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What do I remember? A window. Me, looking down at the street from a high window. I’ve been taught the name of this street in case I’m ever lost and have to ask someone to bring me home. Rue Lavaudan. Snow must have fallen in the night because everything is white, except for the shiny, black top of an enormous car. I know how old I am in this scene, because this is the day my mother is going to be put into the ground. I’ve just had my fifth birthday. I’m not allowed to go to the funeral, but have to stay here with one of the younger maids. Since Maman died, my grandmother has been lying in her bed, sick with grief, and I haven’t been allowed to play in her room for … I have no idea how long it’s been, but it feels like a very long time. On this day, the day I remember, she calls me to her at last, and whispers: ‘Don’t be sad, my darling.’


She is wearing a choker of shiny black beads, and a black hat with a veil. She’s been crying. I can see how red her eyes are even through the spotted net that hangs down over her face. ‘Your mother will watch over you from heaven.’ She squeezes my hand.


What do I remember? I remember thinking, Maman might be happy in heaven, but she’s left me behind. She can’t love me properly. No one else’s mother has chosen to leave and go and be with the angels instead. I remember thinking, perhaps I’m not a good enough child to keep her here with me; she’ll be happier somewhere else. This thought makes me sad in a completely new way: one I’ve never felt before, as though my whole body has suddenly been washed in grey and sorrow and cold. Even when this anguish has passed a little, I can still feel bits of the misery in my blood, in my bones and skin and eyes, like tiny pieces of grit, and I know that they won’t ever truly go away.


The top of the car. The top of my father’s black hat, and Grand-mère’s black hat next to it. The hats disappearing into the car and the car driving away. The rest of that morning has gone from my mind entirely, but thinking about it makes me feel cold.


Then I am sitting in Grand-mère’s bedroom. I’m perched on a little stool next to her chaise-longue. My stool. I love this place. My grandmother has boxes and boxes of jewels which she takes out and spreads all over the satin counterpane and we play princesses and queens and I’m allowed to wear almost everything. I can’t keep the big rings on my fingers, but ropes of pearls and amber and pendants of crystal and amethyst, and best of all a sparkling tiara that I use for a crown. I can recall them in detail even now. But this afternoon, Grand-mère is serious. Not in a playing mood. She pulls me to her. I can smell her skin like old roses and sunshine.


‘Estelle,’ she says, ‘I have to tell you something. It’s important that you understand me, even though I know you’re too young really …’ Her voice fades away and she takes a hankie from somewhere in her sleeve and wipes a tear away. Since my mother went to be with the angels, she cries a lot and so do I – every day when I wake up and realise that Maman will not be coming into my room ever again.


‘I will understand you, Grand-mère. I’m a big girl, really,’ I say.


‘I know. And you are a clever girl, too. Then look at this.’ She opens a drawer and takes out a red leather box. She opens it. Inside is what looks like a pile of gold. It glitters in the light as she pulls at it and it turns out to be a chain: links of filigree like the tiniest of leaves, all joined together.


‘When I was very young, my father gave me this fine necklace,’ she says. ‘When my son, your father, married your mother, I had a jeweller cut it into two pieces. Look.’ She undoes the chain from around her own neck. It’s often hidden by her blouse but now she takes it off and places it next to the one on the dressing-table. The two strands of gold lie side by side on the dark wood. ‘I gave your mother the second piece, because she became a daughter and more than a daughter to me. She wore it every day. Now that she is gone, her chain belongs to you.’


She looks at me, and holds my face between her hands. There is something I have never seen before in her eyes, a sort of desperate urgency. She says, ‘I’m going to give you your mother’s half of the chain, my darling, and I want you to promise me something. I want you to promise to wear it forever. Never to take it off. Even when you want to wear other jewels. Will you promise that?’


I nod. I don’t mind promising a bit. I think it will be wonderful always to have tiny gold leaves sparkling round my neck, and I say, ‘I’ll always wear it, I promise.’


‘Good girl,’ my grandmother says. ‘But there’s something else I want you to know. When I die, the chain I always wear, this one here, will come to you. I’ll arrange for it to be sent to you, wherever you are. And when you get it, you must keep it safe. Really, really safe. I’ll send it in a special box and you must keep it there and look after it as though it’s the most precious treasure in the world. Will you do that?’


I nod again. The chain isn’t like a treasure at all. There’s a diamond and ruby brooch my grandmother wears that seems to me much more like something a pirate might hide. This chain is pretty, and I’m happy to have it round my neck – it feels grown-up and important in some way – but secretly I’d rather have something a little more … impressive. More eyecatching. Perhaps my grandmother sees this in my face, because she says, ‘And I want you to promise something else: that you’ll give my part of the chain to your daughter, when you have one. Or if you have a son, to his wife, just as I did. This is not just a necklace, my love. Do you understand? It is a way of showing that we’re all joined together – you, your mother, and me. And the daughter you will have one day. It’s a way of showing we’ll always love one another. Do you understand?’


‘Yes,’ I say, and I do in a way, though loving my mother is getting harder and harder. She’s only been dead for a short while and already I’ve nearly forgotten her smell and how she felt. There are photographs to remind me of what she looked like but, in some of them, she isn’t a bit like the person I remember. She’s dressed in white with gauzy skirts and she has feathers and flowers and ribbons in her hair and she’s pretending to be someone else on a stage. I know these pictures come from a time when she was very young; when she used to dance in the ballet in front of hundreds and hundreds of people. It makes me unhappy to look at them, because although I know that this was not how she was when she was my Maman, I have already lost the image of how she used to be when she was with me. I know better than to say so to my grandmother, but I can’t be sure any longer if the feelings that I have for her can properly be called love. I say, ‘I love you, Grand-mère, and when I wear the chain that’ll remind me of you.’


‘Quite right. And when you’re a grown-up lady and have a daughter of your own, you can give her my piece of the chain and …’ She shakes her head. ‘Give her the chain. Pass on the love, chèrie. Do you promise?’


‘I promise,’ I say. ‘But …’ A dreadful thought has come to me.


‘What, Estelle? What’s the matter?’


‘Will you die soon?’ The words are out of my mouth before I can find a softer way of expressing my terror. Grand-mère smiles.


‘I have no intention of dying for a very long time. Not until you are quite grown-up.’


I am a little reassured, though I would prefer a definite no, never, I’m never going to die, but my grandmother’s smile convinces me that I don’t have to worry for the moment.


‘Don’t lose it,’ she says. ‘And don’t tell anyone what I’ve told you. About my part of the chain. Keep it a secret.’


‘Yes, Grand-mère. I won’t say anything to anyone.’


I mean my father. I won’t tell my father. I know that’s what she means: don’t tell him. And I keep my promise and say nothing.


*


I remember my father sending me away. Telling me that it would be better for me if I left his house and went over the sea in a boat to another country where someone else would look after me. Telling me my grandmother found it too much for her (a lie, a lie. I knew it even then but my mouth was stiff and I couldn’t find a word to say) and he had to work and, much as he loved me, he couldn’t look after me properly and I’d be far happier with another child of my own age to play with, wouldn’t I?


Children have to let things happen to them. I remember a new coat with a velvet collar. I remember a suitcase with my clothes folded in it, and one of my dolls lying on top of them. Antoinette. I haven’t forgotten her name. Grand-mère coming into my bedroom on my last night at home and sitting at the end of my bed weeping; that hasn’t left me. I dream about it to this day. She thought I was asleep and I was too frightened of her tears to tell her I was pretending.


Driving away. That’s what’s stayed in my mind for nearly fifty years. Turning round in the taxi and looking out of the little window at the back and seeing Grand-mère standing on the pavement getting smaller and smaller. The lime trees starting to put out new leaves. Everything blurred because of the tears that keep on falling and falling in spite of my best efforts to be brave. My father sitting beside me, staring straight ahead, his mouth pressed into a line. Stiff. Cold. Not crying a single tear. Everything I’d ever known getting further and further away. Disappearing. Yes. I remember that. I remember leaving home.





19 December 1986



I will not cry, Hester thought. But the phone call had ended only moments ago and she still felt anguished, stiff with pain. She’d been drawn back, too, to thinking about the distant past, which only made things worse. She told herself: I will answer this young woman’s questions about the Wychwood Festival, my childhood and my past life as a ballet dancer and I will not on any account cry. She closed her eyes for a moment and breathed in and out slowly, collecting herself in the way she’d learned to do before any performance. Find something – anything – in front of you, she told herself, and fix your gaze on it and you’ll keep steady however many times you spin around. The old trick might work for interviews as well as it once did for pirouettes.


‘This is the Wychwood Festival’s tenth year,’ she said. ‘Quite an important anniversary, really, and we’ve got a fascinating ballet premiering here in a few weeks … on the sixth of January. It’s called Sarabande and the music is by my old friend, Edmund Norland. It’s being put on by the Carradine Company. There’s a competition every year to see who’s going to choreograph the ballet and Hugo Carradine is a worthy winner. I’m sure it will be an enormous success.’


‘There’s a rumour,’ said the interviewer, whose name Hester had forgotten (Jenny? Julia? Jean? Something beginning with J. Never mind) ‘that Silver McConnell’s going to be in it. Is that right? I thought she was going to dance in Paris or Berlin …’


Hester suddenly remembered her name as she was flicking through her notebook. Jemima. ‘I believe she’s going to Paris, but it’s a Festival tradition to have only ten performances up here at the Arcadia Theatre, so she can fit this in before she leaves. The company arrives on December 27th. It is quite an intensive rehearsal period, but everyone seems to enjoy the challenge.’


She forced her lips into a smile. Oh, please, please, she thought, let her stop. Let her close her notebook and leave. Please let there be no more questions.


‘I should think that rather cuts into your Christmas celebrations, doesn’t it?’


‘We don’t celebrate Christmas at Wychwood,’ said Hester, and realised her mistake even as the words were leaving her mouth. If she didn’t move on immediately, Jemima would ask why not, and then … Hester couldn’t talk about it. Not now and not ever. She found that she was speaking rather more quickly than she normally did, to block any further discussion of Christmas or anything to do with the festivities surrounding it.


‘Has George shown you round the Arcadia?’ she asked. ‘You’ve met Ruby and George Stott, haven’t you? They’re such an important part of the Wychwood family. Ruby used to be my dresser, you know, while I was still dancing. I don’t know how the Festival would function without them.’


‘May I ask you something else, Miss Fielding?’ Jemima smiled at Hester, gathering her bag on to her lap as she spoke. Thank God, Hester thought, she’s going. She’s getting her bag ready. Not long now and then I can be alone again to think. I need to think.


‘Yes, of course. Please do.’


‘I was wondering … I hope you’ll forgive me asking, only it’s something every one of my readers will be longing to know. Can you say something about why you’ve never married?’


Hester saw red. It wasn’t, she realised with alarm, a figure of speech but something that was literally true. The whole room swam in front of her eyes, as though it had suddenly been flooded with scarlet light.


‘Go,’ she said, barely able to get the words out at first and then letting them fly from her mouth with an anger she did nothing to disguise. ‘Go at once, please. I have never, not through the whole of my career, answered a question like that and I don’t propose to start now. This interview is over.’


By the end of this outburst, Hester found she was standing up and pointing at the door. She had a sense of Jemima hurriedly stuffing her notebook into her handbag and backing out of the room, bent nearly double under the blast of Hester’s fury.


As soon as she’d gone, Hester sank into the chair and covered her face with her hands. Oh God, here they come. The tears. If I start crying now, she thought, how will I ever be able to stop?


*


Edmund had phoned her only minutes before her interview with Jemima was supposed to begin.


‘Wychwood House,’ she had said, picking up the phone as soon as it began to ring. Why was it that people always rang you at a time when you couldn’t possibly talk? Hester never gave her name out, just in case the caller turned out to be some sort of a nuisance.


‘Hester?’


‘Edmund! How lovely to hear from you! What a surprise …’


In the second between hearing Edmund’s voice and speaking herself, before she had time to adjust what she was saying, Hester knew that bad news was coming. Edmund never phoned. He hated the idea of speaking without being able to see the person at the other end. Telephones were, in his opinion, for emergencies only. She imagined a warning vibration on the line, and the moment between dreading and actually knowing spun itself out, stretched and lengthened for second after second, as though the whole world were slowing to near-stillness. But the words came at last, and as soon as she heard them, Hester wished she’d never answered the phone, never admitted that, yes, she was there and ready to hear whatever was coming.


‘Hester, darling, I’m sorry,’ said Edmund. ‘I’m in Vienna. I’ve just spoken to Virginia. She phoned me from New York. I knew I had to tell you at once. It’s Adam.’


‘Something’s happened to him?’ Part of her wanted to say what business is that of mine? Adam Lennister has been nothing to me for over thirty years … why should I care what’s happened to him? but Edmund, as he always seemed to do, guessed what was in her mind.


‘I know you haven’t been in touch and so forth, but still. I do feel you must know. You might have seen it in the papers tomorrow anyway, and I couldn’t bear the thought of you happening on it, just like that. He’s dead, Hester. Adam died yesterday from a heart attack. He didn’t suffer any pain, apparently. He was working. In the library of the New York house, because they’re always over there for Thanksgiving and Christmas, aren’t they? I’m so sorry, darling Hester. So sorry …’


‘Yes,’ said Hester. What else could she say? She felt as though all the words she used to know had flown out of her head. Edmund sounded on the verge of tears himself. It reminded Hester of how upset he’d been on the one occasion when they’d really quarrelled. She found that she was clutching the receiver so hard that her wrist and her fingers hurt. Breathing had suddenly become almost impossible, a matter for the utmost concentration. I must say something to Edmund, she thought. He was Adam’s best friend.


‘Edmund, I don’t know what to say. I’m so, I’m so …’ she managed to stammer, after an effort to move her mouth into the right shape. ‘You must be very sad. Would you like to come up here?’


‘I’d have adored that, Hester, but I’ve got to stay here for a couple of days … they’re doing one of my symphonies and I can’t miss it … and then of course there’s the funeral. I have to go to that. But I’ll come straight to Wychwood afterwards. Is that all right? I could get there on the second of January. How does that sound?’


‘Oh, Edmund, do come as soon as you possibly can. I can’t talk now, because I’ve got some wretched journalist coming to interview me about this year’s Festival.’ She laughed, but with no mirth in the sound. ‘It’s the last thing I feel like doing now.’


‘I’ll be there soon, Hester. Will you be all right? I’ll be thinking of you.’


‘I’ll be fine. The show must go on, right? I’ll see you soon. Goodbye.’


Is this me, uttering such clichés, Hester wondered. The show must go on. I don’t care, she thought. This cliché is particularly comforting and also true. She believed it. What would become of her if the show didn’t go on was too dreadful to think about.


The funeral. Virginia would be seeing to it now. Death made a horrifying amount of work. There were so many arrangements, so much to see to – perhaps, she reflected, precisely in order to occupy people who otherwise would want to do nothing but crawl under their blankets and howl and howl like wounded animals.


She tried to recall Adam as he used to be, long ago in the days when he was her lover, but so many images flickered through her mind that a kind of nausea washed over her. Other pictures came and went but the one she kept returning to was that of his dead body. All she could bring to mind was closed eyes and pale skin and white limbs stiff under a cold sheet – not the man whose body she used to know as well as she knew her own.


Hester put the phone down and walked to the window. She pressed her forehead against the glass, and looked out at a garden that was nothing but frost-whitened lawn and shrubs, and leafless trees making strange shapes against the grey sky. Dying isn’t the worst thing, she thought, and found that she was trembling. Being buried, that’s worse. The idea of burial, the notion that there he would be, real flesh, real bone, gone and underground forever was, as it always had been, an unbearable thought. Hester took a deep breath. It had been years since Adam was anything to do with her. She’d been sure that she’d left him and all the love she used to feel for him far behind, but now that he was dead she wanted to call his name, cry it out aloud, and found that she couldn’t.


Her hands were icy cold in the warm room. I must call Ruby. I can’t be alone. But I can’t … I can’t tell her. The journalist is coming any minute now. I must pull myself together.


She was brought out of her confusion by Siggy. An enormous ginger and white tom, with gooseberry coloured eyes, he’d chosen this moment to leave the window sill and jump on to Hester’s writing table, treading delicately over her papers. He settled himself against a small pile of copies of the last Wychwood Newsletter, the one that had gone out to Friends of the Festival a few weeks ago. Hester picked up the top copy and glanced at it, happy to be distracted:




As we move into winter, attention always turns to the upcoming Festival and Friends are eager to know who will present the 1987 ballet. This year’s competition has been won by Hugo Carradine, the 34-year-old founder and choreographer of the Carradine Ballet, who made such a sensation last year with his Silver Girls. The projected work for the Festival is called Sarabande. Hugo says, ‘It’s based on an ancient Persian fairytale, but we’ve built a series of almost abstract variations round the story. It’ll be sensual and passionate with lavish decor and costumes in the Bakst tradition. We’re very fortunate that Claudia Drake has agreed to dance the principal role of the Princess.’


Wychwood House welcomes the company from 27 December for the customary rehearsal period at the Arcadia, and the first night will take place on 6 January as always and run for ten performances. The Box Office opens on 25 November 1986.


George Stott (Secretary, Friends of the Wychwood Festival and Arcadia Theatre Manager)





‘You’re getting in the way, Siggy,’ Hester said, sweeping her hand gently over his back and putting the Newsletter down. Her table was under the window so that there would always be something interesting to look at if she tired of whatever she was doing: the monkey-puzzle tree and, criss-crossed by its spiky branches, the roof of the Arcadia Theatre, built in a small dip in the landscape a little way away from the house. Every time she looked at it, she felt proud. It had been her idea, her brainchild, and it was now the home of the annual Wychwood Festival which, over the ten years it had been in existence, had become a highlight of the ballet calendar. The countryside beyond the garden changed colour with changes in the weather, and today it was how Hester liked it best, with the moors almost purple behind the house and disappearing into clouds in the distance. A flurry of sleet almost obscured her view of the tall, intricately patterned wrought-iron gates.


There was a knock at the door. ‘Come in.’


Ruby entered with Jemima close behind her.


‘Are you ready, Hester?’ Ruby asked. ‘This is Jemima Entwhistle …’ She paused, and Hester knew that she’d noticed that something was not quite right. Ruby always knew when something was troubling her. ‘Yes thanks, Ruby. I’m quite ready.’


Then she smiled at the young woman who was hovering near a chair. ‘Hello, Jemima, it’s nice to meet you. Please sit down.’


*


Hester’s face was still streaked with tears when Ruby came in with coffee and biscuits. She put the tray down and said ‘I’ve brought a drink for you both … but what’s wrong, Hester? I knew you weren’t looking yourself. Where’s Miss Entwhistle?’


‘I had a call from Edmund,’ Hester said. ‘Just before you brought her in. He told me that Adam died yesterday. Of a heart attack.’


Ruby knelt down beside Hester and put a hand on her knee. ‘Oh, my dear! My poor Hester. How dreadful! How could you think of giving an interview when you’d just been told something like that? You should have cancelled; Miss Entwhistle would have rescheduled it, I’m sure.’


‘I didn’t want to. I wanted all interviews over with before the company arrives for rehearsals. And I was doing very well. I felt quite proud of myself. She had no idea anything was wrong, but—’


‘What happened?’ Ruby took the chair opposite her and began pouring the coffee. ‘What did she say?’


‘She asked me about Christmas, why we don’t celebrate it. I changed the subject, of course. Then she asked me why I hadn’t married and I just lost my temper and sent her away. Awful of me, really.’


Ruby didn’t comment. It would be hard for her, Hester realised, to say anything without mentioning the longest night, 21 December, which was the anniversary that neither of them ever referred to. They managed very well for the most part and the past remained the past, but the dreams were something over which Hester had no control.


For night after night, her sleep would be untroubled, but then, prompted by who knew what, the nightmares would come back; the ones from which she woke with tears still wet on her face. Could you cry in your sleep? Evidently you could. Whatever effort you made to put a terrible experience behind you, however hard you sealed it off in a compartment labelled do not talk about, ever; do not acknowledge existence of ever, what you were trying to forget was still there. She had arranged to hold the Festival at this time of year precisely so that she could have all her waking thoughts taken up with that, and now here came the news of Adam’s death to throw her plans into confusion. He had been in New York. Hester had no proof of course, but she was quite sure that he spent every year from November till January in the States precisely so as to be somewhere far away when the anniversary occurred, and thus less likely to think of her.


Hester shook her head. ‘Let’s not dwell on it, Ruby. There’s work to be done. It’s going to be a good season, I think. We’ve got a wonderful company coming.’


She stood up and reached for a list which had been half-hidden behind Siggy’s curved back and read aloud to Ruby. ‘Carradine Ballet Company: Hugo Carradine, Claudia Drake, Silver McConnell, Andy French, Nick Neary, Ilene Evans, and Alison Drake (Ms Drake’s daughter).’


When she’d read the names out, Hester smiled at Ruby, doing her best to appear normal, wanting more than anything for things to go back to where they were. She had no desire to mention her feelings. If I talk about the Festival, she thought, then Ruby will humour me. She’ll know I don’t want to talk about Adam. She took a deep breath.


‘It’s going to be interesting,’ she said, ‘to see how Claudia Drake will react to being in the same company as Silver McConnell. Claudia’s very temperamental, they say, and she’s forever in the newspapers. The photographers adore her. But Silver is by all accounts the new sensation. She’s just done Odette/Odile – the best for years, the critics said. They compared her to me. My Swan Lake in 1959. Do you remember that?’


‘Of course,’ said Ruby. ‘How could I forget the most famous Swan Lake of the last fifty years?’


‘You’re biased, Ruby! But thank you. In any case, Hugo Carradine was lucky to get Silver McConnell. As I told Jemima Whatsit, it’s probably only because we have such a short run that she was able to accept the part. We’ve got a very starry lot all round this time. Nick Neary’s the one who made such a sensation in La Bayadère last year, do you remember?’


‘The beautiful creature? Yes, I remember him. Too pretty for his own good. He’ll be conceited, I shouldn’t wonder. They don’t have to work so hard if they’re handsome.’


‘He’s a good dancer, though. Very energetic, and technically excellent too.’


‘It’s going to be a tremendous success, this year, I’m sure. There’s quite a lot to get ready in Wardrobe before their costumes arrive. I’d better go and make a start on it, if you’re sure you’re all right.’


‘You go on, Ruby. I’m perfectly all right. I’ll stay here for a while.’


Ruby was at her happiest when she was up in Wardrobe. She’d always had what Hester thought of as magic hands. She could take a piece of fabric and turn it, at will it seemed, into almost anything. She could mend a tear completely invisibly. Stains disappeared from garments as though they’d never existed, and her iron nosed its way into ruffles, flounces, and the most difficult of shirts and left nothing but perfection in its wake. Now she organised the wardrobe for every visiting company and looked after the smooth running of the house as well, with Joan and Emmie coming in every day to do the cooking and cleaning.


Hester closed her eyes as Ruby leaned over and kissed her cheek. She wasn’t a demonstrative woman and whenever she made an affectionate gesture, Hester was pleasantly surprised and pleased. There aren’t very many people I love in the world, she reflected. There’s Dinah, who’s been such a loyal and lovely friend for so long, and Edmund and Ruby. They love me too, I think. Whenever she brought them to mind, Hester felt as though she’d found a small patch of warmth in a world that seemed to her increasingly chilly. Such a pity that Dinah lived in New Zealand and that their relationship had to be conducted mostly by letter. She chided herself for not including Kaspar Beilin among her nearest and dearest. Darling Kaspar, with his white-blond hair and extravagantly camp style had been her dancing partner for years. Fielding and Beilin were a pair always spoken of together. Since his retirement, a few years after her own, he’d taken up residence in San Francisco and Hester couldn’t help dreading what so many of her acquaintances were fearful of these days: AIDS. She shivered and closed her eyes. Make an effort, she told herself. You can’t worry about Kaspar now. There is too much to do here with the Festival about to begin. And now there’s Adam’s death as well. Hester was used to his not being a part of her life, but dead? It was as though a cold hand had gripped her heart.


Ruby smiled at Hester as she was about to leave the room, saying, ‘I’ll be back in time for dinner. With George, if I can get him to stop what he’s doing in the lighting box. Will we see you then? Are you quite sure you won’t …’ Ruby paused to find the right word. ‘Brood on things?’


‘No, I won’t. I’ll be fine. I’ll just lie down on the chaise-longue for a while before dinner. Gather my thoughts.’


Ruby closed the door behind her. Once she was alone, Hester reflected for the thousandth time on how lucky she was to have Ruby here with her, just as she had been for the past thirty-four years. Ruby understood her. She knew better than to jolly Hester along. She knew how important it was for someone to have time to think about things. Ruby was part of the family. What had she said to the journalist? The Wychwood family.


*


The members of the Carradine Company would be here in a few days. Hugo Carradine was an attractive young man, and Hester knew he was overjoyed at the commission. He was talented and successful and well-thought of, with a reputation, even at his age, as a bit of a perfectionist. Dancers, it seemed, were rather in awe of him and he was reputed not to take any nonsense from anyone. Well, there was nothing wrong with that. Hester admitted that she was a perfectionist herself and couldn’t really understand anyone who was satisfied with second best. Still, winning in an open competition hinges on such small things. She would never tell anyone that what gave Hugo her casting vote on a panel that was divided between him and another was his choice of music: Sarabande in F minor by Edmund Norland. Of course, he may have known that Hester and the composer had been good friends for many years. That wasn’t a secret, and if he’d done his research, he’d have found it out. What he couldn’t possibly have known, Hester thought, is what that piece means to me, or the circumstances in which it was written.


She remembered the day Edmund had played her the opening melody, how he’d sat at the piano and said I’ve written something for you. Listen, Hester. All the sumptuous laziness of the East. Doesn’t it make you feel better just to hear it? No more Northern gloom for you from now on. She smiled.


But it wasn’t only that, she told herself. Hugo was the best choreographer we saw. And I liked him better than any of the others, even without that private reason. I liked him at once, from the first moment I saw him. His smile was so open, and his warmth and love of the dance so evident in everything he said that I knew he was the sort of person I would enjoy welcoming to Wychwood House. There must be something wrong with me, Hester thought. Even after the shock I’ve had, I’m still looking forward to all of them arriving. The house is too quiet. It will be good to have it full of dancers again. Full of music and laughter.


Wychwood House had once belonged to a Victorian mill-owner. It was a handsome, square building of grey stone with magnificent wrought-iron gates set into solid stone gateposts; a house with a confident façade and an air of being rooted firmly in the landscape, almost a part of nature. It hadn’t always looked like that. When Hester had first seen it, as a very young girl, it was shabby and neglected and the local children used to call it the Witch’s House.


It’s different now, she thought. Between March and November, three young men from the village came in twice a week to keep the garden looking perfect. Flowerbeds filled with roses bordered the path from the house to the theatre. George loved old-fashioned roses and he was the person who oversaw all the work that went on in the grounds. Hester herself had mixed feelings about flowers of all kinds and roses in particular, though she would never have admitted it. Each individual bloom was pretty of course, but only for a little while before it became overblown and brown around the edges of the petals. Flowers had such a short life and were so quickly less than perfect. Hester preferred shrubs and evergreen trees, and often thought the flowerbeds looked best in winter when the plants had been pruned and nothing but sharp little twigs stuck up out of the black earth.


She loved the garden. She enjoyed walking in it and delighted in the wide sweep of moor and sky that you could see wherever you stood. She had made sure that benches were placed in those spots that gave the best views. Every morning, unless the weather was atrocious, she walked for at least half an hour, through the garden and out to the slopes behind the house. She followed this with an hour at the barre she’d had specially installed in her dressing room.


The house had ten bedrooms. Her own was along a corridor and set apart from the accommodation used by the visiting dancers. There was a public drawing room and the kitchen was shared by everyone when the Festival was on. The dining room was only used for the most formal occasions such as the New Year’s Eve dinner and the first night party. Ruby and George lived in a small cottage in the grounds. The passageway that led to the Arcadia Theatre went past the door of this room and she could always hear the dancers walking to and from their rehearsals.


Hester had her own sitting room and this room, where she spent most of her time, was known as the Office. The desk stood under the window and she kept the paperwork for both the Festival and her master classes in a mahogany tallboy. A filing cabinet would have looked wrong in a room which resembled in almost every particular dressing rooms she’d known while she was a ballerina. That’s why I’m comfortable here, she often thought. It’s completely familiar to me. There were no light bulbs around the mirror which hung on the wall near the door, and the smell of greasepaint had been replaced by the fragrance coming from an enormous bowl of pot-pourri, but otherwise it was what she had been used to for years.


She’d always insisted on having a chaise-longue in her dressing room and here in the Office she still liked to lie down whenever she needed to read or think. This chaise was new, and upholstered in dark red velvet, but the lacquered screen beside it, with its pattern of small boats on perfectly rippled water and conical snow-tipped mountains, was the same one she’d had since 1954. A cream silk shawl, fringed and printed with scarlet poppies, was draped over the other armchair.


The walls, papered in pale apricot, were crowded with framed photographs. There was the picture of her mother she had brought with her from France as a child, a few of Madame Olga, her first teacher, and better than a mother to her; several of her grandmother, darling Grand-mère, and many from productions in which she’d appeared. These were mostly of other dancers – her partners, her friends, and members of the corps de ballet. There was one exception. She’d hung the famous Cecil Wilding photograph of herself, the one known as A Backward Glance right next to the mirror. Every time she checked to see if her hair was tidy; every time she looked in the mirror to apply her lipstick before going out into the world, she compared how she was now (dark hair cut short in a near shoulder-length bob and highlighted with streaks of red, still excellent skin but, oh God, look at the tiny wrinkles appearing near her eyes!) with the person in the portrait: herself as Aurora in Sleeping Beauty. It was taken when she was seventeen. Her head was turned to one side, her hair (very long, in those days) was twisted into a knot at the nape of her neck and threaded with pink and white roses. Her hands were crossed gracefully just below her waist and rested on the stiffened skirts of her pale pink tutu. It was, Hester knew, every little girl’s dream of what a ballerina should look like, which was one of the reasons she loved it. She enjoyed the illusion that it represented.


She’d often thought it would be fun to put up another photo of herself right beside it, showing her sweating after a particularly hard class; hair scraped back and in need of a wash; darned tights; aching calves; torn and bloody feet after hours en pointe. But nobody wanted to see that. It was the truth, but who was interested in that when magic was so much prettier? Who wanted to admit that all the effortless grace, the leaping and the flying and the turning were the result of hours and hours of back-breaking work? No one. Everyone liked the illusion. Each time she passed the mirror on leaving the room, she still had the distinct feeling that she was making an entrance, leaving the space that was hers and entering a public stage. Seeing her portrait on the way out to take part in the life outside the Office reminded her of how much she’d loved performing and it gave her courage. She had, she reflected, needed to be brave all through her life, from the very earliest age.





1939



Estelle knew, even when she was a very little girl, that there was something about her which upset her father. Henri was his name – Henri Prévert. He left the house each day dressed in a dark suit. He worked in a bank and Grand-mère said his work was very important. He was extremely tall and thin, and when he came into a room he filled it and it was difficult to look at anyone else. And to his little daughter he appeared enormous and she was frightened by his appearance. He reminded her of a scarecrow she’d once seen in a field, who’d worn a hat like Papa and also stood like him motionless, unbending.


He loved Maman. Grand-mère told Estelle that he did, and she believed her. Henri was her only child, but she had as much affection for her daughter-in-law as if she’d been her own flesh and blood.


‘The love between your parents,’ she told Estelle, ‘was a mad love. Un amour fou.’


Grand-mère looked after everything in the house, so that Henri’s beloved wife might have nothing to do but be with him. Estelle’s mother was English, and she had no relations except for her second cousin, Rhoda, who lived in Yorkshire. Her mother spoke to Estelle in English from the day she was born, and she found nothing strange about speaking in two languages. One of Estelle’s favourite stories was the one about how Papa met Maman. Grand-mère used to tell it to her quite often and it was better than any fairytale, because it was true. Helen was a ballerina. She danced in the corps de ballet, and when Henri first saw her he fell so in love with her that he couldn’t think about anything else. He used to stand outside the stage door every night. After each performance, there he’d be, bearing a bunch of scarlet roses for her. Helen had many fans but this one was different. He looked very serious and he was also much handsomer than any other fan she’d seen. She spoke to him at last, and when she realised how much he adored her, she fell in love with him. They married very soon after they met and she never danced again. Grand-mère never said a word about her being sad not to be a ballerina any longer, but Estelle thought that she must have missed wearing all the lovely clothes and dancing on the stage in front of people and hearing them clapping her.


The house in the Rue Lavaudan was tall and narrow. Henri spent much of his time at the bank, but it pleased him to know that his beautiful wife was at home, waiting for him, longing for nothing but his company as he longed for hers.


Helen nearly died giving birth to her daughter, and Estelle’s father made sure that the child knew this, even when she was very young. Almost the first thing he said to her was, ‘You nearly killed poor Maman coming into this world, and you’ll tire her out all over again if you worry her now.’


Although Estelle couldn’t remember exactly when her father had said this, the words and the feeling behind the words never left her. She understood that he didn’t love her, not then and not at any time. Later in her life she understood a little of how this lack of love came about, though she could never forgive it. She, by being born, had changed the body of his beloved wife into something gross and fat and unlovable. She’d torn it into a mess of blood and pain, and then she’d sucked from the breast that was his, that he wanted. How could he look at his daughter and not feel some sort of hatred?


The child loved her mother and she loved her Grand-mère and because her father was so busy, busy with his work, he hardly came into her life until after Helen’s death. As she grew up, Estelle invented memories of her mother. She made up an idea of her, almost a dream of what she was like, and inserted it into the times she could remember, when Grand-mère was her closest companion.


The house was always sunlit. The kitchen had pale yellow walls, and her grandmother liked to bake. Estelle used to kneel up on a chair and help her create patterns with apple slices on the tartes aux pommes she made every week. Grand-mère sang all the time, small snatches of parlour songs and operettas and the better-known arias from Carmen and La Traviata. She used to take the little girl for walks in the Jardin du Luxembourg, near the house, where they watched the puppet shows together and then sat on a bench under the trees while she told her granddaughter stories about her own father when he was a small boy. Estelle found it hard to match the person her grandmother was speaking of with the silent papa whose smiles for her touched his lips briefly and never reached his eyes.


On rainy days, Grand-mère let Estelle dress up in her clothes and jewels and even wear her high-heeled shoes. Best of all were the hats, carefully put away in striped hatboxes that lived in a special cupboard in the spare bedroom.


‘One would need ten lifetimes to wear them all,’ Grand-mère used to say, picking up a velvet toque, or a neat little red felt circle with spotted netting attached to it, or one of the many straw hats with wide brims she wore in the summer. These were the ones Estelle loved best. They had flowers and bows and bunches of cherries glazed to a dazzling shine attached to the ribbon round the crown, and she felt like a princess when she put one on and paraded in front of the mirror.


They looked at photographs too, and it was on those afternoons, sitting beside her grandmother on the sofa and turning over the stiff grey pages, that Estelle assembled an image of her mother. There were the photographs of her in various productions, dressed in a tutu and wearing a headdress of one kind and another. One of these, the best of all, was the picture Estelle took with her to England. Grand-mère put it into a frame and packed it among her clothes in the small suitcase she was taking with her. The photograph showed a pretty lady with her hair piled in an arrangement of waves on top of her head. She was dressed in a practice skirt and was leaning against a wickerwork skip, evidently backstage. A gauzy scarf was wound round her neck and she was smiling. On her feet she wore ballet shoes, and Estelle often wondered who had taken this photograph of her mother, who was obviously on her way to change her clothes after some rehearsal. She was smiling, and Estelle always imagined that the smile was directed at her even though she knew that this was impossible. She hadn’t even been born when the photograph was taken.


Helen died of pneumonia at the age of twenty-seven. Estelle was only five but all her life she remembered the sadness she’d felt at the time in the way you remember a distant illness. As she grew older, the pain grew less sharp – not so much a wound anymore but like a hidden bruise, only painful when you prod it.


When Papa announced that she was to be sent to England to stay with her mother’s cousin, it didn’t occur to Estelle to ask why. Henri did not consult his daughter, but she wouldn’t have expected it. You did as you were told, and Estelle wouldn’t have dared to object to anything her father had decided. Her grandmother spoke about the decision only once, as they were packing the child’s few belongings into a suitcase. Estelle was anxious about Antoinette, her doll.


‘I can take her, can’t I, Grand-mère?’


‘Of course, my darling.’ She sat on the edge of Estelle’s bed, and took the little girl on to her lap. Her eyes were red. Since Helen had died, she had wept so much that this was their normal condition. She said, ‘I will write to you every week, Estelle, and you will ask Mrs Wellick to read my letters, won’t you? Then soon you’ll learn to write yourself, and we can correspond like two real friends, two ladies. That’ll be lovely, won’t it? Oh, but I’ll miss you so much, chérie, I will pray for your safety and happiness. And you won’t forget your French will you, Estelle? You won’t become entirely English?’


Estelle shook her head. ‘If I stayed here, I could speak French all the time. Why can’t I stay? Why does Papa want to send me to England?’


She had an idea of England in her mind because of what her mother had told her. There was fog there, and rain and white cliffs.


‘Because,’ said Grand-mère, ‘he wants you to be with someone nearer your own age. Your mother’s cousin has a daughter who’s only a little bit older than you. It’ll be company for you. I’m getting old, and your father is always busy with his work. And your mother would have been so happy to know you’re going to be educated in England. Of course it’s best …’


Grand-mère’s voice faded to nothing and she hugged Estelle to her so closely that the child could hardly breathe for a while. When she let her go, and started talking about Antoinette and how they were going to fit her into the suitcase so as not to crush her dress, Estelle could hear a sort of shaking in her voice and saw her eyes were full of tears. She was blinking a lot, to hold them back.


*


England, when she first saw it, was indeed a place with white cliffs. It seemed to her to be entirely grey – grey skies, grey sea, greyish buildings. They travelled to Yorkshire by train and she stared out of the window as the rain streaked across the glass in horizontal grey lines. When they reached the Wellick house, it was as though Estelle’s father disappeared almost before he arrived. One meal, a kiss and a brief hug, and then he was gone in the same taxi that they had taken from the station. Henri had asked the driver to return for him.


The place looked completely empty to Estelle. It was raining when they arrived, and the sky was so low and grey over the purplish hills that she felt she could reach up and touch it. There were a few sheep grazing on the moor and what her father called ‘a village’ was two streets, a church, a grim-looking grey stone school house, one shop and a tavern of some kind called a ‘pub’, her father said. Her mother’s cousin lived at the far end of the village. On the drive from the station, just before they reached their destination, they passed a big house. Estelle looked at it through the bars of its tall, wrought-iron gates and wondered who lived there. Paula, Estelle’s cousin, told her later that it was called the Witch’s House and that it had been empty for years, spiders and bats the only company for the ghosts who lived there, and hooty owls nesting in the trees that grew behind it.


Estelle first saw Paula looking down from the upstairs front room window as she and her father got out of the taxi. She had a narrow face, a long nose and thin lips, and her brown fringe fell on to a wide forehead. She looked cross, as though she wasn’t a bit pleased that her French cousin was coming to live with the family, and this, Estelle realised quite quickly, was entirely true. Paula thought of her as a nuisance and treated her from the very first with complete disdain and dislike.


Mr and Mrs Wellick – Auntie Rhoda and Uncle Bob – weren’t unkind. Estelle only realised much later that they had little aptitude for conversation or laughter and exchanges with them from the very first day were formal and wooden. Whatever came out of their mouths sounded to her like sentences repeated from a reader, or textbook.


This is your room, dear … we hope you’ll be very happy with us … we’re sure you’ll be a good girl … eat your nice tapioca pudding now. And on and on. Those puddings made every meal a torment. Wobbly or gelatinous or gritty white concoctions appeared regularly on her plate and she found them disgusting. As she swallowed each mouthful, she tried hard to think about Grand-mère’s pastries and lemon mousse, her pots au chocolat, meringues and profiterôles – everything delicious she’d ever eaten.


The house was colourless. Curtains of a dark non-colour hung at the windows; the paintwork was a lighter shade of nothing; the carpets were trying to be green but failing miserably. Auntie Rhoda and Uncle Bob dressed to blend into their surroundings in washed-out grey and a thousand variations on beige.


The Wellicks did their best. Bob Wellick went into Keighley every day to work as a clerk in an accountant’s office and returned at night. Auntie Rhoda stayed at home and looked after Paula and Estelle.


Estelle felt a desperate longing for France that she didn’t have the words to express. On her first night in England she lay in chilly sheets, with Paula asleep in the next bed, and stared at the ceiling. She thought of the taxi, driving away down the road with her father, who never looked back to wave at her, even though she’d stood at the gate for a long time staring after the car. It had truly happened – he’d left her in this place all on her own. Until the moment when she saw the car disappear into the mist that seemed to have fallen while they were drinking tea with the Wellicks, part of Estelle believed that perhaps it wouldn’t happen, that Papa would say Right, my dear. Drink up your milk and come home to Paris with me.


She felt she was nowhere; not in her home, not in some other home, just in a sort of limbo, a non-place that she would never get used to. Where was Grand-mère? Was she thinking of her? Did she miss her? Estelle imagined her grandmother in the high bed at the Rue Lavaudan, with lace-trimmed pillows heaped behind her head, and the thought made tears run down her cheeks. They made puddles under her neck and she was too miserable and scared to call anyone. Also she knew, young as she was, that she didn’t want Auntie Rhoda coming to comfort her. She knew that her cousin’s presence would make her feel worse, not better, so she swallowed her sorrow and, for many nights after that, she’d wait until Paula’s breathing slowed and deepened then cry herself to sleep.


In the end, she became accustomed to her situation and accepted it. She ate, she slept, and eventually she went to school in the village. She became silent because Paula, who was supposed to be her friend and companion, made it quite clear from the moment Estelle moved in that she was quite simply not interested in her. Paula was sly, and Estelle’s days were filled with tiny little pinpricks of unkindness that she could not have legitimately complained about without appearing to be what Paula and her friends called a tell-tale-tit.


One particularly awful memory stood out from the rest. After Estelle had been in England for about two years, she and Paula were invited to celebrate the birthday of one of Paula’s classmates. Estelle was in the class below her cousin at school, so she didn’t see much of her there. Nevertheless, Paula’s best friend, Marjorie, invited Estelle to the party and she was happier and more excited at the prospect than she’d been about anything for a long time. She understood that Paula wasn’t too thrilled at the idea, but she didn’t care. She was going to wear her best dress: scarlet velvet, smocked across the bodice, which was a little short. It reminded her of Grand-mère, who had done the smocking with her own hands, and Estelle was determined to show it off.


On the afternoon of the party, Paula was even more silent than usual. The girls walked down the village street to Marjorie’s house, which was close enough for them to be allowed to walk there by themselves. Paula glanced at Estelle sideways out of her narrow eyes and smiled nastily.


‘Marjorie didn’t want to invite you really,’ she said. ‘Her mum made her.’


‘How d’you know? You don’t know that.’


‘Yes, I do. Marjorie told me. She said if it was left to her, she’d never have a baby at her birthday party, but her mother feels sorry for you. So she had to.’


Estelle didn’t want anyone to feel sorry for her. She could sense herself blushing with shame and anger. Part of her wanted to run back to the Wellicks and hide in her bed, but the party! Paula had been speaking for days of cakes iced in pink and violet, balloons and lemonade. Red and green jellies. Estelle longed for everything, so she blinked back the tears and walked along beside her cousin. Then, as they were approaching the gate, Paula turned her gaze on Estelle once again and wrinkled her mouth.


‘You should’ve worn something else. An old dress of mine, or something. You look silly in that. It’s too small for you and the colour’s horrible.’


Estelle answered before she had time to think. The fury that she felt was enormous. It was there, in her chest, like a balloon filling every corner of her body, and when she opened her mouth the balloon exploded and the anger rushed out.


‘You know nothing about it,’ she shouted at Paula. ‘The colour is beautiful and you’re jealous because your dress makes you look exactly like a lemon. Yellow and sour. You think I’m going to run home crying because you don’t like my dress. Well, I’m not. I’m going to the party, so there.’


Paula didn’t answer because they were already at Marjorie’s house. She knocked at the door instead, but glanced at Estelle with pure hatred in her eyes. Estelle stood up as straight as she could and put a smile on her face. To herself she said horrible, horrible Paula! I’m not going to let her spoil the party for me. But the fact was she had spoiled it, she’d ruined everything. But Estelle wasn’t going to let anyone know how miserable she was. All through the games and during the party tea, she smiled and pretended not to notice that Paula and Marjorie and some of the other big girls kept gathering in the corners of the room and whispering. They’re whispering about me, Estelle thought. I know they are. I don’t care. I don’t. I’m just as good as any of them. They’re stupid girls who don’t know anything. I won’t let them make me sad. I won’t. She bit her lip and held her head up so that no one would see how she was feeling. She concentrated on what she would say in her next letter to Grand-mère; how she would describe the party.


When Estelle first arrived in England, she received a letter from her grandmother every week, and Auntie Rhoda read each one aloud once. If Estelle asked her to read it again later, or on another day, she did, but with a sigh and an air of being tremendously put out. At first, Estelle couldn’t write more than a couple of letters of the alphabet, but she used to draw pictures on small pieces of paper and Auntie Rhoda folded them up and sent them in buff envelopes to France.


And then the letters arrived less and less often. War was raging everywhere, and everything became more difficult. Paula enjoyed frightening Estelle with stories of bombs falling on buildings and blowing them up, and sometimes in the evening the whole family gathered round the big radio in the parlour to listen to the news, which Estelle couldn’t understand very well and didn’t feel able to ask about. Henri wrote to her explaining that, because of the war, it was hard for him to travel to England and that he hoped she was well and not giving the Wellicks any trouble. He also sent letters addressed to Uncle Bob, which Estelle knew contained some money to help pay for her keep. Every time Estelle opened another envelope, she hoped that her father might have written to say After the war is over, you must come back to France again. You must come home but he never did.


Each Christmas, the Wellick family went to the pantomime at the Alhambra Theatre in Bradford. It was the annual treat, when even Auntie Rhoda and Uncle Bob took on an air of almost-celebration. When Estelle was nine years old, the pantomime was Red Riding Hood, which was one of the fairytales she loved best of all. Grand-mère had shown her a picture once, in a big, leather-bound book, of Red Riding Hood in bed with the Wolf. He was dressed in a frilly nightcap, and Estelle could still remember how frightened she was. But she loved the story even though it scared her, and couldn’t explain, even to herself, why that should be so. Somewhere near the beginning of the first act a dancer, who was supposed to be some kind of forest fairy, came out on to the stage. Estelle didn’t recognise the music but she knew that she’d never heard anything half so beautiful. She was enchanted. She watched this magical person who seemed lighter and more delicate than any human being could possibly be, twirling to the lovely sounds, and swaying like a flower balanced on pointed toes. And the clothes she wore! Estelle drank in the sight of her. She had a garland of leaves in her hair, and the green, gauzy, filmy stuff of her skirts, scattered with thousands of tiny pink flower petals, floated round her legs like mist.


She danced and danced and when it was over, Estelle felt bereft. She thought about nothing but what she had just seen. Those few minutes on a stage made beautiful by apricot and rose footlights remained in her head and, when she was on her own in the bedroom she shared with Paula, for days and days afterwards she tried to mimic the steps she’d seen the dancer take. It looked as though it might be the easiest thing in the world to do and it turned out to be impossible.


*


The following winter, the big house with the wrought-iron gates at the end of the village had a new owner. Marjorie announced that a lady from Russia had bought it. Her mother had told her that this Russian person, whose name she couldn’t remember, used to be quite a famous dancer.


‘She won’t have anyone to talk to, will she, if she’s Russian?’ said Paula. ‘I expect she can’t speak English. Why has she come here?’


‘My mum says she’s a friend of the Cranleys. You know, they live in that big white house on the way to Leeds. This Russian lady is a friend of Mrs Cranley’s son, and he’s something to do with the ballet too. I don’t exactly know what, though.’


Estelle was fascinated by this mysterious woman. She discovered, from Betty in the shop who knew everything, that her name was Madame Olga Rakovska. She also learned that the house was called Wychwood House. All sorts of stories circulated about Madame Rakovska. She had run away to Paris during the Russian Revolution, fleeing without a penny piece to her name. She had fled with the contents of many bank deposit boxes sewn into her undergarments. She had nothing in the world. She was a rich miser who had rubies the size of birds’ eggs hidden under the floorboards. She’d committed a crime and was on the run; and on and on.


Estelle began to see her quite often, walking along between the shop and her enormous house, very upright, in a black coat with a fur collar. The hem of this coat swept the ground as she made her graceful progress along the village street with her head held high and her hands showing white through the pattern of her lace gloves. She had black hair, drawn back into a chignon at the nape of her neck and she sometimes wore a hat that was just like one of Estelle’s grandmother’s favourites: a small, black velvet creation with a spotted veil hanging down to cover the top half of the face. She longed to talk to her, to ask her whether she still danced sometimes but she didn’t dare.


Then, one afternoon when Paula was playing at Marjorie’s house, Estelle’s curiosity grew so strong that she crept out of the house and ran all the way down the village street till she came to the gates of Wychwood House. The light was beginning to fade and the building loomed very dark and forbidding at the top of the curving, overgrown drive. Estelle took a deep breath and pushed open the heavy gate. She looked all around, wondering if anyone might stop her, but there was no one.


I should go home, she thought. Maybe all the stories about ghosts are true. Maybe there’s something hiding among the shrubs. She made her way up the drive and with every step she grew more terrified. Then she glanced up at the house and her fears vanished in an instant.


Madame Olga had forgotten to draw the curtains in one of the big front rooms. Estelle could see right in and what she saw was a huge space with no carpet on a polished, wooden floor the colour of honeycomb, an upright piano in the far corner and a mirror taking up the whole of one wall. A black rail was fixed to the wall opposite the mirror and, standing with her back to the window, was Madame Olga herself, wearing a long black dress. She was resting the fingers of her left hand on the rail and bending forward at the waist. On her feet she was wearing pink ballet shoes.


From her first glimpse of that room, Estelle knew that her future was there, in that house, with that person. She felt as though she were standing on the edge of a precipice with nothing but blue beneath her, dizzy and longing to jump, but also breathless with dread of something that might be snatched away before she could enjoy it.


She asked Auntie Rhoda about Wychwood House the next day at breakfast, testing out what she felt about Madame Olga. Her aunt was unusually forthcoming.


‘I believe that the Russian lady who’s bought it is a ballet teacher. I can’t think why she’s chosen to come and settle here. You’d think a town would suit her better.’ There was a spoonful of porridge halfway to her mouth. ‘Still, she knows the Cranleys and that must be a help to her. The Cranleys know everyone important round here. That house has been empty for years, and of course it’s good to have it lived in again, but still. I don’t know whether a ballet teacher is the kind of person we want in this area.’ She sighed. ‘It’s the war, that’s what it is. You never got all sorts of foreigners moving in before the war. I don’t know how many pupils she’ll get, what with the petrol rationing and everything, but some people will still manage to bring their daughters to class, I shouldn’t wonder.’


Estelle didn’t say a word, but her heart began to beat very fast. She had to go there. She had to talk to Madame Olga. She had to meet this ballet teacher, who would teach her how to do all the movements she’d admired on the stage at the pantomime last year. Somehow she knew that asking the Wellicks’ permission was pointless. They would refuse, she was sure of it. She vowed to find a way of getting into Wychwood House without telling them. It would be her secret.


Getting to meet Madame Olga was easier than she had dared to hope. There were hours and hours when Auntie Rhoda wasn’t really paying any attention to where Estelle was. Go out and play, dear was a refrain she heard often.


The following day, terrified at what the strange Russian lady might say to her, she walked again through the black gates, which stood half open. In the bright daylight it was easier to see everything clearly. Overgrown trees loomed up behind the house; all the shrubs needed pruning and the grass was long and ragged. When she reached the porch, she noticed that it was adrift with leaves left over from autumn. She plucked up courage and knocked at the wooden door.


She had to wait quite a long time for Madame Olga to open it.


‘Yes?’ she said, peering down at the girl standing in front of her. Estelle thought that she didn’t look like an ordinary person at all, but like someone who’d just stepped out of a play. Her complexion was perfect, as though she were made of something other than flesh, with her skin pale and smooth and her lips painted perfectly in a shade of red that Estelle later learned she had sent to her from Paris. It was darker than most lipsticks worn by the women she saw every day. Madame Olga had plucked eyebrows, like a film star, and her nose was narrow and slightly curved which, together with her wide-set eyes, gave her the look of a beautiful bird. Her clothes were black, but you couldn’t see much of them because she had a shawl or huge scarf or some piece of beautiful fabric in shades of orange and red with a pattern picked out in gold thrown round her shoulders. On her feet she wore ballet slippers of black leather and round her neck there was something Estelle had never seen before – a lorgnette, spectacles on a kind of stick, which she flicked open and then raised to her eyes, looking through them as though she wanted to see right inside you. Through the lenses, her very dark eyes stared at Estelle as if she were reading her thoughts.


‘Please, I want to dance. Are you going to be giving lessons? Will you teach me how to dance?’ Estelle asked.


‘You wish to come for lessons? Classes start in three weeks. Return then, please, and I will enrol you with other girls in beginners’ class. There are not so many pupils now. It is the war.’


Estelle was sure, quite sure, that the lessons would start at once and the shock of disappointment was unbearable and made her feel almost nauseous. Madame Olga noticed her dismay and took her hand. ‘Come inside, child. Come with me. And please tell me your name.’


‘Estelle Prévert.’


Madame Olga nodded and they walked into the house together.


Most of it was dark and gloomy, and it seemed as though there were rooms and rooms hidden away, somewhere where you couldn’t see them down long dark corridors and at the top of forbidding flights of stairs that stretched up into the shadows. But Estelle felt, going into the back parlour, as though she were once more at home, in France, in her beloved grandmother’s house. She sat in a plump chair upholstered in pinkish velour and took in the ornate furniture, the heavy greenish brocade curtains which looked grand to her, even though she could see they were a little faded and had been mended here and there, and the pale blue walls covered with framed photographs of ballerinas in many different poses. They looked beautiful, every one of them, with their arms and legs making perfect shapes against the painted scenery in the background.


‘Why do you wish to learn to dance?’


Estelle hesitated before answering, not knowing how to express her need, her desire. In the end she said, ‘I think the steps are there in my feet, but I don’t know how to let them out.’


Madame Olga smiled, and said, ‘We will go to the studio. Follow me, and please, take your shoes off and go in the socks. We must care for the floor.’


Estelle would have followed her anywhere. They crossed the wide hall and she left her shoes by the door and went into the room she’d seen from the window. She could feel the wood smooth under her feet.


‘Good, now stand like this.’ Madame Olga threw her magnificent shawl over the back of a chair and took up the first position and Estelle copied her. She nodded, but said nothing and changed to second position and then third and so on and Estelle mirrored every movement. Then she raised her arms, and Estelle followed. Still, Madame Olga said nothing. She moved to the rail.


‘This we call the barre,’ she said. ‘Rest your hand lightly, like me.’


Estelle lost track of the time. When they returned to the parlour, the light was fading and suddenly she felt frightened. Surely Auntie Rhoda would be missing her by now? How long had she been here?


‘I think I should go home now. It’s nearly tea-time.’


‘You will please come again. I think you will be a good dancer. Yes.’ Madame Olga nodded and Estelle felt as though her whole body might fly up to the ceiling, like a bird, from pure happiness.


Estelle asked Auntie Rhoda’s permission that very evening, at supper. Auntie Rhoda stared at her as she spoke. She’d just dished out some mashed potato on to Uncle Bob’s plate and paused with her spoon in the air, before plunging it into the potatoes again.


‘I don’t really think so, dear,’ she said, with an air of finality.


‘But why not?’ Estelle wouldn’t normally have dared to ask, but this was too important, and she could feel everything she’d dreamed of sliding away from her. Paula said with satisfaction in her voice, ‘Estelle’s going to cry.’


‘No, I’m not. I just want to know why I can’t have dancing lessons.’


‘Because even with the money your father sends us we can’t afford it and, besides, we know nothing about this person. I don’t hold with fripperies like ballet. They make a person think they’re better than other people.’


Estelle stared at the mashed potato that Auntie Rhoda had dolloped on to her plate.


‘I’m not eating that,’ she said, ‘and I am going to have dancing lessons. I shall write to my father. He’ll send more money when he knows how much I want to dance. My mother was a ballerina. I want to be like her and you can’t stop me!’


She pushed her chair back from the table and stamped out of the room. Then she left the house in a rage, before anyone could come and fetch her back. Once she was outside she ran all the way to Madame Olga’s front door. By the time Madame opened it, after she’d been banging on it frantically for what seemed like ages and ages, Estelle was weeping tears of anger and frustration.


‘Moia golubchka,’ Madame Olga said. ‘My child!’ and she gathered Estelle into her arms and draped her shawl around the child’s shoulders. ‘Why do you cry? What is the matter?’


‘They don’t understand. They don’t see that I have to dance. I must. All Auntie Rhoda cares about is the money. I shouted at her. I have to have lessons.’ Madame Olga said, ‘Ah, please do not worry about this. You will have the lessons. This I promise you. Go home now and I will speak to this aunt of yours who knows nothing. All will be well. You will see.’


Estelle never discovered what Madame Olga had told the Wellicks. She went to see them while the children were at school and Estelle realised that Madame Olga must have said she wouldn’t be asking for any payment. Auntie Rhoda never mentioned the conversation, but took Estelle rather grudgingly into Leeds and bought her a pair of ballet shoes (pink, with lovely satin ribbons to tie) and a dress like a gym-slip with a very short skirt. All the way there on the bus, she’d muttered about what a waste of clothing coupons such purchases were and how impossible it would be to find such items in wartime, but luck had been with them and they’d found everything quite easily.


‘This ballet stuff won’t butter any parsnips,’ she said as they came home. ‘Still, I daresay it won’t do any harm.’


And so it began. On Wednesday and Saturday afternoons, Estelle inhabited another universe, where music played and her body stretched and lifted and bent and her head was filled with dreams of flying through the air to the sounds that filled every part of her head, even after she’d left the studio. Estelle was one of only five other girls in the class. Petrol rationing was the excuse for the shortage of pupils but Estelle didn’t mind. The others were older than she was, and she admired them all and worked hard to copy them in everything they did. All five of Madame Olga’s pupils were reflected in the big mirror, moving together, and Estelle would see their reflections and think how pretty they looked, their mirror images moving along with them to the lovely melodies of Chopin or Délibes.


Estelle loved class. She loved the safety of it, the routine; the feeling she had of always knowing precisely where she was. She liked dancing the same steps in the same order and the idea that if she tried really, really hard, she would achieve a perfect sequence of steps and then Madame Olga would praise her.


‘Push yourself,’ Madame would cry. ‘Push yourself to the limit of what your body can do.’


Estelle did, every time she went to Wychwood House. She found that if she concentrated hard enough on what went on in class, she could put everything else into a separate compartment in her head and think about it quite differently – in a much more detached way. As the war dragged on, food was becoming less and less tasty and she dreaded the powdered eggs and the awful day when the sugar ration ran out for the week, as it always seemed to do. But Estelle danced and danced and forgot what was happening in the real world. Auntie Rhoda and Uncle Bob kept the news from the girls as much as possible, and anything Estelle heard about France she somehow didn’t connect with her father or grandmother. She learned from a letter about her father’s second marriage to a young woman called Yvonne, and found that it was easy not to get upset about such things if she put them in a kind of detached part of her mind. Estelle discovered she had a gift for this, for being able to ignore things that would hurt her if she thought about them too much. She became skilled at keeping a distance between herself and anything too unpleasant to think about.


One day shortly after the end of the war, Auntie Rhoda called Estelle into the parlour for what she called ‘a quiet word’. As soon as she saw her aunt sitting rather stiffly at the table with a small package in front of her and a letter in her hand, Estelle understood that something awful had happened.


‘Come and sit down, dear,’ Auntie Rhoda smiled at her.


‘What’s the matter, Auntie Rhoda?’


‘It’s bad news, dear, I’m afraid. Your grandmother … I’m so sorry. She was a very old lady, though, wasn’t she? We must think of her at peace.’ Auntie Rhoda held out the letter and Estelle took it. Her eyes filled with tears as she looked at the tiny black letters of her father’s familiar handwriting.




My dear Estelle, I am very sorry to have to tell you that my mother died two weeks ago in hospital. She had been suffering from pneumoniathe and her end was peaceful and without pain. The funeral was held yesterday. I know how sad this will make you and I am sorry to be the bearer of such news. Your grandmother was most insistent that I should send you this chain. She says that you will know what to do with it, but if you are willing to take my advice (and don’t forget that I am still a banker) I would put it away in a safe-deposit box in the local bank. In that way, you will not have to worry about losing it.
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