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 ‘A dancer dies twice – once when they stop dancing,

and this first death is the more painful.’

 

 

Martha Graham


ACT I


AVA


Chapter 1

It was nine o’clock in the morning and already thirty-one degrees. London shimmered in a dirty haze. The weather reporter on the radio had said that it was hot enough to fry an egg on the pavement. Ava Kirilova thought about this as heat from the paving stones burned through the soles of her shoes, but she was not allowed to eat fried eggs, and wouldn’t have known how to cook one if she were.

The stroll to work always eased out the aches of the day before, but today the sun blasted away any comfort. Sweat stung the crooks of Ava’s elbows and the backs of her knees. A red bus sneezed a cloud of diesel that stuck to the sunscreen on her arms in little black globules. She had begun to crave the shower in her dressing room almost as soon as she had left the place she called home, even though the theatre was and would always be that.

The London Russian Ballet Theatre was a concrete block at the end of an avenue of thirsty plane trees. It was a palace of magic, a hothouse of excellence that looked, to the uninitiated, like a multi-storey car park. Today there was a splash of colour on its grey façade: a picture that quickened Ava’s pace as well as her heart until she was standing before a poster, three metres high and two metres wide. Ava was reflected in the frame, her skin shiny as the glass. She watched her mirror twin’s hand go to her mouth in happiness and disbelief.

At last, she thought.

Across the top of the poster, the red legend SWAN LAKE; underneath that, Ava herself, large as life, in costume as Odile, the sly black swan in a dress and crown of glossy black feathers. She had been lit so that her skin looked impossibly white, and behind her, entwined around her, Luca’s limbs gleamed like polished wood. Their heads were turned from the camera but their bodies were as expressive as faces: sly suggestion in the slope of her shoulder; youthful energy in the curve of his calf. Beneath the portraits in tiny print was a list of the cities they would visit over the next nine months, summer 2018 to spring 2019. A huge undertaking, covering most of the globe. There would be eighty dancers on stage at once, a Swan Lake bigger and more daring and darker than anyone had done before. And, across the top of the poster, the name of the only person insane and ingenious enough to attempt it on that scale: A NEW PRODUCTION BY NIKOLAI KIRILOV. The ballet masters’ ballet master, founder of the company, owner of the theatre: Nikolai Kirilov to his audiences and to the world’s press, Mr K to his dancers, Nicky to a select few friends, and Papa to Ava.

He had been waiting her whole career, which was her whole life, for her to grow into the ultimate role. And now every ten-hour day, every bloodied ballet shoe, every pleasure denied, had paid off. The posters made it real in a way that the announcement and the months of rehearsal and costume fittings hadn’t. The enormity of it made Ava sway, the street tilting around her. I have to do his vision justice, she thought, staggering as if expectation itself had reached out and shoved her. She put out her hand to steady herself, pressing against the concrete wall. It was as hot as a hob. The skin on her palm glowed, as if the building had branded her.

The main door was open, which meant it was safe for Ava to enter the theatre through the front. After ten the public were allowed in, and it wasn’t worth meeting the fans because they’d invariably ask for selfies and never understand when she had to decline. She pushed the heavy glass. The atrium – fifteen metres high, the dimensions of a cathedral cast in the material of motorway bridges – was barely cooler than the street. Nicky Kirilov’s theatre was five miles and a world away from the gilt and brocade of the grand West End theatres, and that was the point. Strip away the candelabras and the swags of red velvet and all you were left with was the ballet: the work, in all its challenging genius. Only the most dedicated balletomanes made the pilgrimage to this unfashionable corner of the city with its graph-paper office blocks, but they made that pilgrimage from all over the world.

The interior walls were lined with more Swan Lake posters. The engineers were in, measuring and tapping and photographing. Two men with clipboards examined a rumbling air-con unit, installed thirty years ago and unfit for this overheating century. The whole place was being dragged up to date: glass, wires and pipes ripped out and replaced. The shiny new theatre would be the version she would inherit one day, along with the company and its repertoire. Nicky’s life’s work would become hers. She was lucky – she would never be exiled from the ballet world – but the next stage of her career meant two of Ava’s nightmares would come true: her own retirement from the stage, and her father’s death. A weird mewling came out of her mouth now at the thought, drawing the attention of the one of the engineers.

‘Alright, love?’ He clearly had no idea who she was. To be anonymous in this building gave her a little thrill. She regained her composure to nod and smile with practised grace.

The five floors in the complex were linked by an Escheresque system of concrete stairs, balconies and galleries. High above Ava’s head, an unseen door banged and voices drifted down from the gallery that circled the second floor.

‘I’m boiling to actual death. Why does he even want us in this early?’

The acoustics in this atrium were as sharp as a stage but it could have been any ballerina talking. Nicky drew his dancers from all over the world and they shared the subtle accent that anyone who’d grown up in the company developed, no matter where in the world they’d spent the first half of their childhood: received pronunciation with a trace element of Eurotrash.

‘Ours not to reason why,’ replied her friend, then drew in her breath. ‘Oh! The posters are in.’ They leaned over the edge of the walkway, casting elegant silhouettes on the floor. ‘Look at her. She’s so beautiful. She looks unreal.’

Ava took a step back, pressed herself against a pillar and smiled to herself. If they came down the main staircase for a closer look, she would duck out of sight, but they seemed to prefer to judge from on high.

‘Just in the nick of time, too,’ said the first dancer, her voice scored with significance.

‘What d’you mean?’

Yes, thought Ava, what did she mean? She was aware, of course, that she was the subject of gossip, but it was rare that she got to hear the details. Her spine throbbed against the cool concrete.

‘Well, she’s thirty.’ The dancer dropped the word deliberately, left a beat to relish its echo. ‘It’s all a bit now-or-never, isn’t it? The beginning of the end?’

Ava’s feet twitched to step into the girls’ view. One word from her – one look – and their careers would be over. She was the prima ballerina and her father’s heir. But the sick need to know what came next held her still.

‘As if she needs to worry. She’ll go on forever.’

The silhouettes retreated and a door squeaked on its hinges.

‘Honey, none of us go on forever.’

The door banged closed and the girls were gone. Ava would never know who they were, but it hardly mattered. They all thought the same way. They thought she was secure. They thought it was easy, once you were at the top. They couldn’t understand that to dance at her level did not exempt you from paranoia: it stitched it to your heels as tightly as your shadow.

They had no idea what it was like to carry a show, to carry a name, with nothing but responsibility stretching out into the future and everyone’s eyes on you, all the time.

For the second time that morning, Ava Kirilova’s nerves unbalanced her. She pressed deeper into the column as though it might absorb her, and engaged the muscles of her core to steady herself. What they didn’t understand – what nobody understood – was that the higher you flew, the farther you had to fall.


Chapter 10

By class the next morning Ava still hadn’t heard from Nicky, and the flame of hope she’d felt during the costume fitting had guttered overnight. She shouldered the door of Studio 1 in a state of hypervigilance. Whose dropped eyes would betray the dancer who’d overheard Nicky’s reprimand? But, inside, Ava barely made a ripple. All eyes were on Felicity, who stood in Nicky’s place at the front of the room.

Ava’s stomach tightened. It wasn’t unusual for Felicity or Boyko to lead company class but she always, always knew about it beforehand, and she always knew why. She found herself scanning the barres and mirrors for the second swan, and when she couldn’t find her in the sea of lookalike ballerinas she leapt to the conclusion that they must be together. The only dancer Nicky ever skipped class to focus on was Ava.

She made straight for Felicity. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Nothing to worry about,’ said Felicity brightly. ‘Mr K’s got a meeting this morning. Some last-minute legal thing. Raisa and Boyko are in it as well. Didn’t he tell you?’

Pride handed her the oldest excuse in the book. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I forgot.’

‘Pre-production brain,’ said Felicity, with what might have been pity. ‘We’ve all got it.’

Ava set her bottle and bag at the base of the barre. When she straightened up, she saw that the second swan was a knight’s move away, one metre to the right and two metres behind her. Ava had been the last one in; she must have been there all along. She was staring at Ava, a nervous smile on its starting blocks, but then the music began and Ava broke eye contact.

Felicity’s class was hard, fast, exacting, so rigorous that, as the sweat began to smart in her eyes, Ava wished she’d done a warm-up to prepare for the warm-up. The demands of instructing filleted Felicity’s usual niceties and for forty-five blistering minutes the steely dancer at her core was exposed. There you are, thought Ava. It was a reminder that no matter how long you had been dancing, no matter what your position, everyone had something to prove and something to mask. It was as exhausting as it was reassuring.

 

When she opened her dressing room door, something slithered sideways across the floor. Ava shrieked and performed a spontaneous sauté, landing on the daybed. If the cockroaches from the Gulag had migrated to the theatre she didn’t think she could take it.

The creature didn’t move. Ava summoned the courage to inspect it and saw that it wasn’t a cockroach or a living thing at all but a single black feather, the span of Ava’s hand, a rime of purple glitter on its tip. Her relief was short-lived. Odile’s costume was locked in the mirrored wardrobe. Had someone been in there?

She took the key from her dressing-table drawer and opened the wardrobe door. The mannequins stood side by side but an asymmetry on Odile’s neckline made it clear where the feather had come from; in fact there were a few missing, a bald patch on the fabric. This happened, feathers came loose all the time, and, while a gap under the wardrobe door accounted for its presence on her floor, where were the rest of them? She crawled on all fours but there was no sign.

Sakurako knew the costumes were here, and she was only next door, and the four principals locked their dressing-table drawers but not their doors. You never knew when you might run out of padding or tape. Delia had said that Sakurako wanted to try the dresses on for the same reasons Ava did. Could she have damaged the dress, accidentally or – the thought brushed Ava’s mind like a feather riding a breeze – out of spite, or some kind of deliberate sabotage? It was the kind of thing you heard about, but there was the small matter of it being the most out-of-character thing Sakurako could do. Nicky’s paranoia was infecting her. It must have been me, thought Ava. I must have dislodged them and the cleaners, not realising that every feather was hand-painted, must have swept them up.

She was tired, she was sore and she was, she realised as her belly imploded, ravenous. From the fruit bowl she took a banana – ninety calories but worth every one of them, with fibre, Vitamin B6 and potassium for muscle recovery – and peeled it. Purple glitter – that stuff got everywhere – left a faint smear on the yellow skin. She caught sight of herself in the mirror. The banana looked like a tree going into a woodchipper. When there was a rap on the door she said, ‘It’s open,’ through a mouthful of simple carbohydrate.

‘Is only us.’ Nicky’s voice stepped her nerves up a gear. He must be here to confirm, or deny, her demotion. The first night was Sakurako’s, or it was hers.

He loves me, he loves me not.

As the door handle turned, she prepared to arrange her features to reflect his mood, in the hope that she could bring about a last-minute reprieve if there was one going, but when he creaked into the room there was nothing to bounce off. On his face, pain had painted out all other feeling. Raisa’s expression gave no more clue. Ava felt her earlier defiance change shape inside her, and the impulse to apologise rise up, but Nicky spoke before she could.

‘You have interview day after tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Important journalist. Sunday broadsheet.’

Surprise overtook relief and Ava swallowed the rest of her banana whole. Of course the press reviewed their shows in the dance pages, but Nicky had always behaved as though he actively wanted not to be known outside the dance circles, as though the dinner-and-a-show brigade couldn’t understand his work and didn’t deserve it. He had always said that the only reason to court the papers was to fill the box office, and what did that matter when his capital and his shadowy oligarch patrons would bankroll any show?

‘Why now?’ she said, when the banana had finished its painful progress. Her next thought nearly brought it back up. ‘Are you – are we running out of money?’

There had always been money, and she had been brought up to assume that there always would.

‘Nooo.’ He laughed to dismiss the idea, pitching her from panic back into relief so quickly she felt a kind of seasickness. ‘Is because I am proud of you.’

It was as if her blood itself halted. She drew the deepest breath she had taken all day. ‘So you aren’t giving the first night to Sakurako, then?’

‘Pff!’ He threw his hands up in the air. ‘You take things so serious.’

Her blood flowed again, hotter than before; anger pushed it through her veins at a rolling boil. It had not been a joke at the time and they both knew it.

‘Right.’ Raisa, to his right, gave the slightest of eye-rolls. Ava found herself wondering what would happen if someone were to follow her around all day measuring the adrenaline levels in her blood. She pictured the tight zigzag it would make on a graph. She wondered what that did to a body, over time. She wondered what it did to a mind.

‘What if they ask me about—’ She was afraid to say my mother but Nicky knew what she meant. Their father-daughter telepathy had its uses away from the stage. He shook his head.

‘They won’t. Or money. Is condition of giving interview. Is coup.’

‘That’s hardly a word a Russian uses lightly,’ said Raisa, and Nicky roared with laughter.

‘OK,’ Ava said. ‘It’ll be interesting, I’ll look forward to it.’

‘Moya lyubimaya devushka,’ he said, my most, beloved girl, which often meant that a present was coming, and sure enough his hand went into his pocket and pulled out a purple roll of notes. ‘This is prize for surviving. Go to Bond Street. Get something nice for first night. Red, white, black only.’

‘Thank you, Papa.’ Ava’s hand closed around the slim roll. She could measure cash with a bank-teller’s expertise: there were three hundred pounds here at least.

Raisa clicked her tongue. ‘Always with the cash.’ Ava swallowed the reply that Raisa hadn’t thought cash wasn’t so vulgar when he’d put her up in a flat near the theatre, or when he’d bought her a little dacha for her holidays on the Black Sea. ‘You know I don’t like the girls carrying that much money around London. It makes them vulnerable.’

Whenever Raisa displayed flashes of almost maternal concern, she always countered it with a gesture of disapproval. Now, she ran her finger over Ava’s dressing-table mirror to inspect for dust.

‘But I like cash,’ said Ava. ‘You can see it disappearing.’

Nicky laughed, and Ava felt the internal glow that only came on the rare occasions she got to side with him against Raisa. ‘Cash teach value,’ he said. ‘You no overspend what you no have. Raisa, you should understand that.’

Raisa said something in Russian that Ava thought was I guess so. Like Nicky, she had grown up in poverty – empty-belly, icicles-inside-the-house poverty – in Soviet Russia. He had been born under Stalin, for goodness’ sake. With a childhood like that, who could blame him for hoarding cash? When the only bank was run by the state that was also your jailer, was it any wonder he didn’t trust financial institutions?

‘I’ll be careful,’ said Ava, and kissed him. A rasp against her cheek drew her attention to a little white triangle of stubble where he’d missed a bit shaving.

‘I know you are always in and out of each other’s rooms but if you are going to have all that cash lying around, you must lock the door,’ said Raisa on the way out. ‘I walked past earlier and it was wide open. I had to close it myself.’

So someone had been in. Ava’s eyes went to the black feather on the dressing table, then darted away in case she betrayed Delia’s breach of protocol. ‘The locks are going, that’s the problem,’ she said. ‘The magnet on Luca’s door hasn’t worked for weeks.’

‘Only insane person go in Luca’s bloody pigsty anyway,’ said Nicky. ‘New locking system will be state-of-art. Face scan. Like airport security.’

It took a while for the seasick feeling to subside when they had gone.

Ava counted the cash. Five hundred; she was losing her touch. She set eighty aside. She would do what she always did: pick up something from Zara, knowing that her dancer’s body made off-the-peg look bespoke. The remaining money she would add to what she called, when she allowed herself to think about it, her fund. Ava’s fund amounted to tens of thousands of pounds – she had never counted it all – skimmed off her father’s gifts over many years. Whenever she locked money away like this, in a drawer here, in the safe at home, she would ask herself what she was doing, have a moment of revulsion as she thought about the good it could do for charity, or compared her income to the low wages of the junior dancers in her own company. Yet she was as powerless to spend the money as she was to stop herself hoarding it.

Was it for running away? She couldn’t have said. Sometimes, at night, on the threshold of dreaming, her fund punched its way out of her subconscious, shocking her awake, and for a brief moment she would understand with perfect clarity that the secret was the point, and that she had chosen money rather than drinking or drugs or starving or purging or cutting because it didn’t impact her performance. The fund was privacy; the fund was control. But then that understanding would be swallowed by sleep, and the following morning it had always gone again.

Ava opened her dressing-table drawer, added the four hundred and twenty pounds to the rolls and wads already there, and experienced a hot wave of banana-flavoured nausea which subsided when she locked the drawer and returned the key to its hiding place above the window ledge. It was only when she looked down at her hands and found that she was counting on her fingers that she realised she was mentally listing all the people who might want to unseat her. Swan Lake had obviously reopened old wounds in Felicity. Boyko would do anything to make Nicky love him. This tour was Sakurako’s last chance to shine and, while she was incapable of duplicity, Tomasin would do anything for his wife.

Not to mention that bloody second swan.

A breeze struggled in through the window. In the mirror, Ava watched the black feather on the dressing table float slowly upwards, then tumble to the floor.


Chapter 11

Ava sat cross-legged on the floor of Studio 3, holding a cigarette lighter to singe the toes of her shoes – hand-made on lasts moulded to her feet by Freed of London, and embossed with her initials – so they wouldn’t slip or make too much noise on the stage. In heat like this the last thing she wanted was to be near a naked flame, but this was the way she broke in her shoes. Everyone had their own method: some girls cracked the shank in half or scored the soles. Sakurako, in a habit at odds with her dainty exterior, liked to slam her shoes repeatedly in a door; a dull repetitive thump told Ava she was currently making use of the heavy fire door in the corridor outside. Years ago, a dancer whose method involved tearing out her insoles and then supergluing them back in had accidentally stuck herself to the floor of Studio 2. She had lost a role as a result.

A CD player in the corner of the room played the Swan Lake score: Act IV, the scene from the lake – the moment where Odette says her anguished goodbye to her prince, accompanied by yearning violins. Ava paused for a second to feel the music. Heartbreak was so deep in the DNA of this melody that surely anyone who didn’t know the story would be able to divine it through the melody alone?

She moved on to sewing on her ribbons with unwaxed dental floss. Her fingertips were calloused with the effort of gripping the needle. No part of the body was immune from the ravages of ballet. She pushed the needle through the fabric binding that encased the drawstring. She would miss these rituals when at last she hung up her pointe shoes, when they were prised from her clawed hands. She felt a wave of pre-emptive grief for her life beyond the stage. The needle slipped, digging into her nail bed and making her cry out. What was wrong with her at the moment? Usually preparing her shoes was a kind of meditation for Ava, but today her mind would not stay in the moment. She wondered, secretly, traitorously, if they had waited, not until she was ready for Swan Lake, but too long. Five, even three years ago, Ava would have been satisfied – proud, ecstatic! – to dance the role exactly to Nicky’s specifications.

But that wasn’t it. It was only since dancing Odette and Odile that the feelings of rebellion had risen inside her. It was only since being given the roles that she had started to doubt what kind of dancer she really was.

The music reached its conclusion, the whole orchestra seeming to weep. Ava closed her eyes, lost herself not in the task in her lap but in the ballet itself, mentally marking the steps, feeling phantom hands on her waist, surrendering to Odette’s grief. When the final chord sounded, she found herself breathless.

In the silence that followed, she became aware of her surroundings again. The floor came into focus first, followed by the mirrors and the walls. When she looked at the open door to see the second swan framed between the jambs, Ava found that she had been somehow expecting her. The girl had been dancing: her coronet was coming loose, she’d sweated salty drifts on to her black leotard, and dark patches circled the underarms of her cropped sweatshirt. She had a black and red canvas LRB tote bag slung across her body.

‘D’you want to borrow this?’ She brandished a little silver hammer, a tool from a folk tale. ‘It’s really good for cracking the soles. Or, if not, I could do your shoes for you? So you can relax, ahead of the dress rehearsal. Or I could do your ribbons?’ She pulled a sewing kit from her bag.

Ava looked around to see if there were any witnesses to this extraordinary suggestion. Whoever you were, even – especially – if you were the director’s daughter, with all the example-setting that entailed, you always did your own shoes. No one knew better than a ballerina exactly where to sew the ribbons in a way that best supported her feet, and no one knew better than a ballerina how much damage a weak or misplaced stitch could do.

‘Thank you. But I prefer to do it myself. It sets me up for going onstage. Even if it’s just a rehearsal.’

‘Oh, my God, me too,’ said the second swan, as if this were a million-to-one chance. She seemed to realise she’d overdone it and abruptly began to examine her fingers as though they were stained with something she couldn’t wash off, or maybe it was just a way of avoiding eye contact. ‘But,’ she addressed her hands, ‘it’s just – the way I do it, I put a bit of wax on the toe, then singe it? It just provides that extra bit of grip. For turns. Like, if you travel during fouettés.’

She held met Ava’s gaze now and held it, letting her know that she had been the one at the back of the stalls. She had witnessed Ava’s dressing-down and now here she was, on an ego trip because she’d been singled out by the ballet master, trying to tell Ava what to do? Ava drew in her breath.

‘Thank you. But no.’

The girl tapped her silver hammer against her palm. Why was she still here?

‘Can I maybe get you a coffee or something instead?’

Oh, for God’s sake. ‘No.’

‘Alright, no need to snap.’ The girl’s voice was clogged with hurt. ‘Just trying to make things easier for you. I understand the pressure you’re under, now I’m in the spotlight too.’

Ava didn’t know whether to laugh at her or scream at her. As if anyone else had the first idea. She was about to put the girl in her place when—

‘I think Miss Kirilova needs some time to herself.’ Sakurako was in the corridor outside. No stranger to being the object of a crush herself, she had clearly misdivined the situation. ‘I’m sure you understand.’

‘I mean I only – but yeah. Whatever,’ said the second swan.

‘Thank you,’ mouthed Ava to Sakurako, who put her hand on the small of the second swan’s back and steered her away from the studio. Sakurako was wearing a pale lilac wraparound cardigan with a hood. In it nestled a single black feather whose glittering tip caught the light as she pulled the door closed behind her.

So it had been Sakurako in her room. Ava didn’t know which was more unsettling: Delia breaching their confidence about where the dresses were hidden, or Sakurako trying them on behind her back. But no: it had only been Nicky Delia had promised not to tell, and in Sakurako’s shoes, she would probably have done the same. She was letting petty things distract her when all her focus was needed for the ballet. Don’t worry, she told herself, and was surprised to hear herself say it out loud. ‘Don’t worry, don’t worry, don’t worry.’

She sat alone on the studio floor, muttering the phrase over and over, as though, if she said it often enough, she would be able to obey her own command.


Chapter 12

Ava’s breakfast – two hard-boiled eggs and a few leaves of spinach from the canteen – sweated in their plastic bowl. Ian Bayer was a Serious Critic from a Serious Newspaper and it was a mark of importance that he had been permitted to bring into the theatre not just a phone but an iPad as well. He placed his glassy devices on the boardroom table next to his Leon takeout coffee, then frowned at the ceiling.

‘I’m sorry, Miss Kirilova, we’ll need to turn that off.’

Ava stretched to turn the air-con unit off and immediately the temperature rose by ten degrees.

Bayer was middle-aged, with a sandy beard and tortoiseshell glasses and just about the worst posture Ava had ever seen: shoulders up around his ears even as he extended his hand to her. He needed a good six months of Reformer Pilates to sort that back out; she had half a mind to send him Jack’s way to work on his Spanish-Inquisition machines with their racks and pulleys. Ava struggled to summon respect. The problem was that Ian had never been a dancer. That his job should be to judge others’ dancing deeply offended her. It was the sort of job you should do after ten years of training, after toenails that peeled off like stickers, shin splints and torn shoulders, no friends outside the company. For a civilian to just decide to be a dance critic, without training as a dancer? It should be illegal.

Bayer hit a red icon on a black screen. ‘That should pick up nicely now.’ At his words, a white line spiked, like a heart monitor or a lie detector. ‘Shall we begin?’

Ava nodded her consent then assumed the ballerina version of a resting face, a light smile held by cheek muscles as strong and supple as any dancer’s calves. Ian Bayer leaned forward, fingers steepled.

‘So. Swan Lake. What can we expect? The London Russian hasn’t done a canonical ballet for a few years now. Is this, if you’ll forgive the pun, his swan song? Can we expect a surprise announcement on the first night?’

Ava laughed at the thought of Nicky retiring. ‘Come on. You know what he’s like. You should be thinking in terms of a rebirth rather than a winding-down.’

Bayer didn’t look convinced. ‘So it’s a crowd-pleaser, bums on seats? You must need money for the renovation job?’

Nice try, thought Ava. Her smile didn’t slip. ‘No, he’s financing that through his other assets,’ she said, hoping her delivery was confident enough that he wouldn’t ask her to explain what that meant. ‘And you know we don’t do crowd-pleasers. I doubt my father knows the word compromise in any language. Our Swan Lake’s more horror film than fairytale. Think about it: you’ve got shapeshifters, a creepy mother, a doomed virgin in a white dress. When you think about it like that, it’s hard to see how else you can play it.’

The heat continued to rise. Wet patches tie-dyed the underarms of Bayer’s pale blue shirt. ‘So I’ve been looking at the logistics of this tour. They’re – well, the word that comes to mind is insane. Eighty swans on stage every night! Not to mention the other characters. With respect, what was your father thinking?’

Ava recalled the words Luca had said to her the previous evening: no one ever built a statue of a critic. Hold that thought, she told herself. Hold it tight and hold your temper tighter.

‘He’s still as ambitious as ever. We’ve been able to book the biggest venues in the world, and sold most of them out.’

‘The same cast for every performance, though. No B-cast to back you up if things go wrong. Who does that?’

Ava suppressed the doubt she had about that. That everyone had about that.

‘Nikolai Kirilov does that.’ Ava had not been taught the steps for this conversational dance but she found she could do it anyway. She kept her voice calm, measuring her control in the even waves her answers made on Ian’s screen. ‘Of course we have understudies. And Sakurako Sato will be dancing one in four shows. But yes, not rotating the cast is unconventional. That’s why he’s factored in so much rest for us. That’s why we’re staying on the road for so long. Well, that and the fact that we’re de facto homeless until the theatre is done and my father has recovered from his operation.’

Perhaps she had been trained for this: after all, what was being a ballerina about if not making the demanding look effortless? She felt the accustomed pleasure at doing something difficult and doing it well.

‘So. Who do you prefer to dance, Odette or Odile?’

This was more like it. ‘I mean, I love them both for different reasons. With Odette I get to be very sweet, very vulnerable in a way that most of us are scared to be in real life. And then with Odile, well, I would never steal someone’s boyfriend in reality so it’s fun to try on that side of my personality.’

‘And I suppose the plot of the ballet has resonance for you and your father.’

Ava tilted her head in query.

‘Von Rothbart is a single father too. His relationship with Odile revisits the territory you explored in Zeus and Athena. Your Frankenstein, too. All these fathers as, as . . .’ The word he wasn’t allowed to say might as well have been displayed on his screen, but he settled for ‘ . . . begetters of their girls.’

Her smile stiffened while her heart banged a drum. Swerve the question, whip away from it, dance out of its way.

‘I would hardly compare my father to Count Von Rothbart,’ she managed.

‘Why not? Nicky Kirilov makes puppets of young women, including his own daughter. Isn’t that exactly what Von Rothbart does with Odile?’

Oh my God, she thought, it is. How could she be this close to first night and still only just be understanding the ballet? You could uncover a new layer for a year and still never get to the heart of it. But at least they were talking about the ballet now.

‘Well, we lean into that, though,’ she improvised. ‘Von Rothbart isn’t just waving his hands in the background, he’s really there with Odile, positioning her arms, controlling her like a dummy. We have fun with it.’

‘I’m sure you do,’ said Ian. The heat crept up another degree, as though someone were turning the dial on an oven. ‘And what will it be like for you on tour without your father?’

‘He’s only having a hip replacement. He’s not retiring.’

‘But he won’t be going on the road with you. You’ll be dancing without his protection.’

‘His protection! It’s not the mafia!’ Isn’t it? Bayer’s smirk suggested. ‘Look, he rehearses us so thoroughly it’s like he’s in the room even when he isn’t. Every dancer in this company has internalised my father’s method, his steps, his voice.’

The rest of the questions Ava could answer on autopilot; she barely knew what she said. When the interview was over, she saw Bayer into the lift and stood on the balcony that overlooked the atrium while the lift cranked down.

He looked tiny, insignificant. Yet his closing words rang in her ears. He had named her fears. Not the digs about money – she had faith in that – but travelling without Nicky. How would she cope on tour with him bedridden on the other side of the planet? So much about the company’s daily operations depended on Mr K’s physical presence, on his ability even now to materialise in the studio just at the moment doubt set in and set everything back on its axis with one simple correction, or on the way the prospect of being on the receiving end of one of his outbursts kept them all at the top of their game. Bayer’s words were an echo of whispers that chased her through the corridors. Jealous rumours from the corps de ballet, girls who felt they deserved what she had. Girls who thought that, without her father, Ava would no longer be the sorcerer’s daughter but just another ballerina.


Chapter 13

‘Afternoon, Miss Kirilova.’

‘Not long now, Miss Kirilova.’

‘Isn’t it hot, Miss Kirilova?’

In the days before a first night, it could take Ava ten minutes to walk a ten-metre corridor. A secret passage that could get her from one side of the complex to the other without interruption – now that she would really appreciate. She should have asked her father to design one into the refurbishment of the theatre.

She edged past a fibreglass rock. The ballet was a work in progress right up until opening night and so was the set. A box of plastic goblets for the ball scene waited in the corridor; in the hangar behind the stage, the last brushstrokes were being applied to the towering red pillars that formed the palace gates.

Delia hurried by with an armful of cygnets’ costumes, their soft feathers the same warm grey as her hair.

The stage itself was occupied by the ballroom set and Ava intended to mark the steps of the coda one last time. Dancers were strictly forbidden from going on the stage without a stage manager present, but it would be a bold member of staff who told tales on Ava Kirilova. She dipped her toe in the rosin box at the side of the stage, enjoying the crunch of satin on the sticky powder. White dust billowed around her foot.

Stepping out of the wings, she realised that someone else had had the same idea. The second swan was in her position at the window, pale blue leotard and stiff white tutu, repeatedly going over the steps. Ava watched transfixed, not just at the girl’s daring – being here alone was a sackable offence – but at her talent. Now she saw it. She was good: the liquid sweep of her arms now came from even deeper in the back. Raisa was a good coach but Ava had never seen her cajole an improvement like that from anyone, and certainly not in under three weeks.

The second swan came to the end of her variation, then asked a question to the shadows below the window. ‘More like that?’

‘Exactly this,’ came the voice from below. ‘Exactly this on stage.’

Of course. Only Nicky could get these results from his dancers. But what was he thinking, wasting spare time he didn’t have on this? He needed to rest, not work harder. All this fuss for twenty seconds on stage?

She beamed. ‘Oh, Mr K, thank you. I’ve been working very hard.’

‘Da. Hard work, good results. You stay like this, you dance both swans one day, maybe, yes? Future. Long away future.’

‘Omigod yes. Yes,’ breathed the second swan. Ava clutched at the black drapes. He had all but promised the girl her crown and she felt the urge to stamp her foot and say, but that’s mine, even knowing she couldn’t wear it forever.

‘But I’m not thinking about the future,’ the girl said earnestly. ‘Today is what matters. The performance. I know it’s only a moment but I want to get it perfect.’

Nicky banged his cane on the floor. Ava had come to know its tones as well as she knew his voice: the tap signified approval, not anger. ‘What is Kirilov ballet but series of perfect moments? Moya lyubimaya devushka.’

Moya lyubimaya devushka.

Only Ava’s grip on the curtain kept her upright. That he was giving this girl private lessons was one thing. But to call another dancer his most beloved girl? She felt as though she’d caught her lover in bed with another woman.

‘You OK there, darling?’ A warm, dry hand was on her shoulder. She turned to see Jack, who looked all wrong in a linen shirt where his tunic should be. She often thought of him as an action figure whose clothes couldn’t be changed.

‘How long have you been lurking?’

‘I’d have said that was more of a skulk than a lurk,’ said Jack. ‘I’ve come to escort His Nibs to hospital for a last once-over before the big op. Blood pressure and so forth. Wish me luck.’ He squeezed her shoulder, cleared his throat and stepped out of the wings. ‘Our taxi’s here, Nicky.’

The second swan assumed B-plus, framed in the window, her chest rising and falling. Nicky blinked at Jack with that confused, irritated look he always got when real life intruded on the ballet.

‘Your consultation,’ said Jack. ‘The last one. Before surgery.’

Ava wondered whether Jack mightn’t have been a better choice than Raisa to nurse Nicky back to health after his surgery. He was as unflappable as Nicky was irascible, and he understood dancers’ bodies in disrepair better than anyone she knew. Raisa was hardly Florence Nightingale.

‘Fuck bloody sake!’ Nicky shouted at Jack, as though he were personally and solely responsible for his needing the surgery at all, then clicked his way off stage. ‘You keep doing! Do better!’ he shouted up at the ballroom window, his anger now directed at the second swan. If she took it personally, there was no sign of it. She blinked twice, said, ‘Yes, Mr K,’ and curtseyed.

She’s playing him like a violin, thought Ava.

Jack led Nicky off stage left. Ava remained where she was, hidden in the wings, her eyes on the second swan. She was watching for a little smirk of triumph, or for her to look out over theatre, her face giving away – what, exactly? Ambition? Every dancer in this company was ferociously ambitious; you didn’t get here, much less stay here, otherwise. But, as she watched, the second swan simply danced, in silence, repeating the same intricate steps again and again, nodding and muttering to herself at the end of each round, then starting again. She became Odette for half a minute at a time, and, in the moments between, she became her own coach. Talent and determination, thought Ava, but the admiration was swiftly eclipsed by dismay as the other dancer descended the staircase and, without music, began to move through another set of steps. A different role, a mirror role. A role Ava knew because she’d been rehearsing it for half a year, preparing for it for half her life. The second swan became the black swan, dancing Odile’s first variation, moving with such conviction that Ava heard the music in her head and became swept up in the performance.

Then, abruptly, she stopped, bent to knead the muscles around her left knee and looked up and into the wings, straight into Ava’s eyes. She paled under the spotlight.

‘Jesus!’ she said, and then, hastily, ‘Miss Kirilova. It’s not, I don’t . . . I’m just trying it out for fun.’ She began to babble nervously. ‘I’ve got a little . . .’ she waved her hand over her knee ‘. . . sort of twinge thing. Can’t seem to stretch it out. Jack says ice and rest. And I will, if it gets too much. But I’m on top of it.’

Ava meant to say, should have said, something like, ‘If Jack tells you to rest, then you should rest,’ but instead she heard herself say – heard it at a remove, like watching a recording of herself – ‘Well, I mean, pain is a part of the process. We’re all dancing through something.’

The girl nodded, as though Ava had endorsed her resolve. ‘Don’t worry about


Chapter 22

The Marks & Spencer Simply Food is so cold it was worth braving the blistering sun for. Crutches and a wire basket might not make for the most elegant progress through the aisles but they’re good for clearing a path. I use my right crutch to halt the path of a well-heeled woman whose trolley is full of prosecco and ready-made trifles. If you can afford to do your big shop in M&S then you don’t need the reduced aisle. That belongs to those of us with thirty quid to our names. It’s rich pickings tonight, even better than yesterday: some of the salads are just 20p.

I cannot stop thinking about that safe. I was awake all last night, pinging between logistics and morality. Surely even someone as bricked into her ivory tower as Ava Kirilova couldn’t begrudge an injured dancer a few meals. Would someone as wealthy as her even notice a few thousand pounds missing? It’s as if all the energy I used to channel into dancing has found a new home. I see now that I miss ballet not only for its own sake but for the sense of purpose it gave me. The idea of borrowing cash from the safe is not just a plan for my survival: it’s somewhere to put my thoughts. And, unlike ballet, it doesn’t feel too tender to touch.

In the household goods aisle, a woman not much older than me wheels past a cage of toilet paper. I could apply for a job like this if I were able to stand up for more than thirty seconds without these bloody sticks. I could work in an office if they had taught me how to turn on a computer as well as how to hold an arabesque. My lack of options stops me feeling guilty about borrowing from the safe and makes me feel kind of . . . righteous. This is what they owe me, and not just me. There was a point last night where it felt almost like my duty: as though taking her money is something I need to do on behalf of every dancer the LRB have left destitute over the years.

If I could do it on my own I wouldn’t hesitate, but of course I can’t. I need Maxim Shevchenko. I have something to hold over him now, but I can’t work out how to get from that to the small matter of asking him to help me crack his client’s safe.

If it means him putting his job on the line, I can’t ask him to do it.

In the queue for the till I fondle the coins in my pocket as though that will make them multiply. It’s all theoretical until I can persuade him to explain how the system works. Once I know that, I’ll know whether I’m asking him to lend me his time or to risk his job. The man’s homeless: he will need money and I will give him a cut, like commission.

I dump the little yellow-stickered boxes of wheatberry and pomegranate on to the conveyer belt. He has no reason to trust me, apart from the matter of my not telling his employers he’s living on borrowed time, on borrowed ground. I shake my head. I should be worrying, not about him trusting me, but about me trusting him. If we open the safe, what’s to say he won’t take the lot? I don’t know him from Adam. He could be an escaped murderer for all I know.

It’s not worth the risk. It’s a stupid idea and I need to put it out of my mind.

By the time my shopping sails up to the cashier, I’ve changed my mind again. I’m going to at least try. Seduction, that’s the most obvious way to get him on-side. He’s not my type but I am a performer, after all. Once upon a time – less than three weeks ago – getting him into bed would have been easy. Men outside the industry, and some within it, you can see the word ballerina flick a switch in them, draining blood away from their brains. I don’t have that capital any more. I—

Bang! I’m jolted from my thoughts as, with a pop and a fizz, the overhead lights go out. There’s an eerie groaning sound as all the fridges and freezers power down simultaneously. Everyone blinks in the unexpected darkness, the sun through the window throwing the cashiers into chiaroscuro.

‘You are shitting me,’ says a man holding a single pint of milk, as staff emerge from a back room and a sales assistant pulls a shutter over the wine aisle.

‘Sorry, ladies and gents, we need to close,’ says a mountainous security guard. ‘We’ve had an outage.’

‘But my shopping!’ protests the woman with the trolley full of puddings.

‘I’m sorry, madam. We can’t ring it up if the tills aren’t working. We really must ask you to leave.’

‘But my barbecue is today.’ She asks if she can pay in cash, wilfully misunderstanding their patient explanations. The cashiers take over the evacuation, gently guiding an elderly lady and her shopping trolley towards the exit while the rest of the staff crowd around the barbecue woman, whose temper is rising with the heat in the shop. ‘You don’t understand, I’ve got family coming. Get me the manager. Get me the regional manager, on the phone. I’m not going anywhere.’

A daring thought soars inside me. If there’s no power, then there are no cameras and no alarms. The woman in front of me had bagged up most of her shopping before the transaction could be finished, and she’s already vanished. Two sturdy totes are waiting at the end of the conveyor. Without stopping to investigate what’s in them, I dump them in a lone trolley, place my crutches over the top in an X, then stroll out of the shop as though I have already paid, passing through the dead arch of the security gates in silence.

I thrust the trolley across the road, through the gates and up the hill, sweat-slicked hands sliding over the handle, my good leg burning with the effort. I don’t suppose Gabriel’s Hill sees many red-faced, lame ballerinas pushing loaded shopping trolleys along its leafy pavements, but today there are no skinny women in Range Rovers, no cleaners’ cars or gardeners’ vans, no roaming beauticians; even Force Patrol are nowhere to be seen. I have broken the law. I should feel terrible but I don’t: I feel excited, alive in a way that I’ve only ever known when I’m dancing.

 

It seems that I had a visitor while I was out shopping. There’s a note pinned to a bag on the doorstep. Holding on to the trolley for balance, I bend to pick it up in a clumsy arabesque. She’s written in ballpoint, childish print on an LRB compliments slip.

Hope ur ok, got ur painkillers and some letters to drop off. I’ll call u later. xLx

The combination of text-speak and the twee sign-off stoke my dislike for her. She has left another week’s worth of my medication, which is welcome, and some fan mail for Ava Kirilova, which is fantastically tactless. I throw it into the trolley with the bags.

As I turn the key in the lock, I notice fingerprints on the letterbox and an oily nose-print on one of the front windows. It seems that Lizanne’s had a good old look at the house. Nosiness, or part of her job? Only the LRB would abandon me and check up on me at the same time.

Stepping into the hallway, I am struck again by the simplicity, the taste, the money. That’s when it hits me. It’s not me Lizanne is checking up on. It’s Ava Kirilova’s house. This place is an asset, just as I once was but will never be again.


ACT II


AVA


CERTIFIED COPY OF AN ENTRY OF ADOPTION

 

NO OF ENTRY        308904

DATE OF BIRTH OF CHILD        22 March 1988

REGISTERING DISTRICT        London

BIRTHPLACE OF CHILD        Loughton, Essex

NAME AND SURNAME OF CHILD        Juliet Plunkett

SEX        Female

 

NAME AND SURNAME OF        Nikolai Petrovich

ADOPTER        Kirilov

ADDRESS        446 Commercial Road,                 London N1

OCCUPATION        Ballet Director

 

 

DATE OF ADOPTION ORDER        4 April 2001

 

 

Description of Court or by Whom Effected

London High Court of Justice, Family Division


ACT III
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