



[image: cover]











About the Author


 


Erin Kelly is the Sunday Times bestselling author of The Poison Tree, The Sick Rose, The Burning Air, The Ties That Bind, He Said/She Said, We Know You Know and Broadchurch: The Novel, inspired by the mega-hit TV series. In 2013, The Poison Tree became a major ITV drama and was a Richard & Judy Summer Read in 2011. He Said/She Said spent six weeks in the top ten in both hardback and paperback, was longlisted for the Theakston's Old Peculier crime novel of the year award, and selected for both the Simon Mayo Radio 2 and Richard & Judy Book Clubs. We Know You Know was also selected for Richard & Judy Book Clubs. She has worked as a freelance journalist since 1998 and written for the Guardian, The Sunday Times, Daily Mail, New Statesman, Red, Elle, Cosmopolitan and The Pool. Born in London in 1976, she lives in north London with her husband and daughters.










Also by Erin Kelly


 


The Poison Tree


The Sick Rose


The Burning Air


The Ties that Bind


He Said/She Said


We Know You Know


(Hardback edition titled Stone Mothers)


 


 


 


With Chris Chibnall


 


Broadchurch










Watch Her Fall


 


 


Erin Kelly


 


 


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Erin Kelly 2021


 


The right of Erin Kelly to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by her in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN 978 1 473 68086 9


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










For my daughters










 ‘A dancer dies twice – once when they stop dancing,


and this first death is the more painful.’


 


 


Martha Graham










PRELUDE


 


Swan Lake, the eternal story of doomed love, is one of the most performed ballets in the world: a nineteenth-century Russian dance, based on a German fairytale.


Prince Siegfried must choose a wife. On his twenty-first birthday, he goes hunting by a moonlit lake, where a flock of white swans turn into young women. Prince Siegfried falls in love with their leader, Princess Odette, at first sight. She explains that the lake is made of her late mother’s tears and that her stepfather, the evil sorcerer Von Rothbart, has bewitched Odette and her friends to live as swans by day. Odette can only resume her human form if a man who has never loved before promises to love her forever.


White swan.


Siegfried invites Odette to a ball at his palace the following evening. At the ball, six foreign princesses compete for Prince Siegfried’s attention while he searches the ballroom for his beloved Odette. Von Rothbart arrives with his daughter Odile, dressed in black and disguised as Odette.


Black swan.


Odile and Siegfried dance together; believing her to be Odette, he asks her to marry him. Only when he glimpses Odette through a window does he realise that he has been tricked – and that he has condemned his true love to eternity as a swan.


Devastated, he rushes to the lake, where he begs Odette to forgive him, but she dies of grief in his arms, and the waves overwhelm them both.


The ballet is divided into the black acts, the scenes at court; and the white acts, the swans by the lake. The prince is on stage for most of the ballet, but it’s the swans audiences flock to see.


In early productions of Swan Lake, Odette and Odile were performed by two different dancers. These days, the same dancer usually plays both roles: after all, the white and black swans never meet. They are only seen briefly together at the ball, when Odette appears in the window and Siegfried realises his mistake. This second Odette can be played by anyone resembling the principal dancer.


Because of the faultless ballet technique required to master the steps, and the emotional range needed to perform both the virginal Odette and the dark, seductive Odile, this challenging dual role is one of the most coveted in all ballet.


Dancers would kill for the part.










ACT I










AVA










Chapter 1


It was nine o’clock in the morning and already thirty-one degrees. London shimmered in a dirty haze. The weather reporter on the radio had said that it was hot enough to fry an egg on the pavement. Ava Kirilova thought about this as heat from the paving stones burned through the soles of her shoes, but she was not allowed to eat fried eggs, and wouldn’t have known how to cook one if she were.


The stroll to work always eased out the aches of the day before, but today the sun blasted away any comfort. Sweat stung the crooks of Ava’s elbows and the backs of her knees. A red bus sneezed a cloud of diesel that stuck to the sunscreen on her arms in little black globules. She had begun to crave the shower in her dressing room almost as soon as she had left the place she called home, even though the theatre was and would always be that.


The London Russian Ballet Theatre was a concrete block at the end of an avenue of thirsty plane trees. It was a palace of magic, a hothouse of excellence that looked, to the uninitiated, like a multi-storey car park. Today there was a splash of colour on its grey façade: a picture that quickened Ava’s pace as well as her heart until she was standing before a poster, three metres high and two metres wide. Ava was reflected in the frame, her skin shiny as the glass. She watched her mirror twin’s hand go to her mouth in happiness and disbelief.


At last, she thought.


Across the top of the poster, the red legend SWAN LAKE; underneath that, Ava herself, large as life, in costume as Odile, the sly black swan in a dress and crown of glossy black feathers. She had been lit so that her skin looked impossibly white, and behind her, entwined around her, Luca’s limbs gleamed like polished wood. Their heads were turned from the camera but their bodies were as expressive as faces: sly suggestion in the slope of her shoulder; youthful energy in the curve of his calf. Beneath the portraits in tiny print was a list of the cities they would visit over the next nine months, summer 2018 to spring 2019. A huge undertaking, covering most of the globe. There would be eighty dancers on stage at once, a Swan Lake bigger and more daring and darker than anyone had done before. And, across the top of the poster, the name of the only person insane and ingenious enough to attempt it on that scale: A NEW PRODUCTION BY NIKOLAI KIRILOV. The ballet masters’ ballet master, founder of the company, owner of the theatre: Nikolai Kirilov to his audiences and to the world’s press, Mr K to his dancers, Nicky to a select few friends, and Papa to Ava.


He had been waiting her whole career, which was her whole life, for her to grow into the ultimate role. And now every ten-hour day, every bloodied ballet shoe, every pleasure denied, had paid off. The posters made it real in a way that the announcement and the months of rehearsal and costume fittings hadn’t. The enormity of it made Ava sway, the street tilting around her. I have to do his vision justice, she thought, staggering as if expectation itself had reached out and shoved her. She put out her hand to steady herself, pressing against the concrete wall. It was as hot as a hob. The skin on her palm glowed, as if the building had branded her.


The main door was open, which meant it was safe for Ava to enter the theatre through the front. After ten the public were allowed in, and it wasn’t worth meeting the fans because they’d invariably ask for selfies and never understand when she had to decline. She pushed the heavy glass. The atrium – fifteen metres high, the dimensions of a cathedral cast in the material of motorway bridges – was barely cooler than the street. Nicky Kirilov’s theatre was five miles and a world away from the gilt and brocade of the grand West End theatres, and that was the point. Strip away the candelabras and the swags of red velvet and all you were left with was the ballet: the work, in all its challenging genius. Only the most dedicated balletomanes made the pilgrimage to this unfashionable corner of the city with its graph-paper office blocks, but they made that pilgrimage from all over the world.


The interior walls were lined with more Swan Lake posters. The engineers were in, measuring and tapping and photographing. Two men with clipboards examined a rumbling air-con unit, installed thirty years ago and unfit for this overheating century. The whole place was being dragged up to date: glass, wires and pipes ripped out and replaced. The shiny new theatre would be the version she would inherit one day, along with the company and its repertoire. Nicky’s life’s work would become hers. She was lucky – she would never be exiled from the ballet world – but the next stage of her career meant two of Ava’s nightmares would come true: her own retirement from the stage, and her father’s death. A weird mewling came out of her mouth now at the thought, drawing the attention of the one of the engineers.


‘Alright, love?’ He clearly had no idea who she was. To be anonymous in this building gave her a little thrill. She regained her composure to nod and smile with practised grace.


The five floors in the complex were linked by an Escheresque system of concrete stairs, balconies and galleries. High above Ava’s head, an unseen door banged and voices drifted down from the gallery that circled the second floor.


‘I’m boiling to actual death. Why does he even want us in this early?’


The acoustics in this atrium were as sharp as a stage but it could have been any ballerina talking. Nicky drew his dancers from all over the world and they shared the subtle accent that anyone who’d grown up in the company developed, no matter where in the world they’d spent the first half of their childhood: received pronunciation with a trace element of Eurotrash.


‘Ours not to reason why,’ replied her friend, then drew in her breath. ‘Oh! The posters are in.’ They leaned over the edge of the walkway, casting elegant silhouettes on the floor. ‘Look at her. She’s so beautiful. She looks unreal.’


Ava took a step back, pressed herself against a pillar and smiled to herself. If they came down the main staircase for a closer look, she would duck out of sight, but they seemed to prefer to judge from on high.


‘Just in the nick of time, too,’ said the first dancer, her voice scored with significance.


‘What d’you mean?’


Yes, thought Ava, what did she mean? She was aware, of course, that she was the subject of gossip, but it was rare that she got to hear the details. Her spine throbbed against the cool concrete.


‘Well, she’s thirty.’ The dancer dropped the word deliberately, left a beat to relish its echo. ‘It’s all a bit now-or-never, isn’t it? The beginning of the end?’


Ava’s feet twitched to step into the girls’ view. One word from her – one look – and their careers would be over. She was the prima ballerina and her father’s heir. But the sick need to know what came next held her still.


‘As if she needs to worry. She’ll go on forever.’


The silhouettes retreated and a door squeaked on its hinges.


‘Honey, none of us go on forever.’


The door banged closed and the girls were gone. Ava would never know who they were, but it hardly mattered. They all thought the same way. They thought she was secure. They thought it was easy, once you were at the top. They couldn’t understand that to dance at her level did not exempt you from paranoia: it stitched it to your heels as tightly as your shadow.


They had no idea what it was like to carry a show, to carry a name, with nothing but responsibility stretching out into the future and everyone’s eyes on you, all the time.


For the second time that morning, Ava Kirilova’s nerves unbalanced her. She pressed deeper into the column as though it might absorb her, and engaged the muscles of her core to steady herself. What they didn’t understand – what nobody understood – was that the higher you flew, the farther you had to fall.










Chapter 2


The sounds of the theatre played out around her: a drill in the far distance as the techies worked on the set; faint piano music from a studio and the fainter percussion of cutlery from the canteen. A lift chimed, doors opened and a young dancer emerged, dragging a huge suitcase in her right hand. Her left arm curled around a rustling bin-liner that obscured her face and vision: she charged directly into Ava, sending her wheeling around on her heel, almost losing her balance.


‘Excuse me!’ said Ava, in order to give the girl permission to speak her apology. The expected, mortified, ‘I’m so sorry, Miss Kirilova,’ didn’t come; the dancer barely broke her stride towards the front door, kicked it open and stood on the pavement. Ava was so shocked by this breach of etiquette and the loss of control – the two virtues Nicky prized above all others – that it took a while for her to recognise the dancer. Not by name – at Nicky’s insistence, it was a while since Ava had been on first-name terms with everyone in the company – but by role. She was the junior soloist Nicky had chosen to play Odette at the ballroom window, the moment where the white swan appears to show her prince that he has been tricked by the black swan. It was an appearance rather than a role, half a minute of heartbroken fluttering, but a big deal for a young ballerina, so why did it look as though she was leaving?


A black BMW pulled up, stopped on the double red line and a young man Ava had never seen before leapt out. He was in his late twenties, the strange soft body of the non-dancer lent structure by a suit. With the engine still running and to an angry orchestra of car horns, he loaded the girl’s chaotic luggage into the boot, kissed her on her forehead and swept her into the passenger seat in one fluid movement, pausing only to give the theatre a filthy look before disappearing into the city traffic. It had all taken under a minute.


‘This is unfortunate,’ said a voice at her side, the nicotine growl of the spy-movie double agent. Raisa had a habit of materialising soundlessly, gliding about the theatre as though on castors. Silent art form, Ava heard Nicky say, as surely as if he were with them.


Raisa had been Ava’s coach since she was a little girl. But not a mother figure, never that.


‘What was that all about?’ asked Ava.


‘Your father had to let her go,’ said Raisa. ‘She broke a rule.’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ said Ava. ‘Is now really the time for that?’ Nicky’s rule book was long and arbitrary: dancers were punished for minor transgressions as well as major breaches of their complicated contract. So far this year he had sacked a junior male dancer for being in possession of a smartphone – his hatred of the devices was obsessive – and only last week he had screamed at one of the corps de ballet for eating breakfast bought from the Costa opposite the theatre rather than the company canteen. Pre-packaged food was for touring only. ‘She’s the second swan! Does he not realise it’s only three weeks till first night?’


‘Yes, of course he realises,’ snapped Raisa. ‘But it was a big rule. She’s pregnant.’ Raisa placed vein-roped hands in a V-shape on her narrow pelvis to illustrate her horror of childbearing. She had the attitude that a ballerina should offer up her body to the ballet, almost as one might donate one’s corpse to medical science. It was a point of pride for Raisa that at the height of her career she had not menstruated for five years. These days that would have you marched straight to the doctor, but Raisa was from another generation. ‘Pregnant,’ she said again, when Ava didn’t react.


‘Ah,’ said Ava. ‘Well, then.’ Nicky took a dancer’s pregnancy, especially one resulting from a relationship with a civilian, as a personal slight. His dancers were allowed to have children – and encouraged, in fact, to bring those children, with their long legs and elastic joints, back to him when they were thirteen – but only after they had retired and vanished to the suburbs. The lucky ones were kept on as coaches or transferred to a job backstage, but no one who kept a baby ever returned to the London Russian as a performer. They would quietly quit at the end of their maternity leave, knowing that the company was tough enough if you were in Mr K’s good books, but that dancing in the shadow of his disapproval was a fate worse than not dancing at all.


If they were lucky, another company would take them on, but it was unlikely. Few Kirilov dancers ever defected to rival companies. People on the outside thought that the Kirilov training with its emphasis on dramatic, extended positions was too Russian, too old-fashioned, too clockwork and uncanny for modern audiences, and that the dancers, cloistered in this theatre since childhood, were too weird for the mainstream.


Ava knew the truth: Nicky taught his dancers everything but compromise. Nowhere else was good enough. His Russian ballet was as pure and exact as mathematics. When his dancers stood in first position, with their heels together and their toes turned out, the line of their feet was as straight as a minus sign. That was the attraction, and the challenge.


A familiar heavy footfall behind her told her that Jack, the company physiotherapist, had caught Raisa up. Six foot three in his Crocs, he was pink in the face above the white tunic he always wore.


‘You haven’t let her go?’ he asked Raisa in dismay.


‘She can hardly stay,’ said Raisa. ‘The boyfriend is moving her in. She’s packing up her room now. We have given her three months’ wages. She will not sue us.’


‘Sometimes I wish one of them would,’ said Jack. He pulled at his high collar as if to let steam escape. ‘Might put an end to this bloody shabby treatment. I swear to God, Raisa, one more girl gets the heave-ho like this and I’ll leave. I mean it this time.’ He seemed only then to register Ava: he put a hand on her forearm, and said, ‘Morning darling,’ before retreating to the gym.


He wouldn’t leave, and they all knew it. Jack’s remit was to treat the dancers’ bodies but unofficially he served as the company’s conscience. It was the one job Nicky didn’t seem to mind outsourcing.


‘But she is pregnant,’ Raisa called after him, as though that settled it. She glanced at Ava’s flat belly and said, ‘At least we don’t have to worry about you in that respect.’


Ava didn’t know whether she meant because her status as Mr K’s daughter made her invincible, or because no man who knew Nicky would dare approach her. The spotlight was a shining cage, and it kept you safe or kept you lonely, depending on how you chose to look at it.










Chapter 3


The stage, which had only yesterday been empty, was now occupied by the bones of a set, the interior of the palace where the ball is held in Act III of Swan Lake. These blank plywood structures would soon be painted, not in the fussy nineteenth-century marble effects of a Tsarist palace but in the company colours, the only three shades Nicky would allow on stage. Revolution-red, the wedding-night purity of white, and the unseeing of black. The colours of bones, blood and night. He allowed the occasional accent of gold; he was a rich man, after all.


Nicky stood at the foot of the staircase and frowned up at the ballroom window. Ava winced at the sight of him. He had never been a young father, but now he seemed to age a year every day, arthritis and osteoporosis taking over his body like dry rot, the delayed legacies of childhood summers spent dancing indoors. He still wore the uniform he had adopted at the height of his fame in the 1970s, a loose polo-neck and slacks that – ironically for a dancer who valued precision above all else – evoked the formless sounds and shapes of the 1930s jazz era. But where once his clothes had fallen elegantly against the plumbline of his belly, now they hung loosely on a body fast losing mass. His thick silver hair had thinned and turned almost completely white in a matter of months. The cane he leaned on was elegant – lacquered black wood, a swan’s head for a handle – but it was still a walking stick.


‘Hi, Papa,’ she said with a brightness she didn’t feel. ‘The set looks fabulous.’


The sound of her voice softened his face. He spread his free arm out to her and she jumped on to the stage. The sprung floor bounced a welcome to its brightest star.


‘Odette, my darling.’ He always called the dancers by their roles once a show was cast, even his own daughter. ‘How you like palace?’ Nicky’s Russian accent had not mellowed over the decades and he ignored the rules of English grammar, discarding words that slowed him down. Ava privately thought that if the whim took him he could come out with a perfectly constructed sentence and the enunciation of a Shakespearean actor, but where was the mystique in that?


‘You hear about my second swan?’ He nodded at the empty window. ‘Now who I find?’


‘There must be a spare soloist?’


He flicked his hand to shoo away her suggestion. ‘Cast is arranged. Military precision. All soloists already cover two parts.’


She sighed. Of course it had been engineered so that all his dancers were accounted for at every second, and the only spares would be in the corps de ballet, the dancers whose grand title ‘Artist of the Company’ belied their status as foot-soldiers. This was the price of a small company staging such an ambitious production. This was the gamble. He had given himself almost no margin of error. He was not allowing for illness or accident. He was not allowing for his dancers to be human. It was not (yet) Ava’s place to contribute ideas of any kind, but Raisa had told him this, Felicity and Jack had said it, and even reliable yes-man Boyko had broken the habit of a lifetime to point it out. But the London Russian Ballet Company was not a democracy.


The politics of casting and the brain-ache of logistics were two more reasons Ava was in no rush to swap her pointe shoes for schedules and spreadsheets.


‘Just get anyone to do it,’ she said. ‘Any one of the white girls, anyway. It’s only twenty seconds, and the audience will all be looking at Odile and Siegfried.’


His mood darkened again. ‘I teach you nothing? Not anyone can do it. Best dancer only. Twenty-one days.’


‘Twenty-one days is a long time,’ she said, knowing it would feel like longer. Raisa could spend three hours drilling a five-second movement into a dancer. Whoever they ripped from the ranks this time was in for an intensive three weeks of ice baths and screaming muscles.


‘Enough of stage,’ said Nicky irritably, as though it were Ava’s fault that they were there at all. ‘We take tea in my room.’


Even with Ava supporting his arm, he grimaced with every step. He walked gingerly; it was all too easy to imagine his hips grinding away to powder.


‘Oh, Papa. This operation can’t come fast enough.’


A couple of days after the first night of Swan Lake, Nicky was booked for a double hip replacement, followed by six months of rehab at some place in the country he’d bought to recuperate, overseen by Raisa and an army of carers.


‘Is nothing,’ he said, but as she guided him backstage he leaned on her hard. He should have had the surgery a year ago. ‘Swan Lake first,’ he’d said when she’d tried to cajole him into bringing it forward. ‘What is little pain to dancer?’ But it was no little pain he was in now. It had affected his personality as well as his body, trimmed his already short fuse to a fizzing stub. Working with Nicky Kirilov was not so much like treading on eggshells as dancing on splintered ice. You never knew where the next crack would appear.


They made agonising progress through the warm, soupy air of the corridor. This was their world – this building. Nicky owned it all, having spent so much time with high-net-worth individuals that he was on the verge of becoming one himself. He had a gift of asking the right people for the right things. The magnetism he’d been known for on stage was just as powerful across a dinner table or, when it was necessary, the space between two pillows. Nicky had done very well out of property bequests. By his fiftieth birthday he’d had a housing portfolio to rival any London landlord, owned the freehold on the theatre complex, and had the kind of financial freedom other ballet masters could only dream of. No grants to chase, few sponsors to appease, and those who did donate did so on the understanding that they were not to interfere with the purity of his vision. He had no one to rein in his maniacal desire for perfection. Raisa was there to carry out his orders (in a bold moment, Luca had once said she was Goebbels to Nicky’s Hitler). Jack was a lone voice of restraint, but he tended to pick up the pieces once the damage was already done.


The grey maze was brightened by red fire extinguishers and signs saying NO MOBILE PHONES. There were more of these backstage than there were in the atrium. Nicky thought that smartphones were a fatal distraction, that they encouraged the wrong kind of narcissism. Kirilov dancers had a relationship with the mirror, not the screen. Nicky alone controlled their image in public. Woe betide the dancer who let an unauthorised photograph leak into the public domain.


Ava’s skin, which seemed to be permanently damp at the moment, sprang with fresh sweat. ‘Please tell me you’re spending a million pounds on air-con.’


‘I make it Moscow in January for you.’


‘That’s more like it.’


‘Siberia!’ He splayed his fingers like Jack Frost. ‘Icicles.’


‘We’ll dance in furs,’ she said.


He giggled like a child. ‘At last you think like Russian.’


Their laughter echoed along the concrete corridor. In that moment, they might have been the only two people in the building. They might have been a couple of dancers on a stage, so lost in their work that they barely registered the audience at all.










Chapter 4


The backstage lifts were reserved for senior dancers and management and there was no question of Nicky reaching the second floor any other way. The steel doors protested as they drew together. Once moving, a series of irregular bangs and rumbles made it disconcertingly easy to picture both the workings and the potential failings of the ageing machinery inside. Ava tried to resist the comparison to her father’s body and failed every time. When the lift lurched to a stop at the second floor, the jolt made Nicky gasp with pain.


In the corridor were a dozen little girls from the ballet school in their regulation red tracksuits over black leotards. They were first years, twelve and thirteen years old. I need girl by thirteenth birthday, Nicky liked to say, and I make her dancer. She sleep and eat and dance and learn and live under my roof and I will create her.


These girls were babies, still young enough for stuffed toys and crying for their mothers (a word Ava had schooled herself firstly not to think about without a pang, and then not to think about at all). They wore their long hair not in traditional ballerina buns but in the style Ava herself often wore, a long plait wound around the top of the head in a coronet. She knew that they helped each other do it in the dorms, inexpertly jabbing hairpins into each other’s scalps to get the style perfect, which was as good a metaphor for the co-operation and rivalry of being a ballerina that Ava could think of. Friendships even among the youngest dancers were hard work, freighted with competition and neuroses.


For all that, she was nostalgic about her own stint in the corps, six months of in-jokes and illicit cigarettes before she had been promoted out and the girls she had been sharing a dressing room with were forced to address her as Miss Kirilova. Watching these students, with everything yet to come, Ava couldn’t help a twinge of envy, followed by the lurch of altitude sickness that sometimes assailed her when she thought about the distance between her and the rest of the company.


When the girls saw Nicky and Ava they stopped and curtseyed low in accordance with ballet school protocol.


‘How do my smallest creatures?’ asked Nicky.


The girls mostly addressed their reedy chorus of ‘VerygoodthankyouMrK,’ to their slippers.


‘Good!’ He clapped his hands. ‘You dance extra perfect for me today, yes?’


‘I wish you wouldn’t call them that,’ said Ava, as the girls funnelled into a studio.


‘Ty moyo luchsheye tvoreniye,’ he said and immediately translated for her, ‘You best creation of all,’ but then his attention snagged on the last girl, a few inches taller than the others and deeper into puberty, thicker at the thighs and fuller in the breast. ‘She gets hips,’ he said, his tone that of an executioner, and Ava wondered if he had made his second cull of the day.


Who had it worse? The dancer who had her dreams crushed before her fourteenth birthday? Or the dancer who had been with him for fifteen years, her career ending on the street outside the theatre, a baby in her belly and her ballet shoes in a bin bag?


She double-checked that all the girls were gone, then craned her neck in the other direction before turning left. The concrete maze backstage had only one dead end. Ava and Nicky stopped at a door marked CLEANING CUPBOARD. She punched in a key code and the door clicked open to reveal not mops and buckets but blackness. She felt for the switch and striplights overhead relayed into action, pointing the way down a thin corridor.


Ava was one of only a dozen people and certainly the only working ballerina in the company who knew about this place. When, as part of the building’s overhaul, the place got CCTV, this was one location where cameras wouldn’t be installed.


As they walked, Nicky’s grunts of pain alternated with little hums of satisfaction. He was obsessed with secret passages and corridors. It was through a backstage rat-run like this that he had made his escape from Soviet Russia to the West. Desperate to escape the constraints of Russian ballet – he was allowed to dance only the same few state-approved ballets on repeat – he had defected in 1971, smuggled by fellow dancers through the warren of a Parisian theatre and into a waiting car, knowing he would never be able to return to Russia again. All he’d had with him were the clothes he stood up in – the velvet doublet and white tights of Don Quixote – and his once-in-a-generation talent. This narrow space was packed tight with meaning, and Ava could never tread its floor without feeling grateful for all that he had risked, and all that she had been handed.


At the end of the passage, another door gave on to Nicky’s room. They called it his room but it was more than that: it was a time capsule, a recreation of old Russia. It was his lair; it was the beating heart of the theatre, of the company itself. In here, rich colour ran riot: greens and golds and the dark burgundy leather of wingback chairs with crocheted antimacassars and a Russian rug, coloured wool hand-knotted in geometric patterns. Ava boiled water for tea in the silver samovar, the urn that was the only way for a true Russian to make his tea.


‘Oof,’ said Nicky as he sank into his chair, and settled in front of the room’s most remarkable feature. One wall was a floor-to-ceiling window that looked on to the cavernous Studio 1, its scuffed floor and its whitewashed walls and the barres, waist-height railings, around the edges and in the centre. It was a two-way mirror but the dancers did not know that. As they checked their position and preened, they had no idea that they were being observed from the other side of the glass. At that moment only the pianist was there, fingertips dancing up and down the keyboard.


‘You should’ve let me help you,’ frowned Ava.


‘I can sit in fucking chair,’ he snapped back.


‘How’s the new house?’ she asked, sensing the need for a gear change. ‘Have I got time to come and see it, before the tour?’


‘Is good. I make special room for you! But you no have time to leave studio before tour,’ he said. ‘I chain you to barre.’


‘Ha!’ she said. ‘Point taken. But have you got the place how you like it?’


He shrugged. ‘I no see yet. I move in after operation. Is countryside.’ He shuddered theatrically. He felt about the countryside the way Raisa felt about motherhood. He was a committed Londoner in the way that only those born elsewhere could be. He had pioneered a kind of cosmopolitan diversity before he’d known the meaning of either word, trawling inner-city comprehensives as well as the Home Counties ballet schools for promising students. He had even Anglicised his nickname, shunning the Russian diminutive Kolya in favour of Nicky.


‘You can hardly get better here with all the pollution and the mess,’ she said. ‘People have recovered from operations in the countryside since time immemorial. The quicker you mend, the sooner you can join us on tour.’


The snort he gave was the closest he ever came to admitting that someone else might be right.


Steam from the samovar layered a gauze over the pictures on the walls: a black and white shot of the thirteen-year-old Nikolai Kirilov at the Vaganova Ballet Academy in Moscow. Shorts, vest, knee socks, suspended in a grand jeté, his split legs as straight as a spirit level. Below it, a shot of Ava in the same position at the same age, in London of course, in this theatre. The backgrounds were different and so were their bodies but they shared a distinctive tilt of the chin, an impossible extension of the limbs, a gaze trained on another world.


Stage photography showed Nicky leaping through the last half of the twentieth century, from the sixties to the nineties, from the Soviet Union to London and beyond. In all the iconic roles – Romeo, Don Quixote, and, of course, Prince Siegfried – he had partnered Raisa. Decline was inevitable, it was built into the career, but Raisa had managed hers as gracefully as any dancer could hope to, dancing at the highest level alongside Nicky into her forties, before taking her place behind the scenes, at his side. Ava had long ago resolved that she would match Raisa’s record and best it. She would dance longer than any prima ballerina had done before.


Under these images hung a picture of the first time Nicky and Ava had danced together, a two-hander created by him, for them. Frankenstein’s Creature, with Nicky as Frankenstein and Ava as his monster. She had been seventeen and he sixty. It had launched her career, and the reviews had been raves, but some of the press had been so personal and intrusive that Nicky had banned profile interviews from then on. Far from impeding Ava’s rise, it had been a master stroke, adding to the London Russian’s mystique and freeing everyone to focus on the work, unfettered by hawking and preening. His creatures must exist only as dancers.


Their last onstage collaboration – Zeus and Athena, about the Greek god and the daughter born full-grown from her father’s head – had been Nicky’s final appearance on stage. It was hard to square the dancer in the picture, compact with muscle, with the shrunken man in the chair beneath it.


Ava laid out a spoon and a saucer and unscrewed the lid from a jar of strawberry jam. Glancing down, she noted with alarm how many empty blister packs of co-codamol littered the floor. She would talk to Jack about that later.


‘You choose,’ he said, waving a hand at the empty studio.


‘I choose what?’ she asked.


‘You choose replacement swan. You try at casting.’


Ava froze. To take part in the casting process was to inch closer to the day when she must select her own replacement. The morning’s gossip replayed in her mind. Was this the beginning of her end? And, if it was, how did those girls know what she didn’t?


Nicky, as ever, read her thoughts so well she wondered if she’d spoken aloud. He had done so much to shape her mind that he could wander its corridors without her permission.


‘You have long, long time left. I no retire you tomorrow! But one day decline begins and you no dance principal role one day after you pass prime. Is my reputation on line.’


Sometimes he treated her more like one of his own limbs than a separate person. But she knew better than to argue.


‘Come on, then,’ she said. ‘Let’s do it.’










Chapter 5


‘Raisa rehearse danse des cygnes,’ said Nicky – as roughshod with French pronunciation as he was with English – as Raisa entered the studio, followed by eight ballerinas. All the girls had creamy skin and the exquisite and rare proportion that turned heads in the street but were the baseline inside the London Russian: narrow hips, small head, long neck, and delicate, blank-canvas features. In short, they all looked like Ava. Nicky even had a preferred leg length, so that onstage their tutus appeared to float like lilies on a pond. Their pink faces and diadems of sweat at the hairline showed that they had already warmed up. He must have dragged them from their beds as soon as the second swan had delivered her news. Two of these, then, must be the girls she had heard in the atrium that morning. A wave of something dark washed through her.


One girl, unaware she was being watched, pulled her leotard away from her crotch, while another sniffed under her underarms and winced. Ava turned away to give them some privacy, poured black tea into a glass and spooned a dollop of jam into it.


‘These swans we can spare,’ he said. ‘Enough time to change, dance second swan, change back.’


‘So.’ She was pleased to hear that her voice held steady. ‘Do you have one of them in mind, for the second swan?’ She set the tea glass down at his arm and licked her thumb for the trace of jam.


‘Spasibo,’ he said: thank you. When Nicky answered a question with a non sequitur it meant the discussion was locked down. When he spoke in Russian, that indicated he was throwing away the key. It was clear that it was up to her. He wasn’t going to hold her hand.


His rare trust sent a flush of pleasure through her.


‘Right.’ She turned back to the mirror. Nicky’s room was soundproofed but as the pianist struck up the music the bass notes seeped through the wall, their progression so familiar, so ingrained in Ava, that her mind’s ear easily layered on the rest of the orchestra. The dancers were, of course, excellent. All perfectly on the music and moving in the military unison that Nicky drilled into his creatures.


Ava had always thought that the danse des petits cygnes, the dance of the baby swans, sounded as though it should be danced by children, but this was no beginner’s dance. It wasn’t about adorable waddling. The routine was some of the most precise footwork in any ballet, and Nicky had them so well-schooled that even their eyes were downcast at the same angle. These dancers were the cream of the corps de ballet. Corps meant body, and these dancers were as interdependent as heart and lungs. Even the most ambitious dancers had to blend in: if a dancer in the corps was doing her job properly, no one would notice her at all. And that was the problem right now. Kirilov dancers had had their personality drummed out of them: or rather, they’d had Nicky’s instilled, just as Ava herself had.


She raised her forefinger and let it hover along the line. The crook of Nicky’s walking cane shot up, the black swan’s head hooking down her wrist.


‘No guess! Look.’


Faced with a row of world-class athletes each pitted against other world-class athletes, Ava decided to look for something beyond precision. Since they had begun working on Swan Lake, she had started to feel that the magic happened not with the faultless execution of technical steps but when she was on the inside edge of control. Odette and Odile had brought something out in Ava that thrilled and frightened her in equal measure. There were moments when a wild, animalistic dancer seemed to occupy her skin, as likely to make herself known through the face as the feet, touching a different kind of truth.


‘Who you like?’ prompted Nicky. The cygnets moved sideways en pointe, arms rising and falling, no idea they were auditioning. ‘One is star!’ he said incredulously. ‘You no see?’


A pale redhead at the end of the line had something about her: a plasticity that extended to her face, a sense that she was giving this rehearsal her all rather than marking steps. Beautiful, natural turnout gave her a little more liberty than the other dancers, made them seem like mere machines, pistons and cogs of muscle and bone. Now Ava had seen it, she couldn’t unsee it. Surely this was what Nicky meant by star, that sweet spot between storytelling and technique.


‘I think she’s got something about her?’


Nicky’s grunt was unreadable, but he never gave anything away if he could help it. ‘Come. I show you. Come.’


They began the agonising journey back down the corridor, his walking stick clacking an echo. I think I could lift him, thought Ava, fingers almost encircling his withered forearm. I could hold my father above my head as Luca holds me.


The creaking door announced their arrival. All eight dancers stood a little taller. Even the pianist straightened her back.


‘You no see Mr K,’ Nicky said. ‘He is no here.’


It was a joke, of course. His presence changed the very air in the room.


Raisa came to stand next to him and they began to mutter in Russian. Their partnership had progressed from stage to bedroom and come out the other side into something forged in both but more enduring than either. Now they were like two gnarled old trees that had grown around each other.


‘From beginning!’ Nicky clapped his hands twice, the music began and they started the sequence, their hands crossed and held in front of them, their legs forming moving patterns as intricate as basketwork. Even though Ava wasn’t dressed to dance, she automatically held her feet in B-plus, the ballerina’s resting position, one foot behind the other, knee slightly bent, and her hands in a loose bowl in front of her hips.


‘Stop, stop, STOP!’ Nicky cut through the music. ‘You!’ he tipped his cane towards the redhead and Ava’s heart performed a jeté of elation. ‘Again.’ Five seconds in, however, Nicky banged his cane on the floor in fury, not approval. ‘Enough.’ His tone brought back to Ava every correction he had ever given her and her heart took a dive. She had been wrong to favour expressiveness over artifice. She and her father were not on the same page after all. They were not even reading the same book.


‘You know Shakespeare?’


The redhead looked to her fellow swans in panic, but they all lowered their eyes. ‘A little bit?’ There was a drop of French in her accent. Even in the grip of discomfort, Ava couldn’t help but compare it to the girls she’d overheard that morning. She could have recited their words, but not identified their voices.


‘You see actors ad-lib Macbeth? Think they know better? They decide rap, in middle of play?’ A spray of spittle flew from Nicky’s mouth and landed on the girl’s shoulder. She didn’t dare brush it away, merely shook her head. Only Ava knew that at least half this tirade was not for the dancer but for Ava herself for choosing badly.


‘Then why you think you improve my steps?’ He threw back his shoulders and shimmied in an unfair exaggeration of the ballerina’s movement. ‘This classical ballet. There is right way, precise way, every turn, every jump, every step.’ He banged his cane again, so hard that the piano let out a faint hum. ‘Ballet non-negotiable. This Swan Lake. Same steps, great ballet masters Petipa and Ivanov choreograph in 1895. Only person embellish is me. Is me.’


The redhead was on the verge of tears. Please don’t cry, Ava willed. We’ll be here all day if you cry. A stone formed in her throat and she realised that she was instructing herself.


‘You!’


Nicky’s cane pointed at the next dancer in the line. This girl was – well, it was ridiculous to describe her as nondescript, but in the context of this line-up she was. He beckoned her with an upward nod. Clearly thinking she too had been singled out for criticism, she stepped out of the formation on trembling legs.


‘Do again, only you,’ he said. The company pianist played the score by heart, taking his cue from steps, not sheet music, knowing exactly which bar to come in on when Nicky said, ‘Pick up at pas de chat.’


As the music began, the girl’s nerves seemed to evaporate. Perfectly on the notes, she executed a ‘cat step’ that took her sideways across the floor as smoothly as though she were gliding on a rail. Her arms became fluid and boneless while her feet executed the steps to a hair’s breadth, but there was an imitative quality that Ava couldn’t quite define. Nerves, perhaps, making her brittle.


When she was done, her chest rose and fell exaggeratedly as she braced for her ballet master’s punishment. Nicky picked up her hand and held it up.


‘See little finger here?’ He was talking to Ava but everyone nodded. ‘This!’ He shouted in triumph. ‘This perfect. Look. She is baby swan! You.’ He took her whole head in his hands, one hand cupping her chin, the other cradling the back of her skull. Ava knew that feeling: it felt like a blessing, like being cured of an illness by a storybook king.


The girl blinked up at Nicky, eyes brimming, and Ava felt a rare barb of jealousy. She wobbled slightly, as though someone had kicked her perch.


‘She know arms come from back, not from hands. This where wings begin.’ He thumbed her between her shoulder blades.


It’s true, thought Ava. That’s exactly what I do.


‘Our second swan is gone,’ he announced. ‘So we need another to fill window. And here she is. You dance Odette at ball.’ The young dancer’s own smile was muted – ooh, she’s good, thought Ava, admiring her control. Her overspill of pleasure showed in a blush that lit her cheeks and blotched her chest and neck. He would love that, she thought: surface control but just enough emotion leaking through to know he’d got to her.


‘You are perfect creature,’ he said, before letting her go.


This was how he did it: this was how he got the best out of his dancers. He gave out just enough love to make you want it for the rest of your life, whether it was a moment’s eye contact or twenty seconds in the spotlight. And it would inspire not just the girl who had received it but those around her. The other cygnets disguised their envy as delight, patting her on the shoulder, smiling gritted stage smiles.


‘Ava, we go,’ said Nicky. He held out his arm to her as though he was offering to support her, but when she crooked her elbow she subtly slid it under his.


She looked over her shoulder as they left the room. The chosen dancer looked at Ava with defiance, something approaching a smirk. She even seemed to have reversed her blush, as though she could call blood to skin in a performance for Nicky’s benefit. Ava felt herself blanch. Self-control was one thing, she thought, but that was unnatural.










Chapter 6


‘From first, now let’s go and front and lower and point and back, and front and lower and back to first.’ Nicky’s voice was precise as a metronome over the pianist’s medley of show tunes and ballet scores. ‘Arms!’


Eighty pairs of arms moved slowly one way and then the other, with the lazy accord of a reedbed in summer. Ava rested her right hand on the barre and bent her knees in time with seventy-nine other dancers. Eighty left feet swished on the dusty floor. Eighty necks glistened with sweat. Eighty pairs of calves burned with lactic acid. Seventy-nine people watched Ava, at the very front of the class, positioned there to lead by example.


Ava, still unsettled from the whispers and wrong guesses of the day before, lost herself in the comforting, familiar movements. Foot in, foot out. Point toes, flex toes. Arm up, arm down. Company class was the same every day whether performing, touring, rehearsing or resting. Class was one of the few places in ballet where the movements were more or less the same for men – who never had to dance en pointe – as for women, who did. Class mapped the company hierarchy. Rank, as important in the London Russian as in any army, was demarcated by dancers’ placement at the barres: principals in the front left corner, with the luxury or punishment of two mirrors; first soloists behind the principals, soloists behind them, junior soloists to the back and right; and the character artists and the corps at the less sturdy centre barres. Despite yesterday’s little promotion, the second swan had not presumed to migrate from the centre barre. Ava took a petty comfort from that.


‘Left heel rotate in, right heel down.’


Class kept decline at bay, as evidenced by Boyko and Felicity, the character dancers in their fifties at the front of the centre barre. They’d graduated from princes and princesses to kings and queens, no longer superhuman on stage but still beating time with their bodies every morning. They worked as coaches and deputised for Nicky and Raisa. They both looked decades younger than they were from a distance, but Boyko’s waist was starting to thicken in a way that must be anathema to him. And as Felicity bent sideways in a backless leotard, the flesh between her shoulder blades crêped. Jack was treating her for some kind of ankle strain, but, given that Felicity’s roles now were more mime than dance, she had nothing to worry about. The ‘sudden death’ injuries that every dancer dreaded were actually vanishingly rare. You heard about Achilles tendons tearing on stage, the grisly pop of breaking ligament being heard at the back of the stalls, but such injuries were seldom spontaneous and usually due to an inexperienced dancer deluding themselves that the tingle or cramp would go away on its own.


Denial took many, many forms in ballet.


‘Coming into six through feet, stretch toes, demi-plié, demi-pointe!’


Class was about muscle memory. Ava’s foot swished against the floor as if there were a groove worn in it just for her. She moved through the stretches and shuffles, the bends and the flexes that were the repetitive, production-line movements that remade her a ballerina every day. Odette and Odile’s routines were made of the same steps, just as the music they danced to was composed of the same twelve notes. Odette’s music was gentle and flowing, and so were Ava’s movements. When she took the stage as Odile, the musicians attacked their instruments and her body responded in kind.


To Ava’s left, Luca moved in perfect time with her. Behind them, Sakurako and Tomasin completed the formation. Professional monogamy was discouraged in other ballet companies, but once Mr K liked a partnership, the couple were stuck together for the rest of their careers. Sakurako and Tomasin had taken this to its logical conclusion and had been married for six years. They were Ava and Luca’s ghosts, their understudies, their safety net. Sakurako’s refinement – even now, as she sank into a plié in scruffy warm-ups – never let you forget that ballet was a nineteenth-century art form. However, she was five years older than Ava and this, combined with Ava’s status as a Kirilov, levelled the ground between them.


Ava’s eyes followed Nicky. His gaze kept returning to the back of the room, where his second swan pointed and lifted and stretched. Ava held her back a little straighter, turned her toes out until they looked as if they might swivel a full three hundred and sixty degrees.


‘Front, toes, toes, lower and close inside,’ Nicky intoned hypnotically, then banged his stick on the floor. ‘Inside, Odette!’


Seventy-nine pairs of eyes bored into Ava’s neck. Her cheeks, already flushed from exertion, now flared with shame. There had been nothing wrong with the positioning of her feet. Had there?


Luca looked a question at her in the mirror: everything alright? She nodded her reply: later. That glass wall that kept Ava apart from the other dancers . . . in Luca’s case it was made of something else, transparent jelly, flexible and soft.


The class went on. The movements became more dynamic: those who had come in wearing layers shed the last of them as they moved on to centre work, crossing the room in great bounds that, done right, made it look as though they were suspended on wires.


At the end of the class they observed a quaint little ritual known as the reverence, with each dancer bowing or curtseying to the teacher. The second swan sank low into her curtsey for Nicky; Ava made hers an inch deeper and a second longer, then immediately thought, pathetic.


No one was allowed to leave until Nicky had gone. In the agonising wait for him to cross the room, glistening backs were discreetly turned on him and low chatter filled the room.


Ava bent forward, rolling her spine one vertebra at a time until she was folded in half. A pair of shoes appeared upside-down in her eyeline. She straightened up to find herself face to face with the eager, shiny face of the second swan.


‘Did you hear?’ she said. ‘We’re exactly the same!’


The remaining dancers turned to see who was addressing Miss Kirilova in such an informal way.


‘I’m sorry?’ said Ava.


‘Wardrobe measured me? Our bodies are the same, literally inch for inch? They don’t have to adjust your costumes at all for my scene at the window? It’s like they were made for me!’


‘Those costumes were made for me.’


Ava’s voice reverberated, silencing the chatter. The girl’s blush this time was a lava-surge of humiliation. ‘No. Of course, Miss Kirilova. I wasn’t getting ideas.’


Ava swept out of the studio and turned left, for the lift to the principals’ dressing rooms. Luca caught her up as the doors opened. He spread his arm to let her go first.


‘That was a bit much,’ he said gently as the doors closed.


‘I know!’ said Ava, relieved. ‘Who does she think she is?’


He addressed his reply to the lift floor. ‘I didn’t mean her.’










Chapter 7


Luca’s lips moved as he punched in the six-digit code for the principals’ corridor. The only time he could retain numbers was when he was counting steps.


Tomasin and Sakurako were checking their pigeonholes. Ava made a show of friendliness to make up for her diva turn in the studio.


‘Anything exciting?’ she asked Sakurako, who was reading a letter.


‘One from a little girl in Osaka wanting an autograph, and one from a man in Cardiff who wants me to send him a pair of used tights.’


‘Standard postbag, then,’ said Luca, whose own pigeonhole was empty.


‘Does anyone fancy a coffee in my room?’ asked Ava, who hadn’t finished being magnanimous and knew they wouldn’t say no. They filed into her dressing room, the biggest in the theatre, the size of a small studio, with room for a daybed and a sofa as well as a dressing table. There was no samovar here but a Nespresso machine and a water cooler, and an ice machine whose cubes were not for cooling drinks but for filling a bucket with, to soothe aching feet. ‘I’ll be mother,’ Luca said, clicking a pod into the coffee machine, then he turned to Ava. ‘I didn’t mean—’


‘Jeez, Luca, it’s not a swear word,’ she said. The word was not banned but it was a trapdoor it was best not to tread upon. Even Luca had trained himself to avoid using it around Ava. It was just easier that way. ‘Black, no sugar,’ she said.


Luca saluted her. ‘Sir, yes, sir!’


She straightened the photo on her dressing table of herself aged, what, fifteen? In it, Nicky held her in a fish dive, her body arched backwards in a crescent, her feet higher than his head and her arms outstretched. The photograph was a rare accent in a room that was otherwise tidy to the point of sterility.


Luca fired up the machine. ‘I see you’re still keeping the domovoi at bay,’ he said. Domovoi were little spirits of Russian superstition who haunted dirty houses: Nicky had instilled a fear of them into his students in an effort to uphold the Kirilovan virtue of cleanliness.


‘They’re all having a party in your hovel, that’s why,’ said Ava.


‘The poster looks stunning,’ said Sakurako, gesturing to the scaled-down version that Nicky had hung on her wall without asking, replacing a painting she’d chosen herself. ‘It already feels like a classic.’


‘Surely this image confirms us as the most iconic partnership in the history of all ballet,’ said Luca.


‘More than Fonteyn and Nureyev?’ suggested Tomasin.


‘Never heard of them.’ Luca stood before the poster and ran his finger down the list of cities. ‘Tallinn,’ he said. ‘Berlin. Helsinki. Bogotá! Havana.’ He rubbed his thighs.


‘He wants someone to ask him what’s so special about these places,’ Ava told the others. ‘Please do not give him the satisfaction.’


‘It’s not you I want to satisfy me. I’m just making a list of where the best men are. While these two stay up late knitting or doing Sudoku or whatever it is married couples get up to in hotel rooms, we’re going hunting.’ He mimed the drawing of an arrow in a bow.


Ava smiled at the memories: while Nicky and Raisa had long dinners with foreign sponsors and patrons and critics and ballet masters, the dancers were let off the leash. There were parties with other dance companies and broken-English flirtations. Nightclubs! Neon lights and sticky dance floors where she could unlock her hips and let the beat be her instructor. Men outside the dance world, men who tasted of beer and wine and cigarettes and their eagerness to know if it was true that ballerinas could tuck their feet behind their ears the way other girls could tuck a stray hair.


‘Not this time,’ she said ruefully. ‘I’m deputising for Papa. I’ll be wining and dining with Boyko and Felicity.’
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