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Chapter One
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Grace Whitlock stood in the wings with her pointe shoes already tied and her stomach doing something awful.

Thirty-two girls waited in the corridor behind her. She could hear them through the fire door. The shuffle of canvas slippers, the low nervous chatter, someone running a fouetté combination under her breath like a prayer. Grace had stopped listening to them ten minutes ago. She had stopped listening to everything except the blood in her own ears and the sound of her breathing, which was too fast, and the small clicking noise her jaw made when she clenched it, which she was doing now, and had been doing since six o'clock that morning when her alarm had gone off in the dark Clapham flat and she had lain staring at the ceiling for four full minutes before her body agreed to move.

The audition list had gone up three weeks ago. Year-End Gala. Guest Choreographer. Open call for principal and corps de ballet. All second and third-year students eligible. Audition: Studio A, October 2nd, 9am.

Below that, in smaller type: Choreographer: Madame Irina Petrova-Lane.

Grace had looked the name up on her phone that same evening, sitting cross-legged on her bed with a bowl of pasta balanced on one knee. The search returned a sparse Wikipedia entry, a handful of archived reviews from the Guardian and the Telegraph, two photographs. The first was from the early nineties: a young woman mid-leap in what looked like the Mariinsky Theatre, her body a clean diagonal line against darkness, every tendon visible. The second was recent, taken at some gala in Berlin. The woman was older now, standing at the edge of a stage in a black turtleneck and leather trousers, her dark hair pulled back from a face that the camera had caught in three-quarter profile. High cheekbones. A mouth that was not smiling. Dark eyes that were looking at something off-frame with an expression Grace could not read but spent a long time trying to.

She had closed the browser and put the phone face down on the duvet and finished her pasta.

That had been three weeks ago. Now she was standing in the wings of Studio A with rosin dust on her palms and the variation she'd been polishing since April locked inside her muscles, and the door to the studio was about to open, and Madame Irina Petrova-Lane was on the other side of it.

"Whitlock."

The stage manager, a third-year called Sophie with a clipboard and a stopwatch lanyard, was leaning through the fire door.

"You're next. Two minutes."

Grace nodded. Sophie disappeared. The fire door swung shut with a soft hydraulic click.

Two minutes.

She pressed her back flat against the wall and closed her eyes. The wall was cool through the thin cotton of her leotard. She could feel each vertebra making contact with the plaster, one by one, from her tailbone to the base of her skull. She breathed into the contact. Held it. Let the coolness travel inward. Her teacher at the Royal Junior, a retired soloist called Mrs. Farrow who had hands like a carpenter and breath that smelled permanently of Fisherman's Friends, had taught her this when she was twelve. Find the wall, Grace. Let the wall hold you. You hold you the rest of the time. Let something else do it for a moment.

The corridor on the other side of the fire door had gone quiet. The next girl must have entered the studio. Grace could hear music, faintly. Tchaikovsky. The Rose Adagio. A bold choice. It faded after ninety seconds and there was silence, and then the muffled sound of shoes on sprung floor, and then nothing.

The door opened.

"Whitlock. Now."

Grace peeled her back off the wall. Straightened her spine. Rolled her shoulders down and back. Checked that her bun was smooth with one quick touch of her fingers. Walked through the door.

Studio A occupied the entire top floor of the conservatoire's east wing. It was the largest rehearsal space in the building and the most coveted, with a sprung maple floor that had been resurfaced three times in the past decade and tall arched windows along the north wall that overlooked the river. On clear mornings the light came through those windows like something poured, thick and white-gold, catching the dust motes and the faint haze of rosin that never quite settled. Today was overcast. The light was grey and flat and the river below was the colour of old pewter, and the mirrors on the south wall reflected everything back with a sharpness that made the room feel twice as large and twice as empty.

A long table had been set up near the piano. Three people sat behind it. Grace recognised two of them: Daniel Haywood, the Head of Dance, a tall man in his fifties with a grey ponytail and reading glasses he was always losing, and Mrs. Chen, the ballet mistress, whose real name was Valentina Chen-Morrison but whom everyone called Mrs. Chen because she had been at the conservatoire for twenty-three years and had earned the abbreviation. The third person sat at the far end of the table.

Grace looked at her.

The photographs online had not been wrong, exactly. They had captured the angles of her face, the severity of the hair, the lean architecture of her body. But photographs did not capture the way a person occupied space, and Madame Irina Petrova-Lane occupied the end of that table the way a lit cigarette occupies an empty room. She was dressed entirely in black. A fitted turtleneck. Trousers that might have been wool or might have been something more expensive. Flat shoes, pointed toe, no embellishment. Her legs were crossed. Her hands were folded on the table in front of her. She wore no rings. No watch. No jewellery at all, in fact, except for a thin gold chain at her throat that caught the grey light from the windows. Her hair was dark, almost black, parted down the centre and pulled into a knot at the nape of her neck so tight that the skin at her temples looked faintly drawn. She wore dark glasses indoors. Grace could not see her eyes.

Daniel Haywood cleared his throat.

"Grace Whitlock, second year. Grace, this is Madame Petrova-Lane, who will be choreographing our gala this year. Whenever you're ready."

Grace walked to the centre of the room. The floor was warm under her pointe shoes. Warm and alive, the way good sprung floors are, giving slightly under each step, accepting her weight and returning it. She found her mark, an invisible spot she chose by instinct, slightly right of centre, angled toward the mirrors so that the light from the windows would catch her from the left. She settled into her preparatory position. Feet in fifth. Arms low, rounded, fingertips almost touching. Chin lifted. Eyes forward.

The accompanist, a patient woman called Doreen who had been playing auditions at the conservatoire since before Grace was born, looked at her over the top of the upright piano.

Grace nodded.

The music began.

She had chosen Kitri's first variation from Don Quixote. Not the flashiest option. Not the safest, either. It required speed and precision and a specific quality of attack, a crispness to the footwork that could not be faked and that fell apart if you were even slightly behind the music. Grace had chosen it because it suited her feet, which were her best feature as a dancer, quick and articulate with high arches that made her pointe work look effortless even when the muscles in her calves were screaming, and because the variation had a quality of controlled recklessness that she loved. Controlled recklessness. Mrs. Farrow had used those words once, years ago, describing a performance by a dancer whose name Grace had forgotten but whose quality she had not.

She danced.

The first eight bars were clean. She could feel them landing, each step in its place, the music and her body in agreement. Her balancés had the right lilt. Her piqué turns tracked a straight line across the diagonal, each one snapping shut at the top with the precision she had drilled for months. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror and looked good, which she allowed herself to notice for one beat before pushing the thought away because vanity in the middle of a variation was a trap that led to missed counts.

The middle section was harder. A sequence of fast relevés travelling across the floor, then a series of small jumps, entrechats, the feet beating in the air, the body lifting and falling and lifting again. Grace threw herself into them. She could feel the burn starting in her quads, the familiar deep ache that she welcomed because it meant she was working hard enough. Each entrechat was clean. She counted the beats in her body rather than her head, letting the music carry the count while her muscles did the mathematics.

The final section built to a series of turns. Chaîné turns first, fast, linked, the room spinning past in a blur of grey light and mirror-glass. Then the finish: a fouetté combination, eight turns, each one driven by the snap of her working leg and the spot of her eyes on the far wall. She took a breath at the top of the preparation. Found her spot. A chip in the plaster near the exit sign. She fixed on it and turned.

One. Clean.

Two. Good.

Three. The floor caught her right, the spring returning her weight at the perfect moment.

Four. Five. Six. Her arms were steady, her core locked, her spot precise.

Seven. A tiny wobble. Invisible to the audience, perhaps, but she felt it, a millimetre's loss of centre that sent a jolt of panic through her stomach.

Eight. She finished. Closed in fifth. The music stopped.

Silence.

Grace stood in her finishing position and breathed. The studio was very quiet. She could hear Doreen shifting on the piano bench. She could hear the faint sound of traffic from the river embankment far below. She could hear her own pulse.

Daniel Haywood was writing something on the paper in front of him. Mrs. Chen was looking at the ceiling, which was what Mrs. Chen always did when she was thinking, a habit the students had long ago learned to interpret as neutral rather than negative. Grace looked at them and then she looked, almost against her own will, at the woman at the end of the table.

Madame Irina Petrova-Lane uncrossed her legs. She leaned forward slightly. Her hands remained folded on the table but her head tilted, a small precise movement, like a bird examining something on the ground. Then she lifted one hand and removed the dark glasses.

Her eyes were dark brown, almost black, and they looked at Grace with an attention that had weight. Not the scanning appraisal that judges usually gave, that quick up-and-down that took in your line and your turnout and your feet and then moved on. This was different. This was specific. This woman was looking at Grace the way you look at a sentence in a foreign language that you almost understand but not quite, and the gap between almost and understanding was where all the interest lived.

The moment stretched.

"Interesting."

One word. Low. A faint curl of accent on the vowels, the r slightly rolled, the t slightly softened. The word sat in the studio air like a stone dropped into still water.

Daniel Haywood glanced sideways. "Madame Petrova-Lane?"

"Interesting," she said again, and then she put the glasses back on, and the attention was gone, and Grace was dismissed with a nod from Daniel and a brief "Thank you, Grace, we'll post results tomorrow morning" and she walked out of the studio on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else.

In the corridor she pressed her back against the wall again. Same wall. Same plaster. Same cool contact through the leotard. But the wall could not hold her the way it had before, because something had shifted in the centre of her chest, some small internal plate had moved a fraction of an inch, and the architecture of her composure was no longer quite sound.

Interesting.

What did that mean?

She pulled her phone from the waistband of her warm-up trousers, which were folded on the bench beside her dance bag. Three messages. Two from her mother: a photo of the family cat and a reminder to take her iron tablets. One from Matty: good luck today babe hope it went well xxx

Grace typed back: went ok I think. Talk later xx

She put the phone away. She sat on the bench for a while, untying and retying her ribbons without purpose, watching the other girls file in and out of the studio, hearing the muffled piano through the door, the same Doreen chords beginning and ending and beginning again. She sat there until the last girl had auditioned and the studio had gone quiet and Sophie the stage manager had locked the door and everyone had drifted toward the changing rooms or the canteen or the Tube.

Then she stood, collected her bag, walked down four flights of stairs, pushed through the heavy front doors of the conservatoire into the grey London afternoon, and stood on the pavement outside for a long moment, breathing the cold October air, before she headed for the Northern Line.

On the Tube she found a seat between a man reading the Metro and a woman with a sleeping toddler on her lap. She sat with her dance bag between her feet and watched the dark tunnel walls slide past the window and thought about the word interesting and the way it had sounded in that voice and the way those dark eyes had looked at her, specifically at her, at whatever it was they had seen.

She thought about it all the way to Clapham South. She thought about it walking up the hill to the flat. She thought about it unlocking the front door and stepping over the pile of shoes in the hallway and dropping her bag by the radiator. She thought about it in the kitchen, filling the kettle, while her flatmate Priya talked to someone on the phone in the living room and the evening began to fold in around the flat the way London evenings do in early October, early and sudden, the light going from grey to dark between one cup of tea and the next.

She made the tea. She drank it standing at the counter. She ate a banana and two digestive biscuits and checked her phone again for no reason and then put it face down on the counter and looked at the kitchen wall, which was painted a shade of cream that had been optimistic when the landlord chose it and was now just sad.

Interesting.

She went to bed early. Matty called at nine and she let it ring to voicemail.

She lay in the dark with the duvet pulled to her chin and the sound of Priya's television bleeding through the wall and the orange glow of the streetlight outside the window painting a stripe across the ceiling. She lay there and replayed the audition in her body rather than her mind, feeling the variation move through her muscles from memory, the preparation, the opening bars, the turn sequence, the wobble on the seventh fouetté that had cost her a fraction of a second and a fraction of her confidence. She replayed the finish. The silence. The woman at the end of the table removing her glasses.

She pressed her thighs together under the duvet.

Interesting.

Sleep took a long time to arrive. When it came it was shallow and restless and full of half-formed images that dissolved on contact, dark eyes and cold light and the sound of a single word spoken in a voice that was not quite English and not quite anything else.

The cast list went up at half past eight the following morning.

Grace saw the crowd first. A knot of girls in the corridor outside Studio A, pressed against the wall where the noticeboard hung, some on tiptoes, some craning over shoulders. There were sounds of muffled excitement and sounds of muffled disappointment and the particular quality of silence that meant someone was reading their own name on a list and processing what it meant.

Grace joined the back of the group. She was taller than some and shorter than others and the list was printed in a font size that assumed twenty-twenty vision, which she did not have, so she waited until the crowd thinned before stepping forward.

The sheet was white A4 paper. Conservatoire letterhead at the top. Below that:

Year-End Gala

Choreography: Madame I. Petrova-Lane

Cast as follows:

A list of names. Corps de ballet first. She scanned them quickly, recognising faces to go with the names, good dancers, solid dancers, the expected names in the expected positions. Second soloist. First soloist. Both girls she knew: talented, reliable, the kind of dancers who were always cast because they could be depended upon to deliver clean work under pressure.

And then, at the top.

Principal: Grace Whitlock

She read it twice.

Three times.

The corridor was emptying. Two girls brushed past her, whispering something she didn't catch. A door opened and closed somewhere down the hall. She stood in front of the noticeboard and read her name in that position, on that piece of paper, beneath the name of that woman, and the small internal plate that had shifted yesterday shifted again, further this time, opening a gap in her centre that let something new and unidentifiable rush in.

Principal.

Her. Grace Whitlock. Scholarship girl from Surrey. Size four pointe shoes. Seven fouettés and a wobble.

She pressed her fingertip to the paper, right below her own name, and held it there for a moment. The paper was smooth and warm from the bodies that had been pressing close to read it. She let her fingertip rest there and then she took her hand away and turned and walked toward the changing rooms.

The corridor was quieter now. Most of the girls had dispersed. But as Grace turned the corner she became aware of a specific quality of attention, a particular texture to the silence around her, and she realised that two girls standing by the water fountain had stopped talking when she passed, and that a third, a girl called Fiona from the year above who had been widely expected to get the principal role, was leaning against the wall with her arms folded and her face very still, watching Grace walk past with an expression that was not hostile but was not kind.

The studio fell silent when she walked in for company class that morning. Not completely silent. Not a dramatic hush. But the specific half-second pause that happens when a room full of people has been talking about someone and that someone arrives. Grace felt it. She felt it in the way conversations hitched and resumed at slightly different volumes, in the way eyes touched her face and slid away, in the way her usual place at the barre had been left open for her as though she were radioactive.

She put her bag down. She changed her shoes. She warmed up. She did her pliés and her tendus and her dégagés and she looked at herself in the mirror and told herself that this was normal, that being cast as principal was what she had trained for, what she had wanted, what she had worked toward every single day since she was eight years old and Mrs. Farrow had looked at her feet and said those will take you places, love.

But she could not shake the feeling, persistent and low, like a note played on a string she didn't know she had, that what had happened in the studio yesterday was not really about the variation. Not about the speed of her footwork or the cleanliness of her turns or even the wobble on the seventh fouetté.

It was about a word.

It was about the way a woman in dark glasses had removed those glasses and looked at her, and the thing she had seen, and the name she had given to it.

Interesting.

Grace knew what good meant. She knew what promising meant. She knew what needs work meant and what not ready meant and what the silence at the end of a critique meant. She had a vocabulary for all of these. She had calibrated herself against them for years, adjusting her expectations to match the feedback, filing each judgement in its proper place.

She did not know what interesting meant. Not in that voice. Not from that mouth. Not with that weight behind it.

She stood at the barre and bent into her first plié of the day, and somewhere in the building, in the office or the corridor or the studio, Madame Irina Petrova-Lane was beginning whatever it was she had begun, and Grace did not yet understand that the cast list was not really a cast list.

It was a claim.
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Chapter Two
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The first company rehearsal was on a Thursday.

Grace arrived forty minutes early because she always arrived forty minutes early, because arriving forty minutes early was the only way to manage the anxiety of arriving at all. She changed in the women's dressing room, which was still empty at this hour, the benches bare, the lockers hanging open, the faint chemical smell of the cleaning products the night staff used clinging to the tiles. She put on her black leotard, her pink tights, her warm-up jumper, her pointe shoes from the Tesco bag. She checked her bun in the mirror. She stretched on the floor for fifteen minutes, working through her hips and her hamstrings with the methodical patience of someone who had learned, at twelve, that the body is an instrument that must be tuned before it is played.

By quarter to ten the rest of the company had arrived. Fourteen dancers, including Grace. Corps and soloists together, filling the studio with the particular energy of a first rehearsal: nervous, competitive, bright. Girls warming up at the barre, on the floor, in the corners. The accompanist had not arrived yet. Someone's phone was playing Ariana Grande from inside a dance bag until Mrs. Chen leaned in through the doorway and gave it the look, and the phone was silenced.

At ten o'clock precisely the studio door opened and Madame Irina Petrova-Lane walked in.

The room changed.

It was not a thing Grace could have described if asked, not in specific terms. Nothing visible shifted. The lights did not dim. The temperature did not drop. But something in the texture of the air altered, some frequency adjusted, and every girl in the room felt it. Conversations died. Bodies straightened. Feet found first position without being told.

Irina stood in the doorway for a moment, as though allowing the room to settle around her. She wore black again. A long-sleeved leotard top under a wrapped cardigan, black tights, soft ballet shoes. Her hair was in its same centre-parted knot. The dark glasses were on. She carried nothing. No bag, no folder, no notes. Just herself.

She walked to the centre of the studio. Her walk was particular. Not a dancer's walk, exactly, though it had a dancer's posture. It was the walk of someone who knew where every part of her body was in space at all times and had decided, consciously, how much of that knowledge to show.

She stopped. She surveyed the room.

"My name is Irina Petrova-Lane. You will call me Madame. We will begin."

No introduction. No speech about artistic vision or collaborative process or the wonderful opportunity this year's gala represents. No warmth. No smile. Just the fact of her presence and the command embedded in it.

She turned to the piano. Doreen had arrived and was sitting at the upright with her glasses on her nose and a pencil behind her ear.

"Adagio. B-flat major. Forty-eight bars. Slow."

Doreen nodded and began to play.

"Corps, to the barre. Soloists, centre. Principal."

Everyone looked at Grace.

"Centre front."

Grace walked to centre front. Her legs moved. Her brain was somewhere else, somewhere high and buzzing, watching her body carry out instructions it had not fully processed. She found her mark and settled into first position and waited.

"The opening," Irina said. She was standing behind the group now, behind the soloists, behind Grace. Her voice came from over Grace's right shoulder, slightly above, because she was five foot eight and Grace was five foot four, and the difference mattered. "The piece opens with the principal in adagio. I will teach the choreography next week. Today I want to see how you move. All of you. Corps, begin your barre work. Soloists, follow the music. Improvise. Show me what your body does when nobody has told it what to do."

The piano played. The corps began their exercises at the barre, the familiar pattern of pliés and tendus that Grace could do in her sleep. The soloists, a girl called Niamh and a girl called Petra, began to move in the space behind Grace, finding the music with their bodies, tentative at first, then freer.

"Principal. You too."

Grace closed her eyes for one beat. Found the music. Opened her eyes and began.

She danced without choreography, which was harder than dancing with it, because choreography gave you a structure to hide inside and without it you were just yourself, moving, exposed. She let her arms extend into the melody. She let her weight shift through her legs. She found a series of slow développés, extending her leg to the front, to the side, to the back, holding each one in the air while the music breathed underneath her.
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