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Praise for

WONDERS NEVER CEASE

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

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

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

Rym Kechacha, author of The Apple and the Pearl

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

Lucy Ashe, author of The Sleeping Beauties

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

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

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

Katie Lumsden, author of The Secrets of Hartwood Hall
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For my twenty-nine-year-old self.

Hang in there, everything is about to change.

And for my eighteen-year-old self.

Hang in there, everything is about to change.






GLOSSARY OF BALLET TERMS

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

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

Allongé: lengthened, elongated

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Écarté: the dancer’s legs are placed wide apart

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

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

Épaulement: placement of the shoulders

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Pirouette: a full turn of the body on one foot

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

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

Port de bras: movement/carriage of the arms

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A meek, confused opening of palms: What?

I repeated the gesture. Just come!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Glen nervously tugged at my sleeve. Bad?

I nodded. Very bad.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

THE UNDERSTUDY

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I can’t picture it.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Is that Patricia? Trix?’

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

‘It’s Nick.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘To tonight.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I don’t have a cat.’

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

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

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

A strong cup of tea, indeed.






FIRST LIFT


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


MARKOVA STUDIO

Patricia Errington, Aleksander Sylvan

The Sleeping Beauty

11:00 – 15:45



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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






BALANCE


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

If only my leg would stop burning.






ENTR’ACTE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

We hadn’t rehearsed the kiss.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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






APOTHEOSIS


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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