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Yesterday turned out very different than I expected. It all began when I woke up in my flat in the Northern Quarter. That’s in Manchester by the way. It’s a pretty fashionable place to be nowadays, but it wasn't when I first moved here, it was still a bit grotty. Like my flat. It’s the same every morning. There’s a period when I’m semi-comatose, I know I’m not asleep anymore, but I’m definitely not wide awake. Then there’s a period before I get out of bed when I lie there and watch the procession of all my crazy negative thoughts pass by. It’s not that I’m depressed or anything, I’m just not a morning person. Everything seems worse in the morning and better at night. That’s me. Eventually, a point comes when my thoughts begin to irritate me so much I just have to get out of bed and get busy and make it stop.

And that’s what happened on that day. I got out of bed and wrapped my fluffy grey and black dressing gown around me. Someone bought it me for Christmas so I have to wear it. I filled the coffee machine and made myself a mug of the strong black stuff and put two slices in the toaster. I transferred everything to my tiny kitchen table and applied peanut butter to my toast and let the process of waking up take its natural course. Or was it marmalade? 

That morning, unfortunately, the process of waking up took too long, so I ended up getting dressed in a rush. Not an isolated event. Jeans, boots, the blue top I wore yesterday but which wasn’t too smelly, and my big black bag, into which I stuffed everything I could possibly need and more.

I fed the cat, her name’s Cherry by the way, left her loads of food and water, and told her I’d be back soon and not to worry, checked that I’d got my keys again, and ran out of the flat, down two flights of stairs, and made it down the hill to Manchester Victoria, through the barriers, and onto the train and sat down. I looked at my phone and saw that I had made it with two minutes to spare. I relaxed. Then I panicked just in case I was on the wrong train. I wasn’t.

The carriage smelled damp, as usual, and when I thought about it, the seat actually felt damp, so I moved. Then the train moved. Well, it jerked forward a bit then stopped. And then jerked forward again and kept going, making a screeching noise like my boiler did before it blew up. As we crawled through Salford my thoughts began to drift, I was still tired and I needed more coffee, but there was none to be had on this train.

I stared out of the window, eyes unfocused, and in that unguarded state my mind leapt on one of its favourite subjects, my career.  Could it even be called a career? What am I doing in this job? Will it ever go anywhere? Do I even want it to go anywhere? Why am I so useless? What job would be any better? Why am I on a train heading for some Godforsaken dump I’ve never heard of when I could be out getting front page news about cheeky but lovable geese stopping traffic in Ancoats? 

There was a lot more of that sort of thing but it doesn’t move things on and we can safely ignore it. My brain just gets like that sometimes. Then I thought, it’s still morning, that’s why you’re so grumpy, but now it’s time you snapped out of it, and that’s when I finally got round to forcing myself to think about my assignment.

The week previous my boss Jim told me that the paper needed someone to go to a place called Marshtown to cover a story about a famous dancer who got her first big break in Manchester. Personally, I thought the link was tenuous, and that it would mean getting up early and catching a train and then changing onto a bus at Mere End. I didn’t fancy it one bit. I joked that Jim was getting me out of the way for the day so he could stab me in the back. He just rolled his eyes and told me it would be a learning experience.

I gave it another go, I told Jim I didn’t want to be sent to the middle of sodding nowhere, but he said I’d got it totally wrong, it wasn’t in the middle of nowhere, it was in the back of beyond, and that he’d chosen me specially for the job. Of course I took the bait and asked why, and he replied that I was the only person not otherwise engaged. 

I made one last effort to shirk the task. Shirking is a family trait going back generations, and we’re proud of it. I explained to Jim that I had two left feet and didn’t know the first thing about dance, to which he replied, “I know, I saw you at the office party at Christmas. You’ll just have to do what you always do, wing it!” Funny man Jim.

My mission then, was to interview Edith Abrams and write about her seventieth birthday celebrations. Apparently she was young when she left home, stopped over in Manchester, had loads of adventures, and ended up being a famous dancer in America. The End.

When I looked out of the window again we were stopped at somewhere called Hag Fold. Surely, I thought, this couldn't be a real place? Eventually the train crept ever so slowly out of the station. I wondered if it was my own inertia that was holding it back. Soon my thoughts drifted off once more. I imagined I was on some sort of ghost train that stopped every few minutes to pick up some ancient passengers, all of whom had a one-way ticket to the same grim destination as me. 

I shook my head to dislodge the dreary sequence of thoughts in my brain. It’s an odd habit, and I get some funny looks sometimes, but it works. Focus, I said to myself, focus, focus, focus. I rummaged about in my big black bag and found my lovely new expensive black notebook and a cheap black biro. Don't forget the Manchester connection, that's what the man said. I jotted down some possible interview questions:

What year did you go to Manchester?

Did you have a flat there?

Did you share with other dancers?

What was it like in Manchester back then?

What sort of place did you work in?

Why did you leave Marshtown?

How did you get famous?

Who the fuck are you?

Are you rich and can you give me a sub?

It wasn’t long before the jiggling of the train and the overheated heater sent me off on another daydream, and then another, until finally the train arrived at Mere End. I gathered my belongings together and got off the train and thought of dodging into the first pub I saw but I didn't. I strolled along to the little bus station near the square, hoping that fate would intervene and send my life shooting off in a totally different direction. It wasn't quite as cold as Preston bus station. There was no coffee.

My bus was the number seventy-four and it did eventually arrive. The driver let everybody off and then closed the doors and left me and the rest of the queue to freeze. Then he began to read his paper while I stood there grinding my teeth. At last the driver decided break time was over. He folded his newspaper meticulously, like he had a black belt in origami, and then contorted his seemingly muscle free body and carefully placed it in his uniform jacket. 

With a crunch of gears the bus set off. It was almost as smelly as the train, but not quite as noisy. Out of the station the bus went past a dump called the Reamer Arms, through a grim suburb and onto Mereside Road, where I caught my first distant glimpse of the spire of St Voldabert's. 

The bus went over a drainage ditch and the little spike disappeared behind two small hills. I caught another glimpse of it just before we entered the next village, and again as we came out. The bus began to follow the meandering edge of Marlas Mere and we passed a few ruined barns and dilapidated cowsheds, but we hardly passed anything coming the other way.

As the old road twisted about the landscape the spire kept coming in and out of view, like an ancient obelisk. It felt like a homing beacon dragging me into a black hole.

When the sun eventually peeped out of the clouds the crumbling stone of the steeple looked almost golden, almost welcoming. The patterns of light conjured up a memory, of that time when I was small, when me and dad went for a walk in the woods, and the sunlight made the silver birch trees glow like gold. 

On the left the lake island came into view. Sandy Island they call it. I don't think anyone lives on it now. I read that there are old legends associated with Marlas Mere and its island and I wondered if I’d be able to weave any of it into my piece.

The spire vanished once more as the bus went past the remains of an old building. The sign said it used to be the Otringe Isolation Hospital and that there was a campaign to save it. We went over another watercourse, past a windmill, and the bus stopped right outside the church. 

The two pubs facing each other over the village green were both closed, so I walked all the way to The Shoreland Hotel and checked in. It was only for one night. The building was pretty old, with creaking floorboards, and it was a bit creepy, but not too much. My room was small but it had a decent view of the mere and the other side of the island. 

I tried to think of a reason not to, but I couldn't, so I went down to reception and asked for directions to the Tivoli Theatre in Marshtown. The receptionist explained at more length than was strictly necessary, that the theatre was actually located in the village of Mereside, though the border between it and the village of Marshtown was a matter of long dispute. Directions were eventually forthcoming, good directions as it turned out, and before long I found myself on Park Lane, with the Tivoli looking grand on the opposite corner. 

As arranged, I was met by Irene Rimmer.

"Pleased to meet you, Irene," I said, "my name is Holly, Holly Wright, but I expect you know that."

Irene just smiled, and seemed pleased to see me, perhaps taking me for a serious journalist from whom she could get some good publicity. Irene explained to me how excited the whole town was, and about how everyone wanted to help out, and other stuff that went in one ear and out the other. I know, I know, get a grip Holly. Irene seemed to know everything that was going on though, and I knew I would have to keep her on side.

"Not that they put on a party for me when I was seventy, and I've kept amateur dramatics going around here since before the year dot."

"Did you know Edith Abrams then, before she moved away I mean?"

"By sight. Everyone knew everyone in those days. I don't have any scandalous stories about her if that's what you're wondering."

"It might have crossed my mind," I confessed. 

"The Tivoli used to be a church, you know, now it's full of kitschy ormolu and ornate mirrors, and everything is double," she said. "Of course, I'm a widow, but death doesn't bother me because I don't believe in it. I can't wait to pass over. My husband is waiting for me and I know we'll be reunited. William, we called him Bill, he would've loved to have been here to lend a hand, but he's happy to see me being in the thick of it."

It's no good pretending, I really was surprised at the sudden turn in the conversation, so shocked that I almost stopped feeling sorry for myself. I even felt compelled to take out my notebook and write some of it down.

Irene skipped ahead of me, she seemed very dramatic and yet very practical at the same time. 

"First things first," she said, "you must meet Julia Krolovskaya. Julia's a big shot at Manchester University but she's come back to her home town for a bit to organise things."

Julia's room was the most untidy office I had ever seen, even worse than Jim’s. Her desk looked as if there might be priceless first editions hidden under the mounds of documents if only you could get permission to excavate. Irene introduced us.

"Very pleased to meet you Holly. I'm very busy, I've got another job and I don't do detail, I let my oppo Irene do all that, but I can give you the overall picture," said Julia. "Do you want coffee? I wouldn't if I were you, that machine's a waste of space."

"I'll take your advice," I replied.

Irene smiled, she did a lot of that. I was beginning to get the feeling I had walked into the land that time forgot, and I was beginning to like it.

"Good. So this is the story. You are going to get all this down, aren't you?" asked Julia.

"Every word," I replied, trying to put on a smile as well.

"Of course. Rightly so. Now, Edith Abrams was born here in Marshtown in the first summer of the war, in 1940. There's no industry around here, not much of anything really, so it didn't get bombed. Waste of time, you see. At about the age of seven or eight, I think it was, you'll have to check the details yourself, I'm not so hot on details, Edith's mother sent her to the local dance school, run by the four Bentley sisters."

I scribbled as fast as could, and despite the best efforts of my arsy-versy conscience I was feeling slightly enthused.

"Then came the key moment," said Julia dramatically, "her mother took her to see The Red Shoes, the classic Powell and Pressburger movie, with Moira Shearer. I've never seen it myself but I believe it's about magic ballet shoes. Anyway, Edith was totally enchanted by it and told her mother she must have some shoes like that and become a ballet dancer or die! Roughly speaking."

"It's a good story, Julia," I replied.

"Yes, wonderful, enchanting. So, where was I? Oh yes, in the fifties Edith ran away to Manchester to be a dancer, which is where you come in, some dodgy night club I think, then gets a better job in London, joins a proper dance troupe who get an offer to go to America and Bob's your uncle."

"Sounds pretty wild." 

"Only wilder. You can ask her all about it when you meet her this afternoon. Anyway, the thing is, I know Tom Halsall, former editor of the local paper, The Marshtown Gazette, and he's a friend of Edith's from way back. Very close."

I expected Julia to wink at the point, but she rushed straight ahead.

"Tom was still in touch with her you see, and eventually I got the story out of him, and I thought, let's get her back home to celebrate her birthday, and stage Transformation By The Alchemical Spirit, the dance that made her name in America. What d'you think?"

Julia stopped speaking long enough to take a few deep breaths and a sip of water, and looked at me. I sensed someone had to say something quickly or there would be another monologue. I looked at Irene. She was smiling beatifically. It was up to me.

"What a great story, our readers will love it," I lied.

Yet secretly I couldn't help thinking that this might make a decent book, or even a film!

"Is it okay if I go and talk to some more of the people involved now?"

"Yes, you must," replied Julia, "I'm really busy but Irene will show you around, she knows the place better than I do, I've lived away for years, and she knows all the people. I'm not really a people person myself, I'm more the ideas sort."

Irene ushered me out of Julia's office and towards backstage, where people were busy getting ready for the show that night.

"Everyone's a little mad in their own way," said Irene, "but it all works out in the end, that's what my Bill tells me."

"I'm beginning to see that," I answered.

"Now, who shall we talk to first?" said Irene, looking around. "Look, there's Adam Charnley, he's the local joiner, he and his apprentice built the set, as well as my bookcases, do you want to talk to him?"

"Well, I'm sure he's a nice guy and all that, but I don't have time to chat with everyone. No offence. Who's that in the dungarees next to the sweeper-upper?"

"The sweeper? Oh yes, I see who you mean. That's Bunny Jumpe, he's the costume designer, he's loving all this," said Irene. "He's our librarian in real life."

"Irene my angel, how are you, have you had your audition at the Royal Opera yet?" shouted Bunny as we approached.

"I'm still waiting to hear," said Irene drily, but with that ever-present disarming smile.

"Plenty of time, I'm sure. Now who have we here?" asked Bunny.

"This is Holly Wright, from the newspapers, come to cover our gala performance."

"Pleased to meet you Miss Wright, but where on earth is your photographer? This is my best side."

"He'll be along soon," I replied and looked at my shoes. "Tell me about your part in the project Mr Jumpe."

"Well, I was brought on board as the costume designer, and if I say so myself I've done a wonderful job in the circumstances because I've had to make half of the costumes myself because Beth Venus came down with the lurgy, poor thing."

"Tell me a little about the costumes Mr Jumpe?" I asked, and opened my notebook. 

"Well, it's all really quite simple. As you know, Madam's troupe is all female, though half play male roles in this performance. The costumes are similar really, all pale floaty layers, except the masculine characters will wear these gorgeous pantaloons. It's all been a lot of work. And of course the principals wear more than one costume, but there, I've told you too much already."

I thanked Bunny and made my excuses. This really was taking up too much time.

"Do you want a quick word with Alice now dear?" asked Irene, "she's on stage with Maurice Cheshire the scenery man."

"What do they do?"

"Alice Blundell they call the Artistic Director, and Maurice Cheshire is a local artist who designed and painted the set."

"Good idea, that'll kill two birds with one stone. Then it's definitely time for a drink."

We entered stage left and Irene again did the introductions. 

"I can see how busy you are, but if I could just ask a couple of questions. Alice, can I just ask you what your role is in this special production?"

"I suppose you could say that I have taken over Edith's role regarding her troupe." 

"Have you stuck closely to Edith's original choreography, and style?" I asked, hoping the question didn't make me look too gormless.

"Not really, Edith has been very generous, she basically told me to do what I think is best, but I didn't need to change much, it was really about tweaking it." 

"Edith's own troupe will be performing tonight, I guess they've they danced Alchemy before?"

"Of course they have. For me it's just a matter of refreshing memories and getting the details right. The important thing is getting to the essence of what Edith wants to express."

"Which is what?"

"Ha ha, you'll have to wait for the performance and see for yourself!"

After the laughter stopped I turned to Maurice.

"Maurice, I believe you designed and painted the set yourself?"

"Your belief is correct," replied Maurice. 

There was a sneer, definitely a sneer. You can go fuck yourself I thought to myself. Then I thought, I can't be arsed with this, I could make it all up in the pub
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