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Act One

Scene One

Marie looked very pale in the morning and was scarcely able to say a word. A hundred times she was going to tell her mother or Fritz what had happened, but she thought: ‘No one will believe me, and I shall only be laughed at.’

—E.T.A. HOFFMANN, THE NUTCRACKER








Chapter One

1906

Marietta Stelle’s mother always said that nothing good came of a rainy day. However, it was a rainy day when the magic came, and once magic has entered your life, you stay in its glittering clutch forever.

A mysterious new neighbour – who Marietta would later come to learn went by the name of Dr Drosselmeier – heralded the arrival of magic and wonder in her life. Though he appeared to be but an ordinary man, enchantment clung to him. It dripped from his voice, seeped out from under his skin and whispered around his eyes.

Marietta was dipping in and out of pliés at her ballet barre when she happened to glance out her window and witness his entrance. A black town hat bobbed along the cobbled street below. The cloaked figure carried a single case, pausing to look up at the sprawling townhouse Marietta called home. He seemed to look straight through her, so Marietta took a step back from the window to study him from a more covert position: his face was clean-shaven, fair and younger than one would expect, considering the sweep of silver hair peeking out from beneath his hat. Creases burrowed into the skin at the corners of his eyes, marking him as a gentleman in his late thirties perhaps, and his irises were an intense frosted blue, lending him a bewitching stare.

The curtains of rain sheeting down Marietta’s window failed to touch him and, after a momentary hesitation, he continued on his way. Rising up onto demi-pointe, her attention snared, Marietta watched him stride into the equally grand vacated townhouse opposite the Stelles’.

‘We seem to have acquired a new neighbour,’ Frederick announced later at dinner.

‘Is that so?’ their mother asked. She smoothed a hand over her honey-tinted coiffure, as if he were to make an appearance that instant. Ida Stelle’s dark-blue eyes were a mirror of Marietta’s, only hers were accompanied by a delicate nose and pinched chin beneath her lighter hair rather than the firm jaw, aquiline nose and raven hair both Frederick and Marietta had inherited from their father.

‘A former doctor,’ Frederick continued, ‘turned inventor, so I hear. No family to speak of. He must possess a sizeable inheritance to have purchased the entire townhouse for him alone, though I failed to recognise his name. It was rather an unusual one; Drosselmeier.’

‘No doubt he’s of German heritage,’ their father said, shaking a starched napkin out and draping it across his knees. ‘How curious, it has been quite some time since we’ve had a new acquaintance on this street. We shall have him dine with us one evening to take his measure ourselves. An inventor, you say? In which direction do his talents lie? Telephones? Electricity? Is the next Marconi in our midst?’

Frederick gave a polite cough. ‘In children’s playthings, I believe. Toys and such.’

Theodore set his sherry glass down harder than was warranted. A few drops bloodied the ivory tablecloth. He harrumphed, the tips of his ears pinkening.

Marietta met Frederick’s eyes. Theodore Stelle was not a man persuaded of the merit or delights in creative pursuits. Marietta clenched her soup spoon, the familiar argument wearing deeper grooves into her patience each time it reared up.

‘I shall extend an invitation,’ Ida said, scanning the dining room, eager at any excuse to entertain a guest in their fine house. Her gaze took in the emerald and cream striped wallpaper, the large mahogany table and chairs, polished floorboards and huge arrangements of hothouse roses spilling over crystal vases, perfuming the room with the faint odour of decay. ‘I have yet to hear mention of him among my acquaintances; I shall ensure ours will be the first dinner he attends.’ She frowned at a petal that showed signs of spoiling.

Theodore gave a disapproving sniff. ‘Are you certain that’s wise? Perhaps he has yet to be mentioned for good reason.’

‘Yes, I too am dubious on his trade selection. However, we mustn’t let that discourage us,’ Ida said. ‘He’s invested in a superlative address, which suggests he comes from good stock—’ her eyes flicked to Marietta and back to her husband ‘—or a sizeable inheritance. This bears further investigation.’

Marietta glanced down at the table setting, growing hot beneath her Paquin dress in palest periwinkle. The voluptuous sleeves – edged in whisper-thin black lace that had so drawn her to the couturier’s creation on her last visit to Rue de la Paix – now itched unbearably under her mother’s matchmaking insinuations. Ida had been eviscerating a fortune on gowns at the House of Worth whilst Marietta had stolen away next door. She’d admired the delicately embroidered roses tumbling down the silky dress before purchasing it and absconding on a walk as her mother continued shopping. The afternoon free from her mother had been as happy as the blossoms that had floated through the streets of Paris that spring and she had a sudden, sharp longing for that halcyon day.

A flick of colour pulled her from the macaron-sweet memory, incongruous amongst the porcelain plates and silverware. A smear of gouache licked up Frederick’s wrist, a flare of burnt sienna. She flashed him a look and he tugged his charcoal jacket sleeve down to hide the offending stain.

‘Tell me, Frederick, what have you been occupying yourself with of late?’ Theodore beckoned for his glass to be refilled. A footman obliged him and he studied Frederick over the Madeira.

‘Much of the usual, I’m afraid, Father. My studies leave me very little time to devote to anything else.’

Frederick’s lies were as sweet as the sherry Marietta sipped. She regarded the smile Frederick had pasted on as he deftly handled their father’s inquiries. Only Marietta knew of the canvases stacked in Geoffrey’s room – Frederick’s closest friend and, as Marietta had learnt after being taken into her brother’s confidence, his secret beau.

Frederick’s experimentation with the new Fauvism movement translated to wilder brushwork and stronger pigmentation than she’d seen him paint with before. ‘The likes of Matisse and Derain are sending the Parisian art world into an uproar,’ Frederick had explained to Marietta some weeks earlier. ‘When Louis Vauxcelles saw their paintings in the Salon d’Automne last year, he declared them “les fauves”, wild beasts of colour and brilliance and life. Mark my words, art cannot die; art is the future and it is as tightly intertwined with my own lifeblood as ballet is with yours.’

To their parents’ knowledge, Theodore had stamped out Frederick’s passion for painting before his voice had broken, diverting his path onto law school. Frederick was now a post-graduate student, following in their father’s footsteps and eventually bound to join Theodore in presiding over the courts of Nottingham. It was Theodore’s position as a high court judge that had led to his being bestowed the courtesy title of Baron, a too-appealing prospect for the young Ida, who was a woman of means but craved the delicious satisfaction of her sisters addressing her as The Right Honourable. The match had suited the equally socially ambitious Theodore and the pair had been manoeuvring themselves upwards ever since. Having children proved to be another asset which they could use to aid them in this endeavour.

Marietta pointed her toes beneath the table, considering whether she ought to have the dressmaker adjust her dress so she might dance in it. The blush roses were the exact shade of her pointe shoes.

Theodore turned to her. ‘And how have you been spending your days?’

Her daydream melted away, leaving her with the dregs of reality. ‘I—’ Her thoughts were slow, sticky as caramel.

‘The usual agenda of shopping and luncheons.’ Frederick came to her aid, raising his eyes to the heavens.

Marietta smiled at him and he inclined his head. The extra ballet practices that had been consuming her time remained an unspoken truth.

‘That reminds me, your mother has informed me that you failed remarkably in sustaining Lord Compton’s attention over afternoon tea last week, despite her efforts in contriving a meeting between you.’

Marietta’s royal cheddar soup – already cold having been served room temperature so as not to necessitate the unseemly blowing upon it to cool it – turned thick and cloying in her throat. She sipped her sherry in an effort to settle her mood. When she spoke, it was in a more assured tone. ‘Charles Compton is an utter bore and thoroughly ill-natured.’ In fact, he had spent the entirety of their afternoon in the brand-new Ritz expounding on the chestnut thoroughbred he was having shipped from Argentina. Marietta had learnt far more than she had ever desired on the subject of polo ponies and had scarcely uttered more than a word. Though she had observed that his unfortunate macrodontia lent him a certain resemblance to his beloved thoroughbred. Grounds for marriage, it was not. By contrast, Ida had spent a pleasurable few hours drinking in the duchess’s scrutiny of their dining companions and the Palm Court décor, redolent in soft apricot, panelled mirrors reflecting the sparkling chandeliers a thousand-fold.

Theodore’s nostrils flared. ‘Might I remind you that Lord Compton is the Marquess of Northampton. The next time you choose to insult a peer of the realm, you ought to recall that I have been more than generous in allowing you to host your upcoming performance in our ballroom. It is high time you demonstrated a little gratitude. I have invited Lord Compton and several other suitors to our Christmas Ball in the hopes that they shall find your dancing an attractive quality in a prospective wife. Perhaps this will even hasten a betrothal.’

Marietta regarded her father coolly over her crystal glass.

‘Darling, it is most unbecoming to be unmarried at your age,’ Ida added. ‘When I was twenty, I had been married for three years.’ She paused. ‘Perhaps Lord Compton shall give you a second chance.’

Frederick cleared his throat before she could respond. ‘Father, what are your thoughts on this new battleship? They say the HMS Dreadnought will revolutionise our navy.’

The soup course was cleared away and the next course brought in, the footmen fading into the background, ever-present shadows. Marietta tuned out the politicking between her father and brother, grateful for Frederick’s interception of the conversation before she had spoken out of turn. Conversing with her father was a tactical art not unlike a game of chess; it necessitated clear strategy and focus.

She laid her silver fork down, the aroma of thick pastry and gravy clotting her stomach. Gazing out the window, she imagined the candle perched against the dark glass as a star to be wished upon. When she danced, she was a conjurer, writing spells with the whirls and arcs of her body. Her dancing was hers and hers alone, not for the enticement of any man, nor for her father to wield as a weapon against her. When she danced, she flew on gossamer wings that lifted her away from the dragging weight of her family’s expectations. Enticed her with a glimpse of an alternate path to the one she was obligated to tread. When she danced, she had a voice. And nothing was more fearsome than a silent future.






Chapter Two

Though the hour had yet to descend into evening, the late November afternoon was ink-dark and thick with gloom. Streetlamps shone through the rain, a line of beacons that the horses followed, whisking Marietta to her ballet class in the Stelle family carriage. Thunder rolled through distant skies and cafés blazed with light and the promise of warmth as passers-by rushed inside.

Beside Marietta, Miss Worthers pursed her lips. ‘Such terrible weather in which to be gallivanting about the city. Still, we might as well use our time wisely. Shall we go over the approved talking points for your next conversation with Lord Compton? Your mother has already drawn up a list.’

Marietta turned her attention to the carriage window. ‘I would rather not.’ They were passing through Old Market Square, which was bustling with preparations for the annual Christmas market, large crates unboxed to reveal glimpses of gingerbread and glass baubles. Marietta hoped the rain would freeze into snow in time for its grand opening. She heard Miss Worther’s disproving sniff and awaited the inevitable diatribe. Her former governess turned paid companion was under the employ of her father and she had no doubt the beady-eyed woman was reporting back a log of her activities until she was safely married off. In the meantime, Marietta was forced to endure her suffocating presence like a second corset.

‘I implore you to consider the consequences of your actions,’ Miss Worthers chided. ‘It is most unbecoming at your age to demonstrate such disagreeability.’

‘I am beginning to suspect that the term unbecoming is used whenever one is met with a difference in opinion,’ Marietta said wryly. Before her chaperone could voice another criticism, before the horses had halted, Marietta opened the carriage door and jumped down. Ducking under the brim of her hat, she lifted her high-waisted skirt up over her laced boots, and dashed in through the door marking the entrance to the ballet studio. She felt Miss Worther’s stare score her back. When the carriage clattered up a narrow side street to lie in wait for her class to finish, Marietta sighed in relief as she hurried up a steep flight of stairs and into the safety of the dressing room, where she slipped into her softer dancing dress and ballet slippers.

Marietta was the first one in the studio. Warming up, she eased into lower and deeper stretches, cajoling her muscles after the damp and cold that had permeated her bones. Water ran in rivulets down the large windows on each side of the studio. It was perched atop the building, up another steep flight of stairs, an eyrie overlooking Goose Gate. The studio was a blank canvas. Pale wooden floors and mirrored walls waiting to be painted in music and life. Two long barres were fixed beneath the windows on each side and a small worn piano was set next to the door.

Inside the townhouse, Marietta’s feelings were tightly corseted, but here that corset had been shucked off and she had escaped any watchful eyes. She leapt across the studio in a series of grand jetés, luxuriating in her freedom. As she performed a series of tight spins, twirling down the centre of the studio, her frustrations floated away as she felt the weight of expectation vanish until there was nothing but her and her dancing. She whipped a leg up high behind her in a penché, the vertical split a triumphant finish. But she was no longer alone.

Her ballet mistress glided into the studio, her spine as straight and unyielding as the starched collars returned from the Stelle launderer, despite the antique silver-plated cane she used. Olga Belinskaya had been born in St Petersburg in the early nineteenth century and was a former Imperial ballerina at the Maryinsky Theatre. She oozed glamour and refinement in a pastel chiffon gown, each step, each movement considered and elegant. Few lines dared creep across her classic Slavic features, her green eyes sharp and framed with false eyelashes, her silver hair pinned in a bun, shrouded by an emerald silk scarf.

‘Pozhaluysta,’ she said, sweeping a hand out. Marietta caught a flash of the sapphire cocktail ring rumoured to have been gifted to her by one of the tsarevnas after an exquisite performance of the pas de deux in the second act of Giselle had brought the young princess to tears. ‘Continue.’

‘I have finished.’ Marietta swept a hand over her forehead. ‘I wouldn’t wish to intrude on class time.’ She might be The Honourable Marietta Stelle, but in this studio Olga was of higher rank.

Olga struck the floor with her cane. ‘You are in my studio, devushka; it is in my purview to decide when the class begins. Show me the Rose Adagio.’

Marietta swallowed her protests; Olga was authoritarian in her teaching, and if anyone disobeyed, the following class would hold an empty space at the barre. She stepped into the allegro entrance. One of the most technically challenging pieces in ballet and pinnacle of the role of Aurora she had been cast in for their upcoming performance of Tchaikovsky’s The Sleeping Beauty, she was unused to performing it as a solitary adaptation, striking high balances en pointe.

‘Pay attention to the shape of your arms; remember, dancing is in the details. Register the music and respond accordingly.’

There was no music playing but as Marietta spun slowly in place, keeping the arch of her back taut, she imagined the sweet strains swelling and spilling out into the studio. Ballet was the golden key to a world of her own, one which she never desired to leave. She pirouetted, lost within that world, spinning out into a high arabesque, when she became aware that the door was cluttered with onlookers; the rest of the class had arrived.

Olga ignored them. ‘Your balance must be poised and assured. Tilt your face up,’ she snapped with another thud of the cane. She stepped closer, until Marietta was enveloped in the heady scent of Jicky, her trademark perfume; a swirl of lavender and vanilla with an animalistic heart that felt overwhelmingly intimate. ‘Feel the movement, it must be as ephemeral and fleeting as a wing taking flight.’ She raised Marietta’s chin with her cane. Marietta wobbled, struggling to maintain her balance on a single pointe. ‘Ballet resides in your bones; it courses through your blood. For a dancer, it is the very essence of our identity, stripped down to its rawest, most intrinsic parts; you cannot leave it behind any more than you could forsake your own soul. Feel it. Feel the exquisite pain that comes from the purest form of love, for that is what it means to dance ballet.’

Olga walked away. Marietta was dimly aware of her calling for the others to enter and the studio filling with regimented lines of dancers. The air was thick with glances towards her and curious whispers. She took her place at the barre, Olga’s voice still echoing through her.

An uncomfortable prickling gave way to a seeping awareness. She could not sleepwalk through a life of luncheons and dinners and a marriage that would pin her in place, a butterfly with steel pins puncturing its wings, preserved and beautiful in its glass cage though its heart beat no longer.

She needed to set herself free.






Chapter Three

The following week was fleeting and stormy. Rain churned the skies over Nottingham, darkening their evenings and thickening the mood within the townhouse. It seemed the more Marietta tried to hold onto her final days of dancing, the faster they slipped away from her. The dark clouds pressed down on her as rehearsals for the Christmas performance of The Sleeping Beauty grew in intensity, punctuated by discussions and decisions over the dancers’ futures, and the frivolous gossip on Drosselmeier that seemed to be voiced wherever Marietta went. As she stretched at the barre between rehearsals, the conversation of two of her acquaintances fluttered over her.

‘Mother’s cabled to Paris for a sylph dress for my Company audition. I do hope it arrives in time. I shall be most vexed if I have to perform without it; evoking the tone of La Sylphide is paramount,’ Victoria said, pinning her chestnut hair into a glossy bun and dousing herself with a liberal cloud of La Rose Jacqueminot. She let out a theatrical sigh. ‘I do wish my father could write a ballet to showcase my talents; Marie Taglioni was unspeakably lucky.’

Harriet, who was as matter-of-fact as Victoria was inclined to sweeping romanticisms, replied, ‘Someone once informed me that a pair of her pointe shoes were purchased for a sack of rubles by a group of obsessed balletomanes that had them cooked and served with a sauce for dinner.’

Victoria wrinkled her nose. ‘How perfectly ghastly.’

Marietta idly wondered what sauce they had selected.

‘Though you ought to be dancing to your strengths, not appealing to your vanity or romantic fascinations after one too many attempts at ensnaring the latest prospects in town.’

‘You make me sound like a common street girl!’ Victoria laughed a note too high.

Harriet’s smile was saccharine. ‘Perhaps if you stopped pursuing the elusive Dr Drosselmeier, your variation would be perfect by now. I mean, really, you have yet to even meet the man.’

‘I hear no one has had the good fortune to host him yet, though half of society have already started to plan their weddings,’ Victoria grumbled. ‘He’s the most eligible bachelor we’ve seen in quite some time.’

‘I heard he came to possess a fortune under mysterious circumstances and that’s why the man is so secretive.’

Victoria sighed. ‘Perhaps I had better refocus my energy on my variation.’

‘That would be wise. What have you decided to perform for the panel?’

With a belated start, Marietta realised she was being drawn into the conversation. ‘I shall not be auditioning,’ she said with a smile as pinched as her mood. ‘My family have quite forbidden it.’ It had long been ordained that she was to relinquish her dancing and be married at the age of twenty-one, which she would turn on the eve of the new year.

‘Why? Auditioning for the Company is more than a great privilege; it’s an honour.’ Victoria’s hazel eyes gleamed in earnest as she slid deeper into her stretch. Marietta could count the freckles that clambered across the bridge of her nose, plastered over with pale powder in a failed effort to paint them out of existence. ‘Their ballet dancers tour in the finest theatres, perform for the most distinguished of audiences, dance in Paris and Vienna and St Petersburg.’

‘Though it’s different for society women, isn’t it?’ Harriet’s brown eyes held a touch of contempt. As a black woman, her life was contorted with challenges and obstacles that Marietta knew she could never understand. Marietta had been given every opportunity and privilege but Harriet, though she was a ward of Victoria’s uncle, had had to fight to earn her place at the same ballet studio. Marietta’s mother had done nothing to help relations after she had made it clear that she cared not for Marietta’s ‘frivolous dancer friends’, discouraging social invitations between the women. Victoria, Harriet and Madame Belinskaya were never extended an invite for luncheons at the town house nor afternoon tea in the city, and consequently Marietta often found herself on the periphery, longing to be one of their close companions.

Marietta inclined her head. ‘I am obliged to fulfil my familial expectations.’ The words lodged themselves inside her heart like barbs. She schooled her face not to reveal her inner turmoil.

Victoria pursed her lips. ‘Why can you not perform both? I’m a society woman and I’m not about to let a few old-fashioned-minded relics dictate what I can and cannot do with my life.’

Harriet scoffed. ‘But your mother is a militant suffragette and most decidedly not a baroness.’

Victoria sent a scathing look in her direction and Marietta concealed a smile. She could never quite discern whether the two women were the most intimate of friends or the shrewdest of rivals, camouflaged as confidantes.

Though it disquieted her to admit it to herself, she carried a deep and unrelenting envy of them both. Victoria possessed an impeccable turnout as if she’d been born with her hips positioned at right-angles, and Harriet’s leaps and jumps seemed to rewrite the laws of gravity. The three of them had commenced their dancing careers at a tender age and had since witnessed each other’s victories and disappointments alike. Marietta could still recall the tartness of the lemon soufflé she’d eaten that day as the taste had lingered during that pivotal first step into the world of ballet.

She’d stood beside Harriet and Victoria, three young girls in pristine white dresses, filled with childish dreams and fancies, as Madame Belinskaya had prodded their legs with her cane, terrifying each of them before proclaiming, ‘Khorosho – good.’ Classes had begun that same day. Victoria and Harriet were already steadfast friends, having been raised as cousins, leaving Marietta on the periphery. An awkward child, at first she had preferred the relative solitude. Lately she was beginning to wonder if she should have ingratiated herself with them more. Her entire life was sliding towards an inevitable future, unless she chose to derail it, and she found herself short of allies.

Now, Harriet’s deep-set eyes bored into Marietta’s. ‘Chasing after your dreams is a peculiar kind of suffering; it is not for the weak-hearted or cowardly-minded. It requires deep strength and endless determination.’

Marietta took a sharp inhale. ‘I am perfectly aware of what it would take, thank you.’ Determination raged through her like a fire, licking her nerves, her sinews. A plan was beginning to fashion itself in her mind; a way in which she could foresee snapping out of the mind-forg’d manacles.

‘Feet in fifth, we shall begin with pliés,’ Madame Belinskaya called out with the trademark thud of her cane, the floor at the front of the class pockmarked from her passionate outbursts. A simple melody was coaxed out of the weary piano by the equally weary Vassily, their resident pianist, who was as grey as Madame Belinskaya was illustrious. In a rustle of silks, the ballet dancers fell in line. Marietta held her chin high. Though it seemed easier to acquiesce to her parents’ wishes, she knew if she did so, it would haunt her for the rest of her days. And Marietta Stelle was neither weak-hearted nor cowardly.

When Marietta returned from rehearsal, she was greeted by the tittle-tattle emanating from her mother’s private drawing room during afternoon tea with her closest circle of confidantes and fellow traders in gossip.

‘Young, too, to possess a full head of silver hair, though I do suppose it lends him a certain gravitas,’ Adelaide, Geoffrey’s mother, had mused as Marietta had wandered past the door.

‘I’ve heard the poor soul is recently widowed,’ Vivian, Ida’s cousin, said with an affected sigh.

‘Well, I heard that he has never married but has returned to England to secure an advantageous match. Apparently the doctor possesses a grand fortune.’

‘No doubt he shall be seeking a wife to manage both the town house and his debut into society,’ Ida said with a careful air of insouciance that caused Marietta to pause in the carpeted hallway. ‘I have already extended the invitation for him to dine with us.’

Marietta frowned at the nearby Tiffany Favrile lamp, brought over on the steamer after a visit to New York.

‘You must tell all. It has been quite some years since Edgar passed; perhaps Drosselmeier would consider me,’ Vivian said between clinks of the bone china teacups. ‘I hear he’s rather handsome.’

Adelaide let out a peal of laughter. ‘Oh, Vivian, you do tickle me sometimes.’

‘Yes, quite,’ Ida agreed. ‘My cousin is most humorous.’

Marietta’s smile was a secret shared with the William Morris honeysuckle wallpaper alone. She turned back downstairs to the ballroom, leaving her mother to the seething thoughts that had undercut her tone.

She could practically taste the curiosity rippling through her mother, deep and insatiable. She sympathised with the man, for Nottingham was rife with rumours of him and it seemed every direction she turned she found herself confronted with talk of him. And, although Marietta would not admit it to anyone, she was becoming intrigued by this mysterious new arrival.






Chapter Four

It wasn’t until two days later that the Stelle family made the acquaintance of high society’s latest obsession: Dr Drosselmeier.

When Marietta returned home from rehearsals that evening, she entered her bedroom to discover a new dress hung on her triptych screen, pre-selected by her mother to wear for dinner, signalling that they were to entertain company. It was blush rose chiffon, pinned in at the waist by means of a diamond brooch, and long-sleeved, with delicate ruffles frothing down the bodice. Marietta let the pearl-speckled lace sleeves trail through her fingers. They were as translucent and delicate as if they had been crafted from moonbeams. Ballet was poetry in motion and Marietta lived to lose herself in dance, but returning home to find this was a jarring reminder of the life she was expected to lead.

‘My dressmaker in Mayfair assured me that the ruffles will aid in disguising your lack of assets,’ Ida said, appearing behind her in a whirl of rose water and satin.

Ballet had lent Marietta a willowy figure, the endless pliés and battements resulting in hard muscle tone, slim hips and a flat chest, all of which were terribly unfashionable. Ida pursed her lips, scrutinising the ballet dress Marietta was still wearing; simple and diaphanous enough to allow the wearer to leap through the air. ‘Must you wear that unseemly ensemble about the house? It is most improper.’ The first time Marietta had worn it, Ida had practically had a fit of the vapours.

‘Is there a reason for this excessive primping?’ Marietta eyed the lustrous shine of Ida’s gown. In deep cobalt, it evoked memories of sun-dappled water from summers spent luxuriating on the French Riviera, where both the days and skies seemed to stretch out endlessly. Scattered with sequins and embroidered with jet beads, it was more ornate than the ones she tended to don for family alone, accompanied by silk gloves and a double string of pearls.

‘Dr Drosselmeier has graciously accepted our invitation and is dining with us this evening,’ Ida answered as Marietta disappeared behind the large triptych screen. Painted in dark rose, it dominated a corner of her bedroom, although it was a room of generous proportions. Roses clambered across a wallpaper of silver firs, dark wooden floors lay underneath, softened with ivory carpets, and a set of bay windows overlooked the frosted street. The thick fabric of the curtains from one window sashayed across the wall to meet the next, creating the perfect concealment for the barre Frederick had built her some five years ago. Marietta exchanged the white ballet dress she’d been rehearsing Aurora’s springing steps in for a chemise and S-shaped corset that would cajole some curves into existence.

‘We’re to be the very first to host the good doctor,’ Ida continued proudly. ‘As I understand it, he is quite the mystery. Young to have forsaken medicine for an unusually frivolous pursuit, and he possesses such a grand fortune for a family no one has heard mention of before.’

As Marietta emerged from behind the screen, Ida said, ‘You may be dismissed, Sally.’

Marietta’s lady’s maid – a quiet, mousy woman in her late twenties with wide-set eyes that regarded the world in much the same manner as an injured squirrel might – bobbed a quick curtsy and scurried out. ‘If you’ll allow me, dear.’ Ida grasped the laces of Marietta’s corset.

‘Really, Mother, I am perfectly capable of managing myself. You do terrify poor Sally,’ Marietta said to no avail. She heard her mother’s shake of her head in a tinkling of diamond and jet earrings.

‘You are far too negligent with your own ministrations. And that girl is too twitchy and eager to please for my liking. I have taken note of the dinners she has allowed you to attend improperly dressed.’ She pulled on the lacings, forcing Marietta’s hips to thrust forward, her back to arch and her chest to form the pouter pigeon front.

‘That will be sufficient.’ Marietta’s words rushed out in a single breath as Ida ignored her plea and further tightened the lacings before tying them, securing Marietta in her coutil, batiste and sateen confinement. ‘I had been given to understand that the new style of corsetry did not impair lung function,’ she said drily.

Ida ignored this comment, too. ‘When Dr Drosselmeier joins us, I expect you to play the gracious hostess befitting of your rank. You are not beautiful, Marietta; no prospective Wordsworths shall ever wax lyrical on your allure. However, beauty fades and grace may last a lifetime. Tonight, I expect you to be charming. There will be not a mention of politics, dance or other scandalous subjects you have been known to pollute our discourse with. Nor any tiresome quarrelling with your father. Why you seem so determined to challenge him, I shall never understand.’ She paused to survey her daughter, whose cheeks were blooming with pent-up frustration. ‘Though you do possess a darling rosiness tonight, dear. How fortuitous that it complements the shade of your dress.’

While Ida summoned Sally, Marietta glanced in her cheval mirror. She wondered if their dinner guest disliked the theatricality of high society with its litany of social conventions as much as she did. A toymaker, she thought to herself. How … refreshing. At least he should prove to be more interesting than her litany of suitors who introduced one tiresome line of conversation after another. No doubt they were the first to host him due to their status as one of the richest families in the city, and certainly the most influential, thanks to her mother’s efforts in social elevation. She sighed at the thought of Victoria’s inevitable interrogation when she discovered the fact and wondered if Drosselmeier was aware of the effect he’d had upon the mothers in the upper classes. The rumours she’d heard fluttered around her thoughts and she was irritated to find herself rather curious after all. She straightened up when Sally re-entered the room to assist in dressing her. Her new gown fell in soft folds to her white Moroccan leather shoes, daintily heeled with three little straps.

‘We ought to do something about her hair, Sally.’ Ida examined Marietta’s sable hair, tumbling down one shoulder in a lazy twisted plait, a hand coming to rest on her own elaborate pompadour.

Sally’s eyes swivelled between them as if she were a spectator at Wimbledon. At least she had been ousted before Ida had revealed the direction her intentions towards Drosselmeier lay; the last thing Marietta desired was to be made the object of household gossip. Her patience frayed like a scrap of lace. ‘Have you seen Father lately?’

Ida plucked a silver brush from Marietta’s dressing table. ‘Not since he declined to accompany me to my luncheon. Why do you ask?’ Marietta adopted an air of studied nonchalance. ‘I wondered if you knew that he has company tonight.’

Ida paled beneath the rouge she’d never admit to wearing. ‘Surely not, tonight of all nights.’

Marietta fastened a pearl stud in her ear. ‘I’m afraid I didn’t see with whom he was talking; I merely heard voices in the library when Jarvis took a tray of Bollinger in.’

Ida thrust the hairbrush at Marietta and swept out of the room. Adding the second earring and picking up a compact, Marietta met Sally’s eyes in the mirror. She flashed a grin at her lady’s maid as she dabbed a touch of powder on her nose.

‘Very crafty, miss,’ Sally said, holding open a box of silk gloves.

‘Why thank you, Sally,’ Marietta said, selecting a pair in the creamiest ivory. Ida would fail to find her father’s alleged company downstairs, but Marietta would have staked money on the odds that she’d find something else to criticise instead.

Sally left the room, leaving the door open. Through it, Marietta heard the butler announce the arrival of Dr Drosselmeier.






Chapter Five

So it was, on a grey evening, that the Stelle family finally made the acquaintance of the much-gossiped-about Drosselmeier.

Marietta entered the drawing room just as Jarvis, their butler, announced dinner in his sonorous voice, such was her habit in order to avoid the litany of niceties in which she would otherwise be forced to engage.

Ida shot her an admonishing look, though she was careful not to crease her powdered face, which lessened its effect somewhat.

Marietta strolled in and plucked a glass of Veuve Clicquot proffered by the nearest valet. Her father had failed to notice her untimely arrival, being mid-discussion with Dr Drosselmeier on the new prime minister, Henry Campbell-Bannerman, and his landslide victory for the Liberals early this year. Marietta secretly approved of his social reform plans but Theodore was concerned they would give all the power to the trade unions and frequently espoused his dislike of the man. Drosselmeier’s back was turned to Marietta, the fabric of his ink-black dinner jacket glossy under the light of the sparkling electric chandelier, his matching trousers cuffed to display black and white striped ankle boots, as jaunty as Frederick’s sartorial selections.

‘Shall we adjourn to the dining room?’ Theodore’s voice cut through their conversation. Drosselmeier inclined his head, turning towards the door. ‘Ah, Marietta, at long last you’ve materialised.’ The crystal glass in Theodore’s hand was already emptied to its dregs, accounting for his joviality. ‘Dr Drosselmeier, if you’ll allow me to introduce my daughter, The Honourable Marietta Stelle.’

Drosselmeier turned to Marietta, his gaze falling on her. ‘I am charmed to make your acquaintance,’ he said with an old-fashioned, slight bow.

‘Likewise,’ Marietta said, offering her hand. He clasped her fingers gently. He was taller and more handsome than she had remembered from her initial glimpse, which explained the rife gossip. His eyes were a pale frosted blue and she found herself unable to stop looking at them. There was something uncanny in their depths that ensnared her attention. Before she could place it, an unrecognisable emotion swept across his face and his eyes turned to shallow pools, casting her out of the ancient heart of a glacier she had been lost in. Marietta blinked, breaking their shared gaze, only to discover that he had retained her hand. She withdrew it with a polite smile to hide the flush creeping beneath the bodice of her dress. If Cicero was correct that the eyes interpreted the mind then she wondered at the thoughts whispering through his. Her intrigue deepened.

‘Dr Drosselmeier has kindly bestowed one of his inventions upon us,’ Ida said, gesturing at a carriage clock perched on an end table, beneath a large painting of a cherubic younger Frederick.

Painted in slate grey with white panelling, the drawing room was a large space sprinkled with chesterfields and stuffed chairs, long windows, hothouse lilacs and a Steinway. A mahogany cabinet stretched up one wall, displaying the finest Stelle mementos: a handful of Frederick’s old toy soldiers, taken fresh from the box and forbidden to be played with; Marietta’s porcelain doll in her silk gown and ringlets that she’d loved and named Clara from afar with her hands pressed against the glass; the staged photographs of her and Frederick, uniform in their painted-on expressions, emotions tidied away as if they’d never existed. There was a space next to the one in which Frederick held his undergraduate degree, awaiting Marietta’s wedding photograph. She averted her eyes from it as she wandered over to the clock.

‘A fine piece it is at that, mighty clever,’ Theodore said, holding out his glass to the nearest valet. It was refilled in a hurry. ‘I maintain my opinion; there is a fortune to be made in selling these.’

Marietta studied the clock. She had yet to place why her father had shifted viewpoints; was he merely being cordial after pre-dinner drinks with Drosselmeier or was there something she was missing? It was a finely wrought construction in black walnut yet simple, a spiralling vine of roses carved into the wood its sole ornamentation.

‘If you’ll allow me—’ Drosselmeier reached from behind her ‘—it requires a turning of the hands.’ He wound them round the clock face until they were positioned at four o’clock then stepped back and waited with his hands clasped behind his back. A hidden pair of doors sprang open on the carriage clock and a toy soldier marched out. His little arms and legs moved on the mechanism that looped around and saw him salute them with a click of his boot heels before he marched back inside.

Marietta smiled. ‘What a delightful invention.’ She ran her hands over its surface, feeling for the seams of the doors, but the wood was smooth and flat.

‘I say, show her what happens at midnight,’ Frederick said, sitting on the edge of the nearest settee to gain a second look.

‘Why, whatever happens at midnight? Now I simply must know.’ Marietta glanced up at Drosselmeier in time to meet his smile. On the other side of the room, where her parents looked on, she couldn’t help noticing Ida murmur discreetly to Theodore.

‘Only the most magical things happen at midnight. When mortal folk are dreaming, safe in their beds, it is then that the sprites and goblins creep out and the air crackles with wild magic.’ He wound the hands to the witching hour.

Marietta shivered. Outside the window, a blanched moon had swum up the sky, and now and then it peered milkily at them between cloud wisps. An owl hooted, a branch tapped against the window and the candles glowed like fallen stars. A glimmer of something a little like belief slid into her heart. When the clock struck midnight, a series of tiny hatches opened, revealing a collection of little fairies, twelve in all, arising in puffs of lilac tulle and silver glitter. They flew up and down on mechanised rose stems, descending in as magical a manner as they’d appeared, leaving not a speck of glitter behind them.

‘What a charming creation,’ Marietta said. ‘Why, it’s every bit as magical as the fairy tales I read as a child. My father is entirely correct, you do possess an extraordinary talent.’

‘Come along,’ Theodore called back to them as he escorted Ida into dinner, his cheeks ruddy above his silk tie, navy to accentuate his wife’s dress.

‘Though you are far too kind, your compliment has warmed me. May I accompany you to dinner?’ Drosselmeier offered his arm.

Marietta acquiesced. She smiled and took it. His jacket sleeve was silky, scented with peppermint and secrets. She rested her fingertips atop it.

During the course of the previous day, Ida had overseen the household staff preparing the dining room until it gleamed, determined for it to be showcased at its best. The mahogany table and chairs shone with polish and a faint honeyed scent. Large crystal vases brimmed with roses and white stocks in a confection of pastel peach and cream, and the wooden floors were softened by the Persian carpet, which had been cleaned for the occasion. The electric lights had been switched off in favour of the softer glow afforded by candlelight. Tapered candles in silver holders punctuated the table settings. Other candles were capped with shades, melting the light into twinkling shadows.

Marietta found herself seated beside Frederick, on the opposite side to Dr Drosselmeier, with her parents at opposing ends of the table. His gaze brushed against her as they took their places and Marietta glanced down to hide her rising colour. She busied herself with unbuttoning her long ivory gloves at the thumbs and peeling back the silken material over her wrists.

‘You appear to be settling into Nottingham rather nicely from what I gather. Tell me, how are you finding our fine city?’ Theodore asked while his glass was filled with sherry in accompaniment to the soup course.

Drosselmeier shook out his napkin. ‘I must confess, my enjoyment of it took me entirely by surprise. Most of society are in the belief that only the grand cities of London, Paris and New York are worth bothering with but I have found that Nottingham holds a certain charm of its own.’

His words were smooth and deliberate. Marietta swept a spoon across her soup; leek and potato with swirls of cream and fried croutons, quietly taking his measure herself.

‘We’re full of charm,’ Frederick said drily. ‘What was it that had you set your sights on Nottingham? I believe you mentioned you used to be a doctor?’

‘That’s correct. In fact, I owned a private practice in London some years ago.’

‘A practice of your own is an impressive feat for a man of your age.’ Ida’s dark-blue eyes sparkled in the candlelight, her delight at his accomplishment obvious, her smile as effective an accessory as the pearls strung around her neck.

‘That is most kind of you. Though I must confess, I found it all rather tiresome.’ Drosselmeier twizzled his soup spoon in his long fingers. The silver sparked and Marietta glanced up at it. Between the flashes she caught a glimpse of a glass swan, floating along a mirrored lake. A vision of ice and stars and the cold, dark spaces between them that were wont to pinch her thoughts with terror if she dwelled too long upon them. She frowned and it shattered.

‘I soon grew tired of the monotony and escaped London for a while, fortunately so, as it was then that I discovered my raison d’être in my current profession.’

As Drosselmeier continued, Marietta turned her attention back onto her soup, ignoring the anxious moth-wing flutters of her heart. She must have been imagining things.

‘In crafting your own inventions?’ Theodore finished his soup and proceeded to drain his glass.

Marietta sensed with sibling intuition that Frederick was attempting to hook her attention. Drosselmeier’s smile poured across his features like honey. The slow, languorous smile of a person who believes they hold the secrets of the world. Marietta was curious what he would say next.

‘I prefer to think of it as spreading a little magic,’ he said, and, with a flourish, he shook out his serviette onto the tablecloth. When he whisked it away, Marietta pressed her fingers to her mouth. A small glass swan was sitting there. Delicate and gossamer-fine with a luminosity to it that played with the qualities of light and reflection.

‘Oh, how utterly delightful!’ she said, charmed yet bewildered.

Drosselmeier inclined his head with a small smile. ‘Consider it a small gift.’ He presented it to her.

Ida’s smile cut wider.

Marietta turned the glass swan in the candlelight, admiring its delicacy. ‘You flatter me, Dr Drosselmeier. I do possess an avid appreciation for swans; they are just the most exquisite creatures. Rarely do we witness such refined elegance in nature. I’m most delighted with your gift.’ She wondered if she’d been dreaming when she’d seen the vision. It was warm in the dining room and the windows had clouded with steam.

‘You are most welcome,’ Drosselmeier said softly. ‘Swans make for a beautiful model, though you must know they are as vicious as they are elegant. Nature is a cruel mistress and often brutal.’

Marietta looked up, curious at his words. ‘I fear it is all too common that beauty is laced with a darker edge,’ she said, and Drosselmeier’s eyes locked onto hers, darkening with intrigue. She sensed that he was a kindred spirit, governed by an alternate set of laws to the majority of their class. ‘Perhaps it is our own misunderstanding of nature that leads to us finding it cruel and brutal. For the swans, it is simply life,’ she finished.

Frederick plucked the glass swan from her hand and examined it, turning
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