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“A luscious, mesmerizing tale of the dangerous land that lies between the art and the artist, and the deep, profound emotion we find there.”

CHRISTINA HENRY, author of Alice and The Place Where They Buried Your Heart

“Dazzlingly lush prose marks a series of unforgettable character portraits in this literary fantasy masterpiece.”

CAITLIN ROZAKIS, New York Times-bestselling author of Dreadful

“Equal parts enchanting and horrifying, The Apple and the Pearl is a stunning meditation on art: the gritty emotions that make us human, and the monstrous appetites an artist must cater to. A shocking sensual story wrapped in glossy ethereal tulle; a tale that is deeply nuanced, yet deceptively effortless.”

KRITIKA H. RAO, Sunday Times-bestselling author of The Legend of Meneka

“A taut, soaring dance of a novel formed from precision, muscle, and grace; it moves through your body and lingers long after. Superb.”

TASHAN MEHTA, author of The Mad Sisters of Esi

“Shadowing a touring company across a single day, The Apple and the Pearl is an intricately woven tapestry of hopes, fears and dreams, as its ensemble cast wrestle with the things they can't escape and those they must leave behind. At once deeply human and gorgeously strange, this is a fierce and tender portrait of life in thrall to art.”

E. J. SWIFT author of When There Are Wolves Again

“Kechacha’s skill is matchless. The Apple and the Pearl is an evocative, beautifully weird celebration of performance, desire, and camaraderie.”

ALIYA WHITELEY, award-winning author of The Beauty

“Poetic, witty, relatable and bewitching ... Readers are sure to be entranced.”

LEXY HUDSON, author of Wonders Never Cease
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LEAVE US A REVIEW

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

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

Amazon.com,


Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Barnes & Noble,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.
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For my daughters






The Crow welcomes you to this evening’s performance.

DANCERS OF THE COMPANY, MUSICIANS OF THE
ORCHESTRA AND MEMBERS OF THE CREW OF

The Apple and the Pearl

2nd NOVEMBER, 7.30PM

Dancers of the company, Musicians
of the Orchestra and members of the crew

King .............................................. Gregory STEVENS

Queen .............................................. Mara PAULSON

Crow .............................................. Joshua MICKELSON

White Princess .............................................. Stephanie OLIVIER

White Suitor .............................................. Stuart BLOW

Red Princess .............................................. Harriet PLOWSON

Red Suitor .............................................. Benjamin ATKINSON

Blue Princess .............................................. Zuleika AHMED

Blue Suitor .............................................. Romero DUPONE

Pages, pearls, hunters and orchard dancers ...................

Luke Benson, Matthew Prove,
Theo Watson, Richard Smith,
Daniel Blackman, Solomon Grahams,
Bella Williams, Jessica Turner,
Anita Walsh, Sarah Forde, Lucy Hughes,
Emily Knight, Dora Lewis, Felicity Jackson

*   *   *

Company manager .............................................. Belinda VRYDER

Ballet mistress .............................................. Cecile FOURNIER

Company chef .............................................. Gino DiANGELO

*   *   *

Technical director and stage manager ................. Mackenzie MACKENZIE

Deputy stage manager .............................................. Charlie JERRYSON

Assist ant stage manager .............................................. Shirley WILDE

Wardrobe manager .............................................. Alina BAKER

Wardrobe assistant .............................................. Milly OWENS

Fly operator .............................................. Kavi BHATT

Lighting director .............................................. Zachary TAYLOR

Lighting assist ant .............................................. position vacant

Follow spot .............................................. Derek JONES

Stage right .............................................. Daniel PETERS

*   *   *

Conduct or .............................................. Aleko JONES

First violins .............................................. Michael HAYWARDS, Roberta SIMPSON

Second violins ...................... Max MOORHEAD, Henry MAY, Sarah MILLER

Viola .............................................. Eleonor NORMAN

Cellos .............................................. Wilfred ROOT, Anna BULSOM

Double bass .............................................. Jack BESTING

Harp .............................................. David JOHNSON

Flute .............................................. Yolanda ROY

Oboe .............................................. Jean PETERSFIELD

Clarinets .............................................. Sandra BELLINGHAM, George DAVIES

Bassoon .............................................. Steven ADAMSON

French horn .............................................. Wendy HARRIS

Tuba .............................................. Eddy ROBINSON

Trumpet .............................................. Lancelot BARNES (orchestra leader)

Trombone .............................................. Jack BLOSSOMS

Percussion .............................................. Jasper ALLEN
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Once there was a Queen who had three daughters. As they come of age, her husband the King persuades her to throw a party, inviting all the suitors in the land. But, unbeknownst to the rulers, a mischievous Crow has cast a spell on the princesses; they are each to marry their own true loves, as long as they can traverse lands of dreams to find their princes.

In a flash, the castle tumbles into ruins as if it has been standing for a thousand years, the three princesses are in rags, and the Queen and King dance mournfully among the wreckage of their lands as their daughters set off on their quest.





[image: Line] ACT TWO [image: Line]


Princess Sapphire arrives on the seashore, searching for her mate. She dances with the waves, dives for pearls and finds her suitor at the bottom of the ocean. Princess Opal searches the skies for her prince and finds him in a maze of clouds.





[image: Line] ACT THREE [image: Line]


Princess Ruby searches in an orchard filled with exotic fruits and finds her prince among the boughs. A group of hunters escorts the princess and her mate back to the castle, which is restored to its former glory. The three princesses wed their suitors and the Queen and King celebrate all being well in the land.
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The honoured Lords, Ladies and gentlefolk of our audiences are respectfully reminded that the auditorium opens after the sounding of the Angelus bells, at 18.55 GMT each evening.

*   *   *

Payments are gratefully received. Please leave your tokens on your seat as you leave us at the end of the performance.

*   *   *

We kindly request that our honoured guests refrain from touching, tasting, or otherwise interacting with our performers and musicians.
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Just before midnight the cast and crew of The Apple and the Pearl are aboard their train, not a one among them left by the boulder-strewn river where last night’s performance took place. The shriek of a whistle – the very last warning call to stragglers – and the train starts to heave itself along the track, a groaning moaning sound of carriages awakening, spitting and spluttering as they gather speed. The chug chug hisssssss of the curved steel on the track. The sigh of cool air on the nose of the locomotive as it hurries through the darkness, its lurching the loudest thing in the night. A hunting owl’s wings brush the air; tiny icicles dangle from the fir trees growing a hair’s width every hour as the snow water drip drip drips; a fox cub snuffles as he digs at a hedgehog nest.

Now the bell rings, tolling in the new day and bidding farewell to the old. It rings loud outside the train, echoing solemnly in the valley.

A clang for the King, a clang for the Queen,
three clangs for the sisters never to be seen.

In the first carriage, behind the set and costumes and paraphernalia a touring ballet takes on the road, a woman named Belinda sits with a heavy hidebound ledger open on her lap. She scrawls down the columns quickly, dropping coins and earrings and watches and tiny gleaming jewels into the iron-bound chest at her feet. As the fifth bell tolls she puts the ledger in the chest, locks it and puts the key on a chain around her neck.

A clang for the orchard, a clang for the sea,
three clangs for the suitors who lie in a dream.

In the dining carriage in the middle of the train, the cellist, the percussionist and the bassoonist are drinking, sipping from shot glasses and slamming on the tables in syncopated rhythms. They hum Verdi and Puccini as they get drunker and drunker, and when the tenth bell comes they weave its note into their wobbly melodies and toast the coming of the new day.

A clang for the curse, a clang for the quest,

The sleeping cabins in the back half of the train are filling up with those who hear the curfew of the midnight bells with relief rather than as a challenge. Yawning, the assorted dancers and stage managers and woodwind and strings spit out toothpaste, pull pyjamas out from under duvets and slip on eye masks, rolling out their shoulders and necks from another day of leaping and turning and humping and hauling and blowing and plucking to sink into the soft lull of the train gently rocking their tired bones.

And one last for the crow who sings in its nest.

At the very back of the train in the caboose, a woman sits with her legs dangling off the deck, a broom across her lap. She wears a voluminous dress of black serge and hums a little tune as she points her toes and swings her legs. Beside her is a tray bearing a half-finished plate of garlic risotto, a few crumbs of a shortbread biscuit and two empty shot glasses. She watches the dark hills of the day dissolve as the train staggers into a new landscape, and with the toll of the thirteenth bell she opens her beak and caws out into the night.

*   *   *

Nine o’clock in the morning is the first reveille on the Grub. For most, it sounds like a light burble of running water; it’s cheerful piano scales for those who do not consider themselves morning people; and for Zach, the lighting director, it’s a foghorn that sounds over and over like a ferry in a storm until he gets up out of his bunk, opens his cabin door and presses the button above the door two cabins over. By that time, standing barefoot in the corridor with his hair rumpled, a pillow crease on his cheek and last night’s garlic risotto wafting out from between his molars, he is fully, furiously awake and swearing at the cacophony that yanks him this way from the sweet oblivion of his dreams every single morning.

‘Fuck you, Grub,’ he mutters, as behind him Alina the wardrobe mistress leaves the bathroom and the pungent, lavender-scented steam of her shower seeps out into the corridor.

‘Morning Zach!’ she calls brightly as she squeezes past him. ‘It’s a beautiful day to put on a show.’

He pulls up the closest blind to see that it isn’t a beautiful day at all. He drags a finger through the condensation on the window to see fine, drizzly mist. He lets his forehead fall onto the cold glass and watches as Belinda marches past, with one gloved hand gripping a tray bearing an empty plate and two shot glasses, and the other clamped around the Pearl. Already he can hear the doors of the cargo carriages creaking open; Danny shouting to Charlie as they unload the first of the crates containing the set; the hiss of the hydraulic lifts and the thump thump thump of the broken wheels of the stage left props crate. The musicians are still in bed, the bastards. Maybe he should learn to play an instrument, the drums or something: that can’t be too hard. Then he’d get a blasted lie-in for once in his life.

He needs a shower. A coffee. A double helping of whatever Gino’s doing for breakfast today, more coffee and an extra jumper because it’s bound to be cold in the Grit today with that creeping fog out there.

Belinda is waiting for him in the dining car, gloves tucked away, her clipboard clutched tight.

He holds up one hand. ‘I haven’t had any coffee yet, Belinda, so if you’re coming at me for that expenses form I’m just going to grunt until you give up and go away.’

‘Good morning, Zachary,’ Belinda says smartly. ‘May I introduce you to Lara.’

He squints at the blonde woman beside Belinda, dressed in a black t-shirt and black jeans with her hair tied in two long plaits over each shoulder. The dress code makes things tricky here, especially as he’s not great with faces. Everyone dressed in raven black but the dancers, who all look the same to Zach anyway with their hair slicked off their faces and their sharp, sticky-out bones and their turned-out, froggy feet.

‘She’ll shadow you today, and if she likes what she sees she’ll take her pledge tonight and be your new lighting assistant.’

‘Am I being promoted?’

Belinda raises one eyebrow. ‘Do keep up, Zachary. Juliet left six weeks ago and you’ve had your pay rise for at least a month, so I hope you’ve been doing the job I’ve been paying you for.’

He pulls the lever on Gino’s coffee urn and watches it splash into a mug.

‘Joking. Everything’s under control.’

Belinda hands Lara a thick black folder. ‘Here’s your contract and code of conduct. Have a little look at it when you get a chance today and ask Zachary or Mackenzie if you have any questions. I’ll keep your things in my office. After the show Zachary will bring you back and we can see what you want to do.’

The blonde girl nods. She looks composed enough but a little twitch in her top lip gives her away. Belinda sweeps out of the dining car, leaving an awkward silence behind her. Zach wonders where to start.

‘Have you had breakfast?’ Zach asks, finally. He’d like to be a good boss, and as far as he’s concerned a good boss concerns themselves with their employees’ stomachs first.

‘I’m not hungry. Thanks.’

‘Right. Well. Hold on while I get something.’

Gino, who never seems to have the problems with mornings Zach suffers from, greets him cheerily.

‘I’ve made your favourite, Zachary, and I’ll keep some aside until lunch if you fancy a snack.’

He passes a plate of pancakes and blueberries drenched with shiny rivulets of golden syrup across the serving hatch and Zach’s mouth waters.

‘You’re a god among men, Gino, I really mean it.’ Gino has given Zach extra helpings since his very first day. Gino had raised his eyebrows, looked the almost seven feet of length of him up and down and made an Italian sound of admiration. You’ll need quite a bit extra to keep that frame going, he’d said. Do not go hungry, you hear me? If I am starving you, ask for more.

Zach takes his plate and coffee to a booth on the other side of the dining carriage. Lara follows him, the ring binder tucked under her arm, hovering awkwardly by the booth.

‘Sit.’ Zach gestures to the bench opposite him and she perches on the corner. ‘Have some pancakes.’ He pushes his plate towards her and she tentatively tears off a corner of the dough and holds it lightly between her fingers.

‘Where did she pick you up from?’

She stifles a yawn. ‘Southampton.’

‘Have to get up early?’

Lara nods, a wry smile beginning on her lips. ‘Left my mum’s at four thirty. It’s not always this bad, is it?’

Zach wants to tell her no. He wants to say that today will be the hardest day she’ll ever do on The Apple and the Pearl, even if she stays another ten years. And in some ways that will be true. But he can’t lie. So he makes the kind of non-committal grunt that used to have Juliet throwing her hands up in frustration – Are you an animal? Fucking communicate, please! – and tears off another corner of pancake to pass to her.

‘So how much did Belinda tell you in your interview?’

Lara shrugs. ‘She mainly asked me things about my life and my experience. She said it was a ballet and we travel from venue to venue on a train.’

Zach spears a pancake with his fork and eats it in one bite.

‘Anything else?’

‘She asked me if I’d had any contact with the supernatural.’

Zach cocks his head. ‘And have you?’

‘My auntie Doreen was a medium. She ran seances in Nana’s front room. After a few years she’d earned enough to buy the house off the council and Nana was thrilled. But then my granddad turned up and started throwing things about because he was a union man and he didn’t agree with privatisation. So we moved, but he followed us.’

Zach wrinkles his nose. Sensible, really, how this show attracts people who are already acquainted with the workings of other worlds. He thinks of his own mother, picking mugwort and elderberries on the common behind their house, muttering under her breath as she stirred that sludge in the saucepans.

‘Is that what this show is?’

Zach takes another bite of a pancake. ‘Sort of. A bit weirder sometimes, but that’s the general gist.’

He watches Lara’s face for a moment to see if she’s afraid. A flicker of curiosity, but otherwise she seems admirably composed.

‘Right. Well, I think the easiest thing to do is for you to stick by me.’ He has a gulp of coffee that almost scalds his throat but feels good – he needs that warmth in his bones to get them going. ‘Ask me any questions you like but I might not know the answers.’

Zach finishes his pancakes and goes back to the serving hatch, where he swaps his empty plate for two more plates stacked with pancakes and a fresh mug of coffee.

Gino nudges the jug of milk towards him. ‘Lighten it up a bit to stop the jitters?’

Zach grimaces. ‘No thanks. Milk’s always dodgy these days, Gino. No offence.’

He brings his plates back to the booth and pushes one towards Lara.

‘Eat. You’ll need it.’

She pokes her plate with a fork but she doesn’t put it to her mouth. Zach wonders where he should start. On the day of his first pledge – almost eleven years ago now – they had stopped in a deserted seaside fairground with water slides and sandpits and a lagoon filled with pedaloes and dinghies. Juliet had pointed to the Grit, wearing the gaudy colours of a Neapolitan ice cream, and told him that nothing else mattered but the show. All the rest, she said, is noise.

Zach wonders if Juliet ever thinks of him now, knowing it’s unlikely. ‘First I’ll tell you about the show. Have you ever worked in ballet before?’

‘This is my first job. I saw an advert in The Stage, I rang the number and now I’m here.’

‘Right.’ Zach feels a little pang of disappointment, although he knows everyone’s got to start somewhere. ‘Well, ballet’s tricky because the buggers move around, but it’s fun. This show is a dream to light, really. LX department is you, me and Derek the follow spot, but in the mornings and before the show he does stage set up, and he spends most of act three in the stage left wing.’ Which is a blessing, really, Zach thinks. He won’t scare her off yet. Plenty of time for her to learn about Derek.

Zach spears another pancake, eats it in two bites. He tries to finish the whole mouthful before he starts talking again. Your table manners are atrocious, Juliet used to laugh.

‘Mackie’s our direct boss, he’s a good egg. Knows the show inside out, has our back when Belinda goes on the warpath. We set up in the flies, wing booms and footlights, but sometimes the Grit fucks around and we lose a few wing flats if it decides to be smaller that day.’

Lara stares at him, a fork poised in her hand, the honey on her pancakes glistening undisturbed on her plate.

‘You look like you’ve got a question.’

He can see her thinking back over everything he’s just said, trying to find something to latch on to that she can make sense of. ‘What’s the Grit?’

‘Ah.’ Zach finishes his mouthful and drains his coffee. ‘Bring that plate and follow me.’

He fills a mug again from the urn and bounds down the aisle between the booths. He’s starting to feel like himself, more than himself really, with someone to watch him. He’s putting his best foot forwards, as his mum would have said, showing himself to his best advantage. He feels self-consciousness settle on him. He better not fuck it up, as his mum would also have said.

‘Ta, Gino,’ he calls as he slides his plate across the serving hatch. ‘We’ll bring hers back at lunchtime.’

Gino gives a mock salute as Zach pulls open the door to the carriage and holds it open for Lara behind him. He jumps down from the train and turns to see her gazing out at the mist. He wonders if he should offer his hand to help her down or if she would consider that patronising. If he’d offered to help Juliet she’d have taken his hand and crushed it. He settles for taking Lara’s plate and folder from her and standing aside in what he hopes is a gallant manner. She jumps down, landing clumsily on the carpet of evergreen needles.

‘Okay, I know you asked something else but we’ll start here. This is the Grub, our train. Home.’ He gestures towards the carriage behind him, sleek and shiny and speckled with condensation. Today it appears as an old-fashioned steam train, painted forest-green with little black bolts holding each iron sheet in place. He can just about see the bell frame through the mist, a large bronze bell hanging in a grid from a gigantic iron scaffold above the engine car at the front.

She looks sharply at him, fear starting to shadow her face.

‘Did it look different to you earlier?’

Lara nods.

He sighs. How did Juliet describe this to him? He can barely remember now. Something about the way that although everyone’s dreams are different they all share symbols.

‘Don’t worry, it does that. It plays all kinds of tricks and it pisses us all off but you get used to it. We call it the Grub because it’s the ugly side of things, the maggot in the fruit.’

He gives her back the plate of congealing pancakes and beckons for her to follow him. He walks confidently into the mist as he sips at his coffee, his warmth dissipating the water vapour. After a few paces Zach trips and smacks his knee on a boulder sticking out of the ground.

‘Fuck!’ He holds on to the offending stone to rub his knee and groan a little.

‘Is this a graveyard?’ Lara asks, her knuckles white around her plate.

Zach looks around and sees she’s right. He has tripped over the grave of a Desmond C Jones, which is covered in patches of yellow and white lichen and half buried in brambles. He picks his way around the thorns to find a path through the rows of graves, which stretch as far as he can see into the mist. He shrugs. ‘We stop in funny places. You get used to it.’

She follows him, her footsteps light and wary, until Zach finds himself in a patch of clearing mist on a wide, cobbled avenue between the graves. He can no longer see the iron carapace of the Grub but he can sense its bulk somewhere behind him. Directly ahead at the end of the avenue there is a shadow looming. It’s the tallest thing around, spiky and threatening like a haunted house from a horror film. And although he can’t think how he’s going to explain to this girl that their theatre doesn’t always look like that, he’s got to hand it to whatever imagination it is that powers this thing – today the Grit is seductively spooky. Zach has the feeling it’s revelling in its uncanny new clothes.

‘Okay,’ he says. ‘That’s the Grit. It’s our theatre, and we call it that because it’s another ugly part of the show, the speck of dirt that gets trapped in the oyster shell. We store all the set and gear in the first few carriages behind the locomotive: there’s a whole system but Mackie will tell you where to put everything.’

Lara looks puzzled. ‘So does the theatre kind of – travel with you – or is it a completely new theatre each show?’

Zach sighs. This is why Belinda’s paying him the big bucks now. Juliet would have known what to say. She would either have described all the specific ways the Grit disobeys the ordinary laws of the universe, or she would have told her not to worry about it with such a tone that Lara could find herself all the way at her next pledge without ever having wondered what the fuck the Grit really was.

‘Both. Neither. We take down the things inside, like the lighting rig and the stage – that definitely travels with us – but we leave the actual building behind. It turns up at the next venue a bit different but essentially the same.’

He can see by the twitching of Lara’s fingers on her plate that he’s doing a terrible job.

‘It’s like that boat.’

Lara frowns.

‘You know, the boat that has all the planks and sails and whatnot replaced. But it’s still the same boat.’

She’s still looking nonplussed and Zach feels a little bubble of hope pop inside him.

‘Look, don’t worry about it for the moment. If you think too hard about it, it’ll trip you over.’ He turns away and walks up the avenue.

‘The best way to understand is just to come inside and see. There’s a point where you have to accept it or go home. All shows have quirks, this one just has a few more than most.’

The graves lining the avenue start to become marble mausoleums, complete with rococo carving and gold inlaid writing, and Zach finds himself reading the messages etched for eternity, things about sleeping with angels and perpetual peace. Not for the first time, he wonders if this is a real landscape. What do you mean, real? Juliet had scoffed when he’d asked her years ago. Real as in, it’s still here when we’re not, has a life outside what we see here on the day the Grub arrived. Juliet had shrugged. Does it matter?

Now Zach has reconsidered how he defines the word ‘real’. He thinks about the creatures revealed as the house lights come up for the curtain call each night, the improbable shapes that flicker at the edges of your vision at dusk, all that stuff inside the box in Belinda’s office that looks like diamonds and is really only dust. He thinks of all the mischief and malevolence he’s seen from the Crow as it cavorts around the theatre and the train, and he wonders if he left everything that was ‘real’ that night when he waited at Manchester Piccadilly, or if that world had whirls of weird hiding in plain sight too.

The quick, light footsteps of someone running towards them sends Lara scuttling towards the safety of Zach’s bulk until the silhouette of the black-clad figure sharpens in the mist.

‘Phone signal!’ the man pants as he passes them on the avenue. He’s wearing a headset with the microphone poised at his lips. ‘And internet too! I’m just off to tell Gino!’

‘That’s Charlie, deputy stage manager,’ Zach explains as the man jogs away. ‘Good bloke. Everyone likes him.’

Juliet would have followed that up with telling her about the members of the cast and crew who are not so popular. Mackie’s grumpy in the morning but he’s a good boss, the best you’ll ever have I reckon, Alina gets antsy if you nick her pens or soap and for the love of all that’s holy keep away from Derek. But thinking about the tangled webs of love and hate and indifference that stretch between the Grub and the Grit makes him feel tired again, so instead he focuses on the crunch of his boots on the leaf skeletons. Lara follows him, quietly chewing on her pancakes and Zach feels the knot of nerves in his stomach loosen a little. Eating is a good sign.

The foot of the stone staircase up to the doors of the auditorium is crowded with battered black flight cases. Zach sees Lara lean over to read a few of the labels written in black marker on white gaffer tape. KING AND QUEEN COSTUMES, X 4 WING BOOMS, CROW HEADDRESSES LARGE AND SMALL, PEARL. He remembers Juliet smirking at him in that annoyingly knowing way of hers. Are you the kind of idiot I need to spell things out for, or have you got a brain between your ears?

He’s just started the long climb up the steps – the Grit doesn’t always position itself so high up but today it’s leaning into the drama – when Zach hears Lara clear her throat gently.

‘Excuse me, Zach?’ He turns to face her, one foot on the bottom step. ‘Do you have a watch? I need to take some pills at about ten.’

He slaps one hand to his forehead. ‘Shit! I forgot! I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s okay, I—’

‘Listen, I have to tell you something really important. Juliet would never forgive me and Belinda would have my guts for garters. There are two curfews here and they’re timed to the second. You absolutely must be inside the Grit by the half – that’s five to seven every night – and you absolutely must be inside the Grub by midnight. There’s a bell, it’s really loud, you can’t miss it. Eighteen chimes before the house opens and twelve at midnight. You don’t have to count them, but you got to get inside.’

‘Do you mean I’ll get in trouble if I’m not there?’

‘Big trouble. Bigger than you can imagine. So get yourself a watch and sync it to Belinda’s.’

Zach remembers Juliet strapping a cheap watch with a canvas strap onto his wrist the first time she took him into the Grit. Don’t take it off, don’t mess with it, if it starts to slow get a new battery from Belinda immediately. You don’t want to know what’ll happen if you’re caught out after curfew. He misses Juliet, gone off to her retirement flat in Brighton only six weeks ago. Twenty years on the show and she made it out not just alive, but thriving. I thought demons had me in their grip when I came here, young buck. Now I know the real demons don’t want anything to do with me and I’m free.

‘Sorry, Zach? I do actually need to know the time.’

Zach glances at his wrist. ‘Ten seventeen,’ he says. ‘Honestly. Wear a watch. If Mackie sees you without one tomorrow he’ll tell you one of his horror stories.’

He takes the rest of the steps two at a time and veers sharply to the right towards a rickety wooden door marked ARTISTES in faded yellow paint.

‘Stage door,’ he calls over his shoulder. ‘Moves around and looks different but always to the right of the auditorium entrance.’

He pushes the door and holds it open for Lara. ‘After you.’

*   *   *

With a caw, the Crow settles on a lichen-spattered headstone engraved with the name Desmond C Jones and looks around the graves with satisfaction. An avenue of ivy-cloaked mausoleums, yews draped in cobwebs, holly studded with ruby-bright berries. All Souls’, the Crow thinks happily, and yes, this is the place to bring the humans to mourn their dead. A gift from Crow to her beloved cast and crew, the day of the year for the ancestors. Dead mothers, dead fathers, dead lovers, dead dreams.

She turns on the pocked stone to face the Grit and rearranges her wings. Every night the show is the same, curtain up seven thirty sharp on these old dances to older tunes, but every morning the Grit sinks itself into different earths on the thresholds of different worlds and it is Crow who guides them. Today on the day of dead things there’s a new crew member to pledge a year and a day in service of the Crow, and what does she see when she looks around her? A king and a queen – or she will tonight, when the dancers take their cloaks about them and parade afore the proscenium. Three sisters, naturally: what is a ballet without a princess poised in her pointe shoe? An orchard – no, this is the land’s winter now and there is nothing growing but poison seeds nestled in the holly and the yew. The sea – no, Crow has brought the Grub far inland to celebrate the dead on this day. Three suitors, then? Yes, and more. A curse – oh, The Apple and the Pearl is full of them – and a quest, of course. That’s what you get when you deal with humans.

And last of all Crow, singing in her nest, bringing all these people here, luring them out of the world to present The Apple and the Pearl. Crow has been doing this for a long time now. Crow the impresario, Crow the mistress of the ring. With any luck that’s what they’re telling the new girl, how to do the show properly as it’s been done for hundreds of years now, how to do this show so you don’t piss Crow off because you don’t want a Crow for an enemy, girl.

The Crow looks up at the Grit, caws appreciatively and takes off into the mist with three great tugs of her wings.

*   *   *

When she hears the little sighing click, Belinda opens her arms and the Pearl falls into them. She clutches it securely to her chest and flicks on her torch to inspect every single rope, lever and pulley criss-crossing the old hornbeam joists, checking for any tears, frays or fissures. Every morning she wakes with a bubble of dread that something has gone wrong and today is one of those days she’ll have to spend in here with Mackie and the Crow while they re-knot some rope or weld some part of the chassis, but mercifully that is not to be her fate today. She steps down from the carriage and elbows the door shut. No need to lock it. It will only open for her.

She shifts the Pearl under one arm – it’s always light and cold in the mornings, its energy spent by the night’s exertions – and angles her torch to inspect the bell, mounted on the great iron frame above the engine carriage. It’s covered in dancing particles of mist and the bronze is dull in the weak winter sun, but still it glows. Belinda spots a little patch of rust on the headstock. Hmm. She will need to get in touch with the bell smith.

The crew are in the middle of unloading the flight cases from the storage carriages behind the engine, and she can see Derek wandering towards her with a toolbox balanced under each arm. She has no desire to be harassed about some irrelevant detail of what Mackie said yesterday so she quickly settles the Pearl inside its case, shuts the latches and hurries down the train just past the dining car to her cold, damp office.

Belinda locks her office door and pulls out the portable heater from under the desk. She plugs it in and sits in her chair, basking in its red glow as the smell of dust charring in the heat fills the space. She checks her watch – eleven twenty-two. Plenty of time. She likes mornings; the most troublesome members of her flock are still in bed and she stands a chance of getting something done without the constant interruptions of sorry-Belinda-can-I-just.

She leans back and shuts her eyes, running through her to-do list in her head: chase down the last expenses forms; put in Alina’s order for pointe shoes; email that pawnbroker in Edinburgh to apologise for that amethyst necklace that turned out to be a bit of rope; email the bell smith. All of it can wait for her to warm this mist out of her bones. The day – and night – is long yet.

All Souls’, and the year is turning to winter, everything shrinking back into its roots. Stopped in a graveyard roiling with mist around the yews of course, but the Grub likes its little jokes.

All Souls’, and still they’re safe for the year. She’s thought about writing it up in the dining car, like they do in hospitals, no deaths on this ward for 8 – 3 – 5 days!, just to focus people’s minds. She suggested it to Mackie once, in a half-joking way. He became very still, took a sip of his lager and frowned. But what of joy, Belinda? Don’t you think people deserve to just live, here and now, without fear?

She thinks back to the last incident, only forty-six days ago. A dancer, one of the young men in the corps de ballet. Alex, on his third pledge, disappeared after class. Cecile had looked a little sad for once. Excellent allegro, she’d murmured as she filled out the accident form. I’d planned for him to learn the Blue Suitor. Before that it was Bobby, that French horn taken on a rainy day in September. Stupid man. Shuffling about with his shoes undone. AJ had given her the accident form two days later. I don’t see why I have to fill one of these out every time we lose a soul, Belinda. Sometimes their luck just runs out and that’s that. They all rail against the paperwork. Cecile flounces as she takes the forms and makes her provocative sounds of disgust, Mackie gives one of his heavy sighs, and AJ fills them out in unreadable handwriting – deliberately, she’s sure – but they take the smooth, safe passage of their lives here for granted. Either they don’t know or don’t care that she pores over each form for days after a snatching, trying to tease out any lessons she might find, wondering how to stop it happening again. But sometimes, even she has to admit there’s nothing she could have done. The dancer went back to the Grub alone – which is against the rules – and the French horn was being chased, tripped and fell into the Otherworld. Wilf saw it and spent a long hour detailing here in her office detailing every movement. He was just unlucky, Belinda, he’d said, staring out the window. Simple as that.

Replacing the French horn had been relatively simple, but hiring dancers never is. There was no time to hold an open audition; instead she wrote to an old friend who worked at a ballet school and asked her to send someone. I’ve got just the young man for you: solid, dependable, won’t set the world alight with his intellect but sweet enough. No family left, brought up by his grandmother who has recently died. Belinda winced when she read that. It makes this show seem like some kind of dumping ground for orphans and runaways, given to The Apple and the Pearl because they’ve got no one in the outside world who’ll miss them when they’re gone.

Luke turned up at London Bridge the next day with a backpack and a too-big coat, smelling of mildew. The Crow had taken one look at him and rolled its eyes, though it let him pledge. Cecile had been horrified not to be consulted on his hiring, and has been making his life a misery ever since.

Belinda shrugs her coat off and switches her laptop on. As it whirrs and grumbles into life and she untangles the lead, she thinks about that silly little rhyme the dancers mumble to each other to say good luck before a show, that doggerel about the king, the queen and the suitors in a dream. Where did it come from? she asked the old company manager, Percy Montgomery, during her first week. No idea, old Montgomery had shrugged. I leave them to their superstitions. Their lives are ruled by luck, can you blame them?

Yes, there’s luck here, and you want your fair share of it, but there are also rules. Keep a perfectly timed watch, don’t move between the Grub and the Grit alone – never bloody obeyed, that one – don’t touch the Pearl, don’t look at the creatures in the auditorium. There are curfews and salt everywhere, and vast sheets of iron in the Grub and the Grit. There’s Gino to feed every single one of them exactly what their hearts desire, there’s Belinda herself, who – while she would not like to overstate her abilities – has a few tricks up her sleeve. There’s the Crow, though the vast majority of the cast and crew will never understand it. There’s a bronze bell cast by the latest scion of an ancient metalworking family—

—Ah, the bell smith. She needs to get back to him. The laptop screen blinks on and Belinda types in her password. She clicks on her email, finds the message from the bell smith and begins to write: Are you able to get to Didcot Parkway on the 12th? I’ll pick you up from the ticket office and walk you through the guest cabin, as usual. I’d like you to look at the hinges of the bell frame which are a little rusty and you know how we feel about rust here!

*   *   *

Midday and it’s musicians’ reveille in the cabins. For Michael it sounds like a tumbling, tinkling harp but he barely hears it because his ears are plugged with foam earplugs he buys in pharmacies on days off. He doesn’t need an alarm anyway. He’s awake: he has been since the vibrations of the technical crew’s stomping boots woke him.

Like yesterday, and the day before and the day before that, he is lying in his cabin re-reading his notebooks. He flicks through the pages quickly, the words hurtling back to his mind from the forgotten place he had stashed them.

The Grub has stopped in an orchard of mulberries and quince and as they were setting up the Grit for the show we walked together among the trees, pulling fruit off the boughs and biting into it, black and yellow juice making bumblebee stripes on ourbchins.

He turns the page to read a detailed and appreciative description of Evelyn’s unique tuning, written while he sat with her in the pit after rehearsals as she moved her levers and plucked her harp strings. Once he had thought of his notebooks as a record for their children and so he did not write about the shape of her bare white thighs around his waist or the long moan of her juddering climax as she clung to him. But now it is an exquisite torture to him that these things are missing. He is living on the lingering scent of her and these chaste cliches in his diaries, with nothing of substance to his fantasies, nothing to fill or nourish him.

The reveille ends, but in Michael’s cabin there is still an echo of the harp burbling away in a stream of arpeggios. This is why he uses the earplugs. There is always a harp playing in his ears while he’s inside the train, all day and all night. He is never free from it. That’s what the Crow does when he’s in here, it reaches inside him and pulls out threads of melody to hum his obsessions back at him, singing songs he barely remembers, snatches of nursery rhymes he’s not heard since he was at his mother’s breast, and weaving it all into whatever reality he’s currently swimming in with a kind of childish glee, careless of whether that music might be sweet to him or if the last thing he wants to hear is a fucking harp.

Evelyn’s introduction to the Pearl waltz tonight was so beautiful I almost missed my cue. My bow was poised, I was looking at the exact bar in the score, but her vibrato just went on and on, right through my bones.

The new harpist is fine. He’s competent, his instrument gilded finely enough to sit at the front of the pit and look plush, his manner affable enough, but there is no more sparkle of a black sequinned dress as the orchestra stands during the curtain calls, no more vibrato before the second act waltz and no more stray red hairs in his bed.

Dinner with Lance after the show and we were talking about the music we loved as children and right at the same time Evelyn and I started talking about Sandy Denny and we looked at Lance and held hands under the table and sang ‘Who knows where the time goes…’ and he laughed and she leaned in to rest her head on my shoulder and I have never been so happy, so right, so light in all my life.

Enough. He wedges the notebook back on the shelves in a place he tells himself he will forget by tomorrow morning and pulls on his trousers and an old jumper of Lance’s. At the door he takes a battered satchel off the hook on the back of door and slings the strap over his shoulder. There is a brief, agonising whisper of the siren arpeggios as the earplugs slip a little but he does not let it pull him into madness. He hums ‘The Wheels on the Bus’ to distract himself and shoves it back in. His cabin door clicks shut behind him.

The dining car is right in the middle of the Grub, the centre of everyone’s world. At this time of day it’s filled with technical crew just finished setting up the Grit, pouring themselves cups of thick black coffee from the urns beside Gino’s serving hatch. Michael joins the end of the line and shuffles along. He is hungry, but it is almost indistinguishable from all the other emptinesses he feels. He stands between Danny and Kavi the stagehands, skinny among their burl, and each of them nods good morning without speaking. Everyone knows about the earplugs.

‘Afternoon morning,’ says Gino as he passes Michael a knife and fork through the hatch. ‘I never know which one. I’m still serving some breakfast so you can have roasted millet pancakes with a variety of toppings or celeriac soup, which is the lunch option.’ Michael can barely hear Gino through the plugs and the thrum of voices in the dining car, but his beard makes the movements of his lips very obvious and he’s got very good at reading lips.

‘The soup please.’

‘Good choice.’ Gino slides a plate across the hatch. ‘And there’s phone signal, by the way. In case you want to contact anyone.’

A slick of ice along his spine. ‘Why are you telling me that?’

Gino sighs. ‘I’m telling everyone, Michael. I’m supposed to spread the word like I always do.’

Michael takes his plate and moves away without a thank you or a sorry. He’s a landmine these days, that trips only explosions of grief inside him. He sees Henry the second violin in a booth, both hands clutched around a mug of herbal tea. Perhaps Michael should like him more, as one of the only people here who didn’t know him as Evelyn’s other half, but there’s something both cold and over-eager about him that is exhausting. He clearly wants to be Michael’s friend – or something more – but Michael can’t imagine getting through a conversation about the weather, let alone explaining that he’s flattered, but not interested.

Henry smiles but Michael pretends he hasn’t seen him and sits in a booth at the far end of the carriage with his back to everyone. He alternates sips of coffee and spoonfuls of soup because everything tastes like sawdust. He’s only eating because hunger is one pain too much to deal with and because Gino would know if he didn’t and tell AJ. The black tuxedo he wears for shows hangs on him as if on a wire hanger, his skin is sallow and flakey and his hair is lank. He stares at the fogged windows, all that water condensed on the glass from cooking and breathing and the spray of taps and the steam of tea. He reaches into his satchel to take out his notebook and pen and writes:

I wonder if any of this water passed through her body to become a little bead on this window, or if there’s no longer anything here in the Grub which she once touched.

He returns his plate and mug to Gino, smiles contritely and pulls the door to the gangway open. The air outside is chilly and damp, mist curling between the cars. He jumps the three steps down from the Grub and lands with a squelch in wet, loamy soil covered in a carpet of rotting evergreen needles. Instantly, the distant hum of harps is gone, and Michael pulls the plugs out of his ears and stuffs them into his pocket.

Before him is a graveyard straight out of a storybook, the most misty, overgrown, haunted-looking graveyard he could ever have imagined. It likes a sense of theatre, Michael remembers writing in the diary of his first pledge, it sucks at the essence of what you think a place is like and spits it out at you in technicolour.

Michael wanders among the graves, picking his way between the drooping yews and the ivy creeping over the stones tumbling this way and that like the earth beneath them is buckling, trying to release the bodies buried within. Wandering alone like this is against the rules but he’s beyond that now, even Belinda would agree. Damp spreads inside his shoes and his skin pimples with cold and something else, an eerie sense that come seven thirty tonight the dead could heave themselves out of their coffins and come shuffling into the auditorium just as they are, flesh falling off bones, formaldehyde leaking from their skulls.

He turns onto a wide avenue flanked by marble mausoleums, and the Grit looms out of the mist at him. He sees a familiar black-clad figure standing in the middle of the avenue, fog curling like ghostly hands around his ankles.

AJ’s brilliantined silver hair is speckled with dew and he wears a black suit with a mandarin collar and black patent shoes with gleaming white spats. Michael has never seen him in anything else, except for the time when there was a fire scare before reveille and they all stood in a dark field waiting for Belinda in her hi-vis jacket to inspect the Grub, where he waited next to Cecile in a wine-red velvet dressing gown and matching monogrammed slippers.

Michael comes to stand next to him.

‘A little melodramatic today, don’t you think?’

AJ gives his enigmatic little smile.

‘It’s All Souls’, Michael.’

‘Oh yes,’ he murmurs, a little ashamed. He wants people to think he’s recovering and coming back to himself, and he especially wants AJ to think that, but losing track of the date is a clear sign he’s still floundering. For Michael, there is no difference these days between the dead and the plain gone. He should light a candle for Evelyn, the way his mother will be lighting one tonight for his grandparents. Let the wick make a deep well within the wax and splutter into darkness.

‘Too on the nose.’ AJ sighs. ‘The Grub’s always been obvious in its metaphors and mockeries.’

Michael thinks of the harp music and the vibrato that plays over and over and over until everything in him is jangling with the note.

Not everyone can feel it, you know. AJ said when he’d tentatively broached the subject with him in the first month of his pledge. For some the Grub is just a train and the Grit just a theatre and the only thing unusual about this job is the audience. Evelyn was the only person — other than AJ – who’d felt it as he did.

He’d been sitting in the dining car after the show, the crew pulling the Grit apart and hauling it back to the cargo carriages with the Grub nestled peacefully in a dark valley blanketed with snow. Everyone was drinking aniseedy liqueurs from the bottle. He felt a light tap on his shoulder.

He looked up from his notebook to see the new harpist standing by his booth, clutching a glass of red wine. His fingertips started to fizz at the nearness of her. He’d been with the company for two years and in that time he’d lived in shy, bewildered celibacy, watching Lance work his way through the dancers, orchestra and most of the crew, standing alone on the edges of a raucous, never-ending game of musical beds.

Hi. I’m Evelyn. AJ sent me to you.

He’d known her name. Her first show had lit him all over with electric pleasure. Her playing was exquisite. She drew tones from the score he’d never heard before and he’d fallen halfway in love with her before he’d even seen her face. A few days later, Lance had hurried into the dressing room at the five-minute call, grabbed his laundered shirt from the rack and kicked his trainers off in a huff.

New girl’s not for playing, although I don’t know why I’m telling you that.

Maybe she just doesn’t want to play with you?

No. Lance had looked genuinely horrified. Not possible.

With Evelyn in front of him, smiling, her fringe falling deliciously across her face, the Grub had started to play wheeling, spitting fireworks in his ears, so loud he could hardly hear her. A swelling in his trousers and a twisting in his belly, the agony of the humiliation – he felt fourteen again.

Can I ask you a question? she’d said.

Of course. His heart soared and plummeted at the same time. The fireworks kept sparking, mockingly. He thought she’d probably ask him if her tuning was right in the third act, which it was, or something about per diem payments. She slid into the seat opposite him and put her glass on the table.

What do you hear when you’re in the Grub?

A thrill slid through his blood that she heard it too, this beautiful woman with hands that pulled such grace from her instrument, so near to him, asking him something so intimate.

He smiled broadly to mask his nerves and clasped his hands tight in his lap, hoping to hide his ridiculous hopes. Right now I can hear a mash-up of the John Lee Hooker my dad used to play and the hello song from a music class my mum used to take me to when I was three. But I’ve got used to it. I just ignore it most of the time. That was a lie. He never managed to ignore it and there was no way he was going to tell her truth; that the fireworks were blasting, and that as she flicked her hair over her shoulder and he got a waft of some kind of fruity shampoo he heard a long, low blast of a saxophone, like a joke sexy noise, that went straight into Marvin Gaye.

He wished he could have painted her face, the delight, the relief. That was when he fell the rest of the way in love with her.

But that’s so nice! She took a swig of her wine and it left a purple stain on her lips that made his groin twitch. I hear nothing but these hokey old Irish folk songs I used to have to play for weddings when I was a teenager.

I used to do weddings too, he said. I don’t ever want to hear that Mendelssohn march again.

Something bitter passed across her face and she took another gulp of wine. Yeah. My mum pretended she was my agent. She booked me almost every weekend for years and years and when I asked for the money to go to Guildhall she told me to leave and not come back until I was grateful for her sacrifices.

There had been a moment of awkwardness. She had cracked open a little door of honesty and he wanted to stick his foot in it to wedge it open. He could feel the smirks of Steve the bassoonist and Wilf the cellist burning into his back, and the fireworks spitting and shrieking in his head were starting to make his temples throb.

Do you want to get some air? he’d asked. It’s really noisy in here.

A couple of weeks later they discovered that if their bare skin was touching they could hear each other’s private music, and the more of themselves they pressed together the louder it was. They’d lie entwined in his cabin after curfew, the movement of the Grub rocking them like babies, and they would listen to the music it played them and giggle together at the cacophony. At those times it was like the Crow was playing along, the jester to their king and queen, telling jokes only for them. He had never been so bare, so raw. The Crow teased out every loving, obsessive, jealous, doting thought of her, gave it melody and played it to her.

But Evelyn would say, I don’t know how long I’ll be able to stand this, Michael. It’s only in here with you that I can get any peace.

Sometimes the Crow repeats these words in the middle of the night and he wakes up, his cheeks wet with tears, reaching for her in his bed, fingers clawed with regret at what he didn’t do and didn’t say to keep her. Just wait, will you, I’ll leave. Just let me finish out this pledge and I’ll come with you.

But she hadn’t waited. She’d left, walked off the Grub at Liverpool Lime Street dragging a suitcase and the harp inside its scuffed, taped-up case. I think it’s best if you stay, Michael. I’m not sure what we’ll mean to each other out in the world.

Michael looks at AJ, his hands clasped behind his back, staring up at the Grit.

‘Can I ask you a question?’ AJ inclines his head. ‘What does the Grub play for you?’

It’s an intimate question, like asking to peer into his dreams, but there is no one left who understands what it’s like. AJ thinks for a moment. ‘Rachmaninov, mainly. My mother was a very fine pianist, and he was her favourite.’

Michael envies that clarity. How restful to only hear what you could hum along to, something that could comfort you instead of drive you mad.

‘I missed it, though. During the years I’ve spent away. There’s nothing out there in the world but silence. It can be lonely. Perhaps that’s why I keep coming back.’

Michael nods. He knows about loneliness.

‘Do you still hear the harp?’ AJ asks delicately.

Michael says, miserably, ‘Yes.’

‘You won’t forever, you know. It will get better.’

This is the first time they have ever spoken about Evelyn, or the lack of her, and Michael is winded by it. Everyone else has done him the favour of pretending she never existed, letting her name lie silent as if she’d been snatched, at least in his morose presence, and although he knows AJ is trying to be kind, he rears away from it.

‘I have to go,’ Michael says. ‘I’m playing for class.’

‘Of course.’ AJ gives the funny little bow he does when you leave him and Michael walks quickly away, his footsteps echoing on the mausoleums, up the wide avenue leading to the steps to the Grit, leaving AJ among the graves staring up at the theatre.

It had been AJ who had suggested Michael might play for ballet class. He’d missed three shows, which everyone knew about, even Derek the follow spot operator, and he’d missed nine meals, which only Gino knew about. He knew there’d be a knock on his cabin door any moment, he just hadn’t known how to say what he was going to say when it came.

When the knock came it wasn’t Belinda but AJ, standing elegantly in the corridor, his slick silver hair glinting.

I understand you have not been well, Michael.

He could not answer. He knew he looked wretched, dismantled like a broken puppet. He had not slept, he had not eaten, he was standing in the wreckage of his room as he’d torn it apart packing everything he owned into two bulging suitcases. He coughed. There was something trying to escape from his throat, something scratching and clawing at the tender, aching skin of his gullet. He coughed again to dislodge it.

I have been sent by Cecile to ask if you are available to play for ballet class today.

He coughed again. He was trying to say, No, I am not available and by the way I cannot see out my pledge, I have to leave, I will pay any forfeit the Crow asks, thank you for everything you have meant to me, but the thing was stopping him from talking, like a plug holding back the river of tears, and he was choking on it. AJ stood watching him, inscrutable as always. Michael coughed and coughed until the thing came loose inside his chest and he hacked it up. It slid up past his tonsils and burst out of his lips to splat on the floor, right by the toe of AJ’s gleaming black patent shoe.

What is that? Michael had whispered, hoarse, dizzy.

AJ looked at the pulsing crimson thing, leaking some kind of black fluid. He sighed.

That is your heart, Michael, he’d said. A cruel forfeit but the Crow never pretended to be kind. At least you can take comfort in being safe now. Better protection than salt or iron.

And he pulled a white handkerchief out of his breast pocket and swept up the throbbing, meaty mass of it and tucked it into his pocket. Cecile will be expecting you at one thirty on stage, he said as he walked away.

Michael unpacked his notebooks. He has not seen his heart since.

He looks at his watch as he pulls open the stage door. Five past one. There are so many hours in the day now he doesn’t sleep and he barely talks, so much time to sit out and watch pass. The minutes ache, the hours stab.

He goes to the musicians’ dressing room first, where he checks his tuxedo is hanging on the hook that bears his name – it is, it always is – then brushes a bit of bow rosin from the lapel. The melancholy of the place begins to bruise him, so he shuts the door again. He climbs three flights of stairs to the stage, pausing to look at the noticeboard in the corridor, which is more or less the same as yesterday, give or take tonight’s casting for the dancers and a handwritten note from Mackie the technical director inviting everyone to celebrate his pledge day after the show tonight – dressing up optional – and Michael sighs. Lance will escort him there and give him a beer to hold while he stands in a corner of the bar, ears plugged, ignored by everyone except possibly Gino who will offer him a slice of halva or cherry cake. Henry might try to talk to him, which will be excruciating in its own way – look, just tell him he’s not your type, or let me do it for you, Lance has said a few times, but you’ve got to let the poor man know where he stands. It’s starting to tip into stalker behaviour. Then, while Lance occupies himself with whoever he’s currently sleeping with – Yolanda the flute, if his information is still up-to-date – Michael will put the untouched beer back on the bar and slip out of the dining car and back to his cabin to lie in the dark alone, waiting for the bell to toll midnight and the soft swaying movement of the Grub to draw him into his restless dreams.

He pushes open the heavy door that separates the corridor and the stage, and lets it swing behind him. The blackness of the as yet empty theatre is comforting to his eyes. In here there is no night or day, only illusion.

The wings are crowded with the dancers’ things: canvas bags spilling over with pink ribbons; water bottles; a careful heap of jewellery on the props table; ankle supports; and back braces. The stage is criss-crossed with portable ballet barres, the dancers draped over them. He crosses to the downstage right corner where the piano is always set up and waves to Romero, who lies on his back with his legs twisted around each other, wearing that grimace all the dancers wear at this time of the day before the bending and swooping of the ballet class smooths their pains away.

He watches Anita, sitting on the floor at the back of the stage, tying her pointe shoe ribbons around her ankle. A couple of weeks ago he’d had three beers on an empty stomach after the show and when he’d passed her waiting for a shower as he went back to his cabin he’d recklessly tapped her on the shoulder.

Do you miss him?

Anita’s face had creased in panic. She looked quickly around her and shrank back towards the window, holding her towel in front of her like a shield.

Michael, please don’t—

Because you seem to be fine, yet you’ll never see Alex again and I could walk off this train any time I like to see Evelyn if the bastard Crow would let me. Don’t you long for him? Don’t you want to shout his name? Don’t you want to jump off the stage in the middle of the Pearl waltz and beg one of those creatures to take you to him?

She had covered her face with her hands but tears leaked through her fingers. Please don’t do this, Michael. I understand you’re hurting but please please please don’t do this to me.

Michael had woken up more than usually ashamed of himself. He’d written a note and put it in the cubby in wardrobe where she kept her shoes. Very sorry for my behaviour, please forgive me. I’m glad you have found some peace, I admire that very much.

‘Morning, Michael, how are you?’ Romero says brightly. He always begins ballet class right by the piano. All the dancers have their places on stage for class the way all the orchestra have their places in the pit, although it is more obvious where a new flute would put themselves than where a new dancer would. When there’s a new pledge, they hover in the wings until the very last moment to pounce on the free space, which will be theirs until someone leaves and vacates a spot. Like hermit crabs, Michael thinks.

He smiles at Romero, murmurs something noncommittal. They’d first met at Waterloo station one summer evening; Michael with his violin and two suitcases at his feet and the Kinks' song tripping through his mind, Romero sitting on a bulging backpack with his long legs stretched in front of him, toes dropped away from each other in a perfect quarter-to-three position. Michael had played plenty of ballet music at the conservatoire but Romero was the first dancer he’d really met. He couldn’t stop staring at him, the lithe lines of his body, the way he fully inhabited every inch of his skin, the catlike grace of him.

Belinda was there, handbag in front of her like a weapon. Gentlemen of The Apple and the Pearl? Romero had sprung to his feet and Michael had slung his instrument over his shoulder. Follow me please.

Now he suspects Romero has been deputised among the dancers to try to be nice to him, seeing as they’re pledge-mates. He is waiting for Romero to ask him some small-talky question with a tactful, sympathetic smile. Lance told him all the backstage tannoys leak salt water during his solo in the second act Blue pas de deux and it’s annoying everyone, but Michael had told him to take it up with the Crow. Do you think this is how I’m choosing to live?

He adjusts the piano stool, sits on its padded leather and pulls out his latest notebook and a pen. He writes, We are stopped in a graveyard filled with ancient graves with moss grown in the carved names to obscure them and— He stops. It is harder and harder to know what to put in his notebooks these days. He keeps starting sentences and abandoning them, the ink trailing across the paper, his thoughts drifting to a halt. This whole notebook, the one he started after Evelyn left, is made up of sad little fragments like this, random disconnected thoughts that never connect into a text. He keeps thinking of who will or won’t read all the hundreds of pages he’s filled and what they’ll find about him. He’s settled recently on it becoming more of a record of whatever it is that powers the Grub and the Grit and so he tries to write less around the raw, jagged edges of his emptiness and more about what he sees and hears and feels. But it always ends up circling round to her, his thoughts like a hungry buzzard over a meadow.

All Souls’, he writes, and I had forgotten, but it makes little difference to us. The show is the same.

That was something Evelyn had hated, the way the day started again and again with the same shape to it – set up the Grit, ballet class, rehearsals, show, pack up the Grit, get moving, do it all again.

We play the same thing over and over and over and the tunes are boring, Michael, don’t you think? Don’t you yearn for some complexity, something other than waltzes and marches, something just to sink your teeth into?

He had tried to understand, he really had. Taken her on fun, unexpected dates on days off, tried to be spontaneous, tried to make things exciting. But then they came back to the Grub, to the Grit, to the show. To their lives. It’s a ballet score, Evie, he’d said with impatience one night off after they’d been to see a kora-harp fusion band in Liverpool. You can hardly expect it to be avant-garde.

She’d made a face and turned away. He was worried. Two weeks off her next pledge and she was saying she didn’t want to renew, making noises about them leaving the show together and going back into the world, teaching maybe. She wanted to record, she wanted to compose, she said performing was becoming like a chain to her, tying her down.

I don’t want to teach, Evie, I want to stay here.

But what do we make here, Michael? What do we create, what do we leave behind us?

You could compose here. He had been baffled by her restlessness, but he hadn’t known what to do about it. Now that’s what wakes him early in the morning and stops him getting back to sleep, all the things he should have said to her. He writes them down instead.

Let’s ask Belinda for a couples cabin and those stupid songs won’t bother you so much.

What can I do to help you? I couldn’t bear it if you left.

Why don’t you write down the things that lurk and hurt you and we can exorcise them and get them out of your head so the Crow can’t reach them?

Maybe she was right to leave. Writing down his heartbreaks isn’t making him feel any better and it isn’t starving the Crow of ammunition. He doesn’t know why he thought it might have helped her.

Twenty-five past one and Cecile sweeps onto the stage from the prompt corner surrounded by her usual haze of lily-of-the-valley and hairspray. She reminds Michael of a bat. Skinny limbs swathed in black – black legwarmers and a long black skirt, and a black silk blouse held at the throat with a string of pearls. Michael shuts his notebook and slips it into his satchel. The dancers clamber to their feet, pull their hair into ponytails, peel stripy woollen leggings from their thighs and push their insteps into their pointe shoes.
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