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To Jen, who planted the idea of this book and then helped me water it






ONE


MARGO


The air smells of sea salt and cologne and money. I hear them all above deck, clinking champagne glasses, but I stay below in the galley and stare out of the huge porthole at a cut-glass blue horizon.


I never thought that this decadent lifestyle could be mine but here I am, floating on this luxury yacht on the Solent in the thick heat of summer, and arranging a seafood platter of crab tails, dressed lobster, and king scallops on a tray of ice. This evening, I’ll have dinner at The Royal Hotel on the Isle of Wight, be sailed back to Southampton and then chauffeured all the way back to the six-bedroom house in Kensington. The twins will fall asleep in the car and we’ll carry them gently up to bed and then, only then, I’ll go and sit in my room and let myself breathe. I’ll be able to tell myself that I’ve done it – I’ve made it through another day without mistakes.


I finish with the platter, wash and dry my hands. There’s champagne in a tall-standing bucket and I don’t want to drink it but there’s something that begs for me to smell it and to see its bubbles race to the top of the glass. I pour some out into one of the crystal flutes, set it down on the table and look at it.


‘Have you got a taste for the good stuff, Margo?’


One of the women, David’s school friend possibly, has come down the stairs. I think her name is Barbara, or Barbie for short. She’s long-legged under a violet sarong, bejewelled by rings and wears her black hair in a majestic-looking mass on top of her head. She’s alarmed me and I’m embarrassed.


‘Oh, I’m – I’m not going to drink it,’ I say.


‘You enjoy yourself, love,’ she laughs. ‘You’ve done a good job today.’


She smiles and one eye drifts a little. She’s skittishly drunk, I can see, but that’s the whole point of the day.


‘I’ve come hunting out that coriander mayo you made for the chips,’ she says.


I hand her a bowl. ‘Here.’


She dips a slender finger straight in, licks it. ‘Divine.’


She picks over the many other dishes to compliment the platter that I’ve laid on the kitchen top; smoked salmon and lemon pâté; arancini balls; teriyaki beef cups; Stilton and chutney rarebit bites. She pops an arancini ball into her mouth.


‘Years ago,’ she says, chewing. ‘Before all the kids, we’d take this boat out to the Med. We’d strip off after too many drinks, go skinny dipping. Never knew whose body you were rubbing up against but that was the fun of it.’


She laughs and I laugh with her because I’m supposed to.


‘Marie was telling me you used to be a dancer?’ she asks.


Six-year-old Marie is my biggest fan and I love her for the pedestal she’s put me on.


‘I went to stage schools when I was little,’ I reply. ‘I’ve forgotten most of it now.’


‘She told me that you’ve taught her some bits?’


‘A couple of routines. She loves it.’


‘I’ve always admired the discipline of ballet,’ Barbara says. ‘All that effort to look so effortless. Though their feet look like shit by the end though, don’t they? Cut like ribbons.’


‘Yes, that’s true.’


‘And so you decided against it as a career then?’ she asks. ‘Dancing? Because you like kids more?’ She gives a shrill bark of laughter. ‘That’s a whole other load of punishment!’


I smile and she waits for me to say something more but I don’t. Her anticipation of conversation is faltering and I don’t know how to rescue it because small talk isn’t what I’m good at. She claps her hands to signal the end and we’re both glad of it.


‘Well!’ she says, nods to the bowl of mayonnaise in her hand. ‘I’d better go before I eat it all! This is so incredible. You let me know if you’re ever looking to come elsewhere, yes? I could lure you away. You’d choose me, wouldn’t you? I don’t even have children!’


Choose me.


I smile at her again, mute, and then she trots up the stairs and out of the hatch and I hear her speak to Emmeline.


‘Doesn’t say much, does she?’


‘I think that’s why I like her,’ Emmeline replies and they both giggle but I don’t mind what they say about me.


I take a white tray of sundae glasses filled with chocolate and salted caramel scoops out of the freezer, top them with sprinkles and vanilla wafers and walk up out of the galley. The children shout with delight when they see me. All ten of them are sitting on the front deck, wearing hooded towels over life-jackets, limbs bronzed and hair tangled.


‘Ice cream!’ one of them yells.


I take the tray in one hand and the sail rope with the other to balance myself as I step over it to get to them. It’s not an easy move but precision is what’s expected of me, today and all days. The children dive at the tray as I set it down, pick up silver spoons as I in turn pick up their discarded towels and hang on them on the rails before returning to the sunbathed saloon below deck. I look out of the porthole again. The sea is calm and I am safe here in this little space. I am safe with David and with Emmeline and the twins.


Being a nanny means knowing both when to be visible and invisible. It’s living by another family’s routine, abiding by their rules and wants. It’s knowing to fold pyjamas over a hot-water bottle on cold winter nights before bedtime, it’s remembering beloved bears for holidays, the hierarchy of china sets, and ticking off lists of Christmas presents for various relatives. It’s updating the family calendar every week, cutting up boxes to make toy car garages, adding glitter to home-made cards and then tidying it all up again. It’s being privy to an elite world where you are given a private corner of a house to observe it, where you don’t ask questions when you come across conversations that you shouldn’t.


My jobs provide me materially with everything I could ever want. The softest mattresses, Egyptian cotton linen, heavy blackout curtains for my bedrooms, cosy armchairs for my own lounges, organic food to cook, Le Creuset sets to cook in, Ottolenghi books to cook from. Sometimes it’s hard to remember that none of it is really mine. At the end of a job I say goodbye to it all and I take away only memories and my limited wardrobe of clothing, and cash. Lots of cash, because families pay for outstanding service and they are also generous with donations as birthday or Christmas gifts. I don’t even know how much I have in my account – I only know I have more than I would ever need. What would I ever buy myself? What do I like? I like going to the theatre and watching the dancers, to remind me of a life once lived.


I get a notebook from my bag and start making some lists whilst everyone is happy drinking champagne and eating ice cream in the sun. We have ten days before the new school year starts and I need to make triple sure I have everything organised. The summer holiday has been long, with a packed itinerary to satisfy the entire family: hosting barbeques for their friends, seeing family, countless day trips to Diggerland, Peppa Pig World, Legoland and zoos. David and Emmeline booked a week in Bali for the four of them and offered me a week off for my own pleasure and I smiled, pretended to be delighted and told them I would visit family. Instead I stayed in London in their house: bleached their shower heads, dusted tops of wardrobes, rotated the toys and tried to sleep as much as I could. I didn’t want a holiday where I would sit on a balcony somewhere, thinking how lonely I really am.


I open my bag again, unscrew the lid of a little bottle that I keep zipped up in the secret compartment, swallow two of the white pills dry. They’re running low so I add another line to my list to order more on express delivery.


‘Margo!’


I startle at the shout and the lidless bottle pings up in my hand. Pills fall like little hailstones, click on the smart flooring and roll in every direction.


‘Oh, sorry!’


It’s Jonny, Marie’s twin, at the stairs and he comes bounding down, crouches on the floor to help me pick them up.


‘Don’t worry, dove,’ I say to him. ‘It was an accident.’


I can hear that my voice is tight. These pills are my absolute lifeline.


‘Is there any more ice cream?’ he asks beside me.


‘Yes, yes,’ I say but I’m furiously pecking at them with my fingers. I don’t want the children down here and picking them up, thinking they’re sweets: they’re far from it. I filter them inside the bottle.


‘Jonny?’ I ask. ‘Did you get any?’


But I’m answered with silence and I turn my head, see that he’s gone, already up and out of the hatch like a monkey. Has he taken any of the pills with him? I scramble up, panicking, and rush up the stairs. He’s on deck, right next to Emmeline who is talking to another woman, and in the palm of his hand I can see that he’s holding a dozen or so white pills and counting them. I go towards him.


I steer him towards the foredeck. ‘Can I have those?’


‘You can’t eat things off the floor,’ he says to me because that’s what I’m always telling him.


‘Wait—’ I say but I watch him stretch his arm out over the rail and sprinkle the pills into the sea.


‘There you go!’


He smiles because he thinks he’s done the right thing, but I stare at the water in dismay. I have those pills shipped from America and I wonder how many days’ worth I have left now in the bottle. Oh God, I’ve left them in full view down in the kitchen, and I need to get back down before anyone sees them. Don’t panic, don’t panic, I tell myself, but I feel sweat start to bead on my forehead.


‘Great,’ I manage and turn to go back. ‘Thanks, darling.’


‘Oh, Margo,’ Barbie trills and I look to her. She waves an empty champagne flute at me, smiles drunkenly.


‘I’ll get a bottle,’ I say.


‘Can we have some more ice cream?’ a child asks.


‘I’ll get some.’


I go back below deck, snatch up the bottle. I can see that I’ve only got a few left. Breathe. I can just order more, it’s fine. I screw the lid on tightly, put the pills back in my bag, and I then look at the sea out of the porthole, exhale, and tell myself that I’m safe here. Looking after people is what I’m good at: routine and order and consideration. There is no need to feel anxious.


‘Margo?’ someone calls from above. ‘Can you bring up the oysters?’


‘Absolutely.’


I busy myself with tending to the others. People don’t realise you’re not talking to them about your own life if you’re putting food on their tables, if you’re doing their laundry, if you’re smiling at their stories. I like living their lives because it’s easier than living my own.


My life has ghosts.






TWO


CORA


It’s crowded in the bar. People are pressed against one another, there’s sweat in the air and boozy breath too close to my cheeks but this is what I like: being at close quarters to these vibrant, sleek people with loud music thudding through my chest and coloured lights roving across my skin. This is the Saturday after-show party and I’m wired on it.


Nav leans in and I know that he’s shouting in my ear but I can barely hear him.


‘What?’ I shout back.


He drags me off the dance floor.


‘I said that arsehole Guy Harris is over there, and he’s looking at you,’ he says and points to a booth in the corner of the room where a man lounges with another dancer.


‘I know,’ I nod. ‘I’m waiting for the right moment to speak to him.’


Nav makes a face over the music. ‘Why?’


‘He’s the reason we’re here.’


Guy Harris is a casting director renowned throughout the business for his tenacity and networking skills. He’s also renowned for being tempestuous, promiscuous and lewd and I’ve seen all of these things, all at the same time.


‘Are you serious?’ Nav groans.


‘One hundred per cent.’


‘Oh God,’ he says. ‘I thought we were here for the free booze.’


‘We are,’ I reply. ‘But also for favours to be exchanged.’


Both Nav and I are professional dancers and, especially between being signed-up, it’s all about visibility. We’re not even supposed to be at this party: we have nothing to do with this cast. A friend let us in but I have no idea where she went nor do I care.


‘What kind of favours?’ he says.


‘There’s a show that’s going into production,’ I say. ‘And Guy is the person I need to talk to to get me an audition. Plus, he knows the choreographer really well.’


‘Who’s the choreographer?’ Nav asks.


‘Jean-Luc Laurent.’


His eyes widen because Jean-Luc is a big name in contemporary dance. ‘What’s the show?’


‘It’s not well known,’ I say. ‘But there’s a part written for me.’


‘You say that about every single role you’re put up for.’


I dig into my bag, apply lipstick, and Nav rolls his eyes.


‘Original,’ he says. ‘You’re going to sleep with Guy to get an audition? Is sex your answer to everything?’


‘Usually.’


‘Can’t your agent put you up for the audition?’


‘I need something more than her good word,’ I say. ‘It’s all about favours, Nav, I told you.’


‘Is this a good idea? You’re drunk.’


I pout at him with full red lips, flash my extended eyelashes. Everything about me is bigger and bolder tonight because one needs to stand out in a crowd as beautiful as this one.


‘“One should always be drunk”,’ I say. ‘“That’s all that matters . . . But with what? With wine, with poetry, or with virtue, as you choose. But get drunk.” Quote by Charles Baudelaire.’


‘You’re coming home with me tonight though, OK?’ Nav says.


‘Oh, relax. I’ll meet you outside in ten minutes.’


I slip through the heaving mass of bodies on the dance floor, and feel hands catch my waist, strokes of fingertips on my arms and hot breath on my neck. Dancers are almost always tactile and I’m the best of them.


‘Guy!’ I exclaim as I reach his booth.


I reach over and kiss his cheek and then I sit on his lap. I see the other dancer raise her eyebrows.


Guy looks up at me through thick designer glasses and smiles slowly at the recognition. ‘Cora Devaux,’ he says.


My name oozes from his mouth like syrup. He’s nearing fifty, has tanned skin and lines where they are handsome on men but not, according to cosmetic adverts, on women.


‘Missed me?’ I whisper into his ear.


He doesn’t go to remove me and the dancer takes her cue, gets up and takes her drink with her.


‘I haven’t seen you in a while,’ he says.


I shrug. ‘I like to school people in the art of patience.’


He smiles again. ‘Can I help you? I never see you unless you want something.’


‘Oh! How you wound me,’ I reply. ‘But now you come to mention it, I’m interested in a show that’s being cast at the moment.’


‘And you think I can help you out?’


‘I know you can.’


‘If I can’t?’


My thumb strokes the top of his hand as it’s clasped within mine and he looks down at it.


‘Then all the weight of Mondays would crush my shoulders,’ I say. ‘And shame on you because Mondays are the worst of the days.’


‘I forgot that beautiful tongue,’ he says, looking at my lips. ‘You could charm the birds from the trees. What’s the show?’


‘Mirror, Mirror.’


He frowns. ‘How do you know about it? Jean-Luc only announced it two days ago and not even widely.’


‘Because I’m always looking for it,’ I say. ‘And I want to dance Eliza.’


He tilts his head at me. ‘She’s a fuck-up.’


‘Exactly,’ I say. ‘But everyone likes a fuck-up, don’t they?’


I move my hand from his and squeeze his thigh. He can feel my body through this ridiculous dress I’m wearing; a bright violet film of material ruched at the waist and stopping short just below my butt. He can see my toned calves; can see the lights making shadows across my collarbones. I use my body as a weapon.


‘The part needs someone raw,’ I say. ‘Someone passionate; and that’s me, isn’t it?’


He grins. I can see the familiar excitement spark in his eyes. ‘Could be.’


I smile. ‘You could be credited for finding the star of this show and I could blow you kisses from the stage.’


‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he says. ‘But—’


‘Of course,’ I purr. ‘Tit for tat. How’s your wife?’


‘Fuck off,’ he says but he laughs.


I lean in, bite his bottom lip and his eyes widen in both surprise and then pleasure. Or is it pain?


Tit for tat. Is that enough, I wonder. I’m twenty-seven, he can have girls far younger than me who are more desperate for chances, but I have an edge a lot of them don’t. He’s panted it before, hot in my ears, as I’ve stared him down through a mask covered in feathers over his perspiring body.


‘You’re crazy, Cora Devaux,’ he said once.


‘Mad as a fucking hatter,’ I’d replied. ‘You want more?’


They always want more.


I hop from his lap. ‘I’ll sit in a cold corner and write desperately bad poetry in the hope of your call,’ I say.


I hear him laugh again as I walk away. For all his failings – and there are many – I like the banter between us. Guy is always unapologetically himself and I find that liberating. I cross the dance floor, know he’s watching as I go. People shout as I leave.


‘Don’t go, Cora!’


‘You promised me a dance!’


‘Send me your number, yeah?’


Did I kiss any of them tonight? All of them? I can’t remember. I throw them all my best smile and then the door closes behind me.


Nav is waiting outside. The late August air is warm enough to walk barefooted even at this time of night and so I take my shoes off, feel the relief of the cool pavement beneath them. I swing my shoes by my side, can’t see in the darkness how dirty my feet are getting.


‘How did it go?’ Nav asks.


‘We’ll see.’


He hands me a cigarette packet and I take my lighter from my bag and light one for him and one for myself. I hate cigarettes and so does Nav, and smoking them is a sure sign of a debauched night.


Nav and I met three years ago at a casting of a contemporary take of Women of Troy where he was dancing Paris because he’s good-looking in an uncomplicated way; slim and dark with pearls in his mouth, and I was dancing Hecuba, the tragic heroine. Neither of us got the parts but we found each other and commiserated by drinking lychee margaritas at a Mexican bar and bitching about people in the industry. I liked his wit and his brutal honesty and he liked me for the very same reasons. I moved into his flat after six months and we’ve been inseparable ever since. It’s good to live with someone else; I’d been living alone too long before that and I’ve decided I’m not as good on my own. I’m not as fun.


‘That was a good party,’ Nav says.


‘I reckon top twenty.’


He drags on the cigarette. ‘Agree. Look, I got some photos with Freddie Balaz. He’s signed with Breaker Records.’


He shows me them as we walk. ‘That one or that one for Insta?’ he asks.


I look as he flicks from one picture to the other. ‘I mean, they’re both the same.’


‘My lips look bigger in that one,’ he says.


‘That one then,’ I say.


‘But too big?’


‘That one then,’ I say and point to the other.


‘But big enough?’


I roll my eyes though it’s an effort because I must have reapplied my mascara five times in the space of only a few hours and my lashes feel heavy with it. My head is going to suffer tomorrow morning.


‘Shit, I look dug up in this one here,’ he says.


I lean to see. ‘Send that to me immediately.’


‘No fucking way.’


The cigarette is dry in my mouth; I need water. ‘Nav,’ I say. ‘I see a golden and delicious archway that leads to fries and coke inside.’


I cross the road to the yellow-and-red shop front and I click my fingers for him to follow me.


‘I’m not your dog,’ he says.


‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘You’re my bitch.’


I shimmy across threshold of the fast-food chain, see the late-night drunks and the groups of friends stop talking, stop what they’re doing, to watch me. Someone wolf-whistles and the sound translates straight through me, to my hips and the muscles of my legs and I raise myself and spot the man who whistled me.


‘Hello, gorgeous,’ I say and pirouette once, twice, three times, and then I jump, back arched, to join the back of the queue to a round of applause and more whistling.


‘Show off,’ Nav tuts behind me.


He’s right; I am a show off, an exhibitionist, an egotist. But to have people looking at me like they’re looking at me right now is my fuel. My life is a show and I like it that way because it’s the very opposite to her life. Margo got the luxury, the money and the safety, but I have the freedom.


‘What’s this play about anyway?’ Nav says. ‘The one you’re tapping up Guy Harris for?’


‘Rivalry,’ I say.


I flash my best smile at the server as we move to order, and feel the ugly scar on the back of my neck tighten.






THREE


MARGO


It’s Sunday and whilst David and Emmeline and the twins are eating the roast dinner that I prepared for them at home, I turn into the gravel drive of the Willows retirement village.


Granny’s flat is on the ground floor because her legs are failing her now as well as her mind. She opens the door and smiles up at me and I feel guilty because I should make more effort to see her.


‘Dove,’ she says, because that’s how she always greeted me and the warmness of her welcome makes me feel worse.


‘Hello, Granny,’ I say, and lean down to embrace her.


I remember when I was a girl that she was tall. Or is that my mind playing tricks? We’re certain of a lot of things when we’re younger but doubt ourselves later on. Are we truer when we’re younger? Maybe Granny wasn’t really so tall. I inhale her scent as I hug her and she smells of mothballs and lavender oil, and her white hair is thin in my face like spider silk.


‘Come to the kitchen,’ she says and I follow her along the thin corridor, to her tiny rose-wallpapered kitchen. ‘Sit, sit – come and see my photo albums.’


On the small round table in the middle of the room is a hefty photograph album and I regard it with deep resignation. Granny loves looking at the photo albums. She has documented everything and everyone in her life with neat handwriting and it’s a good thing too because she’s forgotten where most of the pictures were taken, and who the people are in them, until I read them out aloud to her again. At least today she seems lucid – it’s not always the case.


‘I’ll put the kettle on, Granny,’ I say.


I’ll need the caffeine to get through this next hour. My pills would have dulled the pain of looking through all these for the millionth time, but despite ordering an express shipment, they’re now showing online as temporarily unavailable. I ran out six days ago and I’m trying not to panic, but having them out of my system even for this short amount of time has resulted in a sharp and inclining headache and bouts of nausea.


‘You’re looking well,’ Granny says admiringly. ‘So smart with your hair done.’


I’m wearing a tailored navy jacket over a white shirt and skinny black jeans and glasses because my eyes are too sore to wear contacts – another side effect of being off the pills.


‘I have to look nice for my job.’


I suppose it’s because I’m a representative of an important household. Occasionally Emmeline will have colleagues over for business meetings: leading professors in world economics, or we will entertain David’s colleagues: barristers and judges. It’s paramount that I am smart for every occasion they throw at me. Every six weeks I’m a new blonde, every year I have my teeth professionally whitened, every month my nails are done and three times every week, during term time, I swim, run or go to the gym.


‘Are you a librarian, Margo?’ Granny asks.


Not so lucid then. Perhaps it would help her if I saw more of her but I’m not sure it would help me.


‘No, Granny. I’m a nanny. Remember? In Kensington?’


‘Oh, yes,’ she says.


I see her looking for her reading glasses and I reach for them on the little dresser behind her and hand them over. Everything in this little place came out of the 1970s house she lived in with Grandpa. The matching flower print crockery, her collection of jugs, the glass dresser with its tiny duck-egg blue drawers, the rickety oven that I pay extra for someone to clean and service before she can set fire to it. I look anew at it – there are tiny roses painted on the top. I’ve never noticed this detail before.


‘Thank you, dove,’ she says, putting on her glasses.


I put the kettle on, get out mugs.


‘Your father rang me. From Switzerland. He said he might take up Nordic Walking.’


I busy myself making the tea but my heart swells for news of my parents. They’ve been in Switzerland for years though that hadn’t been the original plan – they were grounded there unexpectedly. I’m glad they’re getting out, getting fresh air. I remember the air in that house in the mountains became so stale.


‘There you go, Granny,’ I say, and put the cup on the table for her in case her fingers slip as I pass it. That’s happened before.


‘Get a biccie for us,’ she says.


‘I shouldn’t.’


‘There’s nothing of you!’


I get the tin out of the cupboard. It’s still the same one, round with illustrated ginger cats and rainbows. It was a present to her from me when I was seven and had saved my pocket money to buy it. The lid is bashed from years of use and doesn’t close properly.


‘Let me buy you a new tin?’ I say.


She picks a biscuit that falls limp between her fingers. ‘I like them soft. Oh! Did I tell you Julie died? She, Sybil and I are no longer the three musketeers. Six months ago. I must have told you?’


Has she told me? When did I last come? My visits here all slide into sepia recollections like all Granny’s old albums. I look at her with pity – so many of her old friends are dying. It must be horrible to have your peers leave you; the loneliness must be crushing. I put my hand on hers, feel its softness. Granny’s always looked after her hands.


‘Are you OK?’ I say.


She frowns. ‘Why shouldn’t I be?’ she asks. ‘Sit down and look at these pictures with me before our film.’


I can’t delay the inevitable any longer. I pull up a chair and sit close to her.


‘I got some new ones,’ she says and she opens a page that she’s bookmarked with a pizza delivery flier.


‘You get takeaway pizzas here, Granny?’ I smile at her.


‘Is that what that is?’ she says, vaguely.


She pulls out some loose photographs and hands them to me and I’m surprised to find that I haven’t seen them before.


‘Aren’t they sweet? Look, that’s you in the market when your dad was posted in Iran.’


I look closely. ‘Oh yes.’


‘And you on that horse you loaned at the stables when you were all in Doha,’ she says. ‘Or somewhere else? I can’t remember where you all were and when.’


I can barely remember either. Dad had been a petroleum engineer and we were forever being posted somewhere exotic. Dad said moving around would broaden our childhood experience but I’m not sure it did anything but cause me anxiety. I look at the photograph of the girl on a bay horse. The horse was called Brew and she had a nasty attitude and kicked.


‘Oh, you loved that horse,’ Granny says.


‘Yes.’ I smile tightly but she can’t see that it’s not me.


‘And you all with your mum,’ she says. ‘Not sure where that is.’


I look at the photo of us with our mother kneeling, enveloping us with her arms, and I’m hit by the memory of her smell – lemons and summer evenings.


‘And this one,’ Granny says. ‘My favourite!’


It’s a photograph of Cora and I can see why Granny likes it. Cora stands en pointe against a white brick wall, wearing a golden dress with thin straps and a skirt to the mid-calf. She’s somewhere outside – the sun is in her eyes but the light enhances the amber in them.


‘I remember your mother had this dress specially made,’ Granny says. ‘But for the life of me, I can’t remember which performance it was for.’


There’s something about this picture that I don’t like. I stare harder at the dress and the gold of it flashes in my eye. ‘I don’t know either.’


‘Well,’ Granny beams. ‘Isn’t it nice to have these? Memories from a long time ago. I’ll pop them into your bag, yes?’


‘I—’ But I trail off. ‘OK.’


She gathers them up, and the photo disappears into the pile and into my bag.






FOUR


CORA


It’s still dark but the rusty lights of the city bloom through the window and cast an orange glow around the room. My head is pounding. Did we drink a lot last night? Something hurts on my wrist and I see I’ve still got Guy’s tie knotted tightly around it and my hand is a funny colour.


He enjoys tying me up to hotel bedposts: they all like my party trick, even the so-called gentlemen. The complexity of sexual desire is so intensely private and yet we crave to share it, to trust someone with our innermost fantasies. I’m the woman that can be trusted to say yes. Guy asked me if I wanted to be untied as we were falling asleep but I said no. I’m trained in keeping my body under control and the adult bladder can hold a lot of water. It’s good practice for me to be disciplined, taut, and it unnerved him but I like unnerving people.


‘Happy Tuesday,’ I say.


‘Good morning,’ he says and he smiles without opening his eyes. ‘What’s the time?’


‘Early,’ I say, and gnaw at the binding. ‘I’m going to fly out of the window in just a moment.’


He opens his eyes now and they’re amber in this light. ‘Like a witch?’


‘Like a fucking lark, dick,’ I say. ‘It’s a bird.’


He smiles. ‘I know what a lark is.’


There’s no pleading for me to stay but why would he? We both knew the arrangement when we met last night. I can’t work the tie off my wrist so I lean over the bed and rummage in my bag with my free hand, pick up the penknife from inside and go to slit it.


‘That’s silk!’ he protests.


‘It was silk,’ I correct.


‘Why have you got a penknife in your bag?’


‘For situations like this.’


The shreds of the tie slip to the floor and I twist my wrist around to get the blood flowing back to my hand before retrieving my clothes from around the room.


‘You mean I’m not the only one?’ he says, feigning hurt.


We both laugh, and I pull up my leggings, sling on my gold vest and leather jacket. I don’t bother with my underwear, which I shove straight into my bag, because I dance better without underwear on.


‘Good luck today,’ he says.


‘Thanks.’


‘We have so much fun.’


‘Call me,’ I joke, and I shut the door behind me.


Out of the hotel I walk towards the main road. The silhouettes of the city are black against the rising dawn and I watch the sun waking up and changing the canvas of the sky from grey to indigo and then to pink. London is beautiful in this light. There are a few cyclists on the roads and people wearing gym clothes for early workouts.


Today is the day of the audition and I feel a shiver of excitement run through my body. I twist my wrist again. I’m lucky he didn’t tie my legs. Did I want to be that person who slept their way to the top? No. I wanted to come to London and burst onto the stage like a shooting star, wanted to illuminate audiences with wonder and adoration. But I quickly came to rely on my charms over my talent. For me, the reliable way to keep visible was to literally claw up the trouser legs of important people. In return for a leg up in the industry, I gave both established and upcoming choreographers and directors a leg over. I stared them down in hotel rooms, glared at them in props cupboards whilst they shook with pleasure. I was good at being ‘that girl’. I still am. Anything to enable me to dance.


I was four when my parents took us to see The Nutcracker on Christmas Eve in London. I remember that I sat mesmerised on my father’s knee, in awe at the scenery and the costumes, but above all else, bewitched by the magic those dancers seemed to possess. My mother told me that I didn’t talk until the theatre had all but emptied, that I had kept my eyes on the red velvet curtains in case the dancers came back. I remember willing them to reappear, but knowing that even if they didn’t, I’d see them in my dreams that night and for every night after.


On Christmas Day I woke to the presents I’d asked for; a rainbow umbrella, a teddy with a locket around its neck, a doll on roller skates, but what I wanted above anything else, having seen that performance, was to learn how to dance.


My parents thought my obsession would be a passing phase but nonetheless indulged me and signed me up to a semester at a local stage school when we returned to Brazil, where we were then stationed. I fell in love with all the disciplines and I picked up routines and techniques quickly and with ease. I talked with my mouth full over dinner about dance. I read any book I could find about dancing, I put photographs up in my bedroom of all the famous dancers; Alessandra Ferri, Yvette Chauviré, Maria Alexandrova and Katherine Dunham. Every hour out of school I spent in studios and eventually my parents begun to realise that dance wasn’t a phase; it was going to be my life. They bought me leotards to wear instead of leggings and training ballet shoes so I could practice pointe. They took me to the theatres to watch performances, let me watch infinite tutorial videos so I could practise steps at home. They took me to local competitions and I won them all.


I look up. How have I got myself here, to the Serpentine? Without the protection of brick and mortar, the wind kisses its cool breath on my face.


I see a woman ahead, sixties perhaps and comfortably rounded, standing by the edge of the lake. She’s wearing a purple bathing suit and matching swimming hat that looks bruise-like against the white of her creped skin.


‘Morning,’ she says as I approach her.


‘Hello.’


‘Lovely morning for it.’ She swings her arms above her shoulders in a circular motion. ‘A swim at six-thirty and I’m set for the day.’


‘I’m walking off a hangover.’ And Guy. I have to walk him off like a hangover too.


She laughs. ‘Careful of the edge then.’


‘I’ll be very careful,’ I say, seriously.


‘You don’t swim?’


‘I can swim,’ I say because it’s true; I’ve always liked the water, it’s always felt safe to me. Surrounded, literally, in nature. ‘But I don’t like falling.’


She looks at me, oddly, and I wave goodbye.


The studio is large with light grey non-slip vinyl flooring, white walls, and a floor-to-ceiling mirror that spans the length of one side. There are six people already inside – three whose faces I see reflected in the mirror as I walk in, and three girls sitting along one wall in dance clothes. I look at them first because they’re my competition, and my heart sinks because there’s a girl I recognise here, Gisele Wu. She’s a firecracker dancer, lithe and strong. We always seem to be up for the same parts and she seems to always get them. Beyond her is a blonde, like me, with brown polka-dot freckles on her face, and a girl with deep brown skin wearing a lime-green vest. I’m wearing a gold sequinned top and black leggings, my lucky gold bandanna, but how lucky will I be against them?


‘Hello,’ I say.


The three people on the chairs turn to look at me. Two women and a man that I know to be Jean-Luc.


‘You’re the wild card?’ The older woman has spoken to me, looks to be in her late forties with an angular face and dyed plum hair pulled into an excellent tight chignon.


‘Is that how Guy Harris described me?’ I ask, amused.


‘Oui.’


Jean-Luc is small and squat, bearded and bespectacled and wearing a farmer’s flat cap and Nike trainers. He’s nothing and everything I expected.


‘Then, yes, I’m your wild card,’ I say.


‘Bonjour.’


‘Bonjour,’ I reply.


‘You are French?’ Jean-Luc asks, looks surprised.


‘I’m a cocktail of English and Swiss-French.’


‘You are unusual looking,’ he says, sweeping his eyes over me.


Comments like this are commonplace in the industry. What you look like can tip the balance on whether or not you’re awarded a part – a chorus line of girls must always match in height and weight, must melt into one another so that an audience is never jarred. A prima ballerina must have the looks to suit her role.


I flash Jean-Luc a smile because I can afford grace in my acceptance of his comment. Ice-white blonde with sepia eyes, high sharp cheekbones, and small straight teeth. I have confidence in the way I look, even though Nav tells me it’s not confidence but arrogance. Whatever it is I need to wring it dry by the end of this audition.


‘Bon,’ Jean-Luc says. ‘Cora, meet Joanna, our director.’


The woman who described me as the ‘wild card’ is Joanna.


‘And this is Rosa,’ Jean-Luc gestures to the younger woman sitting beside him. ‘She is narrating Eliza.’


Rosa is slightly younger than me but of similar build, slender and small with dark elvish features. She waves.


‘Salut,’ I say to the both of them.


‘Asseyez-vous. Please sit.’


I walk quickly and soundlessly across the floor towards the other dancers.


‘You are all here because you’ve been recommended for this role, oui? Mirror, Mirror is a little-known play about rivalry, deception and trickery, but above all – losing everything. It mirrors its turbulent decade, the Great Depression, a sense of oncoming war.’


No one talks of the great things of the 1930s, I think out of the blue. Amelia Earhart was the first woman to fly solo across the Atlantic Ocean, Monopoly was invented. It was the decade of Al Capone, Bonnie and Clyde, Superman made an appearance in a comic. The Wizard of Oz was made and the AA was founded. I know strange things.


‘This is a stressful piece on the body,’ Jean-Luc continues. ‘It’s outside the box for classical and neoclassical repertoire, so if any of you are successful in this audition, it means working harder on your cross training schedules, d’accord? There’s some interesting choreography but it’s demanding on various muscle groups.’


We all nod.


‘Mirror, Mirror is intimate; has only three speaking parts and three dancers. The speaking parts are static narrators, and the dancers are the expression of what the character is really feeling, comprendez? The dancer is the subconscious and the ego, it can be in rage even when the words are spoken as calm, oui? Today you are all here to dance, Eliza. She is the heart, the soul, the lead. Rosa here is Eliza’s narrator.’


Eliza. My part. I already think of it as mine, it’s been mine ever since my childhood dance mentor first told me its story.


‘We’re doing something a little different with this audition,’ Joanna says. ‘We want you dancers to interpret a scene we give you and choreograph yourselves. That’s how we’re going to decide this role. On technique and feeling the passion of the piece.’


I glance at the other dancers, and am pleased that they look uncertain at this. I, however, am delighted because I’ve spent years studying this play and wishing for it to be produced by someone like Jean-Luc, and now here is my chance.


Joanna gives us each a printed piece of paper and a pencil. ‘The piece we’ve chosen for you to dance is where Eliza is going to meet her rival for the first time in years,’ she says. ‘You have fifteen minutes to read the text and plan a movement and then we start.’


I skim it quickly.


It is winter and my tongue is cold. I cannot tell this story alone. Sit down and warm my hands. You were there, you remember.


I love the rhythm of the piece, the words, the drama.


It could have been something wonderful, couldn’t it? A life where we weren’t locked in crisis.


Jean-Luc claps his hands. ‘You must all go outside of the room and we will call you when we are ready, oui?’


We nod collectively and walk outside the studio with our paper and settle ourselves in various places along the corridor. I watch the others read through the script and make notes with their pencils, watch their arms move above their heads and their legs raise and flex to stretch and prepare for jumps. I do none of these things. I fold my script to make an origami crane. A long time ago a boy taught me how to make them and I’ve never forgotten how to do it, just like I’ve never forgotten him. He had green eyes and a smile that lit up my heart.


Fifteen minutes pass quickly and then we’re called one by one to dance. I’m last to take the floor and I walk into the studio to see the other dancers sitting along the wall. I don’t care if they’re watching; in fact it makes it more dramatic for me to have an audience. I pick up a spare chair from the back of the room and walk to the middle of the room opposite Jean-Luc and Joanna, flick my origami crane over so that it lands at Jean-Luc’s feet. I see him bend at the waist to retrieve it in curiosity.


‘What is this?’ he says.


‘The Japanese refer to the crane as the “bird of happiness”.’


‘You are part Japanese too?’ he says with an arch of a smile.


‘It’s believed that if you fold a thousand cranes your wishes will come true.’


‘And what is your wish?’ he says.


‘That you pick me,’ I grin.


Choose me.


I see the blonde girl raise her eyebrows. She’s jealous of my trick and that’s exactly what it is – a trick designed to create intrigue around me before I’ve even begun. You need to be remembered in this industry because there are always people backed up to replace you. Jean-Luc places the crane on his knee and then gestures to me that the floor is mine. I spin the chair on its leg three times and then place it down with a bang and then I sit on it and smile at Jean-Luc.


‘OK?’ he says.


‘I’m ready,’ I say.


I know this play. I am the girl who wears the gold silk dress.


‘So,’ he says, looks to Rosa who nods at him and then at me. ‘Begin.’


Rosa begins. ‘It is winter and my tongue is cold. I cannot tell this story alone. Sit down and warm my hands. You were there, you remember. It could have been something wonderful, couldn’t it? A life where we weren’t locked in crisis.’


She speaks with a beautifully husky timbre, gives the words life. I could work with her, but I would work with anyone, given the chance.


I raise my knees from the floor and bend my head to them so I’m tucked on the chair seat before snapping my head up, looking squarely at Jean-Luc and then extend my arms outward and splaying my legs open.


‘Oh, mine was a life of a thousand possibilities but you took the one meant for me.’


I pull my limbs in, ground my feet to the floor and then I lean forward and stand from the chair, twirl around it whilst my knuckles stay white around its back. I keep my eyes forward and then round it again, one working leg drawing a circular path. Rosa continues her monologue.


‘How were you the chosen one?’


I turn my body into a question mark whilst en pointe.


Perhaps it’s not your fault? Perhaps it’s mine? Perhaps I would never have kept him tangled in silk sheets in my bed. Perhaps he would have always cut through them to get to you.


I turn my head, am stock-still.


But still, after all this time, I wonder how I can get him back. Sometimes I imagine that I cut you to get to him.


Oh, how this play mirrored so many feelings in my life. Something is building inside of me. I start moving across the entire room, switch leap into the air, and then a stag leap forward, straight into Jean-Luc and Joanna, up into their faces, and they sit back in alarm before I start spinning away again, face and arms upward to the ceiling.


Rosa sees the chaos of my movements and her intonation becomes angry.


He was everything and you took him.


I fall to the floor, my hands outwards and I move myself across the ground like liquid before I claw up to the chair, jump in second position behind it so my body resembles scissors.


Try to throw me beneath waves, try to drown me. But you owe me, friend.


Up and down the studio floor I dance with ferocity, with my very soul because what else have I got to convince them? What have I got to lose? I’ve never wanted anything as much as this. My muscles strain with every acute angle, every complex step, but I keep dancing until the flood tide; I lean forward and then snap backward, my body tugging against itself and then I hear someone screaming and the sound of something clattering to the floor. I stop dead and a beat passes before I realise the scream has come from me. I glance at Rosa but she’s staring at me, isn’t speaking any other lines. I can’t even be sure she spoke any at all. There’s silence and I blink, feel like I’m floating down into myself from a height. I’m on the floor, face up and spread, and my body is shaking.


‘Wow.’


Who spoke? I try to extricate myself from the moment of being her, Eliza. I’m panting in the middle of a very still room and the lights are bright in my eyes. My skin prickles with gooseflesh, like I’ve returned fully from being elsewhere and not inside my own body. I sit up.


‘Wow.’


The voice belonged to Jean-Luc.


‘That was—’ Joanna pauses. ‘Incredible.’


‘It worked,’ Jean-Luc says. ‘So did the chair throwing.’


I turn my head, see that there’s an upside-down chair on the floor a metre from me. Where did it come from? I threw the chair? I’ve never done that before.


‘Strong,’ Jean-Luc says. ‘Very strong.’


I smile at them. ‘OK. Good.’


I walk to the wall for my bag where the other dancers sit and the black girl smiles at me.


‘That’s your part,’ she says. ‘No question.’


Yes, I think. Yes. I look to Jean-Luc who is staring at me.


‘Thank you everyone for your time,’ he says. ‘We’ll let you know as soon as we have decided.’


We all pick up our bags and start to leave the studio.


‘Cora,’ Jean-Luc calls. ‘Can you wait behind a moment?’


I pause by the door, come back to stand in front of him and Joanna and Rosa.


‘You’ve done your homework on this part,’ Jean-Luc says.


‘I love this play.’


‘So I can see,’ he says. ‘But you see, we’ve also done our homework on you.’


I blink.


‘And although you have talent – that much is obvious – we’ve been told you’re “unreliable”.’


I grit my teeth. Fucking Guy Harris had to tell them that? It’s true that I’ve been cast in shows before and failed to see them through but there’s always been a reason for why, not that I can ever explain it to anyone. The weakness I have is for me only to bear.


‘Will you be unreliable with us?’ he says.
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