jamie squinted at us as he and Lorenzo peeled off. ‘Get home safe, my loves! Don’t blow away!’

‘I’m getting a cab,’ Fiona declared. ‘Will you be all right, Trix? You can always ring if you need me.’

I hugged her and kissed her very cold cheek. ‘Thank you.’

Sander offered to walk me to Holborn tube station, letting me hook my arm around his for support as the wind tried to buffet us into the road.

‘You fear storms?’

‘They’re scary things. Especially in a flat like mine – everything sounds louder at the top. And roof repairs are expensive. Days like this make me nervous, that’s all.’

When we reached the station, I reluctantly slipped my arm out of his and rooted around for my ticket. I still had no idea where Sander lived, but I knew now that it wasn’t on the Central line. I decided to ask him which line he did use, or if he was within walking distance, before I forgot yet again. But then, as if the wind erased the question from my conscious mind and pulled up the one waiting beneath, I asked: ‘Could you stay with me tonight?’

He blinked, then leaned in closer to make sure he hadn’t misheard.

‘Sorry, I know it’s a silly thing to ask, and very last-minute, and – but, well, you’re right. I am afraid. And I’d really rather not be alone overnight if I can help it. If, that is, you don’t mind… I mean, if it’s not too—’

He stepped inside the station, then raised his arm towards the ticket barriers. After you. ‘It’s not too…’ he said, emphasising the ellipses until I laughed.

* * *

I apologised as soon as I opened the front door – for the narrow flights of stairs, the cluttered shoe rack, the clothes horse of tights and dance skirts drying by the window, the fact that all I had in the kitchen cupboard was three soup tins and half a rustic loaf that was verging on stale. At least I managed to do a quick sweep of the bathroom and hide my waxing strips. It had been so long since I’d had someone over. I hosted small dinner parties every once in a while, Fiona and Jamie came over regularly, but no one had ever stayed the night.

I encouraged Sander to choose a cassette so that we could listen to something other than the banshee wind. He hit play on Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours.

‘Oh yes, this is a good album for autumn.’

‘I almost chose Prokofiev,’ he said, holding up the London Symphony Orchestra’s 1983 recording of Cinderella.

‘I’d have thought you’d had enough Cinderella for one day.’ I tried to elevate the bowls of Heinz tomato soup by adding basil leaves and a few twists of black pepper. ‘I know I have. The manège almost finished me.’

Between “Dreams” and the opening piano notes of “Songbird”, Sander and I stuck to familiar conversational ground: what had changed between the first rehearsal and the stage call; how the music during Cinderella’s encounter with her Fairy Godmother had felt so much more enchanting with the full force of the orchestra behind it; the subtle differences between the palace ballroom Act II solos and the grand pas of The Sleeping Beauty or Swan Lake.

‘In Beauty they perform for court on the wedding day. In Swan Lake, Odile knows it is illusion, even if Siegfried does not. But Cinderella and Prince, we look only at each other. For all we care, other guests could vanish. Covent Garden audience could vanish. Like Bayadère Act I, Nikiya and Solor: they declare love only to each other.’

Sander looked at me. The wind continued to howl, and Christine McVie continued to sing.

‘Have you loved…’ He paused, put his spoon down, and moved his fingers in the air as if adjusting a typewriter platen. ‘Have you ever been in love?’

Now I knew how I would keep myself still after my Act II solo: all I had to do was remember that question in his voice, his eyes looking directly into mine.

Be careful, Trix.

I sipped my water and wished life were more like a cassette, with buttons to rewind and fast-forward. ‘I don’t know.’

Sander blinked. ‘You don’t know? But… surely you would?’ His tone was free of judgement. It was more like I’d handed him a puzzle to solve.

Mercifully, “Songbird” finished and the slow, almost meditative thump of “The Chain” began.

‘If being in love is anything like what we dance in our fairy tales then you’re right, I suppose I would know. But I’m not very good at allowing anyone to get close enough to fall in love. Not the proper, marrying sort of love.’

‘You think love happens in marriage only?’

‘Well, no. But then again…’ I rested my hands on the table and tried to articulate something I’d never had to outside of my own head before. ‘Isn’t marriage the ultimate validation? Suddenly, definitively, with all your nearest and dearest as witnesses, the worst things you’ve told yourself are proven false, because someone has decided to spend the rest of their life with you. Someone has seen you, taken the time to get to know you. And they like what they see. They like what they know.’

‘If they know you,’ he said, bitterly enough to throw me off.

In my mind’s eye, Fiona sat on my sofa, mouthing just one word: Guarded.

‘You’re right. I don’t make it easy.’

‘Oh, no, I did not…’ Sander’s hands briefly crossed, as if warding off something. ‘I meant myself.’ He gave a sheepish smile that made heat flicker around my ribcage. ‘I do not make it easy.’

‘Well… I know why I only let others get so close before I put the walls up, so to speak. I can’t give them what they want, in the end. Not everything they want.’ Sander opened his mouth as if deliberating the most appropriate response, but I didn’t want to hear it. The walls were already rising. Retreat, retreat. ‘I don’t know, I’m tired. I’m not making sense.’ I cleared the table, staying Sander’s hand when he offered to help. I turned to the sink, because I wasn’t sure I could bear to watch his face when I asked, ‘Why? Have you ever been in love?’

I ran the tap and got some suds going in the basin.

I sponged the plates and slotted them into the drying rack.

“The Chain” switched tempo.

I rinsed the bowls and nested them on the other side.

Rain speckled the skylight.

Still holding the tea towel, I turned around.

Sander hadn’t moved from the dining table. He’d turned his attention to my framed photos on the mantelpiece. ‘I used to think love was not for someone like me.’

Someone like him? What did that mean? I searched for clues in his expression, but it was sealed off. ‘Used to?’

‘I am not sure, still. But I wonder, sometimes.’

* * *

On nights when I wasn’t performing, I was usually conked out by eleven. But the winds – plural, a battalion of winds riding chariots over and through the city – made falling asleep impossible. My venetian blinds clacked against the window frame, and I shuddered at the house’s every creak and groan. Outside, something snapped and tumbled down the road. As soon as one car alarm went quiet, another began.

I curled up smaller and smaller beneath the duvet, gathering it around me like a shell. My muscles were crying out for a chance to repair themselves after the stage call.

I lay stiffly for ages, debating with myself. Doubting. Daring.

Finally, I pushed myself out of bed, the cold settling on me like a necklace.

The anglepoise lamp in the living room was on, and I blinked in its glow. The wall clock showed it was half past one. Sander was reading a book – I spotted a gap on the shelf where The House of the Spirits had been. He twisted on the sofa and looked up at me, so profoundly unbothered by the storm that I considered saying I’d only come to get a glass of water.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked, and I wanted his voice beside me. Wanted him beside me.

I moved words around in my head, trying to find the most concise combination to explain that I wanted him to sleep with me, but not like that; that I wanted comfort, but not that kind of comfort; that I wanted him, but not like that, but also somewhere on the way to that…

The wind scored the silence – gothic, apocalyptic.

I offered my hand.

He looked at it, at my bare arm, my eyes. Then, in one fluid motion, he rolled off the sofa, closed the book, and returned it to the shelf.

I rubbed my arms for warmth as he followed me into the bedroom. I switched on the bedside lamp so he wouldn’t bump into anything. ‘Do you want me to keep it on?’

He gently waved off the question, slipping under the duvet. I slotted back into the imprint I’d left in the mattress. As I reached to switch the lamp off again, it occurred to me, in a way that made time slow, that this was exactly what married couples did every night without a second thought.

‘Thank you,’ I said into the dark.

‘No problem.’ The outline of his finger pointed to the ceiling. ‘No fear.’

I treated it like a spell, allowed it to cover me like another blanket: No fear.

Carefully, I pulled my side of the duvet up to my chin, keeping my arms at my sides as if I were in a military bunk. The bed was warmer with both of us in it.

Something simmered in my chest, threatening to boil over: an urge to confess everything. To tell him how, even after a morning class and five hours of rehearsals, he always smelt like a forest shot through with mist. The number of times I would have happily stopped whatever I was doing to gaze into his eyes, if they didn’t make me feel so light-headed. That he was responsible for some of my highest and lowest spirits.

I bit down on my lip to lock the words in, like stifled laughter in a game of hide and seek.

The winds raged on and on, and our breathing relaxed into the same pattern. I waited for sleep, but the waiting only kept it away. I tried not to think about the risk of pulling a muscle during class, or throwing my back out like Magne had a week earlier, or whether the chimney stack would collapse and bring the whole roof down with it. Something ricocheted off the windowpane. I balled my hands into fists.

I might have projected catastrophes through the night, if not for Sander’s knuckle gently brushing my cheekbone.

Slowly, I angled myself towards him, not daring to breathe. I could barely see him, but my hand found his, resting where our pillows met.

His whisper was another brush across my face, even softer. ‘Storms thin the walls between worlds.’

An unexpected thing to hear, and yet from Sander, there wasn’t an ounce of strangeness to it. ‘Which worlds? Heaven and earth?’

‘Earth, and other worlds. All the worlds hidden inside this one.’

‘Like the worlds inside a theatre. Or a book.’

‘Yes. Like those.’ He lined up his hand with mine. ‘And others still. Same for snow, and mist. They thin the walls, too.’

‘What happens when the walls thin?’ I felt closer to sleep than I had all night, but now I didn’t want it to come.

‘Think of the mist in Cinderella. Giselle. Beauty.’

‘The snowy forest in Nutcracker,’ I said, comprehending. ‘A peek into other worlds.’

‘Yes.’

I couldn’t read his face in the dark, but suspected he would be just as inscrutable with the lamp on. There was something in his voice, though. He wanted to tell me more.

‘What else happens?’

‘Words come more easily,’ he said. ‘Words that might not be said any other time. Any other night.’

I wondered if he could hear the thud of my heartbeat. Physically, we’d been this close many times, but always standing, always in the light.

‘What sort of words?’

The wind sliced the night, over and over, deep enough to leave a mark. I willed it on. Willed whatever words were hiding behind that invisible wall to cross over.

He lapsed into silence. So close, and I didn’t even know to what.

Then his arm rose, experimentally, from under the covers and reached across my shoulder. Curved around my back. I mirrored him, my movements blurred in the dark, everything dream-like.

‘Sander.’

‘Mm.’

I put my trust in the storm to deliver words. Any words.

‘What’s your first language?’

‘First language I spoke?’ His breath was warm on my brow. ‘I do not remember.’

‘What language do you think in?’

I almost drifted off in the pause, but caught his answer as I finally left the winds behind:

‘Dance.’




ONLY A MORTAL DREAM

I dreamt of the Silver Realm all the time. Frosted-leaf chandeliers. Tapestries of moss. Streams of sunlight through the broken stained glass of the westernmost castle ruins. Dancing slowly between them. I would have preferred dreamless sleep, but as long as my astral visits were solitary and short, they were bearable.

On the night of that storm, the borders between worlds all but ceased to exist. The air crackled, streams reversed course, and huddles of fallen leaves whipped themselves into frenzies:

A-storm a-storm a-storm!

Must be a great one, Cobwebbe gestured from a stone pile. The court’s pan piper habitually expressed their thoughts to whoever was nearby. I was always relieved to see them when I passed through the Silver Realm by dream, because they never showed much curiosity about where I had been.

Who is that, over there?

I stopped among the leaves and turned. A glimpse of white I did not understand, at first. My first thought was a gust of snow, blown in from a realm even colder than ours. Then, I saw her arms, and suddenly, I was standing inside a nightmare of my own making.

My cloak twisted as I ran, almost pulling me to the forest floor, but I got hold of it quick enough to wrap around Trix. Her hands shielded her face, fighting off the leaves and her own hair – the wind was curious, too. It wanted to play with her.

‘Sander?’ She worked a hand free from between my chest and hers, brushing strands of hair aside. Her eyes were sleepy, faraway stars. I put a finger to my lips. Make a game of it. Make her believe it is make-believe.

Only a dream. Only a mortal dream.

She blinked, trying to smile, unsure how. Mortals do not trust themselves in dreams. Astral projection does not come naturally. Try to run, limbs are lead. Try to scream, voice is dust – suddenly, those musical gestures of my childhood did not seem so harmless.

The wind grew stronger. I stared it down – or rather, up. Followed its currents with a threatening glare.

Convey even a whisper of what you have witnessed to anyone, and I will pull smoke all the way from the oil rigs in the Restless Lands to smother you.

The wind dropped. Leaves fell where they hovered, as if we were onstage at the Dance Hall and someone had cut their strings.

I glanced back at the stone pile, but Cobwebbe had vanished.

Not vanished, I told myself, trying to breathe quietly, though my breath was all I could hear. They merely lost interest and wandered elsewhere. All is well. No one suspects. No one need know you were here. Or her.

A breeze threaded around my ankles. I’ll know.

I held her tighter. No. You can’t have her. Not this one. She is not yours.

‘Sander?’ Trix’s head lolled about on her shoulders as she tried her voice again in this new, unfamiliar place. ‘Where are we?’

I held her mouth still, gentle as I could. She was on the brink of fear, her hazy dream curdling into something darker. I squinted through the wind as it started up again, nipping at the back of my neck.

Then whose is she?

I cast about for an ally and found one in a magpie, ensconced in the lower branches of a hawthorn. A path back to wakefulness, I bargained with one hand. And you may pluck a moonstone thorn from my crown. No one would notice; I dipped my head low so it could make its selection.

I would take your mortal, it chirruped, but alas, my talons are too small.

Just as well. It flew down a stream of mist – blessed mist! – and I followed, Trix still mostly hidden under my cloak, falling in and out of sleep.

The wind had moved on.

The mist became a curtain, then the white of morning, and the white of bedsheets.




THE AFTERMATH

The storm followed me into my dreams, but somehow I escaped it and found something else: a forest of dead leaves.

I half-opened my eyes at the same moment Sander did, and realised that my leg was wrapped around his hip. His arm was still draped over me, his hand resting between my shoulder blades. He didn’t push me off. I closed my hand over his. Everything was silent.

‘What time is it?’ I mumbled, reluctantly turning over to my bedside alarm clock. The little screen was black and numberless. I clicked the lamp switch, to no avail. ‘Oh God, the power’s out. How long have we slept?’

In the half-light through the blinds, my wristwatch said it was a quarter to ten. Before I could fret about missing class for the first time in my career, I opened the blinds fully. ‘Jesus.’

Sander came to the window and inhaled sharply at the red car across the street, its roof in a V-shape under the weight of a felled tree, its roots starfished above ground. An entire section of pavement lay in pieces, and clumps of earth spilled into the road.

‘What should we do?’ Sander asked a few minutes later, looking out of the kitchen window in his T-shirt and boxer shorts, hair ruffled.

‘We need to find a working phone.’

When we stepped outside and crossed the road, I braced myself for the sight of the roof. Tiles and shingles were strewn everywhere, along with bits of other people’s window boxes. I scanned the three-storey house for missing patches but, astonishingly, saw none. The gutters were still in place. Our chimney was one of the luckier stacks that hadn’t collapsed – further down the hill, bricks and masonry left powdery trails from roof to pavement.

Sander and I followed the carnage, looking for a phone box along the distorted streetscape. A few other people were walking around, agape. The only sound that cut through the silence was a distant chainsaw: I spotted the yellow hats and dark coats of the fire brigade as they worked to cut through a tree that had fallen across the road. It was the sight of them, and the scaffolding poles that had fallen from a gutted house to smash a car window, that made me worry if anyone I knew had been hurt, and increased the urgency of finding a phone. I ducked into a booth outside a shuttered off-licence, but the line was dead.

‘No good, we’ll have to… Sander?’ I stepped out of the booth to find he was nowhere near where I’d left him. I retraced my steps until I spotted him standing over a fallen magnolia tree, its amber leaves scattered around the branches. His hands were on the bark, as if consoling it.

‘They might have survived a storm in winter.’ He sighed. ‘But the leaves gave the wind something to gather in. Could not take the force.’

‘Poor tree,’ I said, because it was a sad sight, especially when this wasn’t the only one. ‘I need to keep looking. I want to be sure my parents are all right.’

After another fifteen minutes, we finally found a working phone in a bank of three near Notting Hill. I waited for my parents to answer, staring up at a billboard that had been ripped clean in half. A couple of other pedestrians noticed I was in the phone booth and crossed the road to form a small queue.

Just as I was about to give up on my parents and try the Dance Hall, Dad picked up with an irritated: ‘3 Walton Street.’ Realising it was me, he shouted for Mum, then explained that the house had been busy with far-flung neighbours using their phone line to do exactly what I was doing. ‘It’s been like Piccadilly Circus in here all morning. But I’m glad you’re all right. Be careful with candles, and switch off all your electricals to—’

‘Avoid a surge when the power’s back, yes, Dad, I know. I’m glad you’re all right, too.’

After unsuccessfully trying to reach Fiona and Jamie, and failing to remember Charlie’s new number, I held up an apologetic hand to the queue behind me as I dialled the Dance Hall’s stage door. The night manager picked up and told me, in the weary tones of a man who’d already said the same thing a dozen times, that the Hall would hopefully reopen on Tuesday and that, according to a note Nick had faxed over, all company members should “sit tight but stay limber”.

When I asked Sander if there was anyone he wanted to ring, he shook his head.

‘What a mess,’ I said, referring not just to the physical mess but to the fact that, even if everything went back to normal by Tuesday, we’d miss two whole days of studio time to tidy up and mentally prepare for Cinderella.

‘Sander? Trix?’

As I stepped out of the phone booth and the queue eagerly shuffled up, Charlie approached us with a cardboard box in his arms, Isabel by his side carrying a large Woolworths shopping bag. The two of them had moved in together a month earlier, near Portobello Road.

‘Candles,’ he said, nodding at the box. ‘Thought we’d better get some before they’re all gone. Are you guys… all right?’ He suddenly clocked how peculiar it was that we were both there.

‘I didn’t know you lived in this neck of the woods, Sander,’ Isabel said.

‘I don’t,’ he said, realising too late that he’d walked into a trap.

Charlie looked him up and down, then gave the quickest, naughtiest smile. ‘Aren’t those the same clothes you were wearing yesterday?’




FALLEN TREES

I had almost told her everything. The words had been right there in the dark, so innocuous, yet powerful enough to turn Trix’s world upside down.

In the cold morning light, surrounded by debris, I was relieved not to have said anything after all. Words may come more easily when the walls between worlds grow thin, but they also travel further. To the listeners who lie in wait for such confessions.

The aftermath of what was later named the Great Storm took us both by surprise, for very different reasons. While Trix was preoccupied by phone lines and performance schedule disruptions, I paid my respects to the fallen trees. I did not know those particular trees, but to see so many uprooted at once – all those years of hard work to grow tall and offer shade and oxygen, shelter to birds, scaffolds for fungi – was deeply upsetting. The fact that I could not communicate this to anyone made it worse.

Trix would have comforted me, had I confided in her. But how, how do you explain to a mortal that most of your first cousins are trees?




OCTOBER – DECEMBER 1987

THE FLATMATE

Each of my Cinderella manèges pushed my lungs to their limit, but the applause and the orchestra drowned out my recovery, and I successfully stayed upright, albeit with tilted vision. Getting through two laps of pirouettes around the stage made my thirty-two-count chaîné turns in Nutcracker rehearsals easier by comparison, although my long-awaited role as the Sugar Plum Fairy still called for perfection in every phrase. I tried to embody Sander’s lightness, to make my landings as soft as the chimes from the celesta in the orchestra pit, which I had to strain to hear upstage.

After our first performance of the run, when Sander and I met in the dressing room corridor to debrief and brush glitter off each other’s hair, he asked if I had any plans for Sunday night.

‘Writing Christmas cards and having a long soak in the bath, probably. Why?’

‘My flatmate has kindly offered to host a small birthday celebration for me. Would you like to come?’

‘So you do have a birthday! I didn’t know you were born in winter. Or that you had a flatmate.’

‘He is my oldest friend. But not in ballet, so…’ He crisscrossed his hands back and forth: Never the twain have met.

Which is how, at last, we got to see where Sander lived. When Jamie and I met up outside Kentish Town station, he couldn’t help but point out that Hampstead Heath was less than thirty minutes’ walk up the road.

‘I still think it’s a bit of an oddball move to traipse around the brush so close to sunset, but hey, that’s just me.’

‘No longer a believer in bisexuals, are we?’ I countered.

‘Still invested in the answer either way, are we?’

Touché.

The ground-floor flat was spacious, half a dozen conversations bouncing off the high Victorian ceilings, and Christmas lights were strung across enormous windows. Sander brought me into the kitchen, where a bald man who could have been anywhere between thirty and fifty years old was ladling mulled wine into plastic glasses.

‘My flatmate and oldest friend: Glen.’

‘Ah, you must be the famous Trix. Enchanté.’

‘A pleasure to finally meet you,’ I said, struck by his voice. Although much closer to the RP English that my parents had been raised to speak than Sander’s accent, it was cut with something else I couldn’t place. ‘I don’t believe any of us have been to your flat before.’

Sander shrugged and waved over Carolyn and Armand, who had just arrived with little Layla. ‘I thought, why not invite you all at same time?’

I scooted out of the narrow kitchen with my wine and got chatting with Isabel and Crystal, who had cracked one of the windows open to let their cigarette smoke out.

‘You’ve never been here before?’ Crystal asked me, her eyebrow quirking suggestively. ‘Really?’

‘Really, honestly, never.’ I’d given up many weeks ago on trying to stop the turn of the rumour mill, having received multiple variations on “I knew it” from my closest friends. Even Carolyn had accepted the idea as gospel.

‘I should have known it would be impossible not to,’ she’d said, kindly enough. ‘And it has given you this gorgeous new glow, onstage and off.’

‘Is he, you know, good?’ Violeta had asked.

‘As much stamina in bed as he has onstage?’ Grace had asked.

‘How does he measure up?’ Crystal had asked, bony elbow lightly jabbing me between the ribs.

Following Sander’s lead, I either shrugged or took a sip of whatever I had in my hand at the time. Insisting that the rumour wasn’t true, that Charlie and Isabel had made an Olympic long jump to their conclusions, only gave credence to it.

During one of our rehearsal breaks, I’d asked Sander if it bothered him as much as it was bothering me.

‘I’m used to other people’s speculations. This is just one more.’

That was all he had to say about it, leaving me with nothing to go on, as usual. It would have hurt if the rumour bothered him, but at least it would have offered some clarity. If he’d said he was flattered, shown something like swagger and pride, I would have been both thrilled and full of dread. His casual refusal to lean one way or the other was somehow the best and worst option.

Still, it was one of the rare moments he showed that he was aware of his own elusiveness. I’d seen it during our run of The Dream, on our continental summer tour, and when he kept me company during the Great Storm. I played that night on a loop whenever I couldn’t sleep, conscious of the extra space in my bed, analysing our murmured conversation in the dark for clues. There was a huge chunk of his life, his past, that he couldn’t bring himself to share with anyone. Not even the person he spent the most time with.

Where that door was closed, however, there might be a small window in the form of Glen.

Charlie pulled Sander into a conversation about his latest idea for a new neoclassical piece (‘Right, so, hear me out: we hire a theremin player…’), and I sidled up to Glen by the radio, where Madonna’s “La Isla Bonita” was thawing some of the chill out of the drizzly evening.

‘So how far back do you and Sander go?’

‘Oh, since we were children. We grew up together.’

‘How lovely. And, remind me, where was that again?’

‘Not far from here.’

That took me by surprise. ‘Here in Kentish Town? Or here in the UK?’

‘Yes. What about yourself, where did you grow up?’

Interesting. Very interesting. Given we’d only met an hour ago, I decided not to push. ‘Wimbledon. But my parents moved to South Kensington while I was boarding at ballet school. Are your parents based in London? Are Sander’s?’

‘His parents are very rural, always have been. Neither of them are great fans of cities, least of all London.’

‘Oh. I could never imagine being anywhere else. How long have you two lived here, then? Did you move to London at the same time?’

‘More or less. We have been here since…’ His gaze wandered to a wall calendar in the kitchen. ‘Goodness. Ten years already.’ He looked genuinely startled.

‘It hasn’t felt that long?’

‘Nowhere near that long.’ He blinked, then repeated how pleased he was to have finally met me in person. ‘Whenever I’m back in town, Sander has a fresh batch of praises to sing for you. Not that you would want to hear him sing. It’s enough to scare the foxes away.’

Across the room Sander turned his head and laughed. ‘You are no better!’

‘I am better,’ Glen told me conspiratorially. I laughed, but was still processing two very different things, and felt unsure which to ask about first. ‘When you say “back in town”, do you mean from out of the city, or out of the country? Actually – so sorry, how rude of me, I haven’t even asked what it is you do for a living.’

His mouth hung open a little, then closed, and I suddenly got the impression that he hadn’t meant for me to get this far in the conversation.

‘I am a buyer.’

‘For a department store?’

‘Not exactly. More bespoke. I…’ He gulped, as if I were forcing him to use a muscle he hadn’t exercised for a while. ‘I procure certain items for private clients. Where you might walk into Fortnum & Mason’s and buy something yourself, they send me to do it on their behalf. Although, given how often you and Sander feature in the papers, I’m curious to know if you get recognised. You know, out in public.’

‘Every now and again. But only around Covent Garden. Without all the stage make-up I can walk around quite freely. Sander gets recognised much more often, for obvious reasons.’

‘Obvious reasons?’ The faintest note of anxiety.

As if the universe were trying to antagonise me, the song “Hungry Eyes” started playing from the stereo. It had been all over the airwaves since Dirty Dancing came out in October – Fiona, Isabel, and I had seen it and, like everyone else, melted over the steamy romance between Johnny and Baby, culminating in that final lift with the beautiful lines.

‘Well…’ While Sander’s back was turned, I made a quick up and down gesture. ‘You know. He’s prolific. He always looks stunning. He’s the company’s star. He’s breathing new life into the old stories and the Dance Hall alike.’

Glen finished his cup of wine, then regarded me enigmatically enough that I wondered if it was a habit Sander had picked up from him, or the other way around. ‘How funny.’

‘What is?’

‘That’s almost word for word what he says about you.’




FAMILY TREES

The only pursuit to which Glen devoted more energy than horology was among the most forbidden for changelings like him: the study of his family tree. Where ordinary mortals combed through parish records and boxes of old photographs in search of their ancestors, he was looking for his descendants.

‘My siblings’ descendants,’ he clarified. Before him, his mother had given birth to eleven other children, four of whom had survived to adulthood, and two of whom had raised children of their own. They had remained mostly in the West Country, with the occasional migration to Canada, India, or Australia, adventurers striking out on their own.

He hovered a palm under his jaw, feigning thought. Who does that remind me of?

For the first half of the 1980s, whenever he was able to steal away for long enough undetected, Glen painstakingly made enquiries around villages from Truro to Gloucester, alternating between the guises of census-taker and local historian. I watched as, on large sheets of paper, he drew branch after branch of cousins, many times removed, until he had an orchard of bloodlines. By the end of 1987, he had successfully located a great-great-great-great-great-grand-niece in Glastonbury.

‘She is a gardener,’ he said proudly, ‘and a tarot-reader. But,’ he added with the softest sigh, ‘I don’t think she’s inclined to have children. And her sister is barren. Sorry, no – infertile. I hate how I forget my contemporary words.’

‘You do better than me, and I spend more time here.’ With some trepidation, I asked: ‘Will you…’ I defaulted to an open arm, grand and declarative. Announce yourself to her?

Glen may have been abetting me in my secret border crossings out of loyalty, but he, too, had something to gain. My hope was to eventually live wholly and completely among the mortals; Glen’s was to discover his family’s fate, possibly even to reunite with them. But that hope had taken root when we were still young, barely out of childhood. Back then, he might have been able to track down and befriend his grand-nephews and -nieces.

Selfishly, I had been afraid to ask if he still nurtured that hope now, with so many generations lost to him. If he no longer wished to cross over and remain in the Restless Lands with me, then I would lose the pleasure and comfort of his company, not to mention his vital practical support.

Glen shook his head before I had even finished the question. He chose a gesture, rather than words, to convey his decision. I have the heart to do it, not.

‘Besides,’ he added, switching back to speech, ‘how would that even work? “Greetings, I was born just after the year of your Lord 1700 and yet here I am, wearing the newest basketball sneakers.”’

We laughed to the point of breathlessness. But as we recovered, I remembered that the question of “how would that even work” was the very one I had been trying to answer ever since I first walked into the Covent Garden Dance Hall.




APRIL – JUNE 1988

HEATWAVE

Blanca took her last ever curtain call at the end of Dances at a Gathering, her pointe shoes buried in roses. She had asked Nick for it to be her farewell piece: Swan Lake was her final firework, but Jerome Robbins’s one-act pastel dream had ended up being just that, for her and the rest of us.

There is no plot to Dances at a Gathering, no premise beyond five men and five women coming together and celebrating the joy of dance, the last few bars of Chopin spent at a standstill, staring up and out into the audience like children watching a comet cross the sky. Uncomplicated and – to the audience – effortless. Isabel, Grace, Akihiko, and I cried as Blanca took her final bows alone. Rarely does a season at a ballet company go by without someone leaving, but it doesn’t make the losses any less painful, especially when it’s someone an entire generation of artists have looked up to for guidance; someone who always seemed grown-up, invincible.

Goodbyes were also painful because they reminded me that, one distant but inevitable day, it would be my turn. I felt a tension headache loom whenever other dancers talked about plans to start their own school, or the law conversion degree they were doing on the side, or joked about marrying millionaires. I preferred to keep any such future as far away as possible, to be dealt with only when absolutely necessary.

For better or worse, Sander was the perfect enabler. The only future he asked me about was future productions, future roles I hadn’t yet ticked off my list.

‘I hope it won’t be long until Romeo and Juliet comes around again,’ I said as we filled out visa paperwork together in the lounge. ‘I hope I don’t get too old.’

‘Too old? You are not even thirty years yet. Did Ulanova not dance Lavrovsky’s Juliet at forty?’

‘Forty-six. Good point, well argued. But you know what I mean. Blanca never danced Juliet. Crystal’s never danced Juliet, for the same reason she’s never danced Giselle – she’s too good at playing the darker roles. Myrtha, Manon, Mary Vetsera…’ I bent the corner of the top page back and forth, thinking of our rehearsals for the first ballet of the next season, my heart beating a little faster.

‘You worry Mary Vetsera will keep you from Juliet? Why? Both are MacMillan. Both are… very dark.’

‘Again, fair points. But remember Prokofiev’s cheerful violins in Act I – Juliet begins innocently, naïve. A proper teenager. Mary comes into the story already wise to the world, or at least she thinks she is. She understands the power of her own sex appeal in a way Juliet never does.’

It was the first time I’d ever said the word “sex” in Sander’s presence; I was suddenly very aware of my tongue. There seemed to be nowhere comfortable for it to sit.

I might not have been so easily flustered if it hadn’t been for Glen, whose curious voice needled at me every time I looked Sander’s way: “That’s almost word for word what he says about you.”

Had he just been teasing? Exaggerating? If Sander had said I was the company’s star and left it at that, obviously I would be pleased. If he’d said I was prolific then fair enough, because I was, for the same reason as him: neither of us had been forced to take injury or illness leave. But if he really had said I looked stunning too… well, I didn’t know what to do with that.

I’d indulged in my crush on him for over a year now, but every time I imagined what would happen if he ever admitted he felt the same, it left me blue. It couldn’t be the same. Men would never feel about me the way I felt about them. They had needs, and they would always need more, need to go further. I wouldn’t be able to give Sander what he wanted. I would disappoint, again. Go off script, again. Be a dead end on another man’s road.

I didn’t want Glen’s words to be true, and yet I did. I wanted to put off ever finding out.

* * *

While the rest of the BCBC geared up for the last full-length of the season – Bournonville’s Napoli – Sander and I made the long journey to San Francisco, home of the USA’s oldest ballet company, for a gala in their stunning Civic Center. Sander endured his worst bout of air sickness to date: he spent an entire afternoon lying flat on his hotel bed with the plane’s sleeping mask over his eyes (‘Trying to pretend I am two dimensions only’), while I fed him pieces of sugared ginger with one hand and read a novel with the other, occasionally putting it down to stroke his hair and insist he drink more water. He was still fairly out of it the next day, not helped by the fact that the temperature hit 32°C by noon. In April.

In the Civic Center, I got lost on the way from the women’s morning class to the studio that had been reserved for us, so Sander was already there when I arrived. He was lowering a few of the window blinds, sunlight catching on his bare shoulders. My dance bag slid down my arm.

So he did sweat.

‘It’s okay I’m like this?’ he asked, tying a bandana under his fringe as usual. ‘Even with air conditioning, it’s so hot.’

‘Of course,’ I said, gesturing to my bare legs under my tutu.

‘Besides, good practice for the night,’ he said, which was true – the male dancer in the Act II Grand pas of Le Corsaire was almost always shirtless. I avoided looking at him while we took turns standing in front of a whirring pedestal fan, until he rested his hands on his svelte hips and said, simply, ‘Ready?’

It was a small studio, and there was no session pianist to guide our steps – only a cassette recording. We had to be our own coaches, correcting each other as well as ourselves. I watched him travel between squares of sunlight as he drilled his variations, and shouted ‘Ceiling!’ whenever he leapt too high. The Civic Center’s lobby was like a cathedral; during the performance, he’d be free to fly to any height he liked.

The ten-minute sequence was so quintessentially classical, so reminiscent of The Sleeping Beauty and Coppélia and The Nutcracker, that after a few murmurs of “lower”, “slower”, and “let’s take that phrase again”, our rehearsal quickly lapsed into breathy silence, his hands remembering the best placement on my waist for fast pirouettes, where to support my lumbar spine for back bends, when to delicately release my fingers so I could hold on to a balance. He touched me more than I was obliged to touch him – the intimacy was in the negative space, in the touch that wasn’t yet an embrace.

He hugged me when our studio time was up; despite the searing heat, I could have stayed on my pointes, arms wrapped around his hot skin, until the building went dark. I needed to get used to it, because after our guest run in New York with the American Ballet Theatre’s Giselle, as soon as we were back in London, we’d be dancing in closer proximity than ever before. We were opening the new season with Mayerling.
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AUGUST – SEPTEMBER 1988

MARY AND RUDOLF

Sir Frederick Ashton, father of the English style, the man who spun beauty out of empty space, died at home in Suffolk on 19 August. No one was shocked, but we were all bereft – the living legends always seem as if they’ll go on living forever, as if their myriad achievements are enough to exempt them from mortality. The fact that we were opening the new season with Mayerling, the darkest and most violent full-length Kenneth MacMillan ever devised, a ballet that was the antithesis of Ashton, felt wrong, though by that point there wasn’t anything we could do about it.

‘I don’t know what your man’s thinking, not doing sessions in the weights room,’ Stephen told me back in July, during rehearsals for our pas de deux in MacMillan’s contrastingly upbeat one-act Elite Syncopations. He’d been referring to Sander as “my man” for a while, because Nick so rarely cast us with other partners, and presumably because he’d also heard the rumours about us. ‘He’ll dislocate his shoulder if he doesn’t build enough strength for Rudolf’s lifts.’

‘He’s never gone into a role unprepared. But it’s nice that you’re so concerned for him.’

‘I’m concerned for all the Rudolfs, Twiglet. Seven pas de deux. In bloody Russian winter military jackets. It doesn’t get harder than this.’

I hated it when he used his old nickname for me, but I let it slide, because he was right. Crown Prince Rudolf, a real prince of the old Austro-Hungarian Empire who disgraced himself by committing murder-suicide with his teenaged mistress Mary Vetsera in the family hunting lodge, who MacMillan preserved in ballet amber in 1978, is the male dancer’s ultimate test. He’s in almost every scene, which demands stamina; he dances with six different women, which demands strength and versatility; and his character grapples with heroin addiction, lust, political conspiracies, and an obsession with death, which demands bucketloads of dramatic expression and mental fortitude.

Even as I defended Sander, I secretly worried that his run of absurdly good luck might end here. The BCBC had only done Mayerling once before, and every single male principal who danced Rudolf had been left injured: torn rotator cuffs, ruptured ACLs, trapped nerves, even a fractured spine when one of the lifts went horribly wrong. Fabrizio had transferred out to Teatro alla Scala at the end of the last season, leaving just four male principals able and willing to take on the anti-fairy-tale prince: Stephen, Tomas, Luka, and Sander.

There was another source of tension as the company prepared to start up again, with a new intake of first-year artists and a few select boosts up the career ladder: Jamie was now a proud first soloist; Fiona was not. They had been two halves of the same pas de deux in Elite Syncopations, and yet only he got the glory of a keenly anticipated promotion. She smiled brightly and clapped for him as hard as anyone else, but after that, her eyes glazed over and stayed that way into the autumn.

‘I’ve hit my ceiling, haven’t I?’ she said when I treated her to an unofficial commiseration dinner at Rules, a few streets away from the Dance Hall. ‘I’ll be thirty next year – there’s no becoming a principal after that. There just isn’t.’

It made my heart heavy. When the two of us had graduated into the BCBC together, I’d blithely taken it for granted that we’d ascend through the ranks together too, that the brilliance I saw in my friend would be just as obvious to the higher-ups. It was tough to realise how much of my life I had built on assumptions.

* * *

Nowhere was the mood stranger than in rehearsals. As Rudolf and Mary, Sander and I had to go to some disturbing and depraved places, intertwining ourselves in new, uncomfortable positions. None of the sex scenes (or in soloist Saoirse’s case, as Rudolf’s new wife Princess Stephanie, rape scenes) were explicit by Hollywood standards. It was still a neoclassical ballet: everything was symbolic, suggested, simulated. Doing Anastasia the previous season had prepared me for some of the wickedly fast lifts and catches. But I didn’t appreciate how unprepared I was for the intimacy of my scenes with Sander until we were in the middle of them, with Salvatore either watching silently from the side like a hawk, or barking instructions at us.

Between his old flame Marie Larisch, favourite sex worker Mitzi Caspar, and, of course, his new mistress and kindred spirit Mary, Rudolf has a higher kiss count than any other male role in all of ballet. After rehearsing her big group number as Mitzi, Isabel pulled me aside in the Salon and muttered into my ear, ‘I had no idea.’

‘No idea about what?’

‘How good he is. I can never tell Charlie.’ Her shoulders gave a little involuntary shimmy. ‘Isn’t it mad how one kiss can make you feel nineteen again? You must be having a scrummy time with him.’

‘I don’t know if I’d put it like that.’

Sander and I had only ever kissed in The Sleeping Beauty, briefly and chastely. In Mayerling, we had to kiss four times in Mary and Rudolf’s first bedroom pas de deux alone, then three more times in the run-up to their death scene.

One week into the new season, my flutters of nervous anticipation for these kisses had flatlined. What we were doing may have looked like kissing, but there was nothing romantic about it – they were hurdles to clear, messy and chaotic and breathless. Almost all of them came at the end of a difficult lift, or after I’d clambered down Sander’s body to the floor, my head craned upside down, his body pushing into mine from behind while Salvatore demanded he go lower, harder, more, more, more. I tried to get off his mouth as much as onto it, just so I didn’t black out. The light-headedness could only help my character, an impulsive teenager who doesn’t shy away from the skull on Rudolf’s desk, or his gun.

‘Good,’ Salvatore announced as he watched me and Sander land in our most physically challenging kiss: after a series of lifts where I barely touched the ground, blindly trusting that Sander’s hands would catch me, he knelt with me in his arms, holding my left ankle as I extended my left leg across the back of his neck, my right leg tucked in. We locked lips in the most literal sense of the word, the force of it keeping him steady and me balanced. ‘Very good.’

It didn’t feel very good. With only a few days until the stage call, I was convinced I’d never be able to enjoy kissing again, onstage or off. The act of it had become defamiliarised, to the point where I questioned whether I’d ever actually enjoyed kissing, or if I just thought I had because I’d grown up being told – by books and films and songs and everyone I knew – that I was meant to enjoy it, that it was biologically hardwired into humans the world over.

At the end of our final studio rehearsal before the run began, Salvatore asked us to do the first bedroom pas de deux one more time. By now it was all about finishing touches and making sure that, true to the MacMillan vision for all his creations, we were infusing every interaction with meaning. To quote Crystal: “There’s no half-assing a MacMillan.” We had to become our characters, whether we liked them or not.

‘Again. Still not quite there yet, that moment,’ Salvatore said, as Sander and I tried not to groan in exasperation.

When Mary enters Rudolf’s bedroom for the first time, she bows to him as etiquette demands, holding the lace-trim lapels of her coat together. He approaches her with intrigue writ plain on his face – and she removes the coat to reveal only a negligee underneath. Onstage, I would wear a white leotard under the sheer black fabric, but it was still racy by Dance Hall standards.

Mary turns and swings her leg up high, travelling across the bedroom with the ease and arrogance of a teenage girl whose only asset is her youth, an asset she’ll push as far as it can go. The scene is a slow tug-of-war, the power and control shifting between her and Rudolf – when he grips her arm, he reminds her that he is the one who will decide how the night plays out, what he’ll get to do with her, and to her. The moment we hadn’t yet mastered to Salvatore’s satisfaction was when Mary faces Rudolf with her back to the audience; unable to resist, he pulls down the straps of her negligee and, as Sal put it, “takes a good, long look”. It was all implied – a good leotard won’t just flop down and expose your entire chest with one tug – but the straps did have to come all the way off my shoulders.

Except this time, when Sander complied with Sal’s demand to be rougher, I flinched at the force with which he pushed the straps down my skin, and how cold I suddenly was.

Sander froze, his eyebrows high. He glanced up: Should we stop?

‘No, this is good! Keep going, don’t lose the moment!’ Salvatore said, standing near enough that he definitely saw my nipples, too. Forcing myself to do it as leisurely as I had all the other times, I pushed the straps back up, and the feeling of acid and ice back down my throat.

‘Hey, it’s happened before,’ Sal continued, backing away so we could resume the pas de deux and move across the floor. ‘Carolyn, Mariska, everybody, at least one time. Just learn how to go with it. And be glad it was here, not onstage!’

I forced a laugh.

I got through the rest of the scene, and then we were allowed to call it a day and head home.

I didn’t go home. I went up to the rooftop garden, a little oasis of green and lavender accessible only to staff and patrons. I couldn’t face cramming myself into a tube carriage with all the rush hour commuters, nor did I want to make small talk with a cabbie in the low-ceilinged box of his car. I needed air, elevated enough above the congestion of central London and secondhand cigarette smoke that it would taste cold and pure.

I took a Styrofoam cup of tea to one of the benches, the city spread out before me in a panoply of roofs, and put my head in my hands.

Nudity didn’t bother me any more than it did the other ballerinas – we’d had too many years of shared dressing rooms and quick changes for that to matter. But that slip just now, and the physical force behind it, had stirred up something from the dark silt of memories I’d worked so hard to leave undisturbed. I should have known this would happen – not the wardrobe malfunction, but my body remembering things I didn’t want it to.

Eyes closed, I lifted my head and sat still for a while, trying to let the ambient noise of the city wash everything else away.

After however long, the bench creaked.

‘You want to talk?’ Sander asked quietly. ‘Or be alone?’

I didn’t give him an answer. I wanted him to stay, but I did not want to talk.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I pushed too hard. It was my fault.’

‘No, it’s not. It’s fine. I’m sorry.’

‘What? Why are you sorry?’

‘Just, you know… that you had to see that.’

He took sometime to settle on a response. ‘You have nothing to be sorry about. I just… I am sorry it happened when you didn’t want it.’

To my surprise as much as his, I burst into tears. Stuttering, full-body, finger-trembling tears. Sander hovered an arm over my shoulders until I managed to communicate that he hadn’t said anything wrong.

‘You said the right thing,’ I tried to explain. ‘That’s what you should say. Not you, specifically, but… other people.’

That was the first time I told him – the first time I told anyone – exactly what happened between me and Stephen.

‘Do you remember the last time the BCBC performed Mayerling, in ’82? You were still a first soloist then. Unbelievable to imagine that now,’ I said with a weak laugh. ‘I’d just been promoted from first artist to soloist. I performed the role Fiona has now: Princess Louise.’

‘I remember,’ Sander said softly, which surprised me. It’s a small role. Louise dances Rudolf’s first pas de deux, establishing that even on his wedding day, he will always be hungry for other women.

Stephen had been a soloist too, a few years older than me and hopeful that his debut as Bratfisch, the Prince’s closest friend and coachman, would get him promoted. We’d partnered a few times before, and not only had he been easy to work with, he’d been easy to fall for: tall, witty, suave, with sharp green eyes that made me feel as if I’d won something.

‘We started going for coffee, then for walks in Hyde Park, then out to dinner. At the end of the Mayerling run, he took me to Langan’s – I know, clearly he was keen to impress. After we were through with the meal, he insisted we order another bottle of wine because it was a Saturday night, and there would be plenty of time to recover before the morning class on Tuesday. Then he started talking, quite openly, about having been attracted to me ever since we were first paired together in Giselle Act I, which… was exciting, you know, because it gave me the freedom to admit that was the moment I’d felt attracted to him, too.’

At last, I’d felt I was being initiated into the coveted club of adults who became “romantically involved” with one another, though I wouldn’t have been able to define what that meant.

‘When he kissed me outside the restaurant, I was over the moon. “Ah, here we go,” I thought. This is what it’s all about. I was more than happy to let him put his hands all over me, even as we were stumbling down the street where complete strangers could wolf-whistle at us. It did catch me off guard when he flagged down a cab and gave the driver his address without asking for mine, but the engine was already revving, and I was fizzing like champagne, so I went along with it.’

I took a sip of tea and turned the cup in my hands, willing them to stop shaking.

‘It was when he pulled me towards his bed that I began to worry. He was acting as if we’d agreed the evening would come to a certain inevitable conclusion, when we hadn’t discussed anything at all. But it would definitely have killed the mood if I’d pointed that out, and… well, in case you weren’t already aware, the worst thing a woman can be is a mood-killer. So I kept going along with it.’

I’d let Stephen pull me onto the bed, run his hands through my hair, kiss my neck, and had been pleasantly surprised at how these things felt: thrilling and relaxing at the same time. Maybe I’d been worried about nothing. Maybe it was just first-night nerves, like a new role onstage.

‘He’d already pulled my stockings off and then he, so expertly, unhooked my bra under my dress. It was the cold on my skin, as he pulled the straps down, that brought me back to myself. My head was suddenly clear. I tried to nudge him off, but… it didn’t work.’

I’d said, in a voice that was so small among the shadows of his bedroom, “Perhaps we ought to slow down.”

When his fingertips moved up my inner thigh, I told him to please stop. When he didn’t, my body went rigid with a jolt of electric pain, and something else kicked in. Literally.

‘I kicked him in the chest, and this louder, more primal voice than mine told him to GET OFF.’

Even as I felt my voice getting away from me, Sander didn’t flinch, didn’t shift on the bench or make excuses for why he should leave. I exhaled.

‘There was a scary moment when he didn’t move after hitting the floorboards and I fumbled for the light, thinking I’d concussed him, followed by an even scarier moment when he got up, and stared at me, and said… he said, “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

‘I didn’t even put my stockings back on. I only said how sorry I was, that I should leave. He put a hand on my arm – not forcefully, just firmly – and pointed out that it was gone midnight. I think he even offered, reluctantly, to sleep on the sofa. I told him that wasn’t necessary, just that I didn’t want to do anything more that night.’

What I left unsaid was “or any other night”.

‘To his credit,’ I began – then paused, imagining if I ever told this to Carolyn or Fiona or, Heaven forfend, my mother. ‘Is credit due? I suppose compared to other men, maybe. To whatever modicum of credit is due, he made no further attempts for the rest of the night, even though we slept under the same sheets. No attempts I was aware of, anyway.’ I nodded to the building below us. ‘Apart from one passing joke in the corridors about the bruise I’d left on his chest, he never brought it up again. Our chemistry onstage was somehow sufficiently intact for Nick to continue casting us together. But we didn’t go on any more dates.’ I tried to take another sip of tea before realising I’d already finished it. ‘We hadn’t even been dating long enough to use the word “relationship”. I wanted to go back to being colleagues and just draw a great big line under the whole thing. But Fiona and the others wouldn’t stop asking what happened, what went wrong – “Oh, but you’re so good together, that’s such a shame.”’

‘You never told them what he did?’

‘No. And he didn’t do anything – much. It was just an unfortunate thing that happened. A fundamental incompatibility. Anyway.’ I crumpled the Styrofoam cup in my hands, suddenly bone-tired. ‘That’s what that was about. I’m afraid Mayerling and I will probably never get on. I can be Mary Vetsera, but I can’t wait to be done with her. Sal, Mariska, Nick, they always talk about how this story taps into the things that make us human. But all these rehearsals have done is remind me that I must be less human than everyone else. A human made wrong.’

‘Trix…’

‘Well, what else am I supposed to think?’

‘You think you are “made wrong” because you did not want to have sex with Stephen?’

‘Because I don’t want to have sex with anyone, not even—’

I didn’t know where to redirect my words, or my eyes. I waited for him to look away, to frown with confusion and pity.

Instead, he reached for my hand and looked at it against his as if for the first time. With his other hand, he formed a protective shell around mine and slowly, cautiously, brought it to his heart. I edged closer to him, startled by how fast it was beating. As if he was bracing himself.

He looked at me.

‘Neither do I.’




THE REAL THING

When I was a child, and could still measure changes in my height and bones, my parents often discussed mortal goings-on with me, and the myriad ways in which our culture was superior to theirs. One of their favourite themes was that romance is a convoluted story the mortals tell themselves to lessen their shame around sex. We know better; we waste no energy getting to the serious business of making babies.

Prince Rudolf was a poison-dipped arrow I had to pull out of my chest after every Mayerling rehearsal. I found a measure of empathy for this other prince, who also suffocated under the weight of a precarious empire. But I hated who he became on his wedding night with Princess Stephanie. Saoirse always laughed through my apologies, but I had to give them every time, like a spell, to stop Rudolf’s violent energy from following me out of the Dance Hall.

As for Mary Vetsera – well, that was another side of Trix I had not known was there. Macabre, unpredictable, a chaotic teenager in a grown woman’s body. My hair was an owl’s nest after rehearsals, and she left a trail of bobby pins in her wake. Our characters’ manias fed each other like kindling to fire, pulling us into the four kisses – so different from the single, measured kiss of The Sleeping Beauty that they did not feel like kisses at all. If Mayerling was meant to convey what so many coaches and other dancers called “real” mortal desires, I would gladly confine my kisses to performances only.

After the first few days of rehearsals, Trix and I said goodnight differently, as if neither of us were sure what had just happened. I could have sworn I saw, in her eyes and her body language, what I felt after having spent hours as Rudolf: a need to stand in the rain until I felt cleansed.

The more “mature” roles Trix danced, the more Stephen liked to remind whoever else was in the male principals’ dressing room that he had “tried it on” with her when they were younger, but that she had “frozen on him”.

‘Don’t worry, I know the rumours aren’t true,’ he told me, after a critic made a joke in their review of La Bayadère about how much my stamina onstage must benefit Trix offstage. ‘There’s always been something wrong with her wiring down there, and she won’t let anyone help. Hell of an actress, but that’s all it is – an act.’

He said this as if he were bringing me vital intelligence from across enemy lines. Had I known then what Trix later told me, I might have responded with more than cautious silence. There had always been talk of this kind in the dressing rooms, ever since I joined the company. Even dancers who went on to become my good friends, like Charlie, could not resist exchanging stories of their sexual adventures like currency. I quickly became used to tuning it out.

Not until after the Great Storm did I begin to wonder if I was the only man with whom Trix had shared her bed, in any sense of the phrase. Her confession to me on the rooftop cast her habit of topping up everyone’s drinks, or idly picking up a magazine, whenever conversations turned to sex, in a new light.

But, outside of religious orders and their vows of celibacy, I had never heard of mortals who did not desire sex. I had taken my family’s received wisdom as truth: that the romance portrayed in mortal stories was only ever a symbol for something more fundamental. A superficial means to a necessary end. It felt indulgent to imagine, perhaps even foolish.

And yet… what if the two could be separated out after all? What if the romance was not always the journey, but the destination? What if the symbol was, sometimes, the real thing?




SEPTEMBER 1988 – MARCH 1989

THE SAME

A man who wasn’t interested in sex, whose life could feel complete without it, had always seemed so unlikely that when Sander told me on the rooftop, I assumed I’d misunderstood him, or that he’d misunderstood me.

Then Fiona’s words hit me with the force of a snowball: “We’re surrounded by mirrors all day and yet you can’t see what’s right in front of you.”

‘When first we danced together,’ Sander continued, ‘I thought we were complete opposite of each other. But we are…’

‘The same?’ None of this felt real. To be isolated on one’s own patch for so long and then, suddenly: a new arrival. A companion.

Sander glanced off, still clasping my hand, patting it in thought. ‘We are… more alike than first I believed. Taught to believe. So much more.’ He seemed to remember my hand didn’t belong to him and lowered it. ‘You give me much to think about.’

That was how we left it – a two-sided revelation, a coin cast high in the air, catching light over and over.

* * *

While contending with our marathon run of Mayerling and the inevitable cast changes due to injuries, we also had Ashton’s The Two Pigeons (featuring two bona fide pigeons, who behaved angelically only around Sander) and mimed ice skating for the shorter, wintery one-act Les Patineurs, and then it was on to Nutcracker month. I was grateful for the busy schedule, and those pieces specifically. They were the palate-cleansers Sander and I badly needed after Mayerling – by the end of the run, I’d used up all my lip balms and felt desensitised to touch.

We were cast in separate roles for Les Patineurs, and when we reunited in the glittery Kingdom of Sweets for The Nutcracker, it was in roles we already knew. Winter gave us time to recalibrate, to remember the dividing lines between pleasure and work, desire and obligation, passion and automation.

By the time winter thawed, the BCBC programme was pivoting towards a welcome love story in La Fille mal gardée. Life within the company began to change in kind: Charlie proposed to Isabel in the Conservatory on the day the clocks went forward and the sky began to lighten; Jamie discreetly but happily moved all his possessions into Lorenzo’s flat near Borough Market; Stephen draped his arm around Akihiko after morning classes were over and kissed her, long and indulgently, on the neck, which made her smile. I had no idea when they’d started seeing each other.

Akihiko was a grown woman, and we weren’t close enough to call each other friends, but a little spark of fear lit up in me when I saw them together like that. What could I say to her? I had no evidence that Stephen was the same person he’d been six years ago. But I didn’t know if he’d changed, either.

‘They look happy,’ Fiona said. I could tell just from her voice that she was casting a wary glance at me.

‘I hope he’s good to her,’ was all I could say.

* * *

We also welcomed a new male principal into the fold: a transfer from ABT who Sander and I had befriended during our guest run of Giselle in New York. His name was George, he had a smile so white it could cause traffic accidents, and Fiona was smitten the moment Nick introduced him during an all-company Equity meeting.

‘Ohhh, Trix, help me,’ she said, her weak knees clearly only half-feigned. ‘Please tell me there’s something deeply wrong with him, something that will turn me off him immediately. I don’t think I’ll be able to concentrate if he insists on being that perfect.’

I couldn’t tell her any such thing. George had appointed himself our unofficial, unpaid tour guide around New York, taking me and Sander to the best local spots to eat, telling us which neighbourhoods were safe and which to steer clear of, which art galleries had the best air conditioning, and where to find little pockets of green space amid the overwhelming concrete blocks.

‘Why not find out for yourself?’ I couldn’t resist using my principal privilege for good, half-dragging her across the room and introducing her to George.

‘This is Fiona, the best soloist in the company. She’d love to show you around the National Portrait Gallery sometime.’

His eyes immediately flicked up and down before resting on her face, which suddenly looked brighter than it had all season.

‘You’re welcome,’ I whispered to her with a parting pat on the shoulder, leaving them to it and gravitating back to Sander, who nodded, suitably impressed.

* * *

La Fille mal gardée, Ashton’s comic two-act ballet which premiered at the Dance Hall in 1960, was the cherry blossom in our ballet garden of wonders, its score a patchwork of different composers like the squares of an old, much-loved quilt.

‘This was the last ballet I did while I was still a student,’ I told Sander on the day of our learning call, alongside Akihiko, Stephen, Violeta, and George, all of us debuting as Lise and Colas.

‘You danced Lise before you graduated?’ Sander said with only mild surprise, which flattered me.

‘No, silly, as a chicken.’

Set on a farm, the ballet opens with a jaunty dance of chickens in puffy suits and spindly legs. It had briefly made me question all my vocational choices up to that point, but Fiona and Jamie had been by my side. Once we graduated into the company, we quickly realised that even the most sophisticated dancers – the Grace Langhams and Carolyn Sabouris – had once been chickens themselves. ‘It’s a rite of passage – will you stop laughing!’

‘Sorry, sorry’ – Sander leaned on me for support – ‘I just can’t see it.’

When I proceeded to demonstrate, plucking up my knees and flapping my arms in triangles, he fell about laughing until tears sprang from his eyes, which made me smile late into the night.

Fille had plenty to keep us occupied and out of breath, with Ashton’s classic, near-impossible demand for steps that were fast yet precise, like a shower of arrows across a battlefield. I spent every free evening that April standing on one leg in a balance with a tube of kitchen towel high above my head, until I was sure I’d be able to hold a fistful of ribbons for Lise’s friends to dance with, rotating me in the centre like a weathervane, without any wobbles. I spent hours with Mariska polishing Lise’s mime soliloquy – “It must be big enough for the fans all the way in the gods!” – where she daydreams about marrying Colas and raising not one, not two, but three children with him.

‘Is that what you want, too?’ Sander asked, after practising his leap out of the hay bales that Colas uses as a Trojan horse to sneak into the farmhouse. ‘Children?’

‘God, no.’ I reflexively glanced at Ben, Lori, and our guest conductor José, but they were on the other side of the studio, comparing score annotations and choreographic notation. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound quite so… It’s not the sort of thing people like to hear, and I’m glad they don’t pester me as often as they might. My parents ask every now and again, on the off chance that I’ve changed my mind about giving them grandchildren, but frankly they’ll be waiting in perpetuity.’

‘So… no children,’ he said. ‘What about marriage?’

Marriage. We hadn’t spoken about it since the night of the Great Storm. I’d grown up fantasising about my dream wedding as often as the next girl, but rarely got past the crossing of the threshold into the honeymoon suite somewhere tropical. It was always remembering the “do you submit to your husband” question in the vows that made the fantasy dissolve.

‘Only to the right person, and… well, you and I know it would have to be a very particular type of person.’ I challenged myself not to glance off. Sander’s face gave nothing away, except the faintest beginnings of a smile that I couldn’t help but mirror. ‘Yourself?’

He was quiet for so long, I thought he wasn’t going to give me an answer. But then he enclosed my hand in both of his and brought it to his chest, just as he’d done on the rooftop. The look he gave me melted something in my core like coffee over a sugar cube: The same.




ON YOUR OWN TIME

Thanks to the ongoing success of our partnership, Trix and I had built enough goodwill with Nick, Mariska, and Salvatore that when we asked to leave Lise and Colas’s kisses out of the learning calls, to put them aside until we were ready, they let us.

‘Don’t leave it too long,’ Nick advised, with lightness, after sitting in on an Act III rehearsal. ‘I know Mayerling was exhausting, but if any ballet will remind you how to enjoy stage-kissing, it’s got to be Fille. Unless, of course,’ he added with a little tap of his notebook against my arm, ‘you’re practising on your own time.’

I do not know if Mariska said something similar to Trix, but she tapped me on the shoulder, light yet precise, and suggested – without directly meeting my eye – that we take a Monday afternoon walk through Regent’s Park. ‘The weather’s so gorgeous now, it would be rude not to.’

It made me smile when she said such things. Acknowledging that, despite their caprices, the wind and rain and sun had feelings worthy of respect. My two worlds, brushing so close, without stirring up fear or resentment. Unthinkable, once.

We walked in slow, silent step down the park’s long avenue. The white and pink blossoms on either side had shed a little, but most of the petals were holding strong, unwilling to leave the comfort of their branches, the way one hates to leave bed on a cold morning. I waited for Trix to remark how beautiful everything looked, as was her habit, but she kept her eyes forward.

‘What are you thinking about?’ I asked.

She laced her fingers through mine, as if bracing herself for a lift. ‘Lise and Colas.’

We came to a stop by one of the benches, but neither of us sat.

‘Me, too.’ In the silence that followed, I gave myself an imaginary slap to the face. Stop dancing around what you wish to say. Stop hiding in the space words cannot reach. ‘Before we… practise, uh, that is, practise their kisses, I want you… to know…’

But as soon as I looked at her, I stumbled over my words. “I want you” fell between us like the first raindrop before a cloudburst.

I tried again. ‘There is something I have wanted to tell you for a long time. A very long time.’

The stress fracture in your leg did not go away on its own.

You were right to fear the Great Storm, because it made you stray into a world that will never welcome you.

If you ever crossed paths with my parents, they would love nothing more than to torture you to death.

If you ever crossed paths with Cressida, she would torture you to death and then, only after a successful consummation of our marriage, me.

I have spent the last decade trying to live two lives, but only one can win out.

One day, sooner or later, you will ask yourself why I never age.

You were never part of the plan.

This cannot end happily.

I took up her other hand. ‘I did not know how lonely I had been, until I met you.’




APRIL 1989

CONFETTI

I must have been thinking of something to say in response, but then Sander’s lips were on my skin and words left me. I had no language but breath.

In Act III of Fille, Colas leaps out from the hay bales just as Lise finishes her mimed soliloquy. To cushion the blow of her embarrassment, he plants a kiss on her hand, then her wrist, then the inside of her elbow. Her shoulder. Behind her ear.

Slowly, tenderly, Sander worked his way up my arm and drew me close, but paused at my elbow. He glanced at me. Yes?

Yes.

Breaking with the choreography, he stopped short of my neck. In the ballet, when Colas is done with her left arm, Lise immediately turns and holds out her right arm: You had better do that again, so help me God.

Sander looked into my eyes. I was grateful for his arms holding me steady.

I rose up on demi-pointe and kissed him.

To think I’d forgotten how it could feel, when done right. At our own pace. And this time, for the first time, as ourselves.

Something flitted over us, through us, into our shirt collars – we stopped long enough to watch cherry blossom petals cascade from the branches above us like confetti. Sander tensed, but the breeze was gentle, and as we relaxed into it, he regarded the trees with a wry smile, as if sharing a private joke with them.

I could tell that he’d meant to say something else. But whatever it was could come later. This moment was for us, today, where the past and the future couldn’t intrude.





FEALLTAIR

I hope you’re grateful for this, Glen said.

I bowed at the waist and dipped my palm forward. Yes, very.

I had to call in a favour with half a dozen rivers to find a corridor.

As I said, grateful. We were speaking in movement, not because either of us felt especially loyal to our first language that day, but because the wind and rain would have drowned out our words.

When we reached the Sands of Evie, I let panic get the better of me and seized Glen by the shoulder, putting a finger to my lips. You swore them to secrecy?

He arched an eyebrow, then pushed my hand off. What do you take me for? Of course I did.

Orkney was a long way from London, but only a corridor away for any magical being curious enough to follow us if they heard even the faintest rumour on the wind of our meeting with Fealltair.

He was already waiting for us on the beach, so immovable against the rough weather that he might as well have been a sea stack. As we approached, his huge dark eyes alighted on me; the only thing that could upstage them was his formidable moustache. Had he not been the only person around for miles, we might easily have mistaken him for an ordinary mortal man in a raincoat the colour of toffee.

I did not want to cause offence by addressing him as Fealltair, the only name his former Selkie clan used for him, if they deigned to speak of him at all. But when I tried to gesture that I wished to learn his chosen name, he shook his head and raised a large, webbed hand.

‘My fluency’s not what it was,’ he shouted over the wind and crashing waves. ‘Lost most of it when I broke with that part of myself.’

‘That is fine by us,’ Glen shouted back, encouraging me to sit beside the former Selkie. I was glad he remembered the appropriate etiquette – even if they are in exile, one must never obstruct a Selkie’s view of the sea.

‘What is your name, friend of the waves?’ I asked, grimacing as wet sand caught on my eyelashes. I could have ordered the wind to leave us be, but if I wanted this meeting kept secret, it was best not to annoy it.

‘Sam.’ He smiled, bringing out the deep lines in his brown face. ‘So, what on earth brings the Prince of the Silver Realm to the far reaches of our glittering isles?’

I fleetingly registered the icy touch of a wave as it broke close to us. He looked so at ease that I could only assume he had not lost the insulation of his seal side entirely. ‘I have a… that is, I wanted to ask… I hoped you might—’

‘That I might have some advice about forsaking everything for true love?’

‘I would not put it like that.’

The wind whistled above our heads, as if issuing a challenge. ‘Then how would you put it, your grace?’

The more he turned towards me, the less sure I felt about venturing here. His eyes still had the shine of a seal’s, framed by dark, pronounced circles. His face was round, yet hollow, like a half-eaten apple left in the open.

‘You broke with your glamour for someone you loved,’ I said.

Sam nodded, looking neither sad nor especially happy. ‘Someone I love to this day. We have been together on Orkney for two years now.’

‘Where is he?’ Glen asked, looking around the deserted beach as if there was anywhere for a mortal to eavesdrop. I shared his visible regret that we had not made it a condition of the meeting that Sam’s lover also be present. It would have been helpful to know how such a drastic choice affected both partners.

‘At home with the dogs. He knows I’ve gone out, but not where.’ As if reading the question in my expression, he added, ‘He doesn’t know about my past.’

What a thing to say. The thought that one’s eternal present could be swept neatly into a cupboard named “the past” was enough to make me dizzy. But he was also telling me that his partner, the most important person in his world, did not know this cupboard even existed. I had not been prepared for that. I had taken it for granted that this radical pariah would advise me on how to share my secret with Trix, completely, unconditionally, at last.

‘How can that be?’ Glen asked. He shuffled across the sand and pulled his hood tighter over his head. ‘You mean he never witnessed you transform? Never saw you emerge or dive?’

‘He thinks this is a quirk of DNA, and these’ – Sam pointed to his webbed fingers, then his eyes – ‘I was careful never to let him see me when I didn’t want him to.’ He turned his attention back to me. ‘I presume you are taking your own measures.’

‘I never said I was in the same predicament as—’

‘Prince Meadowfrost. You are not meeting with me out of scientific curiosity,’ Sam said with an indulgent smile. ‘I know that desperate look in your eyes. I felt it many times myself. The pull of two worlds. Obligation and aspiration. Past and future. Regret and hope.’

‘But why keep it secret even now? Surely your kin – your former kin – know who he is. The man for whom you renounced everything.’

‘Of course they know. But they’re no longer responsible for me. What I do or who I do it with is beyond their interests. No one’s bothered about a lowly servant-class Selkie anyway… ah. Of course. It would be even trickier for you. You have my sympathy, Prince.’

‘Please stop calling me that. I did not choose the title. I did not choose any of this.’ I rubbed my temples under my hood.

‘No one chooses to fall in love, just as no one chooses to fall when they’re walking. It simply happens, and by the time you’ve realised, it’s too late to do anything. You’ve just got to try and land as safely, and comfortably, as possible.’ Sam raised his hand before I could interject. ‘I don’t know the particulars of your situation, and it’s probably for the best that I don’t. The Silver nobility aren’t exactly renowned for their forgiveness, or their hospitality to outsiders.’

‘But your advice, if we’re to understand it,’ said Glen, ‘is that the mortal can never know.’

‘I speak only for myself. Mortals this far north in the isles are much more attuned to the realm of things unseen than folks on the mainland. If I told him who I am… rather, who I used to be, he might have reason to fear me where he had none before. Who knows what the rest of the community would do. Chase me back into the sea, probably.’ Sam rotated his legs out from under him and stretched them, crossed at the ankle like the tail he once had. ‘No, that is a secret I intend to take to my grave. If I have one. That’s still something of a wait-and-see.’

‘What do you mean?’ I blinked away the rain and grit, trying not to be frightened of my own words. ‘I thought that when you broke with your glamour, you also broke with your immortality. That you are no longer tied to eternity.’

The gesture for “mortal” is a palm rapidly opening and closing, then shutting into a tight fist. A heart beating until, one day, it does not.

‘There are no guarantees on that front,’ Sam said with a shrug. ‘I broke with my glamour in full readiness to break with eternity too, but where have all those spare years gone? Even eternity must go somewhere, once it’s given up.’

‘Gone?’ Glen repeated. ‘How can eternity “go” anywhere?’

‘My spellcasting was always basic at best, but you’d be surprised how easy it is, with enough resolve, to scoop up the years you want to gift your beloved’ – he took up a handful of wet sand and slowly let the wind take it from him – ‘and make it so that they live a long life. I gave Duncan fifty years of good health to see him through. If I got the balance right, we will both live to eighty, and live well. And he need never put it down to anything but random good luck.’

‘I could gift my years to her?’ I said, looking over my shoulder as if Trix might be there. My fear, of watching her suffer in old age while I never changed, seemed to drift away.

I was glad that we had met Sam by the sea. There was more space for my thoughts to breathe here than I could ever have in the Silver Realm.

‘I am not the architect of the universe,’ he said. ‘I know little more than you do. All I can tell you is what I went through. When I broke with my glamour, it was brutal, I cannot lie about that. I can’t sing the way I used to. I feel pain the way mortals do, in my bones and joints and tissues, all the places I never had to think about in my old form.’

I tried to picture a long thread unspooling, destined to go on forever, until a blade cuts through. Suddenly, it is a finite thing.

‘I think about it sometimes, when I can’t sleep,’ Sam continued. ‘I only hope that if there was energy to spare when I broke with my glamour, it went somewhere useful, like a child who was otherwise on the verge of death. Or to the lone survivor of a disaster. A small, anonymous miracle.’

‘I hope that for you, too.’

‘Well, we’re only two years in.’ Sam pointed to his lined face and shrugged. ‘Meet with me again a decade from now, and we’ll see if I’m ageing as a mortal should.’

There was no silence to be had in weather like this, but the meeting had clearly come to its conclusion. Glen tentatively rose, brushing sand off his knees. But – although I was afraid to learn the answer – I had one more question.

‘Was it the right decision?’

Sam stared out at the horizon for so long that I wondered if he had simply tired of our presence. Then, he took a great lungful of sea air and sighed.

‘I don’t know. Even we—’ He caught himself and laughed sharply. ‘Even magical beings cannot live two lives at the same time. All I know is that a life without Duncan, without the sunlight he casts wherever he goes, would be unbearable.’ He glanced at me. ‘That should help you decide.’

I nodded, my words lost to the wind.

‘Thank you for your time, and discretion.’ Glen nudged me to stand. ‘Your payment—’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Sam said. ‘I’m not tied to that economy anymore, remember? Please keep your blessings and enchanted knick-knacks for another day. I’ve no need of them.’

‘Very well.’

‘What is your name?’

I waited for Glen to answer, before noticing that the question was directed at me.

Sam cast an arm behind him, taking in Orkney and everything south of it. Your name out here. His first language had not left him completely.

‘Aleksander.’

He smiled and, at last, stood. He lacked the grace I would expect from a Selkie; perhaps that had been another part of the trade-off when he broke with his glamour. What would Duncan have made of that? If… when… if I broke with mine, would I lose the ease with which I leapt and spun? Would I still be able to dance?

‘It is not an easy decision,’ Sam acknowledged, reading my face. He shook my hand, his skin shiny with rain, yet as warm as if he’d been sitting in front of a hearth. ‘There is no map that can tell you which path to take, Aleksander. Only luck, and stubbornness. Maybe a little foolishness, too.’




AUGUST 1989

KENWOOD

The Kenwood Festival was only two days away, and I was getting my feet acquainted with the sprung-floor stage which had been assembled specially for our reprisal of La Sylphide. I’d spent the night at Sander’s so that we could walk across the Heath together. We’d never done that walk before, and even though he didn’t decline the offer, he visibly tensed, and held my hand tightly all the way from Parliament Hill Fields to the gated entrance of the Kenwood Estate.

The tech crew were already there when we arrived, but we were the first cast members, so we had the fake castle interior and Scottish Highland backdrop to ourselves. I took a big gulp of summer air, floral and free of grime. Walking into the centre of the stage, enjoying the moment of peace before our company call began, I pictured myself in costume, looking out at rows of deck-chairs with Kenwood House in plain view at the top of the slope.

‘My dream house,’ I said of the stately home, its outer walls so creamy I could have spread them on toast. ‘My dream house. Imagine waking up every morning to see all of this. Though I suppose I’d have to contend with tourists and day-trippers milling around all the time. That’s why these things are best left to dreams.’ I left a pause after each sentence, waiting for Sander to offer his thoughts, even a neutral “mm”. But he was silent, standing at the edge of the stage and scanning the woodland downhill from the mansion.

There was a barre in the middle of the stage so that when Jamie, Lorenzo, Fiona, and the other dancers arrived, we could do a company warm-up. I leaned my elbows on it.

‘If you could live anywhere in London, where would you choose?’

Sander finally left the woods alone and turned his gaze to me. ‘Soho.’

‘Ha. I should have guessed. Proximity to the Dance Hall, is that it?’

‘That, but also… it is always busy. Always vibrant. I like that. A townhouse in Soho, or Spitalfields, or…’ When he met my eyes again, he looked more like himself than he had all week. ‘Any house with you, I will be happy.’

A smile spread across my face. I slowly pushed myself up from the barre, going up and down in little ankle rises. ‘A house with me? You’d… buy one with me?’

He mirrored my rises, hands behind his back, with a small and playful shrug. Maybe. The blue flame in my chest became an orange glow, warming my cheeks.

‘I’d like that. I’d love that. My parents would be thrilled. They’ve been asking why I haven’t thought of scaling up and getting a house of my own, especially given that I’ve been on a principal salary for a few years now.’

‘Why haven’t you?’

‘Because it always sounded a bit much, a house just for me. A bit much, and a bit sad.’ I lowered both feet to the ground, reached over the barre and gently pulled him closer, until it was the only thing between us. ‘But it wouldn’t be sad with you. In fact, I think it would make me very happy. With you, I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.’

He beamed, checked over his shoulder even though any passing members of the public were far away up the hill, then ducked under the barre so he could wrap his arms around my waist and kiss me. We held each other for a few moments, unbothered by the squeak of wardrobe rail wheels and the clunk of ladders.

‘I’ve always put off thinking about the future,’ I murmured, ‘but a future with you in it is much less daunting.’

‘What is daunting about the future?’ he asked into my hair.

‘You know.’

A few seconds of silence. ‘Life without ballet.’ He pulled back and studied my face. ‘Life after the BCBC.’

‘Do you ever think about it? What you want to do, after your ankles finally give out and your knees say, “Enough! Please, we beg you!”’

He tried to smile, but fell short. ‘I… don’t know. I don’t like to think of it either.’

‘But we’ve got to. Sooner or later.’ How many times had Fiona and the others tried to have this conversation with me, only to hit a wall? I didn’t want to be asking this, but it felt like the adult thing to do. To pick up an uncomfortable thought and, for the first time, examine it properly.

‘Then make it later,’ Sander said. ‘James and his sylphide do not care for the future.’

‘And look where that gets them,’ I retorted, pointing to the empty space which would soon become the forest clearing where an innocent, if impulsive, fairy of the woods dies a slow and painful death. ‘Come on. You must have entertained some idle thoughts about what you’ll do. Fiona’s getting serious about this jewellery-making business. Jamie’s thinking of qualifying as a physio. Charlie’s one funding meeting away from choreographing the full-length he’s always dreamt of – you could collaborate with him. You could do anything you wanted.’ I glanced out at the woods, remembering how earnestly Sander had contemplated the fallen trees after the Great Storm. ‘You’ve always been at home around greenery. Perhaps you could join a conservation society, or an environmental charity.’

He pondered this. ‘I could learn to ski.’

‘Well, sure.’ Dancers are contractually obliged to put a cap on the number of adventures they have outside of a ballet season: no skiing, no mountain climbing, no marathon running. ‘But I meant what you want to do to earn a living.’

‘I will… think of something.’ He sighed and dropped his arms, looking suddenly and uncharacteristically weary.

‘You could teach?’ I suggested, annoyed with myself for resorting to that. Other people, especially non-dancers, offered it up so flippantly, as if teaching were easy and came naturally to everyone. ‘Or coach? God knows how many companies around the world would die to have—’

‘Trix,’ he said flatly. ‘I told you, I do not like to talk about the future. Please don’t make me.’

‘I’m not, I’m…’ I backed off, scrabbling for words. ‘I only…’

Why was I getting upset? I looked up at Kenwood House again, and saw a group approaching from the Hampstead Lane entrance. I breathed in deeply, willing the tears that had snuck up on me to go away. ‘Sander, sometimes I feel like I’m being punished for not knowing certain things about you, even when you refuse to share them. Do you know that? Do you know that’s how you make people feel?’

I picked up the ribbons at the waist of my dance skirt and reknotted them, swallowing the lump in my throat. How had this happened? Our friends were half a minute away, the orchestra wouldn’t be far behind them, and I’d lost my composure.

Sander gently pivoted me towards him. He looked so crestfallen, I wished I could gather up my words and throw them in the nearby pond.

‘I know. I do know that. I hate it,’ he added. Then, more softly: ‘I want a future with you, Trix. I want a future where you are happy. Both of us, happy. I just…’ He pulled me into another embrace, rubbing my back. ‘I need to choose a path. It is not an easy decision.’

* * *

You can hear the family resemblance between Løvenskiold’s score for La Sylphide and Adam’s for Giselle. The same romantic breeziness, chased by shadows.

As the sun began its slow descent, and the audience settled into their deckchairs, we began the story.

La Sylphide is a two-act ballet that isn’t much longer than one-acts like The Dream. Usually, I liked to luxuriate in full-length Imperial stories, but given that we had to contend with the lingering dry heat of a mid-August day and the heat of the stage lights, I was grateful that I’d only have to sweat in my white satin bodice for so long.

I was also grateful that Sander had seemed a little more like himself before we went on, as if he’d only allowed himself to relax after the dress rehearsal went smoothly. I watched from the wings as he faithfully committed to all the notes Ben and Salvatore had given him about keeping his jumps low, per the Danish style. The Danes were the ones who’d so lovingly preserved Bournonville’s choreography; companies who wanted to do it justice had to let the ballerinas playing the sylphs jump higher and land lighter than anyone else.

I felt strangely proud that the orchestra was playing not only for our human audience, but for the acres of trees, some of which were centuries old. I’d picked up Sander’s habit of greeting trees as I walked past them, either out loud or with a pat of the hand. I didn’t care if it was just the giddiness of my first proper, fully requited relationship – the world felt that much more magical with him in my life, every day and every night.

Obviously, I had to leave all that offstage while I danced the eponymous sylphide. After my wings were plucked from my bodice, it was time for my wilting, drawn-out death. I fell backwards into Sander’s arms and let my feet leave the floor as I’d done two days earlier, and on the Dance Hall main stage numerous times before that.

Several things happened in the span of two seconds: something like a heavy sheet of paper fell against the side of my face, Sander let out a guttural gasp – and my body hit the floor.

The pain could have – should have – been worse. The long layers of gauzy tulle helped to cushion my hips and knees, but the shock vibrated through my elbow and I bit down on a gasp. I nearly sprang back up as if nothing had happened, which is what our BBA teachers had always drilled into us for any mid-performance mishaps, before remembering that I was meant to be dead. So, despite the ripple of audience whispers and winces, I styled it out, and the orchestra played on.

The story ended as it always did, the other sylphs bearing their sister away from a man so heartbroken that he himself collapses, perhaps never to rise again. The audience applauded heartily. Nothing had been disturbed except the atmosphere backstage.

The first thing I did was find a mirror and check my costume to make sure nothing had torn, then my face to make sure nothing was bruised under the powder.

‘I am so sorry.’ Sander’s hands were around my waist before his words even registered in my ear. ‘We must go. I am sorry. We need to leave, now, quickly. Are you hurt? I will never forgive myself if—’

‘Sander, what on earth’ – I slipped out of his grasp and tried to swat his panic away – ‘is the matter with you? Why do you want to leave?’

‘There was…’ His mouth twitched. ‘You did not see it?’

‘See what?’

‘What a lucky escape, darling!’ Carolyn exclaimed, hurrying to my side. The heavy eyeshadow she wore as the ballet’s powerful, easily offended sorceress only accentuated her astonishment. ‘For one heart-stopping moment I thought it was going to make off with your flower crown, or worse, scratch your beautiful face. The owl,’ she added.

‘The what? An owl?’ I skimmed a finger over my ear, but there was no blood. A lucky escape indeed. I knew how sharp their talons were. ‘Well, I never.’

‘It came from nowhere, this terrific white blur. I wasn’t sure what we were even looking at until it flew away.’

‘I didn’t see it, my eyes were closed. I didn’t think the Heath still had owls. I thought they dropped off after the war, during the big construction boom. No wonder you were startled,’ I said to Sander, my unease fading. ‘Owls are beautiful creatures, but not at such close quarters.’

‘They are dangerous,’ he said, flinching when the stage manager came up behind him and asked if we were all right. ‘Yes, fine – no, no need for plasters. Let’s leave this place. Please.’

He directed this at me with a level of desperation I’d only ever seen in his character performances.

Carolyn touched his arm and looked at him askance. ‘You’re rather rattled, aren’t you, darling? You’re quite right, they’re as dangerous as they are majestic. Did you have a bad experience with an owl as a child?’

He stiffened, then nodded brusquely. I looped a hand through his arm and steered him towards my designated dressing room.

‘It’s all right. We’ll get you home. I’ll be as quick as I can; find me when you’re done.’

He closed his hand around mine. ‘I am so sorry.’

‘Don’t be silly. I know you’re not one to make mistakes, but you’re only human, and—’

‘No, no.’ He closed his eyes. ‘You could have been hurt, badly. It’s my fault.’

I fitted my hand along the sharp line of his cheek and waited for him to look at me. ‘Do you want to go, or do you want to stand there apologising all night?’ I rose on demi-pointe for a brief kiss. ‘It was only an owl. I’ll live.’




SMALL CONSOLATION

After the performance, I searched the blue shadows around the car park for white wings. For my mother’s stern face. They had nothing to reveal, but I was no less fearful. If Trix had been any further downstage, she would have felt more than the brush of a wing. My mother would have known this – if that barn owl had indeed been her, it was a warning.

I could have crossed the border then and there to confront her. Put an end to the paranoia that had lived alongside me ever since I joined the BCBC. The cowardly part of myself wanted to forget that performance had ever happened, to flee to the safety of the Dance Hall, and avoid making another crossing until absolutely necessary.

“Absolutely necessary” came around sooner than anticipated. Less than a week after the Kenwood Festival, Glen told me that all the courts had been summoned to an Inter-Realm summit, hosted by the Realm of Goldleaf.

* * *

As we walked behind my parents and uncle through the corridor to the Black Forest, where the Realm of Goldleaf hid in the space between firs and spruces, Glen and I exchanged subtle gestures.

One consolation, he said with a raised index finger. You won’t have to deal with Cressida.

I brought my palms together, not quite touching. Small consolation.

To join the summit, we had to follow a servant who I knew from previous encounters had been adopted by the Goldleaf nobility as long ago as Glen, but who had been kept the size of a child and outfitted in a pinafore of wood sorrel. Her eyes were blue and vacant; I tried not to meet them directly as she gestured to a tall, thin trunk which, on close inspection, revealed a door to be pushed open.

I counted representatives from ten other realms: the Astral Realm had sent only a single adviser, but the others had sent at least two high-ranking nobles apiece.

Inter-Realm summits were not meant to happen more than once in a mortal generation. However, the Chernobyl nuclear disaster, and the more recent oil spill in Alaska, meant that I had been dragged to two in a single mortal decade.

Were we not here only a day and a night ago? The Countess of the Glacier Realm gestured to the ceremonial pond around which we all stood. The last summit had actually been three mortal years earlier, in the Realm of Blue Jade, but my kin’s collectively lax grasp of time meant they were not very good at distinguishing the intervals between mortal-made catastrophes. We felt only the impact, visceral and slow to fade, like biting into a mouldy lemon.

The mortals have become reckless, the Countess added.

I was glad that Glen was standing behind my shoulder, or I would have rolled my eyes at him. It would not be an Inter-Realm summit without at least one declaration that mortals were reckless, uncivilised creatures.

While the rest of the attendees agreed – they have gone too far, their meddling in the elements hurts us all, they can no longer be trusted to steward the earth, etc. – I stole wary glances at my mother. I had braced myself from the moment we departed the Silver Realm together, waiting for her face to betray what she knew. But, as ever, she was unreadable. Her eyes could bore into my soul, but there was no looking back into hers.

Unless she really did not know. Unless that barn owl had been an ordinary resident of the Heath after all, disturbed by the bright lights. It was tempting to assume so. But I could not let my guard down for a moment. Especially not when the discussion around the pond was so fiery. These meetings were usually tedious more than anything else, an opportunity to complain about the inferiority of mortals to no particular end. But this one was becoming particularly vitriolic.

They have destroyed entire cities, burned shadows onto stone. The Duke of Goldleaf cast searing images across the surface of the pond. Now, the waters of the Glacier Realm suffer in agony, choking on this… oil. A black death. He made a cross of his arms. We can stand idly by no longer.

His Goldleaf Eminence is right. The Moss Agate Baron jumped up, always eager to show loyalty. Where will it end? Not with their destruction, but ours.

We must intervene, the Glacier Countess threw up her arm, palm open, fingers closed tightly around an invisible blade.

Up to this point no one from my family had weighed in, but my father rose from his chair and, to my surprise, made a point with which I agreed.

And you would intervene how, exactly? Do tell. I am most intrigued to meet the billions of children you have been raising in secret.

The Glacier Countess went pink, and quickly conceded defeat, sitting back in her chair. The clink of icicles around her skirts reminded me of the celesta that followed Trix’s steps as the Sugar Plum Fairy during Nutcracker. I tried to take some comfort from this thought. To let it disguise my growing unease.

We do not need billions, the Duke of Goldleaf said with a sweeping arc of his arm. One of us can bring a hundred mortals to their knees in the flutter of a swan’s wings.

That gesture was not lost on my father, the king of swans. His nostrils flared; my mother rested her hand over his before he could lash out.

I wanted to stop this train of thought among the nobles and hasten the meeting to its end, so that I could shed my crown and return to the mortals, whose company I actually enjoyed. So I did something extremely out of character.

To wield control over a hundred mortals still requires millions of us, I pointed out, making little nesting dolls of my hands. Which we have not, and never will.

The Silver Prince argues fair, the Duke of the Onyx Realm said, which immediately made me suspicious. He never offered niceties without a corresponding barb. It was a trait he had inherited from his mother, whose story and likeness had allegedly been used by the mortal scribe Charles Perrault for the wicked fairy in La Belle au bois dormant, which eventually became The Sleeping Beauty. The duke cast his kohl-rimmed eyes over me. He could be of great help to this cause by getting his intended bride with child. The wedding, remind me…?

Soon, my mother answered on my behalf, calm as the pond before us. My son speaks true. We have enough glamour to sustain our world. She turned in a slow circle, encompassing the Black Forest and the realms beyond it. But the Restless Lands, not. Unless some of you have warmed to the notion of integration…

At this, the nobles shuddered. The idea of migrating from our realms and returning to the physical lands we had once inhabited, copulating with mortals to create a new generation of half-blood nobles, was sacrilegious. She might as well have used the gesture for “capitulation”. I felt the shift of Glen’s feet behind me, and glimpsed him looking down, self-conscious.

We should concentrate our energy on growing our numbers, she concluded. Recover our strength of yore.

Stillness descended over the circle for a time, until the Marchioness of the Moonbeam Realm sighed and moved her arms without rising from her seat.

The root of these disasters is the greed and folly of mortal men. She gestured deferentially to my mother. Laura Rosethorn is right. We have not the glamour to win back control of the Restless Lands. But perhaps a curse among only the men might weaken them?

She, as it happened, often claimed that her likeness had been the inspiration for Myrtha in Giselle. I could believe it.

Unexpectedly, and to my immense relief, this was the proposal on which the summit ended: delegates from all realms would travel across the continents to see if any witches were still practising and receptive to the possibility of an alliance.

They are as amenable to inflicting curses as we are, the Duke of Goldleaf gestured with a sly grin.

On our way back through the corridor, my crown felt heavier than it had before. Keeping up appearances here exhausted me more than any full-length ballet could. I lightly tapped Glen on the shoulder, noting the anxiety in his eyes.

Witches…? I asked, pointing to a vein in my wrist as the gesture for “bloodline”.

He nodded, tempering it with a back-and-forth tilt of his hand. My grand-nieces, seven generations descended, are Wiccan. I hope they are wise enough to avoid attractive strangers who emerge from the woods with enticing offers.

Before he could go on, he halted abruptly and bowed his head. I stopped just in time to avoid colliding with my father, who had turned to face me.

My muscles tensed, and all hope left my body. That owl had been my mother. She knew, and she had reported back to my father. Now that we had left the summit, they were free to unleash hell on me without concern for their image among their peers.

My father cocked his head and smiled, resting a hand on my shoulder. My terror changed shape. Perhaps the Duke of Onyx’s retort about getting Cressida with child had inspired him to bring the wedding forward.

Slowly, he brought his open palm to his chest and closed it, as if holding something precious. I am proud of you.

What?

At last, you deign to engage in some diplomacy. He turned and continued walking. All my mother did was nod.

I exhaled with as much composure as possible. Never had I been so glad to receive a back-handed compliment.
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JANUARY – APRIL 1990

THE NEW DECADE

Sander and Glen hosted a “New Year, New Decade” party on 31 December, but before I could make my way there, I had Sugar Plum duties to attend to, with Max Breton as my Prince. I was in the dressing room alone with a book when Nick knocked on the door.

‘I have a belated Christmas gift.’

‘The best kind,’ I said, intrigued.

‘It’s a little sneaky of me, because the official cast lists won’t go up until the twenty-third…’

I was on my feet with a small gasp.

‘To quote Kiss Me, Kate, I suggest you “brush up your Shakespeare”.’

Despite our considerable difference in size, I almost squeezed the air out of him, and left a sprinkling of glitter down his jumper.

‘And Sander—?’

‘As if I would cast anyone else.’

He allowed me the honour of delivering the news in person when I eventually made it across town after curtain calls.

‘Could there be a better start to the decade?’ I asked, giddy with post-show energy and a coffee mug of champagne. ‘To my Romeo.’

Sander smiled and pulled me into his waist. ‘To my Juliet.’

We kissed at midnight, not because everyone else had found someone to kiss, and not just because we wanted an excuse, but because of the excitement in the air. We were coming to the end of a turbulent century and peering out at the horizon of something more hopeful. The Cold War, whose nuclear spectre had cast a shadow for as long as most of us could remember, was officially over. It felt like a new world was cracking open.

* * *

On our days off from Manon rehearsals, Sander and I took long midwinter walks everywhere except Hampstead Heath, and talked about everything except his life before the BCBC, or what we were to each other. We went on double dates with other couples, a novelty for both of us.

Fiona’s long-awaited promotion to first soloist and new-found romance with George physically transformed her: she walked into every morning class primed to smile, started wearing more of her handmade jewellery, and, to my astonishment, allowed George to spoon half of his dessert into her mouth at dinner.

‘This is going to sound mad,’ she said as we touched up our lipstick in the powder room at Rules, ‘but I wish I had a time machine so I could go back to being eighteen, beg, borrow, or steal a ticket to the States, and find eighteen-year-old George so that I could have been with him sooner, and watched him become who he is now. But I can’t, and I’m a little bit furious with myself for it, not to mention eager to make up for lost time. Am I making sense?’

‘Perfect sense.’

Things were less clear-cut for Jamie and Lorenzo. They seemed happy and relaxed as a self-contained unit, safe in the bubbles of the BCBC and their Hammersmith flat. But the AIDS crisis was still sweeping across cities like a scythe, and the undercurrent of fear that their friends in the wider community would be next had left them both visibly shaken, even if they refused to talk about it with any of us.

‘It was about time we stopped clubbing anyway,’ Jamie joked.

Lorenzo nodded, mixing another martini behind the mini cocktail bar they’d built together. ‘Too many youths these days. They make me feel ancient. Much better I spend our time off teaching this one how to cook properly.’

‘Hey, my cooking is… edible!’ Jamie protested. ‘See, you hit thirty and you realise this is what threatens to end relationships: not infidelity, or an apocalyptic disease. It’s your partner adding obscene amounts of black pepper to everything.’

They were more vocal about how neither of them felt as fulfilled as they’d have liked, career-wise, stuck on a carousel of the same corps and soloist roles without any clear path for progression. At least Jamie was having better luck with roles in Charlie’s original pieces, which were getting longer, bolder, and garnering more press coverage. Despite the administrative stress of wedding planning with Isabel, Charlie seemed physically unable to stop himself from devising new choreography, especially when Sander was around. Isabel and I had to tell them off every time we went out for a meal, or else they’d inevitably get up from the table to start trying out steps they couldn’t put into words. Then some eagle-eyed ballet fan and their friends would mob us, and we’d have to escape through the service exit.

Dinner dates at Carolyn and Armand’s were decidedly calmer, albeit tinged with sadness. They doted on Layla, who was now capable of animated chatter and always begging her parents for new picture books. But their fading hope for a second baby hung in the air between us.

‘Never mind,’ Carolyn said, slowly swirling her wine. ‘When Layla’s old enough to have a proper bedroom, we can turn the nursery back into a study.’

‘Would it make you happy?’ Sander asked, adopting a stillness that told me he was deep in thought. ‘To have a second child?’

‘We are happy,’ Armand said hastily. ‘But, look, you both grew up without siblings, no?’

I glanced at Sander as he nodded, too. I almost responded that we hadn’t needed them, because we had our friends, but realised that Armand would easily – and justifiably – be able to claim that Fiona, Jamie, Charlie, and Glen were the siblings we’d chosen for ourselves.

‘We both have such good relationships with ours,’ Carolyn said. ‘I want to give that to Layla, too. It’s not exactly something you can buy in a shop.’

As we were leaving their house to start the chilly late-night walk back to Sander’s place, he made the wildly uncharacteristic move of kissing Carolyn and Armand twice on the cheek.

‘Alors, we’ve brought out your French side at last!’ Armand remarked. He actually blushed. Carolyn, too, brought a hand to her skin as if she were burning up.

‘Are you drunk?’ I asked. Sander smiled and shook his head. ‘I think you’re lying.’

‘Impossible.’

A few months later, just after Easter, Carolyn had to take a fortnight off for severe nausea.

* * *

I’d never dated anyone long enough to have the boyfriend/girlfriend chat. I wasn’t even sure I liked the word “boyfriend”. It sounded like something teenaged Trix could have had, if she’d let anyone near enough. What I had with Sander felt more organic, as if we’d skipped that stage already and moved into territory that was both unknown and familiar.

A post-BCBC life was still off the conversational table, but we were both steadily beginning to figure out who we were outside of ballet, a thing I wouldn’t have thought possible only a few years ago. He bought guidebooks for destinations all around the world, asking me which I’d like to visit someday, and laughed when, after New Zealand and the Amazon rainforest, I added Kansas. I was appalled to realise that he’d never seen The Wizard of Oz, which I remedied as soon as possible. He showed me hidden architectural gems all around London that I never would have noticed, like the lost River Fleet, which still rushed beneath the pavement if you listened closely enough. He could name the trees that lined any given street, and showed me how to nurture my window boxes back to vibrant health.

When another storm blew in at the end of February, hurricane-force winds out for blood, Sander turned up on my doorstep with an overnight bag. He gave no indication of being nervous until I handed him a cup of tea and he asked, very quickly, as if he’d been practising on the way over: ‘What would you say if I told you I wanted to be your boyfriend?’

Suddenly I quite liked the word after all.

* * *

We began our learning calls for Romeo and Juliet with Ben, who had danced Romeo with Vic-Wells ten years earlier. He had a glut of debuts to rehearse in the lead roles: me and Sander, Akihiko and Stephen, Violeta and George, and, still basking in the glow of her promotion to principal, Isabel.

‘Oh my God,’ she said at the end of our first learning call, looking around at the other Juliets. ‘We’re the veterans now.’

‘Are you trying to make me feel ancient?’

‘You know what I mean: Fonteyn and Seymour and Sibley. Amelia, Carolyn, Blanca. We’re dancing their steps now. But we get to make them ours.’

‘Are you crying?’

‘No! My eyes are sweating.’

I put an arm around her. ‘We should be crying. Shakespeare demands it and, more importantly, so does MacMillan.’

The easiest way to tell a MacMillan ballet from an Ashton or a Petipa, a Fokine or an Ivanov, is not from a signature step, but from the way the characters walk. Whether in pointes, slippers, or low-heeled character shoes, no one in Romeo and Juliet walks with their feet turned out. Ben had to remind me and Sander of this constantly in our rehearsals for the balcony pas de deux and death scenes: ‘No ballet running!’

Despite everything that was to come, my memories of rehearsing Act I remain some of the happiest I will ever know. As soon as the piano chords filled the floor, the studio disappeared. Sander and I were in Verona after dark, under Juliet’s balcony. I launched myself over his back as if about to dive into water, only to be stopped by his hands fastened around my shin, my hands balanced precariously on the back of his knee. We were suspended in a breath, daring gravity to steal this moment from us. I leaned back, and he unfurled me across his shoulders, our hands clasped tight while he tilted me up and down in cresting waves. On his knees, Sander had to go against the classical grain and lift me from the elbows, his face tilted up while I reached high, so emboldened by new-found love that I could pluck a star out of the night.

That pas de deux is MacMillan at his most magisterial. Swift and shallow-breathed, it also luxuriates in extension, taking the time to bask in everything the lovers are, and everything the dancers can do.

‘I should hope so,’ Ben said when I mentioned that it was my favourite pas de deux in the entire BCBC repertory. He gestured to the empty landscape of the studio floor. ‘The balcony’s the only setting in the entire story where they’re truly safe. They belong to the space between other spaces: neither fully indoor nor fully outdoor; on neither of their families’ properties. Outside of time, even as they appreciate how soon those after-midnight hours will be over.’

At the very end of the “Love Dance” section of the pas de deux, when the notes began to taper off, Sander and I stood face to face, lungs recovering, skin glowing. He gently pulled me up onto my pointes so that we were evenly matched in height – all the better to close the distance. It’s Juliet’s first kiss, but she’s tentative only for a second, the disbelief at her good luck burning off as quickly as it arrives. His right hand grasped my left, lifted it, caressing the small bones of my fingers.

No matter how many times we ran it, the moment was always over too quickly. I had to pull away, my hand against the rising blush in my cheeks, as if etiquette and decorum mattered anymore. In the absence of an actual balcony, I paused a few feet from Sander, then looked back and extended my hand in longing. He stopped short of grabbing it again, our fingers achingly close. Thus ended Act I.

Ben gave each of us a warm smile. ‘Marvellous.’

* * *

‘That pas de deux is why MacMillan’s version will always outshine the play,’ I said en route to Holborn. ‘No disrespect to the Bard, of course, but the love story feels so much more immediate and… and…’ My fingers hovered at the edge of the word.

‘Real?’

‘Real! Yes, exactly. The words are gorgeous, but the English language is so very different from what it was four hundred years ago – it dates itself, puts distance between the modern audience and the characters. But every time I watch MacMillan’s ballet, whether from the seats or the wings, I feel as though I’m watching these long-dead people come back to life.’

‘The dance is the language.’

‘The most transcendental, universal language.’

‘Music is like the key.’

‘The key? To where?’

‘Anywhere. Everywhere.’ He nudged my shoulder with his and half-sang, half-murmured the refrain from Fleetwood Mac’s “Everywhere”. His voice so close to my ear always made me shiver, no matter the temperature.

‘That balcony pas de deux is so pure, so joyful – God, sorry, I’m getting teary just talking about it.’

Unfazed, Sander reached across and brushed the corner of my eye. We were fast becoming used to each other’s tears during MacMillan ballets. Old-school coaches and directors demanded the sweat of hard technical work; MacMillan wanted the tears of dancers pushing themselves to feel their characters’ emotions, instead of just acting them.

‘It makes you believe, even after four hundred years, that the tragedy won’t get them in the end. It seems too good not to be true.’

‘The future matters not,’ Sander said, holding my hand. ‘It will never come. There is only… balcony.’

I grinned. ‘You’ve summed it up perfectly: there is only balcony.’




DID YOU FORGET SOMETHING?

Romeo and Juliet was the culmination of everything Trix and I had learned together as partners. Trust. Musicality. Strength. Artistry. Passion. Ben was confident in us. Nick was excited. Every dancer in the company, from the new artists in the background of the marketplace to the other Romeos and Juliets, hurried eagerly to their next rehearsals. The days shone like crystal.

‘Sander, whatever you’re on, can I have a little?’ Salvatore joked after we ran Act I from start to finish. I could not keep from smiling.

In the dressing room, Max moved his feet back and forth over a foam roller. As my understudy, he and I were becoming better acquainted, hovering somewhere between colleagues and friends. Since we were the only ones there, he seemed to feel emboldened enough to ask – presumably on behalf of the younger artists who had only ever known me and Trix as principal dancers: ‘Is there a thing between the two of you?’

‘Define “a thing”.’

‘Well, are you – is she your girlfriend, would you say? Are you romantically a thing, is what I’m asking.’

‘You mean, are we having sex?’ I let him look mortified for half a second before adding, ‘If so, then no.’

‘Oh.’

‘But “romantically a thing”?’ I thought of our kiss in Regent’s Park, on New Year’s Eve, and all the other kisses since, given tentatively outside tube stations and playfully while cups of tea steeped. I thought of the warmth of her hand under my shirt, and how her skin glowed after emerging from a shower. ‘Yes, we are.’

By the end of the balcony pas de deux in the stage call, I think it was obvious to everyone, from the conductor to the prop master, what Trix and I were to each other. In contrast to our tragic Shakespearean counterparts, we were able to rise from the dead and hold each other tight during the company’s applause. We were so excited to share our Romeo and Juliet with audiences, to leave artifice behind and create something real, over and over, at the golden height of midsummer.

This feeling, this sunlight that warmed me well after dark each night, made me decide, at long last, to turn imagination into action. I would meet her at the door after our stage call, and ask if I could come back to her place, so that we could talk about the future. I dared to picture a point when I was no longer obliged to return to the Silver Realm, when every morning I could wake up next to Trix, and every evening we could walk home – to our home – together, high on the success of another performance, unable to sleep until the early hours. When we could travel together for reasons other than galas and guest contracts. When I could make it clear to her parents that I was here to stay.

I had always tripped over the concept of “stay”. Even if, in some unbelievable turn of events, my kin gave their blessing for me to abscond from the Silver Realm, I would still be an immortal creature in a mortal landscape. And even if I managed the feat of spellcasting that would enable me to break with my immortality, to share the extra years with Trix like broken bread…

I had witnessed my share of executions, but never death by the invisible hand of age. Mortality imbued the lives of everyone in the Restless Lands with a meaning I had always craved; it also instilled the same primal terror in me as it did in the rest of my kin. Road accidents. Train crashes. Plane crashes. Fires. Drownings. Heart attacks. Strokes. Cancer. AIDS. I read the newspaper every morning to feed my curiosity about my second world, but was often left mystified that mortals were able to walk around as calmly as they did, when there were so many ways to die.

I had no plan. No atlas by which I might navigate a future with Trix. But I wanted it anyway. No more shyness. No more second-guessing. No more secrets. Sam the exiled Selkie had shown me there was a way, albeit murky and full of obstacles. I would brave it for her. I would take Trix’s hand and refuse to let go.

And then, after the stage call, we stepped outside and I saw Glen across the street, looking crestfallen, next to my uncle, looking murderous.




MAY 1990

THE LAST TIME

After the stage call, Sander and I left the building together, holding hands. Other artists and Dance Hall employees peeled off either side of us. The air was cool, but tinged with the promise of summer. I closed my eyes and breathed it in, part of my soul still somewhere in Renaissance Verona. I checked my watch. ‘Do you want to go for dinner somewhere—?’

I stopped as Sander’s hand slipped out of mine, following his stare. On the other side of the narrow road, amid the bustle of taxis and bicycles, tourists, chefs on their smoke break, two men were waiting. Staring. Before I could make sense of them – their faces, their clothes, anything at all – Sander’s voice redirected my attention.

‘Sorry. I can’t. I…’ He looked at the stage door, then quickly back across the road. ‘I must go back. Inside.’

‘Why? Did you forget something?’

He felt for my hand and gave it a quick, forceful squeeze. ‘Almost. Go on without me. Please.’

Out of the corner of my eye, the men began to cross the street.

‘I can come with you, or wait out here—’

‘No, please don’t wait. I wouldn’t…’ He cleared his throat. ‘I would not want you to wait.’

He let go of my hand and went through the stage door without looking back.

‘Oh. Well… I’ll see you tomorrow then,’ I said, not quite loudly enough over the noise of car engines and other pedestrians.

The two strangers calmly followed him through the open door, and I glimpsed Sander gesturing to Frank the doorman as if to say, It’s fine, they’re with me.

I was a bit hurt to be brushed off. And there was something about his words, the way they hadn’t quite matched his tone or the movement of his eyes, that felt decidedly odd. But there had also been something in the squeeze of his hand that was strong enough to guide my feet away from the stage door. As if he were still next to me, leading me home. I kept walking, my mind a little cloudy, drifting between thoughts. I put it down to tiredness.

It never occurred to me that anything was wrong. After all, why wouldn’t I take for granted that my words would come true, just by saying them: See you tomorrow.




ANY ATTEMPT TO EXPLAIN

Time stopped in the worst way possible. The air had left me. There was nothing to breathe.

I had no idea what my uncle knew. If all he had extracted from Glen were my border crossings and nothing more, then I had to keep Trix safe. I could not let him see how important she was to me.

Through a single, forceful squeeze of her hand, I cast a spell as blunt and rudimentary as a conker falling to the earth: Move, and do not stop for me.

The effort of not watching her walk away almost made me weep.

They followed me past Frank, through the labyrinth of corridors, all the way up to the dressing room, in silence.

The only dancer still there was Stephen. He must have been doing extra drills in the studio – his cast’s stage call was the next day. My uncle and Glen were polite enough to him, but kept their spoken words to a minimum.

In a strange way, it was good that it was Stephen. We were not close, and he did not seem eager to stick around and make small talk, as Charlie or Jamie would have done. I fought the urge to pass him a farewell message for the rest of the company. The number of things within my control was diminishing rapidly. The fact that my uncle had even allowed me to lead them back here felt like a miracle, until I watched his gestures in the mirror.

Any attempt to explain will come to nothing.

Ah. So he was taunting me. An appetiser before the main course.

Still, I tried. My first attempt, written on a blank piece of paper, went nowhere – none of the words corresponded to what I was trying to say. Then, from a place of inspiration that might as well have been lunacy, I said to them, aloud:

‘There are still performances for the rest of the year. Guest runs. Charity galas. I must write out a list of roles which will need to be reassigned once I am gone. Names and scenes. Dates. That is all.’

My kin might not have understood love, but they valued etiquette. In concession, Uncle Wick gave Glen a hard stare, then jerked his head at the wall clock.

‘Y-you…’ Glen lost his nerve and let his hands speak for him instead: Five minutes.

I sweated through them all, until I had a shorthand list which would look mundane enough to them but meant everything to me, and, if she found it – I prayed to the stars that she would – to Trix.

As soon as I got up from the table, my uncle clamped his hand on my shoulder, his fury searing through my bones. He raised a hand to stop Glen from leaving with us.

You have one more task here. By way of demonstration, my uncle took a photograph of me from a corner of the mirror, one that George had taken of me and Mikhail Baryshnikov when we performed with the ABT in New York. He crumpled it in his hand, then opened it to reveal nothing but dust. You may not return until his image… and his “name”, he added, narrowing his eyes at me, have been erased from this heathen den.

As we walked through Covent Garden, I tried to look in as many windows as possible. Shopkeepers doing the last trade of the day. Friends clinking wine glasses. Bartenders shaking cocktails. A few people turned away from their cigarettes with a little gasp – ‘Oh! Was that Aleksander Sylvan?’

That was the last time I heard my name spoken aloud.
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THE NOTE
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I turned the note sideways in the hope that some meaning would slide out.

‘You’re sure it’s from him?’ Jamie asked over my shoulder. ‘There’s no signature.’

‘It’s got to be from him,’ Charlie said. ‘Sander has the worst handwriting in the company. Maybe the entire dance world.’

He was right: the words and numbers looked like wild grass, spiky and swaying. The dressing room felt smaller and hotter than it had moments ago.

Jamie leaned in closer. ‘Is that a seven, or a one? I can barely make the numbers out, let alone anything else.’

‘There hardly is anything else,’ Charlie said.

The note refused to yield under my stare. It had been scrawled on a spare piece of admin office headed paper, then folded numerous times and tucked into a corner of one of the mirrors, between curtain call polaroids and cards addressed to the other male principals, cards wishing good luck and congratulations and welcome back. The only thing about it that I’d understood immediately was my name, taking up an entire side: TRIX. I traced the feathered lines where the ink had run away from itself.

‘It looks rushed,’ I said, ‘even for him.’

Among spools of masking tape, blister packs of aspirin and pots of hair gel, there was a black rollerball ink pen on the vanity table, its lid missing.

‘Okay, okay, let’s think logically about this,’ Jamie said. ‘Just because he hasn’t shown up yet doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with this note, assuming it is from him.’

‘When has Sander ever missed a day of work?’ Charlie muttered through the side of his mouth. ‘I mean, if it’s meant to be an apology or some sort of goodbye note—’

‘A goodbye note?’ My voice came out more bluntly than expected. ‘In what world does this constitute a goodbye note?’ I turned my head so sharply that the two of them stepped back, finally allowing me some room to breathe. ‘I don’t… I don’t understand. Wherever he’s gone, why couldn’t he tell someone? Why wouldn’t he tell me?’

The hands on the wall clock had reached noon. Sander and I were supposed to be in the Markova studio, running through the balcony pas de deux one last time for good measure. I was supposed to be giddy with excitement. Instead, all I could think about was the way he’d left me on the street outside the stage door, and the two men whose faces I couldn’t picture, no matter how hard I tried.

‘Trix, I’m sure he’s fine.’ Jamie steadied me with a hand on each shoulder. ‘Maybe he ate some bad seafood?’

I hadn’t heard that joke in a long time. I wanted to believe him, wanted the humour to deliver truth, for there to be a perfectly mundane explanation for why our Romeo had failed to turn up to class, or to rehearsals. On opening night.

I was out of the men’s dressing room before I’d even decided where I was going. I just wanted air. Wanted the ceilings, the walls, everything to disappear.

I stopped dead in the middle of the corridor and stared at the company noticeboard.

The Cast 1 list for Romeo and Juliet had been ripped off the performance grid – there was still a scrap of white beneath one of the pins. A few sheets along, the rehearsal schedule for the neoclassical mixed bill had been slashed from left to right, an entire strip of studio time gone. On the third panel: a gap where the Cast 2 list for Swan Lake should have been.

‘What the…’ Charlie came to my side. ‘Bloody hell.’

I traced my fingers along the board. All the places Sander’s name should have been, next to mine, were empty.




JULIET, ALONE

I didn’t really believe we were going ahead without him until the opening bars rose from the orchestra pit and filled the Dance Hall the way a sunrise fills the sky.

Behind the curtain, the marketplace of Verona waited for a new day to begin; at the edge of the wings, Max and Charlie waited for their cue. Charlie had one reassuring hand on Max’s caped shoulder, but he didn’t seem to need it. He held himself with Romeo’s confidence, as if this was who he’d always been.

None of us had seen Nick since he went off in a taxi to Sander’s flat, but Frank had glimpsed his secretary Jackie rushing to meet him at the stage door while the rest of us were in hair and make-up, so I could only assume he was now holed up in his office. What that meant, we didn’t know.

I stood back in the darkness, out of everyone’s way. I didn’t need to be onstage for another fifteen minutes, but staying in the solitude of my dressing room, staring at Sander’s note until I risked missing my own cue, seemed unwise.

Besides, no matter what magnitude of crisis you’re enduring, you don’t turn down the chance to hear Prokofiev’s introduction to his greatest score up close. It hurt. It burned. But it burned gold.

The first notes of Romeo and Juliet are why the word “bittersweet” exists. Everyone in the audience and every dancer in the cast knows exactly how this story will end. But the end hasn’t happened yet. The flute that rises above the swell is so hopeful that despite the foreknowledge, despite four hundred years of iterations across all manner of media, you can’t help but believe that tonight, they’ll make it out alive. That, just this once, there’s a happy ending on the other side.

* * *

My first lift in the ballet was not with Romeo, but Paris. Lorenzo was steady and sure-footed, but the two of us had never socialised without Jamie around, which served us well for our respective roles: Juliet hardly knows Paris, but she goes into their first pas de deux in Act I with an open mind. The turns and lifts are slow and controlled, to match the languid wind section. It’s a sequence Juliet doesn’t realise she’s sleepwalking through in order to appease her family, until she comes out of it, crosses paths with a masked Romeo, and the haze falls away.

* * *

During the interval before Act III, having pleaded with Jackie for news only to be told that Sander was still missing, Carolyn, four months pregnant with her second child, pulled me into a hug, while Armand put his camera to one side and rubbed my shoulder. I trembled, but did not cry.

Juliet would be crying by now, in the lost time of the story before the curtain comes up again. Upon hearing not only that her cousin was dead, but that Romeo was the one responsible, she would have shuddered and sobbed. Whatever confrontation happens between them happens offstage, in that lost time.

* * *

By Act III, Juliet’s entire being has changed to withstand the turbulence around her. Her father’s rage when she refuses to do the only thing expected of her – marry rich and make babies – peaks with a slap across her face, while her mother and nurse stand by, unwilling and unable to help. None of them know about the vial of Friar Laurence’s sleeping draught stashed under her pillow.

She has begged them not to force her to marry Paris, this person who is still a stranger to her, who does not understand her, will never understand her, but whose patience can only last so long. Compared to Romeo, trying to embrace Paris as a future husband is like putting her hands to a hot stove; when Juliet at long last seems to concede, and reprises their restrained pas de deux, she doesn’t hide her repulsion. She leans away from him, lets her hair hang over her face and her body go limp.

That pas de deux never felt so easy as it did on opening night. I was no longer acting: my own pain, fear, fury, and despair were doing all the work. When I collapsed onto Juliet’s bed alone in illusory death, I really could have stayed still for the rest of the night, seeing nothing, feeling nothing.

* * *

In the final scene of Act III, I ran around the tomb on numb legs, letting my breath get away from me. There were no technical tricks left in the score, only acting. I had to leave it all on the stage. When I turned and saw Romeo lying on the ground, I felt sick, because for a half-second I’d expected to see Sander there, waiting for me with closed eyes. Some part of me had truly believed that he’d run in and swap places with Max for the last two minutes of the ballet.




COLD BURN

Max and I walked forward to a standing ovation, our thin costumes cold with sweat. We held on to each other, fighting the emotional and physical exhaustion that only a MacMillan ballet can bring. I knelt in révérence to him, and to the audience, then stood back so that Max could bow alone. I smiled for him, tears still smarting in my eyes from the final minutes of the death scene.

Afterwards, when I was alone in the dressing room, feet in a bucket of ice water, unable to muster the energy to stand, Carolyn entered. ‘You’ll get cold burn.’

She wiped my make-up off. How shameful, how utterly mortifying, that she was mothering me when she had an actual child at home, a child whose bedtime she’d missed to watch our opening night.

‘Are there still people outside?’ I asked, while getting dressed with all the speed and mobility of an arthritic pensioner.

‘It’s rammed.’

‘Oh God.’ My throat burned. ‘I don’t think I can face them.’

‘Of course you can. You must. They’re waiting for you.’

‘They wanted to see us. They’ll want to know where he is, and I…’ My arms gestured to the expansive emptiness where answers should have been. ‘I don’t even know what they’ve been told.’

‘That Sander was indisposed. That is all they need to know. Come on now, before they lock the building with us still inside.’

When we eventually made it downstairs, Max was waiting at the corner just before the stage door, wearing a self-conscious smile. ‘I didn’t feel brave enough to go out there by myself.’

‘Oh, you… silly thing.’ I patted the back of his neck, feeling worse and better simultaneously. ‘Come on. Let’s act for a few minutes more.’

‘That’s the spirit.’ Carolyn’s face was already lifted by the smile she reserved for balletomanes and the press.

I have no memory of getting home. I must have taken a cab, because of all the opening night bouquets. I didn’t read any of the cards. All I read, over and over again, was Sander’s note. I smoothed it out on the kitchen counter at four o’clock in the morning, sleep refusing to come even after the post-show adrenaline had ebbed away.
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The items looked like combinations to a safe, like wartime SOE codes, like abbreviations of names, like anything and nothing. Did that last word in the fourth item begin with a “£” sign? Or was it an “E”?

I rested my head on folded hands, but no matter how long I looked away from it, the note stayed the same.

There was no reason to panic – to worry, yes, but not panic. It was entirely possible that when I next walked into the Dance Hall, Sander would be there. I’d scold him for scaring the living daylights out of everyone, most of all me, and he’d cradle my face and apologise and say, “You will not believe the story I have for you,” and in a matter of weeks it would be something to laugh about.

By half past five, I gave up on the thought of sleep and left my flat as soon as I knew the building would be open.




NEWS

Overtired and shaky, I sat on the Central line, closed my eyes, and tried to remember something – anything – about the last time I saw Sander, about the men across the road. It was only two days ago. The memory should have been fresh, but it was like looking at a reflection on rippled water. I couldn’t hold anything in place. Skin colour? White, possibly. Age? No idea. Expressions? Grave.

Had Sander got mixed up in something unsavoury? Drugs? It was a horrible thought, so at odds with who he was – who I’d thought he was – but it would go some way to explaining his superhuman dancing feats.

Or would it? My knowledge of drugs was limited to glimpses of subtle transactions on someone’s doorstep and white lines disappearing off dark coffee tables, but even I knew that it would take a staggering and free-flowing amount of coke or speed to make someone capable of the things Sander did day in, day out. And when he wasn’t dancing, he was always the most serene person in any given room. That didn’t exactly square with habitual stimulant use.

‘Morning, Miss Errington,’ Frank said as I stepped through the stage door. He did a double take at my face. ‘You all right, my dear?’

‘Frank, the evening before last, after we were through with the dress rehearsal… do you remember two men who came in with Sander, just after six o’clock? I didn’t get a good look at them, and I don’t know their names, but I was hoping you might have heard something when they came in?’

He glanced off and frowned, as if trying to sketch outlines in the doorframe. ‘Uh… gosh, the old noggin’s not what it used to be. I do remember you all leaving around six, but… no, I think I’d remember two men coming through, if they weren’t known to the company. Fans? Journos?’

I turned my hands over, helpless. He shook his head apologetically.

‘Oh. Well. Never mind. I’m sure I can find out. I’ll ask Jackie. And Nick. I’ll— Thank you anyway.’

When I reached Nick’s office, he and Jackie were mid-conversation, sipping from mugs.

‘Morning,’ I said, my exhaustion lifting at the sight of how calm they were.

‘Good morning, Trix.’ Jackie blinked at me in surprise. ‘What on earth’s brought you in this early? I’d have thought you’d want a little more beauty sleep after opening night.’

‘Have you heard anything? Is there any news?’

Nick gestured to a stack of morning papers. ‘I was just about to do my usual post-opening night perusal. You’re welcome to read along with me, although I hardly think you need to be told by now that you were sublime.’

‘What? No, not the reviews. I meant news about Sander. Has he turned up? Has he phoned? Anything?’

‘Hm?’ Jackie glanced at Nick, then back at me. ‘News about who?’

‘Sander,’ I repeated, louder.

‘Sander?’ Jackie turned to Nick again, but he shrugged. ‘Sorry, dear, remind me who you mean?’




REWRITTEN

My breath dropped to the bottom of my lungs and stayed there.

‘Sander.’ I stared at them. ‘Aleksander Sylvan. My partner? Our star principal? Please don’t make jokes, Jackie, I’m not remotely in the mood.’

‘Trix, I…’ Jackie put down her mug. Nick frowned.

It wasn’t a joke. They were genuinely confused.

She approached me with one arm hovering over my shoulder. ‘Whatever’s the matter? I’m awfully sorry, but I don’t know anyone by that name. Nick…?’

‘Trix, your partner last night was Max. I think I’d remember if we had an extra principal kicking about… Trix? Are you all right? Do you need to sit – Trix!’

I almost fell out of the office, barely able to hear my own footsteps for the blood rushing in my ears. I half-walked, half-ran back down to the stage door, almost scaring Frank out of his shoes.

‘You saw him, the day before last. Sander. He was here, with two men, he spoke to you, didn’t he? Didn’t he?’

‘I’m sorry, Miss Errington, really I am, but I don’t know who you’re talking—’

I raced back up the stairs, pounding my palm against the brick wall on the way up, trying to jolt myself free of this nightmare. Out of some wild, misplaced hope, I ran to the studio where the men took their morning class, looking for Sander on the other side of the door.

‘Trix?’ Stephen rose out of his back bend. He and Ray were the only ones in that early, warming up at their own pace before class was due to start. ‘What are you doing in here?’

‘When was the last time you saw Sander?’ I waited for recognition to cross his face, for him to smooth over my worries the way he used to with ease. ‘Stephen. Don’t do this to me.’

‘Do what? What are you talking about?’

‘Trix, are you okay?’ Ray left the barre and approached me. ‘You look… real pale.’

‘Does the name Aleksander Sylvan mean anything to you? Anything at all?’

‘Should it?’

‘This isn’t funny.’ My voice was cracking; I was cracking. ‘You need to stop it right now, because it’s not… It’s not…’

‘Trix?’ Charlie appeared behind me. He was so bright-eyed, so confused about why anything would be wrong that I didn’t even need to ask. I stumbled past him and kept going down the corridor, towards the women’s class, without even knowing why. Maybe I wanted Fiona, Isabel, Mariska. Someone to sob into.

The performance grid on the wall had been patched up after the previous day’s sabotage, with fresh cast lists printed for Romeo and Juliet and the rehearsal schedules intact. I ran my fingers up and down the pages, searching for Sander’s name, finding only Max’s.

Someone’s fingertips on my shoulder – Charlie was saying my name at different speeds and pitches until I looked at him.

I didn’t faint, exactly, but I had to sit down against the wall. I was cold. My blood was still rushing, but I was so, so cold.

* * *

I did not, as many people advised, skip class or take a long lunch break. I pretended that my outburst had been due to insomnia and low blood sugar, and that yes, I was feeling much better now, and yes, of course I knew Max had been my partner since the beginning of the rehearsal process. Instinct told me not to run, but to camouflage. To put on a masterful performance of being fine, until I could work out what the bloody hell was going on.

I resisted the urge to shove Sander’s note in Charlie’s and Jamie’s faces, unable to take another perplexed reaction. But its importance grew as the day dragged on. His photograph was missing from the wall of polaroids and candids in the costumiers’ department. The poster for Romeo and Juliet was a photograph of us from the balcony pas de deux, that iconic moon lift where Sander lifted me from his elbows, but it was silhouetted – his outline could have been Max’s, or Stephen’s, or Ray’s. It was as if reality had been rewritten while the world slept. The only evidence that Sander had ever walked these corridors, had ever leapt across the sprung floors, was folded in the palm of my hand.

As soon as my rehearsals with Stephen for the Diamonds section of Balanchine’s Jewels were over, I went out and bought a copy of every newspaper with an arts section.


DANSEUSE

Romeo and Juliet: Violent delights and bittersweet sorrow

Reviews | Ballet

Erin Desborough

Opening night review:

Tuesday, 15 May 1990

Shakespeare’s perennial tragedy, reimagined by Kenneth MacMillan in 1965 for the Vic-Wells Ballet Company, stages a conflict in every performance – of swords, yes, but also of themes and moods. Is it ultimately a story of love, or loss? On the opening night of the British Classical Ballet Company’s sixth outing with Romeo and Juliet, loss had the upper hand: like many fellow reviewers and audience members, I was shocked and disheartened to learn that Aleksander Sylvan was indisposed and would not be debuting Romeo as originally scheduled.

First soloist Max Breton had a dauntingly high bar to reach as his understudy and, given the circumstances, did admirably well…
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The BCBC’s Romeo and Juliet: Review

Arts Section – Dance

Bill Gordon

Tuesday, 15 May 1990

… Breton brought boyish charm and affability to Romeo in Acts I and II, led the piazza skirmishes with gusto, and by Tybalt’s death had won the audience over with well-evoked devastation. It would be disingenuous to say that he matched Sylvan for technique, but then, how could any danseur hope to do that? Breton’s jumps and extensions were capable, with few errors, but he needs another performance or two to settle into the role.

Fortunately for him and the audience, his performance was shored up masterfully by the other crown jewel of the BCBC, Patricia Errington. For the first ninety minutes she bourréed and piquéd around the stage with the lightness and innocence of a sixteen-year-old, belying her years of technical experience. She threw herself into the magnificent balcony pas de deux, arm drifting up and down in MacMillan’s innovative lifts like a schoolgirl on a swimming pool lilo, all carefree bliss. Juliet’s transformation in Act III was all the more powerful for the contrast, with Errington seated on the edge of her bed, staring down the audience while Prokofiev’s score built across four long bars like a fire unattended.
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ROMEO AND JULIET: HEARTBREAK NEVER LOOKED SO HAUNTING

Culture, Stage Reviews, Ballet

Terry Whist

Tuesday, 15 May 1990

… The greatest Juliets are those who bring the audience on an emotional journey, from girl to woman, from naïveté to steely resolve. The final ten minutes of the ballet, when Romeo takes the fatal swig of poison and Juliet awakens seconds too late to stop him, are always moving. Tonight, as the last dancer standing in that shadowy tomb, Errington gave what might be the performance of her career. When the string section soared to its anguished apex, she crumbled, her face tear-streaked and her scream so full-bodied that I could almost swear to having heard raw sound breach the wall of music. Audiences have watched Errington unspool into madness as Giselle, despair as Odette, and languish as Manon, but this was something else entirely. For the first time in her four seasons as a principal, she has debuted in a leading full-length role without Sylvan by her side; one cannot help but wonder if it was not Juliet’s heart that broke onstage, but Errington’s. Either way, tonight’s performance was unforgettable.

Romeo and Juliet is in rep at the Covent Garden Dance Hall until 23 June, with varying casts.






GET IT IN WRITING

[image: quotes]Trix, you’re starting to scare us.’ Fiona half-rose from her chair but couldn’t quite bring herself to follow my slow circles around the meeting room. I’d never been in here before, and was unused to having a view directly over Bow Street. Even the afternoon sunbeams looked strange.

‘Have you eaten today? You look…’ Jamie might have spent the rest of the hour grasping for a tactful word if not for a knock at the door.

Jackie entered, gestured for our three guests to follow, then poured them each a glass of sparkling water. Their eyes immediately landed on the thick manila envelope in the middle of the table.

‘Will you need anything else?’ Jackie asked, one foot already on the other side of the threshold, clearly unsettled by the energy in the room.

‘I think we’re all right here, thanks, Jackie,’ Charlie said, doing his best to look relaxed. She clicked the door shut.

‘Please, sit.’ I remained standing because there weren’t enough chairs to go around, but also because I couldn’t bear to be still. ‘Thank you all for taking the time to meet with us.’

I briefly introduced Fiona, Charlie, and Jamie to the three critics who had watched us countless times from the red velvet stalls.

‘It’s not every day that the BCBC’s prima ballerina rings the switchboard and asks for me personally,’ Bill Gordon said. ‘Then I rock up and find these two on the front stoop? Consider me intrigued.’

I braced a hand on the back of Fiona’s chair and controlled my breath. ‘All three of you reviewed Romeo and Juliet on opening night.’

‘We did indeed.’ Erin raised an eyebrow in Terry’s direction. ‘You spilled vodka over my notes during the interval.’

‘I am no saboteur,’ Terry said coolly, bubbles of water gleaming in his silver beard as he drained his glass. ‘Only irredeemably clumsy.’

‘I presume you haven’t summoned us here with your fellow dancers as witnesses because all three of us inadvertently wrote something libellous?’ Bill said, looking around the room as if expecting to spot a BCBC solicitor in the corner.

My fingers tightened around the chair. ‘Who did I dance with?’

Fiona steepled her fingers together and pressed her head into them. ‘Trix, really…’

‘Who was my Romeo?’ I said, louder.

The critics glanced at one another, silently conferring, in mild disbelief that I’d interrupted their day to ask such an easy question.

‘Well, Max Breton,’ Erin said, trying to read my detached expression. ‘Obviously.’

‘Obviously,’ I echoed. ‘But who did he replace?’

Jamie sighed through his nose.

‘Replace?’ Terry said. ‘I thought Max had always been your Romeo for this run. A double debut.’

‘It was supposed to be Aleksander Sylvan. It was always supposed to be Sander.’

The silence between the critics acquired a new weight. Erin glanced at the manila envelope again, eyes narrowed.

‘Aleksander… Sylvan? Should that name mean something to us?’

‘A guest principal?’ Terry suggested.

My friends shifted in their chairs, their second-hand embarrassment building like kettle steam. I, on the other hand, was perfectly calm. This was the response I’d prepared myself for, a hit I could take. It was the next step that made me feel dizzy with nerves.

I leaned into the middle of the table, opened the envelope, and slid out my four-day-old copies of Danseuse, The Thames Horizon, and The Greater London Gazette. The wait for them to read their respective reviews was intolerable.

Erin looked up. ‘My God. Aleksander Sylvan.’

‘Sylvan!’ Bill palmed his brow. ‘Of course!’

‘How did his name escape all three of us?’ Terry asked, the hint of a smile fading as soon as he saw the rest of our expressions. ‘Patricia, are you well? You look like you’re about to be sick.’

‘Wait wait wait, give me that,’ Charlie said, snatching The Greater London Gazette from across the table, Fiona doing the same with Danseuse. Jamie leaned over one, then another, making his way around the table. Sander’s name echoed in faint whispers like an invocation.

I took Jamie’s vacated chair and withdrew the rest of the envelope’s contents: copies of performance shots and backstage snaps, collected from Carolyn and Armand’s house. Everyone’s eyes widened, the recognition strengthening.

Jamie went through the photos like a card deck, abandoning thoughts while they were still forming. ‘But… but that’s not… but I don’t… how could I have—?’

‘Trix…’ Fiona took my arm and stared at it, questioning what was there, what else might be hidden. There was horror in her eyes, and shame in her voice. ‘How did we forget him?’

‘You’re the only one who didn’t,’ Charlie said to me, rising from the table with The Greater London Gazette still in hand. ‘How did you remember? What the fuck is going on?’

* * *

Fifteen minutes later, the critics returned from the BCBC’s admin office, having conducted telephone surveys of their culture desk colleagues. They all took their seats as if they’d narrowly survived a small explosion.

‘No memory of him whatsoever,’ Erin confirmed. ‘Not until I told them to go and look through the back issues. Were your teams the same?’

Bill and Terry nodded, dazed.

Erin turned to me. ‘But I don’t understand. I simply do not understand how—’ Her gaze landed on the three pieces of A5 in my hands. ‘What’s that?’

I had shown the original note to Fiona, and reminded Charlie and Jamie that they’d seen it before.

‘Something I can’t make sense of on my own.’ I passed the photocopies across the table. ‘I want you each to read it and tell me if anything on the list, anything at all, means something to you.’

‘Aleksander wrote this?’ Erin asked.

Terry held the note up to a stray sunbeam. ‘I’d no idea his handwriting was so dreadful.’

‘I know.’ I laughed, hollow. ‘Well… does it mean anything? To any of you?’

‘Is that an “N” or a “V”?’ Bill muttered.

‘Is that a pound sign?’ Terry asked.

‘I thought it was a list of reminders,’ Charlie said. ‘Only because I keep endless lists like that for stage directions. You know: upstage left enter, dagger, garland, wine cup, that sort of thing.’

‘But why address it to Trix?’ Jamie pointed out.

‘Oh, this is a note for you?’ Erin said. ‘Perhaps that explains why you’re the only one who remembered him while the rest of us forgot.’

‘Explain?’ Bill scoffed, the sound at odds with his expression. ‘What do you mean explain? This is the very definition of “inexplicable”.’

‘That’s exactly where we are,’ I said, relieved to voice some of the thoughts that had been swirling in my head. ‘There has always been something inexplicable about Sander, behind his eyes, around the edges.’

Something not of this world. But I couldn’t bring myself to share that one just yet.

‘Have you reported this to the police?’ Bill asked, clinging to the familiar.

‘Reported what?’ Charlie said. ‘A missing person who, as far as anyone outside this room is concerned, doesn’t exist?’

‘Have you spoken to any other reviewers, Trix?’ Fiona asked. ‘The Times? The Observer? Anyone whose reviews came out later in the week?’

I had. Half a dozen telephone calls from my kitchen; half a dozen apologies for cryptic questions and wasted time.

‘There were eight other critics in the audience on opening night, yet none of them mentioned Sander’s absence in their reviews. You’re the only ones. Can you tell us exactly what happened on Tuesday night, from the moment you arrived at the Dance Hall to the moment you left?’

They obliged. We listened out for recollections of anyone suspicious among the audience, the front of house staff, the pedestrians on Bow Street. But, Terry spilling vodka on Erin’s notes aside, they’d had two perfectly ordinary intervals, noticed nothing unusual about the drinks or the colour of the sky through the Conservatory ceiling. Nothing to indicate a shift in the cosmos.

‘And after the performance?’ I asked, hope slipping away. ‘Did you talk to anyone in the bar, the lobby? By the stage door? Or did you go straight home?’

‘None of the above,’ Erin said. ‘I went back to the office.’

‘As did we,’ Bill said. ‘Terry and I share a building just off the Strand. Fifth floor versus third.’

‘One of many reasons why Covent Garden Dance Hall is our favourite venue: the short commute.’

‘You went back to work?’ Charlie said. ‘I didn’t know arts desks had night shifts.’

‘Unofficially.’ Bill moved the various publications around the table, separating them out. ‘The paper’s open for all the other sections that do, so we can come and go as needed.’

‘Our chief likes a next-day review as much as yours.’ Terry nodded at him, before looking back to me. ‘All copy has to be filed before midnight, when we go to press.’

The word “midnight” sent a chill through me. It carried a new shadow. I looked questioningly at Erin.

‘The magazine always goes to print mid-month. Your Romeo and Juliet opening night might not have made our deadline if I weren’t such a night owl myself. I was determined to file just before the cut-off at midnight. A good BCBC review always makes Danseuse readers happy.’

‘You all filed your copy before midnight. You wrote up your reviews and sent them off… before midnight.’ I took Sander’s original note from my pocket and turned it over in my hand. ‘Before midnight on the first night of a new run.’

‘Almost sounds like a prophecy, when you put it like that,’ Jamie said in a half-hearted reach for levity.

‘Not the word I would use.’ My gaze shifted to Bill as he reacted to the time on the wall clock.

‘I have another meeting across town. Nothing quite like… this.’ He was slow to stand, patting his pockets down as if he might have emptied them all at some point without realising. ‘Was there anything else, Patricia? I’m sorry not to have been more helpful.’

‘That couldn’t be further from the truth. You have no idea how helpful you’ve been. All of you. Really. Before you leave, though – my telephone number is on the back of your photocopies. If you think of anything, no matter how insignificant or far-fetched, please give me a ring.’

‘I will. Thank you,’ he added reflexively, although neither of us could have articulated what there was to be thankful for. The three of them had probably walked in expecting a priceless bit of BCBC insider gossip and a negotiation about press embargos. Instead, they were walking away unable to fully trust their own memories.

Once they left, the rest of us sought something to do with our hands – Charlie stacked the water glasses, Fiona pushed the chairs in, Jamie gathered up the reviews and photographs, and I slotted them back into the manila envelope, saving three shots where Sander’s face was in clear view: Basilio in Don Quixote Act III, Des Grieux in Manon Act I, and Siegfried in Swan Lake Act I. Three shots where Fiona, Jamie, or Charlie shared the frame with him.

‘Hold on to these. In case…’

‘In case we forget again?’

‘Don’t worry, Trix.’ Jamie put a hand on my back. ‘We won’t. I don’t know who or what made us forget him in the first place, but ten years of dancing together – that knowledge isn’t going away again without a fight.’

I gently pushed the photo towards his chest. ‘Keep it anyway. Keep it in your locker here. Not at home, where it might be tidied away.’

Charlie exhaled gruffly, tapping his photo as if he could make Sander leap out of it and into the room with us. ‘It’s a good thing you arranged this on our day off. I don’t know how I would have gone into an afternoon of rehearsals, and then R & J, with this hanging over me.’

I sighed. ‘You already have. Twice.’

All of them froze. Fiona stared at every corner of the room as if the entire building were haunted, then at me.

‘We’ve forgotten him twice?’

‘I showed you the newspapers, you remembered, and then within hours you’d forgotten again,’ I said, all my weariness surfacing. ‘But photographs seem to help. His name in print helps. An echo, in lieu of the real… the real…’

Three sets of arms encircled me as words melted into tears. Three promises that everything would be all right, that we would find a way through this. Whatever this was.




MONTHS

After my second Romeo and Juliet with Max, I came home to a blinking light in the dark: there was a message on my answering machine.

‘Patricia. Erin Desborough here, about a quarter past six. You said to ring in the event I made any headway with Aleksander’s note…’

I grabbed the original from my coat pocket, the nearest biro that worked, and the jotter I kept beside the phone.

‘… I don’t want to make any promises, because the thought only just occurred to me about five minutes ago. At any rate, by the time you hear this you’ll probably be exhausted from the performance – I hope it went well, all things considered – and I don’t know if this will be useful in the slightest, but I’ll tell you nonetheless. The first letters down each row, you or one of your fellow dancers mentioned the possibility of names, but I wonder if they could be months?’

I stared at the note, lining up my hand with the first column of letters: S F F F J.

One September, three Februarys, and a January, June, or July.

“B pdd” and “x x x” remained outliers at the end of the list; even so, Erin had just struck a match in a pitch-black room.

‘… Anyway, just thought it was worth throwing out there. Do let me know if that helps, and if there’s anything else on which I can offer my limited expertise. I’m still reeling, in all honesty. By the time I returned to Danseuse HQ after our meeting, I had forgotten almost everything that we’d discussed. You were right to give me a copy of the note – I’ve now sellotaped it to my desk to ward off forgetting again.’

The pause lasted for so long, I thought the machine had stopped.

‘I’ve never been one for believing in higher powers, the celestial, the supernatural, what have you. But the last few days, well… I don’t see how any of us can dismiss out of hand the thought that there might be some nebulous, ethereal thing behind what we refer to as “our world”. Aleksander’s disappearance, the erasure of his name from memory itself… it’s like something out of a fairy tale.’

When the machine’s tape reel clicked, there was nothing in my kitchen but the silence that comes after midnight.

I’d been thinking about midnight ever since the meeting. The power it holds in fairy-tale worlds and human ones. A slate wiped clean.

Looking at Sander’s note again through the prism of months, I turned to the next page on the jotter and wrote out another version, this time filling in the gaps.


Sep 1986 rep. Aug (or Apr?) 1989

Feb 1987 I Aug (or Apr?)

Feb 1988 II Oct 1

Feb 1986 II No. 18 Entr.

Jan (Jun/Jul?) 1987 TD

B pdd

x x x



The meaning of the note as a whole still eluded me, but a tiny step forward was better than none. If the letters were indeed months, then the years between 1986 and 1989 were the only ones that fit – Sander hadn’t joined the company until 1979.

In this new version, the fourth line leapt out at me. I had been unconsciously thinking “Entrance” for “Entr.”, but what if it was short for something else?

I went to my cassette shelves and ran my finger along the plastic spines until I found the one I’d labelled Tchaikov TSB.

Act II, Scene 2, No. 18 Entr’acte.

I didn’t need to play it to hear the music: the taut, barely there violins and wind section guiding the audience between the waking world of Prince Florimund, the shadowy dream realm of Aurora, and the misty otherworld of the Lilac Fairy.

I returned to the note and wrote “Act” before every roman numeral. I still didn’t understand the list in full, but at last I knew what I was looking at. Not names, places, or stage directions. Musical scores, from the years Sander and I had danced together.

The next, even more elusive question, was why.




ANNOTATIONS


Feb 1986 Act II No. 18 Entr’acte – The Sleeping Beauty

Sep 1986 reprise Aug (or Apr?) 1989 – La Sylphide

Feb 1987 Act I Aug (or Apr?) Adage? Albrecht – Giselle

Jan/Jun/Jul 1987 TD – The Dream (?)

Feb 1988 Act II Oct 1 Odette – Swan Lake

B pdd – Bayadère pas de deux (?) (Which one??)



[image: quotes]Definitely makes more sense now,’ Charlie agreed. ‘And yet…’

‘You feel more confused than ever?’ I watched a flock of pigeons cross from one side of the park to the other. We were on a bench halfway up Primrose Hill. Beneath the searing blue sky, London looked the same as it always had, as if I were staring at it from behind a glass pane, while I was trapped in a world where nothing made sense.

Charlie and I had no rehearsals after morning class, which gave us plenty of time to meet Carolyn before we were due back at the Dance Hall to become Mercutio and Juliet once more. As soon as I’d told her on the phone that Sander’s note might be decipherable after all, she’d insisted on seeing it for herself. I was glad to have her in our fragile circle of memory-keeping, with her house full of Armand’s old negatives and back issues of Danseuse. An archive of Sander.

Charlie passed her the note. She read silently for a full minute, the circles under her eyes still dark from the pregnancy nausea which had finally begun to abate a week earlier.

‘The music for The Sleeping Beauty is so specific, yet others seem to cover entire acts, others still the full ballet,’ she said, rightly puzzled. ‘Albrecht and Odette are named, but no other characters. It feels like a maths problem from school, finding the pattern in different sequences.’

‘Why he was so keen to emphasise last year’s performance of La Sylphide at Kenwood is beyond me,’ I said.

‘You and me both,’ Charlie said. ‘Especially considering what happened in Act II.’

‘The first time he ever dropped you onstage,’ Carolyn said with a little gasp – another piece of flotsam rising from the deep waters of memory.

‘The only time,’ I said. ‘Stage or studio.’

‘I really felt for him that night,’ Charlie said. ‘Imagine, your perfect streak interrupted by a rogue owl.’

I returned to my annotated list. ‘But the music… I don’t remember Valentin making any major changes to the score for the Kenwood performance, so why would Sander bother writing that one, too?’

‘And why these ballets specifically?’ Carolyn asked.

‘Why any ballets?’ Charlie said. ‘That’s what I don’t get. If he had something important to tell you, why would he need to hide it in music?’

‘Because someone didn’t want him to leave anything behind,’ I said. ‘You saw how the performance grid had been savaged the next morning. You’re right, though – why music?’ I stared at my hands, and the blades of grass at our feet, trying to adjust to the sensation that had been intensifying every day: that what we’d always taken for granted as the real world was nothing more than a rug slowly being pulled out from under us. ‘Perhaps it’s the only way to reach him.’

‘Reach him?’ Carolyn leaned towards me and pressed the note back into my hand. ‘But, darling, how? Music isn’t a map.’

‘No, it’s not…’ Like jasmine on the breeze of a warm night, his words came to me. We’d been walking up Bow Street, hand in hand, the stage call only days away. ‘It’s a key.’

‘A key?’ I didn’t need to look up to know that Charlie was exchanging sceptical glances with Carolyn. ‘Metaphorically speaking or… an actual…?’

‘Dance is a language, music is a key,’ I murmured, closing my eyes. Willing my memory to fight whatever otherworldly forces were trying to control it. ‘Dance is the language he dreams in. And music is a key.’

‘A key to what, darling?’ Carolyn said. ‘How can something intangible become a physical object?’

‘Music reaches across time,’ I said, thinking aloud. ‘It has no concept of separation, or death. It doesn’t care that it was created last year, or fifty years ago, or two hundred. Why couldn’t it cross space? Cross into other worlds?’

‘Other worlds,’ Charlie said into his hands.

I sighed. ‘You think I’ve gone off the deep end, don’t you? That I’ve broken with reality.’

‘No. I don’t. Trix, I really don’t,’ he said, lowering his hands and getting up from the bench. He inhaled the same way I’d been doing more and more often: to recalibrate. ‘Reality’s broken with us. I mean, Christ, just when you think you’ve got a handle on the world and where you stand in it – wait! Surprise! It turns out that these fairy-tale things we’ve only ever believed when we’re onstage – spells, curses, hidden worlds – might actually be real. Whether we want to believe in them or not.’

Carolyn stood up slowly from the bench and rested a hand on Charlie’s shoulder.

‘I’m just as frightened as you are. There is so much we don’t know. So much that Sander never told us. Perhaps it was for our own protection. The closer Trix looks, the more questions we have. The more unknowns we unearth.’ She glanced at my hand, where the note was folded in half. ‘What next, then? If your theory is right. If music is the key to finding where he is – or, if not that, at least understanding what’s happened to him.’

‘I’ll have to listen to what’s on the list and let you know.’

‘You think you’ll hear something in it?’ Charlie asked. ‘A secret code, meant just for you?’

‘You forgot Sander existed more than four times over,’ I countered gently. ‘I think the time for writing things off as implausible has passed, don’t you?’

Charlie snapped his fingers in a way that bruised my heart: it reminded me of Sander whenever a word eluded him.

‘How arrogant would it be of us humans, who have hardly been on this planet for ten minutes, to think we know everything already?’ Carolyn said. ‘When our parents were born, everyone thought the atom was the smallest thing in the universe. NASA had yet to pin down the mathematics to get a man on the moon. Organ transplants were barely viable. For all we know, there’s a cure for the common cold, or cancer, even AIDS, hidden in a rainforest somewhere.’ She took a breath, then encouraged us to amble with her out of the park, back towards her house. ‘Five years ago, Layla did not exist. She was nowhere. Now she’s a person, and I have another one on the way, who I know better than anyone and yet don’t know at all.’

We walked down Regent’s Park Road, weaving through al fresco diners, smokers, dog-walkers, and everyone else whose reality was still cheerfully intact.

‘I suppose what I’m saying is that there have always been unknowns. But if we never go near them, then unknown they will stay. I don’t know how music can be a key, or where it might lead you. I don’t know what you’ll find when you listen.’

She looked at me with a wariness I hadn’t seen since the first time she invited me into her home. ‘I just hope, very much, that you don’t disappear yourself.’




JUNE 1990

SCORES

I needed two cassette tapes, to make room for entire acts in case I missed something. It was Fiona’s idea to splice all the music together on a mixtape – George had made one for her, our generation’s answer to love letters. I inflicted a little more pain on myself by imagining what I would have put on a mixtape for Sander, if he hadn’t disappeared. “I Wanna Dance With Somebody”. “Hungry Eyes”. “Songbird”.

On a warm Sunday afternoon, I sat down at my coffee table with a notepad, pressed play on the stereo, and waited for a sign. Not a holy sign from the heavens, but a gleam of something beyond, below, or around them.

The Sleeping Beauty Act II Entr’acte crept from the speakers like mist and, until the crescendo that preceded the kiss, all was suitably eerie. It pivoted abruptly to the noble, confident notes of Albrecht’s first entrance in Giselle, then cut to the subdued, melancholy oboe of Swan Lake Act II, Odette’s Scènes 10 through 12. My notepad remained blank.

I sat through both acts of La Sylphide, slowly drinking a glass of water, because Sander hadn’t specified an Act, or a character.

All fifty minutes of The Dream, recorded by the Dance Hall Orchestra. My hungry, transfixed state lent the silence between flute bars a new clarity. I leaned forward on the sofa, half-convinced I could hear something I hadn’t heard before. But then it culminated in the Wedding March, a triumphant piece whose enduring popularity Mendelssohn couldn’t possibly have predicted when he composed it. Titania and Oberon, hand in hand, reconciled. Why hadn’t Sander specified a scene? What was I meant to take from this, from any of it?

During Nikiya and Solor’s pas de deux of La Bayadère from Acts I and III, I got up and shook pins and needles from my legs. And then, appended in a last-minute lightbulb flash of inspiration, in case the last line meant something else altogether: Romeo and Juliet, Act I. The balcony pas de deux.

Three and a half minutes of tentative strings like faint moonlight on stone. The darker, richer notes of double bass and bassoon as the two lovers find each other from afar. The oboes and clarinets reaching out across the bars until—

The balcony pas de deux is supposed to lead into Romeo’s variation, then the love dance, but the tape just clicked to a stop. It was over.

I looked at my sunlit walls for a sign that something had changed, an arrow to signpost me to whatever was beyond the known world. But there was nothing. Whatever Sander had wanted me to find in this list, I had failed.




WITH A BANG

In the final weeks of the season, we performed Balanchine’s Jewels and began rehearsals for Swan Lake, which would open the 1990/91 season. I had galas and guest contracts lined up over the summer, but without Sander’s name on the itinerary they all seemed very far away, for a Trix in another world.

I felt out of step with reality: the quotidian reality of morning class, and the reality we constructed for performances. I was also out of step in the literal sense – during rehearsals I was late to cues, struggled to switch from left to right when steps had to be repeated in different directions, misjudged the run-up for lifts; even when I managed on the third or fourth try, staying up there, whether in Stephen’s or Max’s hands, was hard work.

My limbs felt as heavy and numb as they were meant to be during Romeo’s final pas de deux with Juliet, when he finds what he thinks is her corpse and miserably tries to dance with it.

‘It’s been a long season,’ Mariska said charitably. ‘You’re tired.’

Everyone else – blissfully ignorant of Sander’s disappearance – agreed, but I knew what they were really thinking: twelve BCBC seasons were finally beginning to take their toll. I only had so many miles left.

‘Any more headway with the note? The music?’ Fiona asked, even though she knew I’d hit a dead end. She asked because she didn’t know what else to do, and I was grateful she asked, because it meant I wasn’t alone, but I was also beginning to wish I hadn’t worked so hard to make Sander’s memory stick. I carried my grief around my neck every day, and felt physically run down for the first time in years.

But what sort of dancer would I be if I let that stop me? Fonteyn kept dancing even after her husband was left paralysed from an assassination attempt; I’d danced on toenails that came clean off after removing my pointes. I could dance through heartbreak. I had to.

* * *

In the last week of Swan Lake rehearsals before the season wrapped, I went into morning class with a niggle at the back of my right knee, my preferred supporting leg for développés and fouettés. By the end of the grand battement, there was a long strip of heat up the back of my leg. I soldiered on, dabbed the sweat off my face, and changed into my pointes. One of the ribbons got caught under my heel, so I took a few seconds longer than usual to get ready, and was quick to stand when Mariska clapped her hands to refocus everyone’s attention. As I stood, there was a loud bang.

I looked around the room for the source and wondered why no one else seemed to have heard it. Then I was in a heap on the floor.

Nick told me later he’d heard my scream from his office, which was directly above our studio.

When the paramedics arrived, the first hit of nebulised pain relief didn’t feel like relief so much as a flimsy layer of cotton wool around the white-hot twist of barbed wire that was my ACL, which had ruptured.

I was scheduled for a reconstructive operation at a hospital in Marylebone the next day, and told that I wouldn’t be able to go back to work until after Nutcracker at the absolute earliest.

When Nick rang my hospital suite and asked if there was anything he could do to cheer me up, I asked only that he made sure there were no lilies in Fiona’s Swan Lake bouquets, because they made her sneeze.

After the op, my parents drove me back to their house in South Kensington, where they insisted I stay for the full length of my recovery and rehab – my flat was up too many flights of stairs. When Mum went over there to collect some of my clothes and toiletries, I asked her to bring the shoebox from my coffee table labelled “Sander”. She didn’t ask who or what that referred to; I didn’t tell her to open the lid and see for herself.

That summer, instead of gazing out of aeroplane windows, I parked myself in front of the sitting room window and listened to my Frankenstein’s monster of a mixtape on headphones, sometimes hoping for a belated epiphany, more often as a form of self-harm.

Over time, as the nights drew in, it became an odd source of motivation: I had failed Sander, but I could not, would not, fail the BCBC. It had always been my anchor, and I needed it more than ever.




MARCH 1991

HOW TO FORGET

I followed my physiotherapist’s instructions to the letter. I cooked risotto after risotto in my parents’ kitchen, standing on my left foot and doing proprioception exercises. I got up and sat down very slowly. I sat on Carolyn and Armand’s chaise longue with a docile baby Freddie in my arms. I listened to the score for Giselle with half-kilogram weights on my ankles, to build strength for my debut as Myrtha in March. I returned to the Dance Hall just for the barre section of morning class, then for barre and centre work, and finally for my first learning call with Mariska.

Fiona and Isabel hugged me tenderly, afraid of bashing into my knee even though I now had to put it to the test. Charlie, Jamie, Lorenzo, and George patted my shoulder in the corridors.

Sander’s name was nowhere to be heard around the building. Without my habitual checking on them, my friends had forgotten again. It made me sigh, but I was willing to put in the work to make them remember. I just had to get through the learning calls first.

I successfully survived two afternoons of diagonal bourrées and andante leaps with Myrtha’s magical rosemary branches, willing them to clear a path to the midnight realm of spirits and fairies.

You’d think I’d have recognised the bang as soon as it happened on the third day. And yet, once again, I looked around for whatever had fallen over.

It was the left knee this time. The pain still made me crumple, but apparently I didn’t scream. Just cried, quietly.

Another operation. Another convalescence in my parents’ guest room.

I held Sander’s mixtape in my hands, but couldn’t bring myself to listen to it. I got tired of watching my parents recognise his face in Armand’s photographs every time I went through them. I got tired of hiding the photographs under the shoebox lid so that I wouldn’t have to watch them forget again. I got tired of my self-imposed Sisyphean task, holding a torch in a cold, dark, windswept place I no longer understood, waiting for someone who was lost to me forever, out there in the unknown unknowns.

For the first few weeks after I got out of hospital, my friends made house calls, but they didn’t seem to know what to do with my silence, or my tears. Mum occasionally went to my flat to collect post and check my answering machine.

‘Someone named Erin was asking after you.’

A flicker of… not hope, but something. I looked up from the Sunday Times crossword.

‘Erin? What did she say?’

‘She just wanted to know how you were bearing up. And that she was sorry not to have any more breakthroughs for you.’ She searched my face – I presume that means something? ‘I didn’t know critics were allowed to befriend dancers. Doesn’t that constitute a conflict of interest?’

‘She’s just being nice. No one else?’ I could only infer that Bill and Terry hadn’t thought to sellotape their reviews to their own desks. They were probably back to more pleasant concerns, like Vic-Wells’s newest prodigy Darcey Bussell, or Charlie’s first foray into collaborating with a contemporary choreographer.

‘No, that was all.’ She brought the telephone to my side and left it there. ‘In case you’re inclined to ring her back.’

I wasn’t inclined to do much of anything anymore. Nothing would go back to how it was. I would seek comfort in memories of Sander, only for them to thin like tissue paper over a flame. The ones that held on the longest hurt the most. Here is what could have been. The life you almost led.

I began to envy everyone else’s memory loss.

I kept the lid on the shoebox. Eventually, it migrated to the back of a wardrobe.

Whenever something reminded me of Sander – cherry blossom, Hampstead Heath, Fleetwood Mac, storms, little dogs, Mendelssohn, Romeo and Juliet, wildlife conservation charities, an advert for skiing holidays, soft-spoken baritone voices – I closed my eyes and drank something ice cold, or searing hot. Reset. Clean the slate.

I did what I thought was a kindness to myself: slowly, incrementally, I followed everyone else’s lead, and forgot.
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THE SILVER REALM

Once upon a time, the Silver folk ruled most of the British Isles, until the mortals grew in such numbers that their cities, cobbled together from wood and clay and stone, spilled out into the countryside and encroached on the rivers.

The Silver folk and the rest of their kin did their best to mitigate this – a great fire here, a plague there – but when city skies changed from white to smoky, and the moths, wolves, and other species whose spirits aligned with theirs began to die off, they decided to make the forests and mountains their domain, turning time and space in on themselves to make endless room in the darkness between trees. They called their former home the Restless Lands.

No matter, declared Alder Meadowfrost, king of swans, and King of the Silver Realm. We wait. We grow our own numbers. Whatever the mortals make of the Restless Lands, we will outlive them all. The Restless Lands are ours to inherit and nurture back to health, in the end.

But growing their own numbers was not as easy as planting a bed of new seeds. Occasionally they stole mortal babies and replaced them with changelings, or bedded mortal women and claimed the babies that followed as their own, their lives prolonged by an ancient glamour while mortal blood preserved their sense of time. But such children would never rise above the status of servant, or plaything. The rulers of the Silver Realm would be of one eternal bloodline, or nothing.

Alder Meadowfrost made a strategic choice of queen in Laura Rosethorn, a lady of the greater nobility who could take the form of a barn owl whenever the winds were favourable. She and her brother, Wick, were the only twins in the Silver Realm, which the king and his advisors took as a sign of fertility. Sure enough, the queen of the barn owls successfully carried a baby to term: their new and cherished prince, who they naturally expected would take the throne of stained glass and crystal when he came of age.

The Silver Prince wanted for nothing: he slept on the softest goose-feather pillows, grew strong on the marrow of stag antlers, and was serenaded nightly by songbirds. His parents procured a changeling infant from the West Country for him, his very own servant and companion. They gave the servant a new name and cast their glamour over him to ensure that, like their prince, he would grow like a green shoot, brightly and with haste, until he reached adulthood, never to age another season, never to wither or die.

With the passing of invisible years, the servant was instructed to cross back and forth between the realms, to bring news of the Restless Lands along with exotic delicacies, fashion plates, music, and any other diversions the Silver folk might enjoy.

The Silver Prince cherished music above all – like the rest of his kin, he loved to dance, but more than that, he lived through dance. He could always be counted on to lead the court in spirited, intricate numbers that made days bleed into nights. His vitality made the king and queen look proudly on him, confident that he would raise a new generation, their people growing stronger while the mortals of the Restless Lands descended further into self-destruction, with their atom-split, ash-spilled wastelands and oil-slicked waters, their chemical leaks and ever-sophisticated death machines. It was obvious who was of superior stock.

But the Silver Prince’s luminous smile when he danced belied a disquieting truth: he did not share his family’s dream. He preferred to look outwards, beyond the trees, towards sunrise and sunset, moonrise and starlight, wondering where they began and ended, trying to tally them with scratches from a quill dipped in blackberry ink. Breaking it in half when he lost count.

He did not care for thrones or titles, and as for mortals – well, he had only seen a few of them from a safe distance in court, when his parents meted out curses and executions, but he saw no reason to scorn them on sight.

When whispers of betrothal to Cressida Mulberry, who he could not stand, became loud declarations in the feasting hall, he conspired with his trusted servant to step outside the Silver Realm. To cross the border.

It was a strange transition. The servant had to explain to the prince that time was more granular than a mere four seasons, that everything would feel too loud, too abrasive, too much, and that every mortal had a role to play in their little world.

You cannot be a prince here, my friend. Good, I have no wish to be.

What do you wish to be instead?

The prince thought a while as they left the border behind. I wish to live alongside the mortals. To bring them light. A warm light, he added. The cold light of silver, not.

You could model.

Model? The prince thought of sculpting. But I have never made anything.

The servant circled a hand around his face with a flourish. You need only stand still and look beautiful, my friend.

The prince conceded that this would be a relatively easy way to earn some money, which he soon realised was fundamental to surviving in the Restless Lands. And he was, according to the gasps of passersby who turned their heads on the street, very beautiful.

But oh, how he hated to stand still. He was used to moving extravagantly. Dancing, running, and leaping without ceilings or walls. Between camera shots, he would absent-mindedly jump on the spot, extend his legs and arms high, swivel on the ball of one foot. It always gave the photographers pause.

‘Are you a dancer?’

He nodded.

Enough of them said, ‘Ballet?’ with such certainty that he decided the universe must be telling him something.

And that is how, once upon a time, the Silver Prince – known to his family as Nimble Meadowfrost, to mortals as Aleksander Sylvan – found happiness and almost held on to it.




DECEMBER 1999

THE NEW MILLENNIUM

The Covent Garden Dance Hall hosts a party to see in the new millennium, beginning with canapés and champagne on the ground floor, winding through a grand buffet in the Conservatory and Salon, all the way up to the rooftop garden for cocktails and a panoramic view of the fireworks. There’s been a big refurb in anticipation, the jewel tones of the walls even richer than I remember.

Along the corridors and up the stairs, a new row of portraits has begun beneath the old monochrome ones, leaving plenty of room for generations of performers yet to come. The BCBC’s first black corps artist, 1992, then two more in the background of Manon Act I, 1994. I hope they won’t have to wait too long to become the first black principals, so that whoever comes after them won’t have to worry about being the first anything. So that they’re free to focus on the dance, which is all there should be.

How has it taken us so long to catch up, if this even counts as catching up?

Why, after nine years, do I still default to “us”?

There are new portraits of old faces, too. Rudolf Nureyev, who was buried with a pair of ballet flats in 1993, having succumbed to complications from AIDS. Kenneth MacMillan, who collapsed backstage during a performance of Mayerling in 1992, the audience instructed to depart in silence. Fonteyn, who died in Panama in 1991, as far as it was possible to be from my parents’ guest room and yet no less painful to learn of. A full stop on the final sentence of a long, beautiful tome of ballet history, my own name somewhere in the last chapter.

Tonight, the Hall is bustling with company dancers, patrons, set designers, costumiers, board members past and present. It takes a while to find faces I recognise. Nick has buzzed off most of his mad scientist hair, leaving an Arctic circle of white around the back.

‘I see you’ve done the same,’ he says, flicking the ends of my bob. I experimented with a pixie cut a few years back before growing it out to something that felt more like me, though I’m still grappling with what that means. ‘Have you come to any performances recently?’

‘Not recently, no,’ I say, because technically it isn’t a lie. ‘What would you recommend?’

‘Charlie’s newest mixed bill is coming up in May – he’s created it on two of the newer artists, Nell and Carl. Just over there, if I’m not mistaken. I think I need to update my lens prescription.’

I have no idea who these two bright young things are. I fight the instinct to make my excuses, abandon the champagne, and pay an extortionate taxi fare home.

‘Will you ever switch to dance reviews, Trix?’ Mariska asks, silver drop earrings cresting the slopes of a plush fur stole. ‘It’s been long enough, no? You have some distance now.’

‘Some, but not enough. One day, perhaps.’

A few weeks after I tore my ACL for the second time, when I was mired in what I could not bring myself to call depression, and my only regular activities were solitary walks around Hyde Park and cooking passable meals for my parents, Erin Desborough left another voicemail, asking if, in the wake of all the obituaries for Margot Fonteyn, I wanted to write a personal feature about her and how she’d influenced my career. The fact that Dad cleared a space for me in his study revealed how badly he and Mum wanted me to do something other than listen to classical music while staring at the wall.

Erin liked my feature enough to send me a new biography of Balanchine to review. After that, the books kept coming. I sidestepped into theatre reviews. As the following winter let its cloak of dark mornings and darker nights fall away, my spirit found its way back to the sun. I pitched what has since become a staple of my various income streams: a weekly culture outings column.

‘We loved your write-up of that Thomas Hardy musical at the Savoy,’ Jamie says, adjusting his Elton John-esque novelty sunglasses. ‘You tore it to pieces, but in a classy way.’

‘That’s what they pay me for.’

‘Are you kicking off the new millennium with anything exciting?’

‘I’ve been invited to a Buster Keaton film festival next month, if you’d like to be my plus one.’ I know full well he would. We’ve both loved Old Hollywood films, talkies and silents alike, since our BBA days.

‘Funny, the niches we carve out for ourselves,’ Lorenzo says, not just of me, but of the physiotherapy practice he and Jamie run in Islington. They retired from the BCBC only last year so they could focus all their energy on it. ‘We were so sure you’d follow Carolyn and become a character artist. Shows how much we know.’

I wonder, but don’t ask, if he remembers that they were the ones who first suggested it to me, in the summer of 1991. I still think of it as my lost summer. My lost year. I lied and told them I’d already made enquiries, but that there were no vacancies. It may well have been true: the BCBC only has a small number of character artists. Any dancing is fairly low impact, so one person can perform the same role a dozen times within a single run. They either took me at my word, or saw through me and chose not to press the matter.

The truth, even if I couldn’t articulate it then, was that the thought of going back into the Dance Hall brought me nothing but anguish. The ghosts of my ACL ruptures still haunted me, but even without them, the idea of standing on the stage, watching younger, more hopeful dancers leap and spin past me, was too much to bear. I didn’t have Carolyn’s generosity of spirit – I would have hated watching them, and then hated myself for hating them. I had no concept of who Patricia Errington was anymore, but I knew I didn’t want her to become that bitter.

Of our peer group, Charlie is the only one who’s carried on with the BCBC in a full-time position, flourishing as Choreographer in Residence. Isabel still dances for the company as a guest principal, but devotes most of her days to a degree in interior design. I find them chatting to Fiona in the Conservatory, London lit through the dark glass by sparks and neon.

‘We weren’t sure you would come,’ she shouts over the hubbub. ‘No party at Danseuse, or any of the papers?’

‘I wouldn’t survive the hangover,’ I shout back. ‘Besides, I wanted to see you. And it felt like the right time to visit this old place again.’

‘Must feel more new than old now!’ Charlie tops up Isabel’s champagne. ‘Have you seen the picture of yours truly on the wall?’

‘Armand knows gold when he sees it,’ I say, referring to the photo he took of Charlie in head-to-toe body paint for his turn as the Golden Idol in La Bayadère. Next to it is a black-and-white one of me, en pointe as Aurora in Act I of The Sleeping Beauty, 1986. One of the happiest, most triumphant nights of my life.

The fact that I can look at it, at her, and feel fine is a mile marker on the long road that began nine years ago.

‘Where’s George?’ I ask Fiona.

‘In bed early with a terrible cold. I tried to lure him out with the promise of a hot toddy, but no dice.’ She winces as a nearby gaggle of impossibly young and willowy dancers cackle at an inside joke. ‘Shall we go up to the roof garden?’

Every street in the city is alive with noise, thousands of people jostling for space by the river. But we’re high enough that the excitement feels far away, as if we’ve stepped into a different time zone and will come to midnight only when we’re ready. The four of us lean against the railing so that we don’t have to speak through the haze of a hundred cigarettes.

‘Has the Christmas season been good to you, Fee?’ Isabel asks.

‘George’s idea to put a basket of “stocking fillers” by the till was inspired. Glass rings in different colours.’ She flexes her hand, the painted rings alternating with silver bands, her wedding ring sparkling in the middle. ‘We might actually be able to go on holiday this year.’

Fiona has always worked hard, but opening her own shop in West Hampstead three years ago has thrown her into overdrive. It’s the same energy she would have continued to pour into her career as a first soloist, if she hadn’t been forced into retirement by a catastrophic tendon injury that revealed the main bone in her little toe had turned necrotic. She’d pushed through the pain until there was no pain left to feel.

Charlie turns away from the view of London and admires the other partygoers, a wave of nostalgia washing over his face.

‘What was your last role, Fee? Was it Juliet?’

‘No, it was Tatiana in Onegin.’

‘Ah, right, right. Then who…?’ The answer comes in his pause. Isabel and Fiona shift on the rail, stealing glances at me to gauge if I’m ready to open that door.

‘It was me. Juliet was my last role.’ I smile. It doesn’t take as much effort as it used to. For the first year or so after my unofficial retirement, my friends still invited me to dinner parties and coffees, but I spent more time listening than talking, and they went out of their way to avoid dwelling on ballet. As horrible as 1991 and 1992 were, those years gifted me some valuable knowledge: true friends are the ones who keep you around even when your light has dimmed and it’s not clear when, if ever, it will brighten again.

‘I never did get to dance Tatiana,’ I say neutrally. Or Myrtha. Marie Larisch. The Young Girl in The Two Pigeons. Not to mention all the roles I’d assumed I would get to do again, to revisit and reinterpret in new ways. Never again Aurora, Giselle, Titania, Odette/Odile, Juliet.

‘You got to do literally everything else.’ Fiona’s voice feigns lightness, but the resentment runs too close to the surface for me not to notice. Charlie and Isabel slide ever so slightly away from us, wisely opting out of whatever turn this conversation is about to take. ‘Can I tell you something horrible?’

‘By all means.’

‘No, but it’s really awful.’

‘Are you sloshed?’ Isabel asks.

‘Not that much.’ Fiona looks down her champagne flute, which is still half-full. She takes a breath. Maybe she needs to say this before the clock strikes midnight, so she can begin the new millennium with a clear conscience. ‘Trix… sometimes I wished you would get injured. Nothing career-ending, God. But just once, just something that would give the rest of us – all right, me – a chance. I had to battle through sprained back muscles, a dodgy metatarsal, that hernia after Romeo and Juliet in ’85. And there you were, indestructible. The Swiss Army knife.’

I wait for something acrid to rise in me, but her words land softly. The difference between who I was then and who I am now used to drag me down, but tonight, I can almost laugh at it.

‘You must have been pleased when I got my dues in the end.’

She gives me a diamond-hard stare. ‘Of course I wasn’t. I was devastated for you. We all were. You were in so much pain, and I don’t just mean your knee. Do you remember when I brought that vat of chicken soup round to your parents’ house? I tried to think of things to talk about, tried to make you laugh. But you seemed dead set against ever laughing again.’

I do a cursory sweep of my brain, but can’t find any memory that matches her description. Unsurprising, but shameful all the same. That I was still invited to her wedding in 1993 speaks to the power of time, the formative years that can catch two people when the strength of their adult friendship falters.

‘Even before that, during the 1990 run of Romeo and Juliet, it was like something in you had died. I could feel you drifting. What happened, Trix? Why wouldn’t you talk to us about it?’

This was why I hadn’t sent my RSVP for the party until the last possible moment. I suspected this might happen, amidst all the end-of-year reflections, the musing on what could have been, and what we’ve been through. What we’re still trying to make sense of.

‘And don’t say I wouldn’t understand,’ she adds. ‘Please. We’ve been there for too much of each other’s lives for that to be true.’

Don’t make me look back. Don’t make me wade through the fog of that lost year and try to salvage meaning from it.

‘I’m sorry, Fee. I’m sorry it took so long for me to come back to myself… well, to something like myself. I just…’ Moments like these make me wish I smoked, just for something to steady my hands. ‘Ballet was all I had. All I was. Without it, the world became so… grey. I felt like an imposter out in public, as if I’d never learned how to be an ordinary person and it was too late to try. But I couldn’t bear to come back here, either.’ I sweep my hand behind me, encompassing the rooftop, the smiles of dancers old and new. ‘It hurt too much.’

Why does that first year give me such grief, even now? Is it the way time misbehaved, becoming slippery and frayed?

‘Dancers aren’t supposed to sit still by themselves too long. Even after they hang up their pointe shoes.’

Fiona takes a breath, then decides against whatever she was going to say.

‘Do you still think of yourself as a dancer?’ I ask, so that we don’t have to carry the question between us into the small hours.

Her mouth twists in thought, nose twitching like a rabbit, and she’s twenty-five again. ‘I think we always will be, for better and for worse. I still catch myself waiting at zebra crossings with turned-out feet.’

‘Rising on demi-pointe when switching out lightbulbs.’

‘Waking in a cold sweat from nightmares about the Shades from La Bayadère,’ Isabel pipes up, her body forced up against ours as more people come onto the roof. We have inadvertently found the best seats in the house for the fireworks, which are due to kick off in ten minutes. The power of midnight, and a new millennium.

I hold Fiona’s chilly hand and breathe in the smoky, river-tinged breeze as a way of staving off tears. ‘I wish I hadn’t left it so long to come back here. I’ve missed this old hall.’

Fiona pulls me into her suede coat, putting on a high-pitched, children’s puppet voice. ‘The hall says, “I’ve missed you, too!”’

‘Wouldn’t a three-hundred-year-old building have a bit more gravitas?’

‘Ahem.’ Fiona lowers to something like George’s baritone. ‘“I’ve missed you, Errington.”’

‘Hey hey hey, there you are!’ Charlie exclaims, reaching into the packed crowd and extracting Jamie and Lorenzo. ‘Thought we’d never find you before midnight.’

‘Sorry, we got talking to Ray and lost track of time,’ Jamie says. ‘That boy’s still such a shameless flirt.’

‘Nice to know some things never change,’ I say.

‘Nice to know some things do,’ Fiona says, smiling at me. Her shoulders look more relaxed for getting her younger self’s jealousy out of her system at last.

I huddle into my friends, not just for refuge from the air’s midwinter bite. The countdown begins. For ten extraordinary seconds, all of central London becomes a choir, and when Big Ben strikes midnight, I’m convinced the rooftop garden will come crashing down and take us with it. The majesty of it all convinces me that the spell – my unspoken, makeshift, muddled little spell – has worked. That by stepping across the threshold of the Dance Hall after all these years, I can let my past go in peace.




NIMBLE

In the early days of my border crossings, I walked everywhere in London and its neighbouring counties that my feet could take me between dawn and dusk. There was much about mortals I had to learn, and to puzzle over. Nothing better displayed the mortal need to obsessively regiment their surroundings than gardens, with their labyrinths, orchards, gravel paths, cut grass, and meticulously planted flowerbeds. They made me uneasy, until I thought of how much my family would hate them. Then I learned to enjoy them very much.

I revelled in rock concerts, almost denting the ceilings when I jumped too high to the bass line. I adored cinemas, impressed that mortals had engineered their own means of transporting themselves to other worlds by looking at their own through infinite prisms. The theatre roped me in once I realised that, unlike in the Silver Realm, the performers actually finished what they began, instead of growing bored after the first two scenes and wandering off to do something else.

And then, at last, when photographers kept offering up the word as if returning some lost item to me: ballet. The first I ever saw, in January 1978, was The Nutcracker. Mortals and magic, all swept up together. Yes, I tensed a little upon seeing the word “fairy” in the BCBC programme, but the fairies of this ballet were at peace with mortals, sugar-sweet and harmless, their two worlds coexisting in harmony. Strange, now, to think that I would have been watching Trix in the corps, one shimmering snowflake among many, without even knowing it.

I had been taught that after the Sun King left our realm, he shared our language with his court at Versailles, allowing it to be misused and corrupted, to add to the wealth of lies about us. He recast us as “fairies” with wings, twisting our sacred vocabulary for frivolous storytelling ends. Mortal ballets were our version of fairy tales, frothy as frog spawn, the lowest of low taste. Obviously, I asked Glen to source as many tickets to different productions as possible, along with books, magazines, and old videotapes, until my bones and muscles understood our language as the mortals had adapted it.

Amidst this mania for my new passion, I was obliged to make a return visit to the Silver Realm and could not resist sneaking off to the music chambers – an enormous hollow oak lit by candles, reflected in the gold and silver of instruments – where I unearthed a soil-scratched vinyl record to play on a rickety gramophone. I was trying to match Albrecht’s entrechat six from Giselle to some Mendelssohn when my uncle Wick appeared in the rounded doorway. I pretended some moles had asked for my assistance in guiding their tunnel-digging, so they would not disturb our chambers with their hills.

That first near miss should have been enough to deter me from any more risky behaviour, and yet by early 1979 I was conspiring with Glen to find a way into a ballet company.

I am not proud to admit that it was necessary to use our glamour, the old reliable magic that deflects mortal attention away from what they call “the supernatural”, to capture the attention of the BCBC’s newest Artistic Director. But half of it came down to carefully worded stories, lies only by omission, about the character of Aleksander Sylvan who I would eventually become – the costume I never wanted to take off.

I was offered a contract the same day, joining halfway through the 1978/79 season as a first artist. This confused everyone, and annoyed most of the men. But I was not interested in petty politics – I put up with plenty of that in the Silver Realm. I was there to do what I loved more than anything: dance.

Needless to say, this worked in my favour. After my turns as the Bluebird in The Sleeping Beauty, the cartwheeling Chief Beggar in Manon, and Puck in The Dream, I was promoted from first artist to soloist, then to first soloist in 1981, which was the happiest I had ever been and the happiest I assumed I would ever be.

* * *

Until The Sleeping Beauty, Trix and I had never spoken alone for very long or to any meaningful end. During our emergency rehearsal, she was professional, polite, and ready to work as hard as it took. The stress fracture building in her leg like an open fire, one whose heat only she and I could detect, presented quite the dilemma.

On this side of the border, kisses are not so much gestures of affection as a way of imparting magic, of reviving someone close to death. They mend and restore, when done with meaning. After much agonising within myself, I gave a little of my glamour to her through that stage kiss.

Had I assured Glen that I would not cast magic around recklessly? Yes. But I also understood by now that mortals paid a high price to become elite dancers, in a currency that was still foreign to me: years. Years they would never claw back. It felt unethical not to help this one person, just for one night.

The desire to become entangled with a mortal had never crossed my mind, at least no more than stage partnering demanded. Ray learned as much when he propositioned me, as did Grace, on the one occasion she extended an invitation to a sex party in Mayfair. Such entanglements were exactly what I was trying to get away from, regardless of whether they resulted in a child. When Nick promoted me to principal by way of pairing me with Carolyn, it was both an interesting new adventure and a relief – she was happily married, and treated me as nothing more or less than a colleague.

Curiously, even though she had no spouse of her own, Trix made me feel at ease from the moment she stepped into Carolyn’s place. Most of the lead roles were as new to her as they were to me, so we could learn, make mistakes, and unpack the stories together. I could not help but look forward to finishing the season with her.

 I always preferred the ballets about mortal worlds free from otherworldly influences: The Two Pigeons, Coppélia, La Bayadère (opium-induced ghosts do not count, I think), La Fille mal gardée, A Month in the Country, Romeo and Juliet, or abstract neoclassical pieces that took place outside both the Restless Lands and the Silver Realm: Rhapsody, Dances at a Gathering, Charlie’s Quartet. Anything involving fairies, two creatures meeting from different worlds, inevitably stirred up complicated feelings in me. There were weeks when I believed the only way to get through was to lock myself in my own mind, to turn cold where I might have otherwise shown warmth.

But Trix never turned cold in response. She was always there when I came back to myself, to who I wanted to be. She began to feel like a lifeline. Like my new home.

* * *

Uncle Wick did not release my shoulder until after we stepped through the arch of holly leaves that led to the throne room. I had been dreading the eyes and whispers of the entire realm on our arrival, but there were only two people on the other side of the vast space. My father’s glare was as stony as the floor.

Cressida took small steps forward, then halted as if tethered by a rope. She looked me up and down, slowly. Uncomprehending. Her freckled hand descended, skimming my post-rehearsal T-shirt and baggy jeans.

Why are you dressed like that?

I wondered how much she had been told. How much had been held back, so that I would have to be the one to tell her. To pour salt into two different wounds.

‘I…’ My voice was suddenly a thing outside myself, an object that could fall out of my grasp. I looked at my hands, but gestures deserted me. Guilt, bitter and heavy, over my deception. Then fury that I should feel guilt at all, when I had every right to howl at what had been taken from me, when the only thing that should have taken up space in my heart was sorrow.

Eventually one of my hands did something, wavering in the air between us. Cressida’s eyes were still wide and scandalised at the sound of my voice.

I know not what to say.

Everything thereafter came and went like sunlight between trees, as seen through the passenger window of a car, nauseating and unrelenting.

My mother, arriving in a furious flutter of white. The particular curve of her talons that confirmed, once and for all, that the near-miss attack on Trix at Kenwood had been her doing. That she had been biding her time at the Inter-Realm summit, perhaps considering when to break the news to my father and uncle. The right moment to inflict maximum devastation on me.

My father, twisting the chains of the two pocket watches Glen had so carefully assembled, their silver cases as spotless as the day we first used them. He threw them to the floor, and a tiding of magpies took every last fragment, cawing their thanks to the generous king.

My mother, moving furiously towards Glen.

My footsteps, skidding across the flagstones to block her.

Her fierce green eyes, and the knifepoint of her grimace, when I did not yield.
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BOXES

[image: quotes]Such a shame they’re selling up,’ Jamie says, admiring my parents’ sash windows and reading nook across the hall. ‘I’d love to live out my days here.’

‘So would they. Unfortunately, their knees vehemently disagree.’

I’ve never been able to host more than three guests in my one-bed Holland Park flat, but now that my parents are dividing their time between South Kensington and a new ground-floor flat in Crouch End, they’re more than happy for me to make use of the dining room in their absence. Still energised by the new millennium, I’ve invited Fiona, Jamie, Charlie, and Carolyn over for a late-spring feast, along with the kids, who transform a little more every time I see them. Layla is, somehow, thirteen years old. The only part of her that hasn’t changed from when she was a baby is her owl-like stare, which travels the room and alights on the stacks of boxes spilling out into the hall.

‘What’s in those?’

‘Oh, just unimaginable quantities of rubbish from the loft.’ I go to one of them and flip up the cardboard lid. ‘My dad’s kept copies of the FT all the way back to 1970. God knows why.’

‘I suspect it’s a post-war thing,’ Charlie says. ‘The rationing years – waste not, want not. You never know when you’ll need a dozen empty margarine tubs.’

Frédéric, who we’ve all called Freddie since he was born, makes a face, his front teeth gappy where the adult ones have yet to grow in. ‘I hate margarine.’

‘So do I.’ In a snap decision, I offer my hand for a high-five, and feel disproportionately relieved when he accepts. You can never be sure if a child thinks you’re cool; the best you can hope for is “not embarrassing”.

While we eat, Layla and Freddie have their own wine glasses of elderflower cordial, and seem to enjoy being treated like adults-in-waiting rather than kids. Layla and Carolyn even hold their cutlery in the same way. After the lemon cake and ice cream, though, I notice Freddie fidgeting with his napkin and his sister’s gaze drifting. She puts an elbow on the table and props her chin on her hand; Carolyn gently but firmly nudges it off.

‘Do you guys fancy having a rummage through the boxes and picking out something interesting to take home?’

‘Really?’ Freddie says, already halfway off his chair.

‘Are you sure?’ Carolyn asks.

‘Most of it’s destined for the skip, so by all means.’

‘Thank you,’ Layla says with a glance at her mum, who nods approvingly.

‘God, they’re so French,’ Jamie says, before clarifying: ‘So well behaved at the dinner table.’

‘I was an absolute nightmare whenever my family went out for meals,’ Charlie says. ‘Ants in my pants. Too much energy, not enough hours in the day to get rid of it.’

‘And then came ballet,’ Fiona says with a smile. Out of habit, she looks at me, checking that the word won’t bruise the way it once did.

I smile back. ‘How so many of our stories began.’

A brief silence, broken only by the sound of cardboard scraping along the hall tiles.

‘I don’t know how busy your September is,’ Charlie says, ‘but there’s a pair of comp tickets for Isabel’s debut as Marguerite with your name on it, if you’d like?’

Another role I never got to try. Perhaps that’s why he’s asking – an olive branch, and a test, to see if my willingness to step back into the Dance Hall was a New Year’s one-off.

‘I’d be honoured. I presume the rest of you have tickets already? I’ll bring my mum if not, she’d be honoured, too.’

‘No gentleman friends to be your plus one?’ Carolyn asks. ‘Someone from the office, perhaps?’

I shake my head and wave the idea away, as women on the cusp of middle age can without being obliged to explain further: Been there, done that, not for me.

Swirling the last of my Chardonnay, I try to imagine myself in Marguerite and Armand, the one-act ballet Ashton created on Fonteyn and Nureyev. It hadn’t even been on Nick’s radar as a potential revival during my time – the passion with which those two icons delivered their performances as tragic lovers could never be matched.

‘No pressure on Isabel,’ Charlie jokes. ‘She’s got a great partner in Robbie, though. Hands like a gymnast.’

Who would have been my partner? Max would still have been too green in the early nineties, and might not have had the strength to do that jaw-dropping spin lift at the climax. It would have been Stephen or Ray. Maybe even a guest artist. Not that it matters – never will I get to don Cecil Beaton’s gorgeous costumes and succumb gracefully to Liszt’s Piano Sonata in B minor.

‘Hands like a gymnast?’ Fiona says.

‘Never clammy.’

‘Ah, I see.’

‘Mum?’ Layla re-enters the dining room with a piece of photo paper in hand, holding it out of Freddie’s curious reach. She glances around, wary of having interrupted. ‘Is that…?’

She passes the photograph to Carolyn, who studies it and smiles at me. ‘Why yes, darling, that’s our very own Trix, back in the…’ Her smile disappears. ‘My God.’

‘Mum?’ Layla looks as alarmed as I feel. Carolyn has always been unshockable. ‘What is it?’

Carolyn redirects her stare to me. Looks at the photo. At me. The photo. Something isn’t adding up.

‘Sander,’ she says, as if coming around from a concussion. ‘Aleksander Sylvan.’

The words emerge slowly, a combination of syllables dredged up from somewhere deep. As soon as I hear them, something starts to happen in my brain, too. In my chest. A ring of blue flames.

‘What did you say?’ Charlie reaches for the photo, but Carolyn is already giving it to Fiona, whose eyes go wide, her hand catching a gasp, her other hand passing the photo to me.

‘Were we not supposed to look in that box?’ Layla says in a small voice. ‘It was different from all the other boxes, it just said “Sander” on top, so… we wanted to see what it was.’

It’s one of Armand’s stage shots – he always knows when the lines will look golden, even in black and white. And these lines are exquisite. I can’t quite comprehend that the person in the white tutu, fingers hovering off the floor, legs curved high above it, is me. It’s one of the grand pas de deux fish dives from The Sleeping Beauty. My partner, my prince…

My partner. By the time I recognise his face, it’s already blurring through tears.

‘Have I done something wrong?’ Layla retreats behind Carolyn’s chair while her brother looks at the floor. ‘I’m sorry, I’m really sorry.’

‘No,’ I whisper, brushing away the tears. I am drowning in memories. They cascade from every direction, because memory has no direction, only distance, and I am no longer in my parents’ dining room but onstage, on red-eye flights, in the studio, in a Kentish Town flat with high ceilings. The rooftop garden, with a Styrofoam cup of tea. ‘No, darling. You did the right thing.’




TIME LEAVES ITS MARK

Alone in my tower, I conjure Trix in my mind. A handful of mortal years are nothing against the ocean of timelessness on which I now drift – if I do not keep her face alive in my memory, her voice, her dancing, they will all fade. I persuade a dove to bring me jasmine leaves, so that I can remember her perfume. Press my hands against the stone windowsill with closed eyes, trying to recall the momentum of her body in a pirouette.

I try, hardest of all, to remember when I knew. If there had been a precise moment, but I had simply been too oblivious, too convinced of the narratives I had been given about myself, to notice it. I think of Armand before he married Carolyn, standing in an empty row during a stage call, preserving her image in snapshots. I wonder when the appreciation became admiration, the admiration became attraction, and attraction became love. How long did it take for the lines of Carolyn’s figure, the tint of her hair, the light in her face, to find their way into his thoughts long after putting the camera down?

I should have asked him.

* * *

The role of Aurora got Trix promoted, but most dancers of her generation would say that Giselle made her famous. It was a huge ballet for both of us. Even for me, who could not feel tired if I tried, Albrecht was a great achievement because the role demanded so much. It was not the jumping but the acting, the intention behind the steps. Albrecht’s struggle with his desire for freedom and independence, to play at being ordinary for a day in defiance of his obligations to the high-born woman he does not love. His terror when Myrtha sentences him to dance to the death. I had seen that terror only a handful of times in other beings’ faces, magical and mortal both.

As for Trix, well – she left herself behind in the wings. Out of the cottage door stepped this real peasant woman from Germany of old. Ignorant of her own ignorance, trusting and fragile and, by the end of Act I, broken beyond repair. And all she did was let her hair out of its bun. No matter how many times she fell down dead, I did not need to act. I always held her tight until Noemi batted me away.

It pained me to watch Trix in Act II, more than I had expected. I felt a version of that pain on behalf of every ballerina I watched in the role, because I would never wish such a half-life upon any of them. But when Trix stepped out in her veil, eyes cast down, skin powdered white… by the time she bourréed away from me in the final scene and melted into the dawn, I was crying. I wanted to reach out and pull her into my arms, back to safety. Not you. Please, never you.

I did not know what to make of this new, uncharted emotion, but I feared where it could lead. For a time, I did not even mention it to Glen, the only confidant I had ever had in either world. Instead, I thought of the darkest ditch, the murkiest peat bogs, the deepest rivers, and buried the feeling there.

And then – elements preserve me – came La Bayadère. A fresh new staging, the headline production of the season. Trix was nervous about dancing Nikiya, as if she had not just dazzled audiences as Giselle, one of the most difficult lead roles a ballerina can perform. But Nikiya, as we both came to realise, is just as demanding. There is no time to rest on laurels; so much control is required, and yet also fluidity. Sensuality. I had heard that word before, but it was not until our stage call that I came to my own understanding of it. Trix transformed once again, not just into another human, but another being. Her costumes were like something from court, only much… less. As she put it, ‘There’s nowhere to hide.’

Not that she needed to. Why she would want to hide anything was beyond me – everything I saw was beautiful in a way that sharpened my senses and thinned the air. I wanted to pause the entire performance, wrap my arms around her bare ribs, and kiss her, deeply, until whatever fire was kindling in my chest cooled off. I ran out to meet her as Solor for our first pas de deux without needing to think. I felt so lucky. And bewildered.

None of the Silver folk are that much more enthusiastic about the idea of sex than me (which is to say, not at all) but their zeal for growing the population has elevated the activity to near-sacred heights. They expected me to be thrilled when my father announced my betrothal to Cressida, known for her wide hips, ideal for childbearing. I have always felt about her the way Solor feels about Gamzatti, who is presented to him like a medal for his services as a warrior. After Nikiya’s death, he reluctantly proceeds with the wedding, only to see a vision of Nikiya on the top step of the sacred temple, in a celestial white version of the red outfit in which she died.

I remember every moment from that scene: releasing Akihiko’s hands, taking Trix’s to dance with her instead, playing my part even though it felt less like play and more like an epiphany. I could practically see Glen’s gestures all the way from our flat in Kentish Town: Are you joking? You went to all this trouble to get away from a lady, and now your eyes have fallen on another? On a mortal? What is wrong with you? Is this honestly what you want?

As I promenaded Trix in a circle, as she entrusted her body to me, I realised the answer was yes. Yes? Yes.

‘But what do you mean “yes”?’ Glen later asked, when I tried to explain all of this to him. ‘You want to have sex with her?’

‘No! I want…’ The words came from the Carpenters on the radio waves. ‘I want to be close to her.’

Glen raised sceptical eyebrows. ‘Well… as long as you’re not falling in love with her.’

‘No,’ I said, with unwarranted certainty. ‘Love is not for the likes of us. It must be something else.’

‘You had better hope so, Nimble.’

He only called me that when I was at risk of forgetting myself.

* * *

By our second Nutcracker together, I was dabbing at sweat trails of glitter on Trix’s face and joking that the Sugar Plum Fairy cried champagne. Little acts like this, touching her face, kissing her hand between révérences – I had never done those things with other dancers.

‘Time is finally leaving its mark on you,’ Glen said. I waited for him to explain. ‘Whenever I used to ask you about the future, how long you planned to put off your wedding to Cressida, you would wave your hand and say that there was no future, only the gift of a new day in the Restless Lands. But you have been a dual citizen almost ten years, my friend. And you have a reason to think of the future.’

‘I wish time would leave its mark on me.’ I sighed. ‘What I said then, it is true now: there is no future. There cannot be. So I still do not like to think on it. I wish Trix and I could dance together forever. That she could stay just as she is.’

‘Your glamour can only help her for so long,’ Glen reminded me, before taking pity. ‘Does being with her make you happy?’

‘Have you not been listening to me of late?’

‘Then go back to living for the present day. Enjoy being happy! It suits you.’

It was true that being in such close and constant proximity to my glamour kept Trix safe in a career where, regardless of age or rank, injury threatened to swoop down and claim dancers at any moment. But I had not actively wielded it in her favour since Beauty.

I could have helped her for Swan Lake, when she was drilling fouettés every day and reprimanding herself for the tiniest mistakes. I could have helped her hit all thirty-two. But I did not want to cheat her of genuine victory, and knew that she was strong enough to manage it. So did Mariska and Salvatore. Even Roksana Kutuzova, who was, as the other dancers phrased it, “a hard nut”, and who gave Trix almost as hard a time as Trix gave herself. Me, they had few problems with. They liked how easy I found it to infuse the role of Prince Siegfried with the right emotions. I said nothing except my thanks.

Trix was determined to make her Odile as authentic as her Odette, to prove that she was both of these women in her own life. I could not imagine Trix as a scheming seductress, so I asked her which part of Odile she meant. The confidence? Yes. The allure? Absolutely. But deception?

‘When have you ever deceived anyone?’

The way she suddenly glanced off made me wonder how many times I had responded like that in front of her.

‘Perhaps deceive isn’t the right word. But I have… I do hide things. There are some things one simply doesn’t share with other people. You must have secrets you wouldn’t share with just anyone.’

She held my gaze as if waiting for something. I could not even nod, in case the truth was dislodged.

Our Swan Lake was well received. The critics praised our expression and storytelling, on par with our technique. When Trix was Odile, I was at her mercy; when she was Odette, I held her with longing, yearning to tell this beautiful being, even as we were separated by someone else’s designs, that no title or inheritance could persuade me to leave her.
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THE ORIGINAL

Within minutes the contents of the shoebox are spread down the full length of the dining table. Black-and-white, full-colour, polaroids, old programmes, cast sheets. A shot of me, Sander and Nick dressed to the nines at the Dance Hall’s 1988 fundraising gala, smiling for Princess Diana as she glides down the line of principals with delicate handshakes and warm words. Me and Sander in the bedroom scene from Manon, holding ourselves and each other up with long lines and a deep arabesque penché like ice dancers, just as MacMillan had envisioned.

‘I can’t bring myself to look away,’ Fiona says. ‘In case I forget again.’

‘But how?’ Carolyn hovers her hand over the group photo from Sander’s birthday party in the Kentish Town flat. ‘How did we forget him? All these years.’

‘Everyone did,’ I say, feeling terrible for Layla and Freddie, who stand dumbstruck against the wall behind their mother’s chair, unsure how to react to a room full of unsettled grown-ups. ‘In 1990, you all forgot that Sander ever existed. I know, I know, Caro, bear with me.’

‘But he was your partner.’ She looks astonished by her own words. ‘You were inseparable.’

‘The dream team…’ Charlie says, holding the photo we took with Isabel and Jamie when we brought Quartet to Stockholm.

‘But we never found out what happened to him.’ Jamie blinks, unable to decide if he wants to stand or sit down again. ‘Where he went.’

‘Who took him,’ Fiona says, fingers at her temples. ‘Oh, God, now I’m remembering the first time you made us remember, which you then said wasn’t even the first. The critics from the papers. Everything felt like a snow globe someone had given a good old shake.’

‘I remember that feeling, too,’ Carolyn says, running her hands through her hair. ‘I didn’t enjoy it the first time around. Even less now.’

Fiona braces herself on the back of her chair, just as I had when we all gathered in that stuffy meeting room. ‘The world – our ordinary, humdrum world, the one we were in just ten minutes ago – is complicated enough without magic thrown into the mix.’

‘Dark magic,’ Jamie says. ‘Anything that can rewrite memory without even getting near you is not to be fucked with – sorry, sorry, darlings, excuse my language,’ he adds, nodding at the children.

‘Magic?’ Layla repeats, nonplussed. She turns to her mum and moves into the crook of her arm, looking for a grown-up’s logical explanation. When she doesn’t get one, the unease gives way to something else: a spark of wonder. ‘Like… witch and wizard magic?’

‘Witches and wizards aren’t real,’ Freddie says, pleased to remember something he can be certain of.

‘Maybe not. But fairy-tale magic might be,’ I say, stretching across the table to sift through the contents, as if organising the memories will do anything other than throw acid on the burn. ‘There’s a grain of truth to every tale. I just don’t think we could have imagined a truth like this.’ I catch tears on my knuckles before they can stain anything, move aside cast sheets with their fading ink until I find it: a little sheaf of notes, held together with a paperclip.

I place the one in his original handwriting next to two of the copies I made. My annotations stare back at me, flourishes of hope and determination that failed to bring him back.

Carolyn rounds the table and taps a finger on the original note.

‘Why is this one in a different order?’

‘A different—?’ I look down again.


Feb 1986 Act II No. 18 Entr’acte – The Sleeping Beauty

Sep 1986 reprise Aug (or Apr?) 1989 – La Sylphide

Feb 1987 Act I Aug (or Apr?) Adage? Albrecht – Giselle

Jan/Jun/Jul 1987 TD – The Dream (?)

Feb 1988 Act II Oct 1 Odette – Swan Lake

B pdd – Bayadère pas de deux (?) (Which one??)



She’s right. When I wrote out the list for a third time, with all my scribbles, I wrote the items in chronological order, not the order in which he’d originally put them.

I find a pen and write a new copy.


S ’6 rep. A ’9

F ’7 I A

F ’8 II O1

F ’6 II No. 18 Entr.

J ’7 TD

B pdd

x x x



‘What about these cassettes?’ Jamie asks, holding up the only things left in the shoebox. ‘Do they mean anything?’

‘I thought they did…’

Then I hear Mariska’s voice, as if we’d been standing in the Markova studio only yesterday: “Don’t forget the meaning behind the music. What is it saying?”

I look at Sander’s note with new eyes, and plunge my arms into the earth of long-buried memory. Old questions, half-answered. Murmurs in the dark. The Great Storm of 1987.

But what’s your first language? What language do you think in?

His voice, an echo of an echo: Dance.

I annotate my newest copy with the name of each ballet, forcing my hand to write slowly, leaving space between the lines, before offering the pen to Layla.

‘Would you be my scribe for a few minutes, please?’

I ask her to read the note aloud, one line at a time, and to record my responses.


S ’6 reprise A ’9

La Sylphide. Fairies.

F ’7 I A

Giselle Act I. Albrecht. A nobleman leading a double life, promised to someone else.

F ’8 II O1

Swan Lake Act II. Odette, kept apart from Siegfried by a curse.

F ’6 II No. 18 Entr.

The Sleeping Beauty. Act II. Entr’acte. Prince Florimund and Lilac Fairy go through the palace gates, frozen in time, Carabosse lurking in the shadows.

J ’7 TD

The Dream. Magical forest. Beware the king of the fairies.

Bayadère pas de deux

x x x



‘What should I write under the last one?’ Layla asks, the word “under” making me pay attention to the “x” written three times. It’s the only line in the original note that isn’t messy. Each “x” is delicate, and evenly spaced.

Tears have softened my voice. ‘I’ve got that one all wrong.’

‘Not Bayadère?’ Fiona says. ‘But there’s no other ballet in the classical repertory beginning with B.’

‘Les Biches,’ Carolyn offers.

‘Trix and Sander never performed in that,’ Jamie counters.

‘Balcony.’ The room goes quiet again. I try to keep my voice steady. ‘Romeo and Juliet.’

Layla blinks, then dutifully crosses out the penultimate item and writes Balcony pas de deux.

The balcony pas de deux unambiguously says one thing, over and over again, in a glorious multitude of steps.


I love you

x x x



‘Well. We finally found the meaning,’ I say. ‘Ten years too late.’

The shadow of despair threatens to turn everything grey again. Kill all the music.

But another memory gives me pause. The blade of a wing by my ear. The first and only time Sander’s steady hands gave way.

I ask Layla for the biro and make a final addendum.


S ’6 reprise A ’9

La Sylphide. Fairies. Hampstead Heath.






THE LAST WORD

I wanted to break with the Silver Realm completely, to cross the border for the last time and never return – I had wanted to do it since my first crossing in 1977. But by 1989, I had somehow spent ten seasons at the BCBC and was no closer to devising, let alone executing, a plan.

The panic that I carried back and forth across the border was enough to make me seriously consider accepting one of the many offers I had received to transfer to an American or mainland European ballet company. But that hardly counted as a solution – my kin had realms everywhere. Even across oceans, they had reliable allies in the Selkies and Sirens. As the exiled Selkie Sam had put it: none of them would care about the fate of a servant, but a runaway prince? No matter where I fled, I would eventually be found.

‘You could always stop dancing,’ Glen suggested, once, before he saw my expression. ‘Or – though I’m sure you’ll like this even less – you could plead your case before the court.’

‘Ah yes, I can see it now.’ I mimed my side of the exchange: Beloved parents, rulers of the Silver Realm, I know you long for a grandchild to ensure the survival of our line but, alas, instead I have pledged my loyalty to the Restless Lands and fallen in love with a mortal, a thing you believe is possible, not. ‘I am sure I will come out of that with my bones intact, my eyeballs and tongue safely in my skull, rather than fed to the crows.’

‘Point made. Vividly. Wait.’ Glen blinked, bringing his palms to his heart as I had just done. In love?

I opened my mouth and raised my hands, but neither words nor gestures came to me.

‘Well, my friend, you’ll have to think of a way out sooner rather than later.’

* * *

Once she had her dream role as Juliet in writing, Trix went into her Manon performance fearlessly. A high-class courtesan, pulled between the humble lodgings of her scholarly lover Des Grieux and the luxurious apartments of Monsieur G, with whom her brother Lescaut brokers a deal. It was the second full-length MacMillan ballet in which I danced the lead. Where Mayerling had pushed my acting range, Des Grieux’s adages pushed my technique, demanding slowness and control where, in my soloist days, I would have itched to be fast and freewheeling. It was one of the rare shows where, by curtain call, I felt well and truly exercised. Trix was more than justified in feeling the same, having died dramatically in prison colony ship rags and a shorn wig. She joked that it was good practice for all the dying we would have to do in Romeo and Juliet.

‘When was the last time your character died in front of the audience?’ she asked on the morning of our first learning call. I had to think a while.

‘When I was Mercutio.’

‘No! It can’t have been that long ago.’

‘Even in Mayerling, Rudolf shoots himself behind a screen. I, meanwhile, have had to watch you die seven different ways. Eight, if you count Aurora’s sleeping death.’

‘Goodness, when you put it like that… consider me an expert on dying. Are you nervous about it?’

‘You remember rehearsals for Giselle? Pain does not come naturally to me.’

She wrinkled her nose and laughed. ‘Says the principal dancer. Do you mean the moment Romeo drinks the poison?’

The poison makes Romeo collapse before he can lie down next to Juliet, whose body refuses to stir even after he has thrown her over his shoulder and tried to revive her in a final pas de deux. His wish to die at her side is denied: instead, he slumps onto the floor, facing away from the audience. The music lifts, Juliet awakens, and it is her turn to throw herself on her unresponsive lover, to scream, rush for the dagger Romeo used to kill Paris, and stab herself. To struggle back across the altar, hauling herself up with one arm even as she loses blood and consciousness. With her last breath, she reaches across the orchestra’s final chords to grasp his hand.

‘I can’t decide which is better,’ Trix said over lunch, after we had blocked out the death scene for the first time. ‘Should I let Juliet succeed? Should she at least manage a little brush before sliding into death?’ She reached across my lap and nudged the back of my hand with hers. ‘Do I heap another layer of tragedy over the scene, or do I show Juliet some small mercy, let her touch her star-crossed soulmate one last time? I wish we had MacMillan here in person, so he could just tell me what he thinks would be best.’

‘I like that he leaves those decisions to the dancers.’

‘What would you choose, if the roles were reversed?’

I wagged my finger. ‘Only you can decide. Perhaps tragedy one night, mercy the next. See what comes in the moment.’

* * *

Now that I have been dragged back here, and I am all anyone can discuss at court, the wedding will no longer be put off for anything. Glen has been spared from a charge of treason only because I insisted that the whole thing had been my idea, and that he was bound by our very laws to follow my lead, both of which are true.

The coded list I left behind for Trix was a desperate wish on my part. A balm, to make bearable the endless mornings that give way to endless nights. A farewell, so that she would not feel discarded. So that she might remember me long after everyone else has forgotten. Glen may have been forced to erase my image from the Dance Hall, and my kin have always excelled at papering over memories, but I took a calculated risk on their negligence to scrub my name out of all written records. Memories made safe, preserved for the future.

“B pdd” was for both of us. If she gleans only one message from that list, please, please let it be “Balcony”. I will say it to myself as many times as I need to get through the ceremony when it comes, and for the wedding night. I hope time will show mercy and pass quickly.

I have rewritten the note in my head many times since, of course: a self-inflicted punishment. I was gripped by panic in that dressing room, with only five minutes to write whatever came to mind. The line about The Sleeping Beauty – a promise that I would search for a way to find Trix somewhere in the dreamscape, the only realm where versions of us might have a chance of meeting again, in storms or snow or mist. I was thinking so clearly of the vision sequence between Aurora and Florimund in Act II, and yet, in also thinking of mist, I wrote down the Entr’acte. I deserve the title of fool, not prince.

I regret that I did not find a way to write in Clara’s necklace from The Nutcracker. A token from her adventures with Hans-Peter in the magical Kingdom of Sweets. When they pass each other again in the mortal world, it will give her the faintest gleam of recognition. Assurance that what happened between them was real.

And why, why did I underline the reprise of La Sylphide? Was I so anxious to give her the truth, after all this time? What if she starts to perceive Hampstead Heath differently? Could she uncover its significance?

I can only hope not. I can only hope that the meaning eludes her, or that any attempts to act on it lead nowhere. That the Restless Lands’ twentieth-century way of thinking wins out – move along now, nothing supernatural here. Nothing beyond what is directly before her eyes. I must take comfort in that. Because if she tries to cross the border, if she uses any of the music from my list to make a key… no, it does not bear thinking about.
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THE HEATH

The Heath has changed by gradations since the nineteenth century, when it was uninterrupted swathes of green countryside where sheep grazed and poets mused, and Hampstead was a fashionable village with the City of London just about visible from the hilltops. It’s still used for after-dark liaisons and teenage mischief, but by day it’s the domain of dog-walkers, joggers, swimmers, and kite-fliers. Kenwood House remains the poshest corner; the staff in the tea rooms get to know me very well after two weeks.

I turn up every day, sometimes alone, sometimes with my friends, at different hours: late morning, early afternoon, mid-afternoon, late afternoon, even at closing time, when the sun winds down and a little patrol car herds stragglers to the nearest exit. We watch the sky between the treetops for barn owls, but beyond that, it’s difficult to articulate exactly what we’re hoping to find. A secret door? A fairy circle of glowing toadstools? A key hiding in the well of an oak? Something otherworldly. The memory of Sander has tuned us to a different frequency, but that doesn’t mean we can see the waves.

‘What if this is another dead end?’ I hold my jaw in my hands and stare at the trees. Jamie and I are resting on a picnic blanket in the approximate place where the stage was for our Kenwood Festival performance of La Sylphide. ‘I’ll never forgive myself if I fail him again. Or if I forget again.’

We divided the photos from my shoebox between us, promising to go to sleep with them in our hands, in case some shadowy thing tries to steal away our memories in the night. Two weeks on, and we’re managing to recall his face, his name, even his voice, without having to rely on the photos. Our memories of him are paths rediscovered, our feet treading them a little deeper into the ground each time.

‘If you do forget again, you won’t know you need forgiving.’ Jamie picks up my hand and holds on to it until I look him in the eye. ‘I’ve got to ask, for all our sakes… even if we do find out what happened to him, have you considered – I mean really sat with the thought – that you might not want to find out?’

Romeo, dead before he got to see Juliet breathe again. Aurora, suspended in a dream.

‘I have sat with it.’ Thoughts of every possible outcome have kept me from falling asleep. ‘It’s the hope that fuels me, even if it hurts. I can’t stand it, but it gives me strength.’

Jamie nods, inhaling deeply as he surveys the park. ‘I know that feeling. That’s why I ask. Being back here makes me think of them: the friends of friends I used to pass around here. The boys I met in bookshops and bars, in cinemas. I’d see them all around the city. A few of them even came to the Dance Hall to watch…’

‘Ooh.’

‘I know, eye candy in tights, that was me.’ Jamie pinches grass blades and shreds them in his fingers, watches them disappear on the breeze. ‘But then I stopped seeing them, as if they’d upped and moved overnight. A few weeks, months, even years later, I’d ask someone, “Whatever happened to so-and-so? I miss him.” And the news was the same, every time.’

I push myself up and sit back. Without his glasses, Jamie looks more like his thirty-year-old self.

‘Honestly, Trix? I can’t blame you for following this new-found hope, surreal as it is. If I could reach through the ether and rescue everyone who got pulled away too soon… well, wouldn’t we all?’

‘Please don’t tell me you feel guilty. For being here when they’re not.’

Jamie slides his glasses back on. Takes another breath. Turns his face to the sun, still late-spring gentle.

‘Guilt doesn’t help anyone. Memory does.’

* * *

On the last Friday of May, just to be sure I’ve tried everything, I arrange for a taxi to drop me off by Kenwood House at half past four in the morning, before sunrise. Apart from one stranger and his golden Labrador in the distance, I’m the only person around. An amateur birdwatcher, binoculars around my neck, scanning the trees for barn owls. Nothing jumps out at me except the occasional grey squirrel.

I ascend Parliament Hill, taking what little consolation I can from the orange-pink glow slicing its way through Stratford via Battersea.

‘I’m sorry, Sander. I’m sorry I was too slow for you. No change there.’

I turn my back on the horizon and walk down the middle of the hill, following the shortcut through the grove of trees. The dawn mist lies close to the ground, but it’s so thick I can almost picture my ankles leaving eddies and swirls in my wake. I’m debating whether to wait for the first bus or first tube of the day when a bald man approaches the grove from Lime Avenue with quick, practised strides.

It takes a moment before I realise why he looks familiar. The magic of reclaimed memories, an impact that knocks the breath out of me.

Without drawing attention, I pick up my pace. I follow his pale head into the trees.

I come out on the other side of the grove. He doesn’t. He is nowhere, in any direction.

I double back and check either side of me. He’s vanished.

But his name hasn’t.

* * *

‘Glen?!’ Down the phone, I hear the thump of Fiona’s palm against the shop counter. ‘He’s been mixed up in this all along? He’s… one of them?’

‘We still don’t know who or what we mean by “them” but, yes, I think that’s safe to assume.’

‘His own flatmate. His oldest friend.’

‘And one of the two men who followed him into the Dance Hall that day.’ I walk my phone to the coffee table where the photograph from Sander’s birthday party now lives in a frame. Different pictures in every room, creating a web of memory. Now that I’ve seen Glen with my present-day eyes, some of the haze surrounding Sander’s disappearance has cleared. I thought I hadn’t got a good enough look at the men across the road, but I had. The sight was never the problem, it was – had always been – the memory in someone else’s grasp. It bothers me that the other man remains a stranger – was he always, or is he another person erased from my mind? ‘I don’t know if Glen has anything to do with Sander now, but he’s the only lead we have. I’m going to do another stakeout tomorrow. This is going to sound odd,’ I add, the thought only just occurring. ‘But I think he used the mist to his advantage. I think it was… helping him.’

Fiona parses this. I wait for her to tell me not to speculate about too many things at once, to take a breath and slow down the obsessive spiral on which my brain operates. ‘I’ll come with you.’

‘Before dawn? Really?’

Fiona winces. ‘Oh, that’s hideous. But yes, I’m coming, so I can throttle him.’

* * *

We discover the hard way that Glen has no fixed routine when it comes to his Heath visits. The only consistency is his route: always up the avenue of trees. After a fruitless dawn watch, Fiona and I walk to Kentish Town to find their old flat. This, too, proves unsuccessful. We loop three times around the same road, swearing on our mothers’ lives that the blue door and silver gate should be on a corner. Perhaps Glen doesn’t own it anymore. Perhaps the new residents painted over the door and replaced the gate long ago.

‘Or perhaps they only allowed humans to see it when they wanted us to,’ Fiona says, with a little shiver at the way in which we have to refer to things now. Refer to ourselves as “humans”, in opposition to some sinister, shadowy beings that can bend the laws of time and space like yarn through a knitting needle.

* * *

I keep coming back to the Heath, never more grateful to be free from the nine-to-five workweek. Charlie, Jamie, and Carolyn take turns waiting with me on the other side of the grove, further down the hill, on one of the memorial benches that circle pillar-high trees. We share my binoculars and sip from Thermoses of tea.

Finally, on the last evening of May, just after seven o’clock, Charlie spots him. He fumbles to cap the Thermos as I cut through the uneven slope of long grasses, cursing the stamina I’ve lost over the years.

I’m close enough to see the curve of his elbows, the face that doesn’t appear to have changed in a decade… before he passes and is gone again.

I groan so loudly that I startle a flock of parakeets out of their tree. Charlie turns in a rapid circle around the grove, open-mouthed.

‘Bastard.’ He sounds impressed. ‘But hey, at least now he’s shown us it’s here.’

‘It?’

Charlie narrows his eyes at the ground, tracing a long line with his arms. There’s nothing to see, but it’s as if Glen’s presence has kicked up a different sort of dust – our voices land softly, and the evening sun warms nothing.

‘I’m going about this all wrong. Again.’ I take out Sander’s folded list from my pocket and hold it to my chest. ‘Of course we can’t just follow him like humans, in a straight line, one foot before the other.’

‘Then how do you follow… whatever Glen really is?’

I arch my left foot, the weathered canvas of my shoe allowing it to point in a tendu and tap the earth.

‘We stop thinking like humans, and start thinking like dancers.’




JUNE 2000

THE BORDER

We meet at the foot of Parliament Hill, the sky still dark blue, the witching hour lingering.

‘Two attempts down,’ I announce. ‘One to go.’

Charlie hands me the portable CD player he uses to mark and rehearse new dance pieces. ‘What makes you so certain?’

‘I’m not certain about any of this.’ The fact that he, Jamie, and Fiona are here regardless, hiking up a steep hill while the rest of London sleeps, makes me glow. ‘But the power of three goes a long way in fairy tales. I need this third pursuit to get me a long way indeed.’

We crest the hill, heads ducked, even though the only people around are the ones approaching us from Primrose Hill via South End Green: Carolyn, Armand, Layla, and Freddie.

‘Not your typical family outing, is it?’ Charlie says by way of hello.

‘These two barely slept, they were so keen to meet you here for… whatever’s about to happen,’ Armand says, ruffling Freddie’s hair as the boy hides a yawn behind his sleeve.

Layla puts a small disc in my hand – a Scout’s compass. There’s excitement in her voice, and reverence for all the unknowns that surround us. ‘Just in case, I don’t know, you need it… wherever you end up.’

The thought of “wherever” makes us turn away from the London skyline, away from the tower blocks and St Paul’s and the Millennium Wheel, towards the forbidding, misty dark of the grove. Carolyn insists on holding Layla’s and Freddie’s hands as we walk down the slope, wary of unsavoury lurkers; the battle to talk her kids out of joining this secret escapade was lost before it even began.

‘If I can’t manage it, then anyone who wants to can have a go,’ I say, looping the CD player’s headphones around my neck. From my shoulder bag I dig out two bundles of rosemary twigs. I orientate myself to face the same direction Glen went in on the two other occasions I witnessed him passing through. The distant, dark sky is slowly turning nectarine.

Fiona touches my shoulder. ‘And if you do manage it? Should we… come after you? Try to copy whatever it is you’re about to do?’

‘No. No, you need to stay here.’ My eyes flicker to the kids and I lower my voice. ‘If I’m not back in an hour, then…’ Phone the police? Ask a firefighter to throw a ladder across to the other side of God knows where?

‘Then we’ll be right behind you.’

What I’m about to do still doesn’t feel real. I need to cast off the last, stubborn layers of scepticism and self-doubt. ‘Okay. Okay. Thank you, Fee.’

She nods, ushering the others to step back. I’m glad I’m not alone, but I need to imagine that I am.

‘Remember what I used to tell you on promotional shoots, chérie,’ Armand says. ‘Relax. There is no audience now. There is only your story, as you live it. As you dance it. So, dance.’

Night is handing over to the first hour of day. This is my best chance. I’ve got to do it now.

While the shadows still outnumber the sunbeams, while the wall between worlds is as thin as it will ever be on a summer’s day, I press play on The Sleeping Beauty, second disc: No. 18 Entr’acte.

It takes a few counts to forget my friends’ view of me: a middle-aged woman doing tai chi with herbs in beaten-up trainers. These woods have seen stranger things.

I need a few more counts to get past the dissonance of listening to one ballet while wielding the tools of another. Giselle’s Myrtha uses her rosemary branches to create a space between her realm of ghosts and the realm of ordinary, weak humans, a space where the two can meet. The Lilac Fairy guides a human prince through the forest where Aurora has shimmered, neither living nor dead. Aurora and Myrtha: a human being and a supernatural one, reaching through the dark. Both dance on mist, the significance of which I finally remembered on a night when sleep was just out of reach: it thins the walls between worlds.

On demi-pointe, I cross my arms before me, a twig in each hand, and bourrée as delicately as I can manage, first one way and then the other. Then I take gentle leaps. Assemblé. Glissade. Open arabesque in third.

I never got the chance to finish my Myrtha rehearsals, but I embrace the missing steps, fill the gaps with what feels right for my body now, rather than my body then. Softer arms. Softer hips. Silver strands. Sun freckles. Crow’s feet. Surgery scars. I close my eyes and picture the darkness of a stage, then the mists of enchanted forests: The Sleeping Beauty, Giselle, The Nutcracker, The Firebird, The Dream, and La Sylphide brought together. Walls between worlds, thinned by storms and snow and sunrises, and my own force of nature, this little nudge. Just enough to push the door into a new realm.

Tchaikovsky’s music travels through time and into my bones. The oboes and flutes amplify, invoking the Lilac Fairy as she banishes Carabosse’s sentries from the overgrown palace gates. I leap a little higher, imagining the borderline under my feet, and land in fourth position. As the wind section gives way to taut, suspenseful strings, I realise I have yet to bump into a tree, or trip over a root. The floor feels softer under my trainers. Mossier.

The horns start up, staccato, signalling a change of pace as the Lilac Fairy and Prince Florimund hurry through the palace grounds and find their way to Aurora’s perfectly preserved bedroom. Eyes shut, I stride forward, front foot turned out, back leg in tendu, and still have yet to walk into a tree. The ground should have begun to slope downhill by now.

The music has ratcheted up to its crescendo, until all the sections of the orchestra meld together in golden harmony. Horns. Strings. The shiver of a gong.

I find the shape of the plastic pause button and open my eyes.

The grove has multiplied like a hall of mirrors, trees spilling in all directions. The mist skirting my feet has thickened to fog. From what little sky I can see, it is still dawn.

Without headphones, the air is all echoes: birdsong, river-song, the rustle of branches even though these trees aren’t moving. It’s all far away, happening somewhere else.

When I take Layla’s compass out of my pocket, the needle spins back and forth like a pendulum that will never settle.

No one is behind me.




THE WAY

I stuff the CD player into my jacket, keeping hold of the rosemary twigs in case I need them later, although the concept of “later” now feels as remote as the moon.

I take a step forward, then another, and keep going until my brain understands that the Heath is gone.

There is a path nearby, soft grass and pine needles building slowly from the dry clay like a beckoning hand. I periodically look over my shoulder to make sure it hasn’t closed up behind me, that this fairy-tale realm can only play so many tricks at once.

It delivers me down an avenue of tall, wizened chestnut trees. As the foliage covers up the dawn completely, the way is lit by pinecones hollowed out in the middle to house tealights. My heart whirs. Someone put those there. I am closing in on other people. Other beings.

Layla’s compass still refuses to land on a direction: Earth’s magnetic field has no power here.

I cross a stone bridge lined with ferns, and climb through a steep, low-ceilinged tunnel of hawthorns, after which my footsteps start to crunch on frost. My breath appears in clouds, as white as my hands: I dressed for a crisp sunrise in June, not midwinter. I try to check how long I’ve been walking, only to find that my wristwatch has stopped. For the first time in years, I think of Sander’s pocket watch, and its odd, mesmerising sheen. Has it been an hour yet, back on the Heath? Are the others panicking?

I can’t think about two worlds at once. I am here, wherever “here” is.

Something flickers in the corner of my eye, up and across – a fox. A red squirrel. A water vole scampers from one side of the avenue to the other, and I realise I have reached the peak.

I find a flagstone clearing, dappled with shadows in the shape of fine, twisted branches.

Déjà vu fills me to the top of my skull. I know this place. These stones.

Of course. A dream isn’t a world unto itself, but a glimpse into another. Aurora’s mind could wander while her body slept; perhaps mine had done the same, that night of the Great Storm. Easy to forget upon waking. Easy to erase.

I look up and almost fall backwards at the sheer height of the dark trees around me. They’re like California redwoods, taller than skyscrapers, their ceiling of spindly topmost branches crowding out the sky. Stars – actual, volatile, silver-and-fire-blue stars – hover at different heights like lanterns, and I don’t know how my eyes can stand to look. Between them, from mullioned windows (trees with mullioned windows!), long medieval pennants with faded crests hang ragged and flat in the absence of breeze. Everything glitters with frost.

‘Sander?’ I flinch at my own voice, how strange it sounds in this place, on this air. As if I’m speaking into a wall. I turn in a slow circle, looking for signs of life in the windows. How do I call out to him without drawing unwanted attention? ‘Sander?’

More rustling among the ferns and brambles. A straw-coloured hoof creeps out of a holly bush. My mind, still following human logic, expects a horse. But the hooves are connected to human legs, a skirt of ivy leaves, a pan-pipe, long dark hair covering a honey-brown chest, and an impossibly beautiful face.

The stranger eyes me warily, silent even as their hooves patter back and forth, in a movement which I recognise, slack-jawed, as a bourrée. Viewed from the side, they aren’t hooves at all, but toeless feet with hyperextended arches.

Over their shoulder, a raven ruffles its feathers until it becomes a man with luminous black skin, regal, tall on pointed feet of his own. He wears a pendant around his neck: a skeletal beak. When he puts it to his lips, a corvid caw fills the clearing. The honey-brown being next to him looks at me differently now – with recognition.

I went into this prepared for unknowns, but not these unknowns. Not this many at once. My breath snags; I run down the first alley I see, squeezing through holly instead of brick. Just as I’ve untangled my hair from the leaves, I slip on a sandbank and fall down a level onto my knee, hard. The rosemary twigs fly from my hands.

I have stumbled into a forest cathedral, thriving and decaying, majestic and ruined, its architecture at the mercy of the earth. In my ten seconds of flight, more uncannily beautiful faces have appeared in nooks and doorless doorways. Their silence is uniform; the only sounds are my gasps and the misty rush of waterfalls.

‘Sander?’ For better or worse, attention has now been drawn, so I shout louder, trying to project my voice the way I used to power my limbs through a grand jeté. ‘Are you here? Sander!’

And then, in the gathering crowd of eldritch creatures and celestial beauties, a human face.

‘Glen.’

In the split second our eyes meet, I fear he’ll run away, but he elbows his way through the onlookers towards me. They tower over us both. Some murmur with intrigue, others tut at being pushed aside, but none utter a single discernible syllable.

‘You know where he is, don’t you? Glen, I’m not leaving until—’

He skids into me and presses a hand to my mouth, looking around in panic, an emotion I hadn’t thought he was capable of.

‘Stop talking. You can’t be here.’ He lets me go but keeps whispering into my ear. ‘How did you cross over? No, never mind that, there’s no time. However you did it, you must undo it. You must go back.’

‘I’m not—’ I bite off my words and silently mouth: I am not leaving without Sander. I figured out the note, I followed his instructions. Where. Is. He?

Glen’s face falls. He turns his palm up and runs the index finger of his other hand down it, as if reviewing a list. The note…? He grabs my shoulders with even greater urgency. ‘You need to run,’ he says, pained. ‘It’s too late for Sander, there’s nothing to be done for him. I’m sorry. But he can’t leave. He can never leave again. They’ve decreed it.’

I push him off and say loudly, before I can stop myself: ‘What do you mean “they’ve” decreed it? Who’s “they”?’

The waterfalls keep flowing through the silence. Like a passing cloudburst, dark green leaves cascade from on high, carpeting the flagstones. The hushed creatures bow their heads and part in perfectly synchronised bourrées.

The figure who steps into the clearing makes me suddenly, irrationally, wish I’d worn something smarter, put on make-up, my best pearls. I feel like a tarnished teaspoon before a diamond chandelier.

His footsteps make no sound on the stone, but they do release the sharp, bright scent of a hundred crushed leaves. He wears a crown of silver birch inlaid with frost, and a gossamer-light spider’s web cape that flutters in its own breeze. His chest is adorned with white medallions which, as he comes closer, I realise are snowflakes preserved in their crystalline intricacy, never to melt. Powders of slate and nightshade have been brushed over his eyes up to his temples, matching the high slope of his cheekbones. He is so beautiful it is no longer beauty, but terror. Staring up at him makes me feel as insubstantial as a pencil sketch.

Beware the king of the fairies.




THE DEAL

[image: quotes]Oberon,’ I say without thinking, because thinking has suddenly become very difficult.

The king’s mouth breaks into a smile, but his laughter is slow to come. When it does, the rest of his subjects follow suit, and it is the most unsettling sound I have ever heard, like standing in an orchestra pit without earplugs; somehow, somewhere, their laughter has sent a hurricane into the world.

The king looks at me, slicing the air diagonally with a slow, deliberate fingertip. Not quite. He sweeps his arm behind him, which the other creatures immediately understand as an order to leave the clearing. A few of them crane their long necks to get a last glimpse of me before huddling close to gossip with their neighbours. Glen tries to run, but a snap of the king’s fingers puts invisible nails through his feet.

Before I can marshal my thoughts, a pair of white wings glides down from an open window. By the time I register it as a barn owl, a pair of arched feet have landed on the flagstones in place of talons. A white feather cloak over a gown of powdery snow. A crown of white roses and brown thorns. Honeysuckle hair. Only the owl’s eyes remain: black, with the faintest ring of green for an iris.

The queen is just as tall as her husband, and somehow even more intimidating. Her slow, watchful glide around me takes several inches off my height, like Alice shrinking to the size of a thimble in Wonderland.

‘I’m here for Sander,’ I announce, my voice echoing all wrong. I clench my fists and curl my toes in my trainers, grounding myself in as much reality as this forest cathedral will allow. ‘Please.’

They look at me the way one might look at a puppy trying to stand for the first time. Please? they mouth, delighted.

‘They don’t recognise him by that name,’ Glen says flatly. ‘You need to call him by his title.’

His title?

His… title.

Looking at Glen instead of the fairies recalibrates my focus, clears some of the mist. He’s right. I need to play by their rules.

I haven’t used ballet mime for years – it takes a few moments for me to remember the gesture for “prince”. I make a straight line of my hand and hold it to my forehead, once, twice: the tines of a crown. For emphasis, I open my palms wide: Well? Where is he?

The queen points at Glen and waves him away with purpose. Is she sending him to fetch Sander? I try not to look hopeful. Detach my face from my feelings.

‘No… mortal… has crossed over… for many a year.’ I hadn’t expected the king to speak. He sounds – to put it politely – out of practice. ‘How… did you… do this?’

Even though he’s using words, I err on the side of diplomacy and root around for another gesture from the BCBC repertory, this time from Giselle. I play an imaginary violin, unspool ribbons above my head: Music. Dance.

The queen’s black eyes widen, then invert until the black shrinks down to the size of a human pupil, leaving the rest of the space green. ‘You… are… dancer?’ Her voice goes in different directions, like wind through city streets. ‘Ballet?’

I put my hand to my chest and then, unable to think of another way to express the passage of time, slowly sweep it on a diagonal, as if casting something off. I… was.

‘With… our… son?’ she asks, the green and black narrowing until they’re evenly split.

I nod, hating how meek I feel, wishing Glen would hurry up.

The king turns to the queen and fires off a rapid series of gestures. It isn’t sign language per se – I spot familiar ballet mime shapes in what seems to be a complete sentence with its own syntax. But his face says the most: We should have known. Of course he would.

He turns back to me. ‘What is… your name… mortal girl?’

I haven’t been called a girl for a decade. I remember something from fairy lore about names holding power, so I say ‘Trix’ rather than Patricia to be on the safe side, although I suspect there’s no such thing here. Standing before them has brought home just how little I know, how little any of us humans really know, about anything.

‘Trix…’ The king wraps it around his tongue and gives me a sly look. ‘Do you know… from whom… ballet… came?’

At first I wonder if I’ve misheard, or if he’s phrased the question in a way that obscures its true meaning. ‘From whom ballet came?’

They nod patiently. I add “quiz on Western dance history” to the growing list of things I hadn’t expected when I set out for the Heath. Even in the most concise terms, I can’t think of how to translate the answer into mime, so I sheepishly say it out loud.

‘From fifteenth-century Italy,’ I begin, unsure if fairies even have a concept of nations, or centuries. ‘Then sixteenth-century France, and the courts of Versailles. Louis the Fourteenth,’ I add, when the glint in the king’s eyes encourages me to do so. ‘The Sun King.’

‘Ha! Sun King.’ He and the queen hiss, and suddenly I understand the answer they really want. Of course. It’s staring me in the face.

‘Ballet… came from you? From the fairy people?’

Is that the correct term – “people”? They stiffen at the use of “fairy”, but I have no idea which alternative to use, and I’m scared to ask.

The queen holds my gaze so confidently that I have no choice but to follow her around the clearing. She moves weightlessly beneath her snowy gown, tranquil as Aurora in the Rose Adage, and almost as young. They all seem to be immune to ageing.

How long would it have taken me to notice that Sander was, too?

She stops near a stone arch; Glen reluctantly steps through it, then to one side, with a bowed head.

Through the white cloud of my gasp, I watch a prince walk into the clearing.

A crown of moonstone thorns, with eye powder to match. A frost-laced indigo cloak. A face that hasn’t aged a day. He is looking at the floor. I can’t tell if he’s ashamed to be seen like this, or afraid to look up at me.

Then he does, and the heartache is worse and more wonderful than I could have ever imagined.

‘Oh my God.’ I stumble back, hands to mouth, ten years of pain hitting and leaving me all at once. The crowd of beautiful onlookers creeps in behind him, quietly fanning out around the clearing. ‘Sander.’

He stares at me. Am I a stranger to him, lost to the years as he was to me?

‘Trix.’

I run to him, as I ran so many times before onstage, steeling myself for a leap, except all the force goes into my arms, into throwing myself around him, fabric and skin and muscle and bone. He is real.

A scandalised gasp surges through the crowd, doubling when, after a moment of hesitation, Sander’s arms yield and wrap around me. He smells like woodsmoke and winter sun, completely different to how I remember him from our stage call for Romeo and Juliet, on the cusp of summer, everything lush and colourful.

My neck is wet. He’s crying. ‘I cannot believe it.’ His voice is rusty. ‘The note, I… How? Why?’

‘What do you mean “why”?’ I whisper, half-hysterical. ‘What sort of ridiculous question is that?’

‘How long has it been?’ He shivers his hand through my hair, taking in the first signs of silver and white. ‘How… old are you now?’

‘A few months off forty,’ I say, my throat closing up as I begin to cry, too. We will never get that time back. ‘Dare I ask how old you are?’

The honey flecks in his eyes have dulled to grey. His laugh is a weightless, broken thing. ‘Even I don’t know. I’m sorry. Trix, I am… so sorry.’

Before I can kiss his sadness away, a cold hand turns my jaw. The queen’s eyes are ocean-green, and she has another question for me.

Though it physically hurts me, I step away from Sander and give her my full attention. She points between the two of us, the faintest furrow in her brow. What is he to you?

I turn back to Sander and open my mouth, but Glen cuts me off.

‘You need to declare it to the court. Without words.’

I angle myself until she and Sander are both in my sight-line, and point at my chest with my index finger. I curve my palms as if scooping water from a spring, pull them towards my heart, then extend my arms in Sander’s direction. I love him.

Still blinking through tears, he immediately makes the same gesture to me. A mangled shriek comes from somewhere up among the mullioned tree windows. The crowd comes alive with mutters, but the king and queen retain their composure. Soften the noise with their hands, the way bakers ice cakes with palette knives.

Glen said it was too late for Sander, that he couldn’t leave. I scan the memory of his note in my mind, searching for anything else of use now that I’m here. Should I have left one of the rosemary twigs behind, so Fiona or Carolyn could cross over? Would dancing Myrtha even work for them as it had for me? Probably not; either way, it won’t help to dwell on that now.

Abandoning any remaining pride, I sink to my knees before the king and queen and clasp my hands in supplication.

‘Please, your… majesties. You are more powerful, more noble, than any human – any mortal could ever hope to be.’ I wish I was fluent enough in mime vocabulary to plead my case in their own language, but the risk of mistranslation is too high. ‘You have more time, more life, than all of us put together. Mortal lives are short, and fragile. We have to seize every opportunity for happiness we can.’ The cold seeps through the flagstones into my aching knees. ‘Sander, your son, the prince, whatever name he’s known by – for five years, he made me happier than I thought someone… someone like me could ever feel. No one belongs to anyone, I know that. But… I’m his. For as long as I live. Even if it can never be for as long as he’ll live.’

I look up only when an arm slides around my shoulder and brings me to my feet. The king places a firm hand over mine. He has a pulse, steady as any human’s. But his will go on until the end of the world, and possibly beyond even that.

‘What is it… you ask us for?’

‘Let Sander come back with me. We haven’t seen each other in a decade. I’m sure that’s barely the blink of an eye to you, but it has been such a long time for me. I don’t want to bring trouble into his life, or yours, but if you give him back his freedom, let him make his own decisions, choose who he wants to be with, then… a better way will become clear.’

It’s the best I can do on the spot.

To my astonishment, the king actually seems to consider it. Still holding my hand, he turns to his wife. Neither of them moves, but a wordless exchange takes place nonetheless. The queen takes my other hand, examining the differences between my cold, holly-scratched skin and hers, rosewater-fragrant.

‘We… cannot give you… what you ask.’

I should have known that was coming. That the answer couldn’t be anything else. From the dark recesses of my mind, Prokofiev’s icy funeral music for Juliet begins to play.

‘But… there is… another way.’

The music stops. I try not to let my breath get away from me. Try not to read too much into the fact that the king and queen of this fairy realm are taking the time to hear my case and negotiate with me, a nobody human, in my own language.

The queen looks more like a human woman now. Like a mother who wants only what’s best for her son.

‘The prince… broke our trust… when he crossed into… your mortal world. This… we cannot forgive. Out of necessity… we hide ourselves… from your kind… but our realm is… a place of truth. We… cannot speak… untruths. It is… not in our nature. The truth of your… love… for each other… is clear. It would be… cruel… to deny him of you… so we propose… that you live out your days… here, in the Silver Realm.’

‘Here? Me?’

The king beckons Glen over with his other hand and rests it on his shoulder. Glen doesn’t seem to know where to look, clearly still reeling from this clash of worlds and species. ‘We welcome… select mortals… into our realm. Glen Nettlegreen was… born to mortals, but he… does not age as one. We have… exempted him… from the ruthlessness of time.’

‘You would be… welcome here… Trix,’ the queen says. She looks me up and down. ‘Restore… the years.’

My mouth is dry, my head light. ‘Restore…?’

‘You were injured,’ she says in the direction of my knees. ‘We can… reverse this. Make you young once more. Dance again… free from pain… like you used to… in the ballet.’

I can’t tell if the clearing has fallen completely silent, or if my ears are full of white noise. I’m grateful for their hands, the only things keeping me upright.

Glen retreats behind the king, who looks on me warmly. For all his resemblance to Ashton’s Oberon, there is nothing mercurial about him. He and the queen are making me feel more at home than I’ve ever felt in the human world, where I was always out of alignment even as I followed the script, out of step even as audiences applauded.

I think, hazily, of what I would leave behind. A byline in the arts section that pays my bills; the same flat I’ve lived in for fifteen years, books and music collecting dust; my parents, Fiona, Charlie, Jamie, Carolyn, Armand, Layla, Freddie.

I’ll miss them. But if I stay here, the memory of my name and face will disappear from theirs, quietly, easily. No one the wiser; no one harmed. They have each other. They’ll be fine without me.

If I’d come out on the other side of the grove alone, my border crossing a failure, I could have borne that. Could have kept looking for happiness in other places. But I’m not alone anymore. I lost my soulmate once. Never again.

‘Yes,’ I say, looking from the king to the queen, as certain about this as I was when I accepted my first contract from Nick. ‘Yes. I will stay.’

They release my hands, and raise their own up to the crowd, who clap without making a sound. Their jubilance makes the leaves whirl on the flagstones, turning from green to brown on the wind. Gems of frost rise in the air like rain, backwards. Light and shadow shift places.

Whatever magic they need for this is already underway. I feel it in my blood: a rush of cold air. Quicksilver.

My hands have changed. Gone is the scar on my thumb where I caught it on the oven. Gone are the dark spots from years of neglecting to wear suncream. My face feels soft, yet taut. My hair falls past my shoulders the way it used to, glossy brown. I feel… taller.

I’m wearing pointe shoes. Silver-white pointe shoes, perfectly moulded and ribboned around my feet, as if they’ve leapt onto me.

It occurs to me, too late, to look over my shoulder at Sander.

He’s trying to wrestle his way out of someone’s grip. I recognise him, his face clear in my memory at last: the other man outside the Dance Hall.

I try to get down off my pointes, but I can’t move.

The fairy’s eyes are fixed squarely on Sander, who is screaming at me soundlessly, over and over: IT’S A TRAP.

I bourrée backwards from him, not of my own free will.

I reach for him, but all my screams are silent, too. Odette, reaching for Siegfried in vain, helpless against the sorcerer who cursed her.

I hear music. A full orchestra. Prokofiev. But also Adam, and Stravinsky. Massenet, Minkus, Chopin. Mendelssohn, Delibes, Hérold, Liszt. Rachmaninoff. Løvenskiold. Above all, Tchaikovsky. Wonderful, unceasing Tchaikovsky.




THE CURSE

My Aurora. My Giselle. My Juliet. ‘Trix.’

Hearing her voice, hearing “a few months off forty”, pulls my lungs out through my ribcage. I thought that as long as my parents’ decree held true – Never again may the Prince of the Silver Realm cross the border into the Restless Lands – my memory of Trix would be stuck, that she would never age beyond thirty mortal years.

But time has worked its alchemy on her. Time has not waited for us, and it never will. Time was only ever on our side when it disappeared, when I held her. When we danced.

I have waited so long to tell her “I love you”. Imagined so many distant worlds in which my parents would take this news well.

I regret it as soon as I declare it: somewhere on an upper level, Cressida makes her outrage known, abandoning all ladylike pretensions in a shriek that sends the crows flying.

Trix does not see the sneer on my father’s face – he hides it the moment he gets her attention.

I try to run to her. When that doesn’t work – because Uncle Wick just has to meddle – I open my mouth to shout that they are leading her into a carefully worded trap. No Silver noble has ever been inclined to show kindness to mortals in my lifetime. But, with his other hand, he twists the air and bars my words from reaching her. Glen is powerless to intervene, unable to go against my parents once they set their minds on something.

At last, when they release their hold just long enough for her to realise exactly what she had agreed to, Trix turns back to me.

Why so distraught? my uncle says, hand circling his face while eyeing Trix, who has been magicked into a pair of silver pointe shoes and a gauzy silk dress. Her hair is down, and long, restored to its younger shine. Now you can look on your “love” forever. We all can look.

* * *

My mother sends Trix to dance in the middle of the feasting hall. I do not know how long it takes before Glen manages to drag me away.

‘You will only drive yourself to madness.’

‘Their gesture is law. There is nothing you can do.’

‘Her mind is somewhere far away now. It makes no difference whether you’re here or not.’

‘Sander,’ he says, leaning in close to call me the name that no one in the Silver Realm ever wants to hear again. ‘The feast is about to start. You need to sit down. Remember, they told her she wouldn’t be in pain. That was part of the deal. Take solace in that.’

She is dancing all her lead roles on a loop, from Aurora’s Act I solo to Juliet’s Act I variation, when the character is still a carefree teenager, just enjoying herself at the masked ball. Right now, Trix is dancing Nikiya Act II, as effortless as a member of court on her bourrées. It is this that finally makes me relent and take my seat next to Cressida: Trix’s feet must be relaxed to make those bourrées look smooth. If they were stiff and in pain, it would look more like walking on stilts.

I still feel guilty for doing nothing except seething into my soup bowl, waving off the servants who try to refill my untouched wine. My parents have not derived such amusement from anything in who knows how long – there is nothing they love to hate more than ballet.

Mortals always steal. They are like the magpies, except, my uncle raises a tipsy finger, the magpies know when enough is enough.

This is not mere theft, my mother interjects, pointing at Trix, who is now dancing Titania, this mocks our very existence.

The Duke of the Onyx Realm feels emboldened to throw a pear slice at Trix’s head. He is drunk enough that he misses. She is an image onto which everyone can project their resentment and rage, a composite of every mortal who has ever lived and erred and died.

Let’s hold her there, my father decides, snapping his fingers so that Trix, in one of Kitri’s balances from Don Quixote, is suspended with her back leg in an attitude, an imaginary fan above her head. A seam of sweat runs down her forearm, a vein embossed under her skin. I wave furiously at my father until he deigns to look at me down the table.

How long will you keep her like this?

Were you listening not? He brushes his arms out in a cross for added emphasis on the “not”. She agreed to forever, so she shall dance forever.

But she is mortal. I stand up, inadvertently drawing some of the attention from Trix onto myself. To dance forever, she cannot! Ballet is hard on mortal bodies. If she rests not, she will die.

Well. My mother shrugs with one shoulder, reaching for another sip of blackberry wine. She taps a long finger to her temple. You should have thought of that, before you… strayed.

Your majesty, let us discuss other things, Cressida says with fluttery hands and a hard stare in my direction. Less tedious things.




TIMELESS

Swan Lake has a permanent home in any company’s repertory, timeless, instantly recognisable and yet the most malleable ballet of them all, music rearranged, character arcs extended, choreography added and taken away over centuries

the first patchwork production of 1895, which the BCBC embellishes and polishes endlessly, culminates in the double suicide of Odette and Prince Siegfried

in Nureyev’s staging for the Paris Opera Ballet, Siegfried dies but Odette lives

in Soviet productions they both live

tragedy and romance, playing out at the same time in different dancers around the world, all possibilities coming true for better and worse

there are no background roles, the company has to give it their all, every time, no exceptions, but as we say to one another every day, “It’s busy-busy at the BCBC”, we’re worn out from Nutcracker, yet have to delve even deeper and find some hitherto untapped reserve of fortitude and going into 1988

the more sections we start weaving together, the more drained I feel

one night of broken sleep leaves me frazzled, which leads to more broken sleep, which makes me more stressed, and by the time we get to the full studio call, no costumes, no set changes, just our bodies packed into the Pavlova, I barely speak to anyone, even Sander, for fear that Odette and Odile will fly away from me

of the famous thirty-two fouettés, I only hit twenty-six in the studio call, the rest I have to cheat, reverting to pirouettes to sustain my flagging momentum, I can feel Roksana Kutuzova’s disappointment boring into me from the side, Odette/Odile is one of her most cherished roles so she’s returned from the States to be our guest répétiteur along with her former Siegfried, Nick

late one afternoon in the studio in character as Odette, I lean against Sander’s chest and close my eyes to keep real, unbidden tears at bay

Roksana sighs as she brings her hands together in a soft clap, bracelets jangling

‘This what it’s about. No movement wasted. No movement “dead”’

that cold grey feeling of isolation that has stalked me since my teen years brings her and Nick no end of delight

‘Yes, that’s it – the crossing of arms: I cannot love you… and yet!’

later Jim Goldman joins us for the Act II and Act IV confrontations with the wicked sorcerer von Rothbart, who interrupts the human prince and swan queen in their gentle, chaste pas de deux to reassert his control not just over Odette but all the other swans who were once young women with hopes and dreams

she assumes a Giselle-style protective stance in front of Siegfried but von Rothbart is too powerful, he compels her body towards him

‘Back, back, back!’ Roksana shouts as I lengthen my spine and arch my back as far as it can go until en pointe I begin a panicked bourrée towards Jim, my feet working against my will, disconnected from my body despite feeling every muffled hit of pain through my toe pads, my hands slip out of Sander’s

I stop in a tight fifth

‘Hold, hold, hold!’

and slowly ripple my spine, elbows, hands, transforming from woman to swan

‘Arms, arms, arms!’

with my back to Roksana and Nick I bourrée stiffly to the right, angling my head to Sander (‘Make sure you look him in the eye!’ Nick calls. ‘You can’t say it in words but you’re promising you’ll find a way back to each other!’)

Akihiko and I sweat out our Act III learning calls together in the Nijinsky, putting our muscles through Petipa’s bravura choreography with Roksana until the steps imprint themselves on our bones at the end of grand allegro in morning class we drill as many fouettés as we can before we fall out of them and then walk in robotic circles until our equilibrium returns

Carolyn and Mariska advise us to practise the fouettés at the end of class rather than in isolation most ballerinas new or seasoned can do thirty-two fouettés, if asked they can do sixty-four, many of the younger ones fresh off the audition and competition circuit are hungry to show off but what makes the thirty-two fouettés of Swan Lake so gruelling is how late they come in the ballet after the entirety of Act II where all the tension, strain, and sweat of the adages have to be hidden from the audience and after Act III’s feisty high-energy pas de deux between Odile and Siegfried which involves an unsupported piqué arabesque and a demi-hauteur balance with the arms overhead in fifth getting through that pas and the fouettés alone leaves me gasping my legs full of static von Rothbart has glamoured Odile to be so close to Odette’s likeness that Siegfried loses the battle before he even has a chance to think they wow the court with their flashy choreography, ending in my knife-sharp arabesque penché with Sander on one knee and both hands on my waist, our eyes locked my supporting leg stops trembling and my pulse draws away from my ears


in the ten seconds of scattered applause from the wings and the tech crew, a sliver of strength moves from Sander to me: a gift his coda is spectacular as usual, and over too quickly I pummel some feeling back into my legs and shake out my feet, the adrenaline of dancing on the main stage and Tchaikovsky’s music, the first score he ever composed, raw and human and superhuman, carries me to the final lap

I plié into fourth the way I’ve been taught from the age of twelve, a very English preparation for a proudly Italian showstopper

I fill my lungs and lift off




THE END

Glen’s silhouette cuts through the moonlight on the stone floor. I knew I would find you here.

Leave me alone.

He may be bound to my parents’ every command, but he is no longer bound to mine: he sits next to me in the empty feasting hall and looks up at Trix, serene and silent, her supporting leg trembling as she lifts her left high in a développé écarté.

‘Which role is this?’

‘Giselle. The Act II Adage. I wish I could set her free with the dawn, even if it meant giving her up to the spirit world. Anything is better than being my parents’ newest toy, overworked until she…’ I cannot say the word aloud.

‘Did you come here to punish yourself, or to try and think of another way?’

‘I came here because sleep…’ I wave vaguely, irritated that mortal grammar does not come as easily these days, when there are no longer days to count. ‘I did not want her to be alone, even if it makes no difference. And what is this talk of other ways? Have you forgotten which realm we are in presently? There is no other way. The king and queen’s gesture is law.’

Glen leaves a respectful silence until my anger abates. As Trix starts up Odile’s thirty-two fouettés, round and round like a child’s spinning top, he places a hand on my shoulder for courage.

‘And what about the prince’s gesture? What of his word?’

‘They will not listen to love. They barely believe in it.’

‘What if you said something else? My prince. My friend. Sander.’

A fox crosses the lowermost window; Glen switches to gestures in case it’s one of my third cousins, playing spy.

All your life you’ve believed your parents have the final say in everything. No, let me finish – you decided to cross the border, yes, carve out a life of dancing for yourself, yes, but that was avoiding your fate, instead of changing it.

Changing it? I repeat his gesture with one eyebrow raised, twisting my hands as if grinding a pepper mill. Fate cannot be changed. That is what makes it fate. I have no power here. My fate was written long before I was born into this accursed realm.

Glen shakes his head and then, with a ferocity I have seldom seen, points to his chest. No. Mine was. I am a mortal changeling. You were born with magic in your blood. You are among equals. You are more than a dancer. You have a brain up there in that skull. Why not use it for once?

Am I tempted to hang him upside down by the ankles from a wall sconce for such insubordination? A little. But he has my attention, and for the first time since being taken back across the border, I feel alive.

You’re right. I spent over ten years in the Restless Lands; my parents have passed no more than a handful of days there between them, five hundred years ago. I must have learned something, if not magic, then… My palms turn up empty. I know not what.

Glen points to Trix, who is bourréeing back and forth to a Firebird’s Lullaby by Stravinsky that only she can hear. Towards the end, you told me you thought love was the only ancient magic that mortals still wielded, while your people forgot it long ago.

Towards the end.

I was not brought up to think deeply on endings. How could I, in a timeless place? I thought that 1990 summer was the end. I thought tonight, the eve of my wedding, was the end. I thought the end was a thing decided on my behalf, out of my control.

I rise, standing as close to Trix as I can without getting hit by a stray limb, and hope that my voice finds her, wherever she has gone.

‘This is not the end.’




THE COST

On the day of my wedding, I slip out of my tower before sunrise as I have done many times before. This time, instead of to the border, I go only as far as the feasting hall. Trix is dancing Fokine’s The Dying Swan. I try to pay this coincidence as little mind as possible.

I wait.

When the light settles into its usual washed-out silver, the heavy doors fly open and my father strides in. My mother, in her owl form, is perched on his frosted shoulder. We glare at each other until the rest of the court drifts in, relatives from the most distant branches of our family tree, ambassadors, minor and major nobles, all of them too curious to resist looking in. Everyone is in their finest clothes, wildflowers in their hair, woven into the hems of their skirts, in their eye sockets.

Cressida is the last to arrive, flustered, her hair piled high like the disgraced mortal aristocrats of old, but in a subversive, defiant shade of green. She points to her ring finger. Husband-to-be, what are you doing? We have delayed this day long enough. Now is not the time for jokes.

‘Who says I’m joking?’

The court bristles as my voice ricochets off the vaulted ceilings and unlit chandeliers. My mother swirls off my father’s shoulder, striking in her signature white gown and a new cape of leaves on the turn.

If you insist on staying here, so be it. The ceremony and the reception will be held in the same place. She gestures to Glen, who has dressed in his finest livery despite knowing exactly what I have planned. How thoughtful of you to spare the servants cleaning two floors.

‘I have another suggestion.’ From my rather impudent reclined position on the floor, I stand and point to Trix. ‘Her curse is lifted, Glen Nettlegreen is released from his service, and we three return to the Restless Lands together.’

Cressida moves faster than I have ever seen her move before – she looks so distressed, I actually feel sorry for her. She pulls invisible ribbons from her open mouth. What lunacy do you speak? I thought the matter was settled. Her arm encompasses the entire hall. I thought you would do what is best for us.

I bow from the waist, sincere in my apology. I am sorry there will be no wedding today. I am sorry I cannot be who you desire. I hope you marry someone who will bless you with all the children you want.

The rest of the court, meanwhile, are holding their sides and cackling. My father massages his brow, the last of his patience departing on the wind. He need not think clearly to sire an heir. Let us proceed, here or elsewhere, it matters not.

‘I love her,’ I say of Trix. She is dancing the vision sequence from Act II of The Sleeping Beauty. I take her hand to slow her pirouette. ‘So do her friends. Her family. One of us deserves that.’ My mother raises her arm, but I do something no one in the court has ever dared before: I interrupt her. ‘I am walking out of the Silver Realm with Trix. Today. With or without your leave to do so.’

My mother scoffs, a hand to her throat. To the consternation of Cressida and the court, she growls her response. ‘You think… we will lift the spell… on the border… and the mortal’s curse… because you… finally… found the nerve… to speak your mind?’

‘If you don’t do it, then I will.’

Now she, my father, and uncle join in with the laughter. Three derisive fingers point at me. Will you now?

I find Glen in the crowd. Last night, no sooner had I made my decision than I wavered. You may no longer be bound to serve me, but your glamour is still tied to mine. Your life.

He nodded.

How can you endorse this plan when you might not survive it?

One hand pointed to the night, and the other rested on the back of my neck. I would rather meet my end on the other side than remain here without my brother-in-spirit.

He is the bravest person I know, in any realm.

Across the feasting hall, he lifts the brim of his hat. Courage, my friend.

The hold my family has always had over me. The hold we have over ourselves. The stories we tell until we mistake them for truth. Fairy tales.

‘You forbade the Prince of the Silver Realm from ever crossing into the Restless Lands again.’ They stop laughing when my hands dig into the moonstone thorns of my crown. Royals cannot remove their own crowns without harming themselves; their servants must do it for them. The pain is a hot, affronted thing. When I work the crown free of my hair, I hold up my sliced fingers to reaffirm that I am very much not joking. Raising my bloodied hand in the symbol of “prince”, I lower both tines to the ground, with a third and final gesture sweeping across the entirety of the feasting hall.

‘I renounce my title. I renounce my title. I renounce my title.’

This is why speaking words is so frowned upon – not only because it is a mortal habit, but because we cannot speak untruths. To speak and gesture simultaneously is to throw down a gauntlet. Draw a line in the sand. Do what cannot be undone.

My mother and father join hands. I brace myself for a retaliatory curse – but they are holding each other up, to combat the shock. Cressida sinks to the floor, her hands hovering over the broken crown as if mending it could mend everything else. I stay her hands until she falls into the arms of her ladies-in-waiting.

Careful not to turn my back on anyone – especially my uncle, who is the most likely to reach for the nearest sharp object – I wait for Trix to step into a piqué arabesque, then scoop her off the floor.

She freezes, but the curse holds: she adapts to the new position. I spin her in a gentle circle until her smile returns, then raise her over my head in an angel lift and run through the western arch, past skinned carcasses and sheafs of herbs in the cold, silent kitchens.

It is the most difficult pas de deux I have ever done, our only audience the members of court as they stumble out of the feasting hall en masse. They round the corner and try to catch up with me as I descend the steep tunnel of hawthorns. Even after all my seasons with the BCBC, now I am really putting my given name of Nimble to the test. I summon the spirit of Tchaikovsky’s Bluebird, of Ashton’s Puck, MacMillan’s Mercutio. Florimund, Albrecht, Romeo. Rhapsody. Les Patineurs. The final galop of Coppélia. The Scherzo from The Dream. Faster, faster, faster.

My mother still beats me to it. She chose well when she aligned her spirit with the barn owl.

My father and uncle join her at the end of the pinecone-lit footpath, a mere stone’s throw from the border. On the other side, invisible, the mortal world continues to turn, its grains of time so close I could almost reach out and grab a handful, watch them run through my fingers, precious even as they’re wasted. Without Glen’s pocket watches, I have no idea what point in time is waiting across the border. If five minutes have passed in the Restless Lands, or five days, or five years.

I come to a stop, catch Trix, holding her arms still under my own, as Siegfried holds Odette in Swan Lake. She stays en pointe, and it is only now that I feel how much her body is convulsing, how her skin is at once soaked and parched.

My uncle slides his finger from his temple to me like a cocked gun. So what now, hm? You cross into the Restless Lands, and hold a restless mortal in your arms until she dies?

‘She will not die. Not like this.’ My mouth is dry, as if the air itself wants nothing to do with me. ‘Not if I break with my glamour.’

Break with your glamour? All three of them translate it, their hands parting like pieces of broken eggshell as they catch each other’s horrified stares. Speaking the possibility into existence has taken away a little of their own artifice, their stoicism. I have never seen my mother so pale.

Such magic has not been done in the Silver Realm in a long time.

Fool! My father slices the air, stopping short of my face. I have watched him skin mortals alive. Twist the head off the King of the Onyx Realm. But he cannot bring himself to strike me – the blood loyalty is too strong. You… you don’t even know how!

‘Sander!’ Glen is the first of the court to reach the final slope, his hat abandoned, sweat gleaming on his head. He extends his arms, a one-man barrier against the crowd. Stay back. No one is to interfere with the king and queen’s affairs without their command.

Then, unused to being the centre of attention, he slowly walks away from the onlookers and approaches me, his arms raised to show that he carries no weapons. He comes to my side, and his eyes dart nervously towards Trix.

Nimble is bluffing, my uncle declares, his hand shaky. Such talk is nonsense; he cannot lift the curse.

I spin Trix by the waist until she stares, unseeing, into my face. Her lips are white and chapped, the pulse in her neck feeble.

I turn to my oldest and only friend in the Silver Realm. ‘I am sorry, Glen. If I knew your true name, the name your parents gave when you were born, I would have done this for you a very, very long time ago.’

He nods, jaw tight. I concentrate on Trix and make my spoken words as clear and pronounced as the first raindrops to break a heatwave.

‘Patricia Errington, I release you from the last curse placed upon you.’

With a ragged breath, Trix goes limp in my arms. I cradle her and look down at the catastrophic damage to her legs. Riverbeds of oxidised blood. Her silver pointe shoes have disintegrated; I cannot tell where their ribbons end and the ribbons of her skin begin. Her femur bones poke through her knees, white as mountain peaks. Her eyes roll to the back of her head.

‘You would… break with your glamour… for this.’

The only reason I look at my father is because, for the first time in my life, he sounds heartbroken. He switches to gestures. For aeons, again and again, mortals have betrayed us beyond measure. Stolen our language. Stolen the sand and clay and earth from our realm to remake the world to their unnatural designs. They laugh at us. Belittle us. Demonise us. We raised you with everything—

I lift a hand. For a moment, I regret leaving on these terms. That I must choose between homes. But for most of my life, the Silver Realm has not felt like home.

Not everything. Even you do not see everything. Cannot know everything.

‘If you… do this,’ my mother says, voice strained. She is crying. It is almost – almost – enough to make me reconsider. ‘Even if you save her… she will not… be young anymore.’

I cast my mind back to the Sands of Evie. The rough, salty winds and icy sea foam. Sam the exiled Selkie, who said that even eternity must have somewhere to go, once it is given up.

I smile through my fear, my words faint when I say, ‘Neither will I.’

I lift Trix’s broken body and step warily around my family. Glen follows. My uncle’s hand clamps on my shoulder in a final attempt to stop me.

‘You think… we will not… pursue you? Your mortal… associates?’

This is enough to hold me in place. I look at Trix and imagine a similar fate befalling Charlie, and Fiona, and Carolyn. Pain seizes my throat as if I have swallowed a knife. I must close my eyes to bear it.

Just as tears begin to form, they are dried by a sudden breeze. Not a winter breeze, thin and sharp. It skims my face, and clears the dead leaves from around my feet. I can smell cherry blossom, but see no petals.

We all look up, watching the wind’s sinuous path between tree boughs, making the grass bend under its presence.

He belongs in the Restless Lands.

The elements are equal in rank to my parents; when one speaks, the other is compelled to listen.

He is our ally across the border. This comes from four ravens, who settle in the frosted grass among the mist, which rises as if from a deep sleep. Do you not see?

‘I will not give you an heir to the throne,’ I say to my parents, turning just enough to glance back at them. ‘But our people’s cause is more than that. Is it not?’

He speaks true. Release him into our care, and do not follow. Vengeance mends naught.

My mother raises her hands, struggles to cross her wrists and bring them down: But… death.

‘Yes.’

My father closes his fist at the base of his throat. You are afraid, not?

‘I am more afraid than I thought possible.’ I turn away from them all. ‘And yet.’

When I take another step forward, out of my uncle’s grasp, the ravens edge away. The wind stills, but the mist runs on. Trix’s skin is so cold. Even in a timeless land, time will not slow down for her. I must act now.

Carefully, I set her down on the borderline, the thinnest seam of silver running through the earth.

I spent years, in court and in the BCBC alike, memorising, embodying, and preserving what had come before. But the eras of dance – classical, neoclassical, contemporary – are not so separate. They are all on the same spectrum of light. And so am I.

Time to create something new.

Glen kneels beside us. ‘Do what you have to,’ he says. ‘Whatever happens, I am ready.’ Despite the fear in his expression, he manages a smile. ‘Go on.’

I take a breath, close my eyes, and imagine the Dance Hall orchestra tuning up – but not within the Hall itself. I picture them by Kenwood House, in harmony with the rustle of blossom petals and pond ripples.

I hold one of Trix’s hands while raising my other high. Then, slowly, like an elevator descending, I bring it down.

‘I break with my glamour. I break with my immortality. My life, my years, my health, my spirit, I give freely, gladly, to you. As much as it takes to bring you back home. Back to yourself. I love you. I love you. I… love…’

I hold tight to her hand as my breath grows scarce. I laugh (perhaps for the last time? The last time, of anything, what a concept) at the thrill I never thought I would feel again. The thrill of change.

I plant my hand on the ground. I try to turn my head to see if Glen is suffering as I am, but my head is heavy, my vision edged with black. My skin is alight with the fire of the sun, the cold glow of the moon, the effervescence of stars.

I hear music. A full orchestra, from… I do not know where.

The finale of Swan Lake Act III, violins brushing the strings. Higher, higher, struggling for breath.

Before the world slides out from under me, I do the only thing a former fairy-tale prince can: I lean over the woman I love and kiss her.





FINALE

stay on top of your leg

hold, hold, hold!

beauty is pain, my dear

remember Balanchine: just hold on to the air

relax that elbow ever so slightly

again from the phrase just before

let’s go from last position

one, two, three, and down on four

don’t be late on that arabesque!

ballerinas must be seen, not heard

connect, connect, connect!

move faster, get there faster, I said faster!

lift your head, why are you looking at the floor, what is so

interesting about the floor?

stronger in the back!

this is not the end

lengthen your line

watch out for Fiona’s arms!

relax those shoulders, girl

naughty toes, good toes, naughty toes, good toes

careful not to over-cross

you would break with your glamour for this?

Keep! Going!

breathe on the toe hops, this is your only chance

use your épaulement

feel it, don’t just act it!

attack the jeté!

neither will I

don’t leave that arm behind

you’re almost through

I love you, I love you, I…

I have never seen his body so still. Lying on his side, on the hard ground, with his back to me.

Hampstead Heath. Daylight. The air tastes different, and my voice floats away from me like any other sound.

‘Sander—’ I cough violently, shaking, grateful to be alive while also wishing I were dead, so that I don’t have to face the next moment. ‘Sander.’

He doesn’t move.

Stiff in my lower back, I try to sit up, searching the grove, and beyond, for help. The sun has only just risen. No one else is around. No one except the man it takes me a second to remember is Glen. He lies still too, eyes closed, face turned towards the sky.

Pieces of what happened between leaving the grove and coming back to it circle the darkness in my head. I curl up around Sander’s body. Hold him tight.

Then he rolls over, almost elbowing me in the spleen.

He blinks at the trees, then at me, and for a moment I think he’s forgotten who either of us are.

He tries to sit up, only to fall back. ‘Oof. Bad idea. Not yet.’

He pats his throat, as if pleasantly surprised that his vocal cords still work. Raises his hand and examines both sides of it. Sees what I see.

I help him to sit up. Blood warm, lungs breathing. His other hand hovers over his cheek, his forehead, under his eyes, feeling the faint new lines that have appeared.

He pulls me into him. Into a kiss, deep and slow.

To think I’d forgotten how it could feel. With him.

Time leaves us alone until we break apart for air, at which point a wheezing sound comes from behind us.

‘The Selkie… did not say… how painful that would be,’ Glen groans, using the tree roots to haul himself up a few inches at a time. Then he blinks at me. At the two of us. I still feel as if I’m on the verge of waking from a dream within a dream. Sander turns my face back to his, and my hands move independently of me. I can’t stop patting his shoulders, his chest, his gorgeous, human face, to make sure he’s still real.

‘You… gave up your immortality. Your—’ I wait for the word to surface. ‘Your glamour. For me? For… us?’ I gesture in disbelief at the rest of the Heath, and London, the human world, which is somehow still ticking along as if nothing extraordinary just happened one world over.

Sander brushes fresh tears from my cheeks. ‘I gave up nothing. I gained time. Time with you.’

‘But I heard you. Your family. You could have died.’

He shakes his head. Slowly, almost losing our footing several times, we find our way to a clumsy standing position, holding each other. We help Glen to his feet. My own feet hurt, as if I’ve been dancing for days and nights, and things that are neither day nor night.

‘My back hurts,’ Sander says, blinking at the novelty. ‘Oh, God. Forty years is… many years. I feel them all.’

‘You’ll get used to them,’ I say, laughing between breaths at this almighty reversal of fortune we’ve engineered across two different dimensions.

‘Has the world always been so blurry?’ Glen says, squinting at the crest of Parliament Hill. ‘Or do I need spectacles?’

In adjusting my stance, I catch sight of tiny figures jumping in the distance, arms waving, a thread of joy on the air. My friends. Our friends.

Sander and Glen follow my stare. They don’t understand yet, not until Charlie comes bounding up with Layla and Freddie on his heels like puppies let loose. Sander turns to me again, speechless. Pointing. Instinctively miming the snap of a twig. They remember me? You did it? You broke my curse?

‘We almost lost you, Sander,’ Charlie says, voice thick after almost squeezing the new life out of him. ‘I’m sorry it took us so long.’

‘No, I…’ Sander is blinking at Layla and Freddie, and they at him, in wonder. He, a mythical creature come to life from the faintest echo of memory. Layla, a baby one minute and a person the next. Freddie, once a kiss on his parents’ cheeks, now a wish made true. ‘I am sorry I could not explain.’

When the others reach us, their breathless running turns to breathless sobbing. I am thankful, on top of everything else, for the privacy that early morning affords us.

‘You look different,’ Fiona says to Sander, eyes wide. ‘You’ve never looked different before.’

‘Just what the bloody hell happened to you?’ Jamie demands, his grip changing between my arm and Sander’s.

The mention of blood makes us both twitch. ‘Much,’ Sander says. ‘Much happened.’

‘I’ll tell you once we’ve finished piecing it all together.’

‘It’s been forty-five minutes!’ Fiona exclaims. ‘We tried coming after you, but no one thought to bring an extra CD player, or rosemary, and nothing we tried worked, and—’

‘Forty-five minutes?’ Sander murmurs in astonishment. ‘That was all?’

‘Do you, uh, do both of… Do all of you fancy some coffee, back at ours?’ Carolyn asks, her dazed smile widening as our new reality hits home. She keeps smoothing her hands over Sander’s cloaked shoulders, overwhelmed.

‘Yes, please,’ Glen says like a man weathering a spectacular hangover.

‘Make Trix’s Irish, perhaps?’ Charlie says. ‘You look like you need it.’

‘Shut up,’ I laugh, leaning into Sander because, like Carolyn, I can’t stop touching him. Affirming his existence as more than a memory.

‘You need a new wardrobe, mon copain,’ Armand says, dazzled by the cloak, the otherworldly fabrics that couldn’t bring themselves to be parted from their owner. ‘I’ll lend you something.’

‘And get you cleaned up,’ I say, wincing on Sander’s behalf at the scratches around his temples where his crown used to be. ‘Does it hurt?’

‘Oh yes,’ he says happily.

We start down the slope together, the replanted trees of Lime Avenue on either side of us.

Charlie puts a tentative hand on Glen’s shoulder. ‘Listen, I don’t know how it works… over there… but you may or may not have heard me call you a bastard. I’m very sorry about that.’

‘Oh, that’s quite alright.’

Sander and I straggle at the back of our strange little group, exhausted. I tug at his hand until he slows down. A moment of stillness.

‘But… what if they come after you again? After us?’

Sander turns for a last look up the hill, and everything beyond it. ‘They won’t.’ He raises a hand, and I notice a subtle change in the summer breeze. It brushes the back of my neck and grazes my cheek, almost affectionate. ‘As long as I do not forget my roots.’ He taps his shoe against a literal tree root. ‘You asked me, all those years ago, what I will do without the BCBC. Your suggestion of conservation… it was worthy of a raven’s prophecy.’

He takes my hand and encourages me to keep walking, before the others can look back and see how far we’ve lagged behind.

‘But what does this mean?’ I say more seriously, caressing his face with one hand. ‘You’ll die? Like any other mortal?’

He kisses my palm and tilts his head back. Drinks in the air. City and woodland, combined.

‘Yes. But first, like any other mortal,’ he says, smiling to himself, giddy, pulling me close, his words blurring into a kiss on my cheek, a whisper in my ear. ‘We live.’




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Anyone with even a passing interest in ballet will have clocked that the British Classical Ballet Company and the Covent Garden Dance Hall, despite sharing a prime location in London’s historic Covent Garden, diverge in a number of ways from the Royal Ballet and Opera.

The Royal Ballet began as the Vic-Wells Ballet in 1931 under Ninette de Valois’s leadership, with Alicia Markova as a founder dancer and Frederick Ashton as resident choreographer and, later, Artistic Director. In 1939, the company was renamed Sadler’s Wells Ballet. In 1946, when performances could be held at the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden, the company set up its permanent home there, while a sister company continued performing at Sadler’s Wells in Islington. The Sadler’s Wells company eventually became Birmingham Royal Ballet, the Royal Ballet’s prestigious touring arm.

For narrative ease, I wanted to imagine that this branching of companies had played out differently, and kept Vic-Wells Ballet as a separate company that performed independently of the BCBC. I wanted to create an alternate ballet company that had no royal charter, and a permanent performance space all to itself instead of sharing with an opera company, as the Royal Ballet does with the Royal Opera. The BCBC’s repertory is rooted almost exclusively in classical works, and the company itself is an amalgamation of the British companies whose artistry I have been lucky enough to enjoy throughout my life.

Before the 2000s, the Royal Ballet also rehearsed in an entirely different venue in Baron’s Court, with the dancers commuting to Covent Garden for performances. To save my copyeditor the nightmare of continuity checking scores of tube and taxi rides, I situated everything in the fictional (in name, if not quite in architecture) Covent Garden Dance Hall. The Royal Opera House is one of my favourite buildings in the world, so I did draw on its interior layout and external appearance for inspiration. Having taken a tour of the real thing, I can confirm the corridors are numerous and labyrinthine.

Keen balletomanes will also have noticed that I took some artistic licence for various productions throughout the novel. The reworked staging of La Bayadère, for example, which restored the “lost” final act, is performed in Wonders Never Cease in 1987, but in actuality was not performed in Britain until 1989, helmed by the legendary ballerina Natalia Makarova. Additionally, a ballet like Swan Lake would appear more frequently in a classical company’s programming – every other year, say – than it does here; like The Nutcracker, its longevity and popularity make it a reliable source of income.

Anthony Dowell CBE produced his own version of Swan Lake for the Royal Ballet in 1987, choreographed by David Bintley, but the BCBC sticks with Petipa and Ivanov’s original, enhanced by Frederick Ashton’s 1960 additions in collaboration with Rudolf Nureyev. Peter Wright’s Giselle was performed by the Royal Ballet for the first time in 1985, but for the BCBC I saved it until 1987.

Danseuse magazine, The Thames Horizon, and The Greater London Gazette are entirely fictitious.

As far as I’m aware, no ballets have been performed on the slopes of Kenwood House, but we can dream.
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