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Praise for Clara & Olivia


‘This book was a joy to read from start to finish. Ashe’s writing is razor-sharp with a lyrical edge to it, and there were times when I wished I could write just as well. Rich, mesmerising and compelling, Clara & Olivia heralds the arrival of a bright new voice in literary fiction. This one will have the cash registers ringing.’


Awais Khan, author of No Honour


‘A spellbinding thriller, set against a fascinating background and so beautifully written.’ 


Frances Quinn, author of The Smallest Man


‘Vividly rich and full of depth, Clara & Olivia is a compellingly chilling work by a debut author who makes storytelling look easy. An expertly crafted filmic depiction of gritty twin leads desperate to succeed in these dark streets while harbouring even darker motivations. A novel that entraps you within its web of sinister secrets; I pirouetted from page to page desperate to know what happens. This book has everything and I will be recommending it to everybody.’


Ashley Hickson-Lovence, author of The 392


‘Lucy has created a mesmerising atmosphere in her debut novel. This story is one of dreadful, delirious ambition as well as the relentless drive for perfection – both as a woman and a performer – that cannot be sustained. Every violent act is a protest against this paralysing perfection. Beautiful.’


Sally Oliver, author of The Weight of Loss
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For my sisters, Jo and Suzie









GLOSSARY


adagio – the opening dance of a traditional pas de deux, e.g. the ‘Rose Adagio’ from Sleeping Beauty.


Ballets Russes – one of the most influential ballet companies of the twentieth century, led by the impresario Serge Diaghilev. The Ballets Russes performed across Europe, North and South America between 1909 and 1929.


Cecchetti method – a rigorous style of ballet training devised by the Italian ballet master Enrico Cecchetti.


character shoes – heeled shoes used for dancing based on folk or national dances, for example the ‘Mazurka’ in Coppélia. The heel protects the dancers’ feet from the frequent stamping movements in character dancing.


Coppélia – a comic ballet originally choreographed by Arthur Saint-Léon with music by Léo Delibes. The production staged by the Vic-Wells in 1933 was the Petipa version, with just the first two of the three acts performed.


corps de ballet – a group of dancers performing non-leading roles; literally ‘the ballet company’.


Diaghilev, Serge (1872–1929) – the founder of the Ballets Russes.


rosin – a powder by-product of turpentine used by dancers on their shoes to prevent them from slipping.


Sergeyev, Nicholas (1876–1951) – regisseur of the Imperial Ballet at the Mariinsky Theatre, he fled Russia after the 1917 Revolution. He took with him trunks containing the written records of many of the great ballets of Marius Petipa and Lev Ivanov. The classical repertoire of ballets, including Coppélia, Giselle, Swan Lake, The Nutcracker and The Sleeping Princess, is known as the Sergeyev Collection.


Sleeping Princess, The – a classical ballet choreographed by Marius Petipa in 1890, now known as The Sleeping Beauty.


Stepanov notation – a notation system for recording dance movements, named after the Russian dancer Vladimir Stepanov. His book The Alphabet of Movements of the Human Body was published in 1892. The notebooks that Sergeyev smuggled out of Russia recorded ballets notated using the Stepanov method.


de Valois, Dame Ninette (1898–2001) – the founder of the Vic-Wells Ballet, which evolved into Sadler’s Wells Ballet, then the Royal Ballet and Birmingham Royal Ballet. She is known in the ballet world simply as ‘Madame’.


Ballet movements


adage – section of a ballet class with slow movements of the legs to improve balance, extension and coordination.


allegro – section of a ballet class with jumping steps.


arabesque – one leg extended behind the body with the knee straight and the foot pointed. In arabesque allongée, the line of the body is almost horizontal to the ground.


attitude – the working leg is lifted either in front (devant), side (à la seconde), or back (derrière), with the knee bent.


balancé – a swaying, rocking step in any direction to a waltz rhythm.


barre exercises – in the first part of a ballet class, dancers run through a series of exercises. These take place at the barre, a bar on which the dancer places their hand while dancing. These exercises include, in the order in which they are carried out:


pliés – to bend and stretch both legs at the same time;


battements tendus – one foot slides out smoothly along the floor to a full pointe of the toe;


battements jetés or glissés – as with tendu but with the toe just lifting off the floor;


ronds de jambe – the leg makes a circle, front, side, then back, either on the ground (à terre) or lifted off the ground (en l’air);


battements fondus – smoothly unfolding the leg into the air, with the supporting leg bending and then extending;


battements frappés – a raised, flexed foot touches the ankle then springs out with great energy to a pointed position;


petits battements – the foot moves quickly around the ankle with the knee bent;


développés – drawing one foot up to the knee and then unfolding the leg into the air; and


grands battements – exercises that usually finish the barre work; throwing the leg high and controlling the movement as it lowers. For grands battements en cloche, the leg is thrown forward then back alternately.


brisé – a small travelling jump in which legs assemble (assemblé) and beat together.


chaînés – quick, travelling half turns with the feet in a tight first position.


demi-bras – arms held low, extended either side of the body.


échappé – the legs spring out at the same time to either the side, front or back. Sur les pointes is on to the toes.


en pointe – dancing on the tips of the toes while wearing pointe shoes.


épaulement – turning the body from the waist so that one shoulder comes forward and the other goes back.


grand jeté – a large jump with the legs split in the air.


pas de bourrée – steps en pointe in tiny movements that make the dancer appear to float or glide.


pas de deux – partner dancing, traditionally where the female dancer is supported or lifted by the male dancer.


pirouette – a full turn on one leg. They can be performed en dedans (inwards) or en dehors (outwards).


port de bras – arm movements, literally meaning ‘carriage of the arms’.


relevé retiré – drawing one foot up to the opposite knee, the supporting foot rising to the toes, the heel coming off the ground.









PROLOGUE


He wheels her out into the road. He should stay hidden, but part of him wants to be seen: he deserves her. He has waited long enough, worked hard enough. She belongs to him, dressed forever in the same red skirt with the same pink shoes tied around her ankles. Lace and net graze against her motionless thighs. Her skin is smooth porcelain and her lips are pink. Never has there been a lovelier figure, unchanging, unbroken by the pace of time. Her sightless eyes will not fade. A beautiful statue, preserved forever. He has watched her for so long, holding her in his gaze, locking her into position like a photograph.


He imagines dancing with her, the two of them arm in arm under the stars. Silent, of course, but that is no matter. It is better that way. She is a dancing doll, his Coppélia, created at last. He can finally believe it, now that he has her in the wheelchair. Pausing at the end of the street, he reaches down to her wrist and lifts her arm above her as if she is waving to a crowd. Ice-cold. He drops her arm in fright. Life lingers, like a promise; but he is afraid of what will happen when she wakes.


He needs to move quickly.
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SAMUEL


It is Thursday, the day Samuel Steward delivers the pointe shoes to the theatre. He has been looking forward to it all week, even as he sits at his workbench, stills his mind, focuses his eyes on every stitch of satin and leather. Now, he walks hurriedly up through Covent Garden to Clerkenwell. His arms ache under the weight of those pale pink shoes, the satin smooth over the paper, hessian, paste, wax thread, all hidden of course when he stretches it right side out and inserts the sole. A perfect arc of a shoe. Arched like her feet when she rises up, weightless. Olivia Marionetta. He whispers her name, his voice too human, too rough, for a name that dances above him.


Familiar piano notes guide him up the stairs towards the ballet studio. He can hear the dancers’ feet, their tapping across the floor, lighter now that the ballet mistress has been granted her wish, a wooden floor rather than the cold concrete that made the shoes echo through the room. It was the proudest day of his life when Mr Frederick touched his shoulder, nodded his approval and knocked against the workbench the shoe that he, Samuel, had made. An entire shoe made from start to finish with his own hands. He has worked steadily these past two years, making the progress from mixing the paste to cutting the leather, from labelling the regular customers’ shoe lasts to stamping the latticework across the sole of the shoe. He has mastered each stage, perfecting the shaping, the moulding, the stitching, the exact number of hard hits needed on the shoe jack to produce the pointe shoe’s mesmerising arch.


He imagines his rose, that tiny engraving he has cut into the bottom of her shoes. When he realised that his shoes were going to Olivia Marionetta, he knew he needed to honour this privilege. Writing her name in pen across the sole of the shoe was not enough; he did that for all the dancers. He needed something more for her. And of course he chose the rose. There was nothing else he could see when he closed his eyes, felt the smooth block of the shoe, imagined his mark. Her face, her eyes, the perfect bun she wears at the nape of her neck, her hair parted at the side. And the little white rose she pins into the top of the bun.


Samuel reaches the studio, his bags heavy with the shoes. The door is open, a small window into an imaginary world, a world he would like to trap forever in his mind, transcribe to his sketchbook, mark on paper with pencil, chalk, charcoal, his forever. But he knows he is not welcome. He is for the shadows, basements with dusty workbenches, his hands moving strong and fast over satin and paste, moulding the shoes that these dancers from another world will take from him. The turn-shoe method, all the work and sweat hidden inside. When he strains his muscles to wrench the shoe into shape, all that love is tucked away, out of sight. The dancers, they will make them their own. They will stitch them, cut them, wrap ribbons around their ankles, break the shoes, soften them, pummel them against hard concrete steps until they can move silently, softly, like butterflies across the stage. They do not even know he exists.


He knows how to make himself invisible. From the dark, where the shaft of light through the high windows of the studio cannot reach, he watches. He doesn’t know what any of the steps are called and cannot keep up with the music of those names when the ballet mistress sings out the words in French, the dancers mimicking them with their hands until the music starts again and they fly across the floor.


And there she is. She flies higher than the others, he thinks. A vision in a bright white leotard, a thin skirt tied around her waist. She wears his shoes, the ones he has crafted with extra special care, adjusting the width, the length, the vamp of the toe box as she needs it. When he pencils her name onto the paper note that he pins onto her bag of shoes, it feels like a love letter. For Olivia Marionetta.


The dancers travel across the floor on a diagonal, ending their routine with a spin, their heads whipping around, their eyes steady. Olivia rises up on her toes, his shoes holding her strong. Her body is perfectly poised, and yet she turns and turns, one more rotation, and then a moment of stillness, before running to the side of the room. She watches the next set of dancers repeat the steps. Samuel realises he is holding his breath.


He looks again. There she is, her legs strong as she jumps. But no, it is not her, not this time. He looks away, steps back further into the shadows. Clara Marionetta scares him. At first glance she is her sister’s double. She has the same face, same dark brown hair with the shimmer of red, same long sloping neck, same thin body with strength that defies its suppleness. The same feet, with those high arches that seem to command his shoes to dance. But in every other way they are different. He can tell them apart instantly; he just needs to see their eyes, the edges of their mouths. Clara looks in the mirror as she dances, with a fierce flame in her eyes: she owes the world nothing. She wears her shoes with a careless ease, the soles black and worn, a streak of dirt rising up from her heel. When she finishes her turn, she directs her gaze right at the ballet mistress and smiles; she knows she is beautiful, worthy, outshining the other girls. The ballet mistress calls out a correction; Clara turns away and rolls her eyes.


But Olivia does not dare meet the teacher’s eye, hardly glances at herself in the mirror, leaves the dance floor with a little frown. Samuel wishes he could go to her, like he has seen those men do who wait at the stage door after performances. He would tell her how beautiful she is, how perfect, how the whole world must adore her. But of course he could never do that.


The teacher calls for them all to come to the centre, for the reverence, he thinks she says. The chords from the piano are familiar, like an ending. He watches the dancers step sideways, their arms wide, and he knows he must hurry. He doesn’t want them to find him lingering. Mrs Dora gave him clear instructions to place all the shoes in the correct pigeonholes in Wardrobe before the class ended. For those ballerinas not yet converted to Freed shoes, he is to leave a little postcard, hand-signed by Frederick Freed himself: We make shoes bespoke to you, the perfect shape and size for your foot.


Wardrobe, as he has heard the dancers call it, is a chaotic room with no windows. It has none of the order of Mrs Dora’s shop, the neat cubbyholes of pale pink pointe shoes all paired and ordered by size. Samuel likes to be in and out before the wardrobe manager, Mr Jack Healey, arrives. He has heard Mr Healey nagging the ballerinas to remove their piles of pointe shoes, reams of ribbons, the leotards and practice skirts that spill from every corner.


Samuel pushes aside a row of long white skirts, the net catching on his coat. It is quiet here, just the faint hammering from the carpenter’s workshop where the set is being prepared for the next ballet. He stands in front of the rows of pigeonholes, the names of the dancers and actors and opera singers chalked in lightly on little slate boards. He places his bag at his feet and lifts out the shoes, protected in their cloth sacks. Scanning the chalk names, it is easy to tell which are the dancers, their names transformed into Russian, French, Italian words, exotic, beautiful sounds that elevate them far from the likes of him, plain and simple Samuel Steward. Beatrice Appleyard, Anton Dolin, Stanislas Idzikowski, Lydia Lopokova, Clara Marionetta, Olivia Marionetta, Alicia Markova, Toni Repetto, Antony Tudor, Ninette de Valois. He would like to know if these are their real names. Perhaps that would make them more tangible, more human; perhaps that would give him the courage to speak to her: Olivia Marionetta. He leaves her shoes until last. Taking them out of the cloth bag, he checks each shoe, rubbing his thumb over the little rose he has engraved into the sole. Each one is perfect.


With his heart beating fast, he lifts out of his deep coat pocket the white rose that he bought for threepence on his way out of Covent Garden that morning. He had almost been too nervous to buy it, the flower seller’s smirk following him as he lingered by the stall. But he had been determined and now here he is, a rose in his hand, slightly crumpled but still flawless, smooth silky petals. He places it in Olivia Marionetta’s pigeonhole, on top of her new pointe shoes. She does not know the hand that crafted them, but maybe she will feel herself dance lighter, taller, brighter, and she will know that she is adored.
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OLIVIA


I look for luck everywhere. Today, I need to calm my nerves, soothe the anxieties that keep jumping to the front of my mind, refusing to be kept at bay. My porridge stares at me this morning; I can’t eat it. It would be unlucky, a curse, to fill my belly with such ordinary, heavy-looking food. Today I need to shine.


We are all superstitious. We thrive on routines and good luck charms. They give us certainty, focus the mind, take us to a magical place where we can leave the real world and become the dancing apparitions the audience want us to be. We need our muse, our Terpsichore, to lead us onto the stage. Changing our names was the first step. Clara and I used to be plain old Olivia and Clara Smith. But we changed it to Marionetta when we left ballet school and ascended to the ranks of the company, joining Miss de Valois at her brand-new Vic-Wells ballet company, rebranding ourselves to match. It was our mother’s idea to take her name, Marion, and weave it into something better than Smith. Clara was reluctant, but I persuaded her that Mother needed this, some recognition of the role she had played in getting us this far.


At Sadler’s Wells Theatre, the home to our Vic-Wells Ballet, we have a specific dwelling for our superstition: an old monastic well that lurks in the centre of a dark and shadowy storage room underneath the auditorium. We traipse down there when we need luck, our visits punctuating the rhythm of our lives. Each day starts with morning ballet class, those essential ninety minutes that keep our bodies supple and strong. No one is allowed to miss class, though the principal dancers often do, somehow avoiding Miss de Valois’s disapproval. If we have time, we hide ourselves in the gloom of the well room for a few minutes before afternoon rehearsals, finding a dark spot to massage our feet. We visit it before performances, at least three shows a week in the October to May season now that our company’s reputation is growing. And then finally, if there is no post-show party to dress for in a mad, ecstatic rush, we reach down and dip our fingers into the well before we go home to sleep, to recover. My sister will always choose the party, while I prefer the quiet of home. I like to rest my aching limbs for the next day’s work.


I spend longer than usual at the well this morning. There is a cool darkness to the room, lit faintly by a single light that hangs beneath green enamel and wire frame from the low ceiling. The well sits in the centre, a stone rectangle three feet wide and rising a couple of feet off the ground. I like to sit on the stone edging, my feet pressed into the cool stone wall. Towards the corners of the room, four steel beams rise up from the concrete floor, giving the room a cramped tightness. If there are more than a few of us down here at once, it is easy to bump into something, or even someone, lurking quietly in the privacy of the shadows. The old stone well cover rests against the side wall of the room, a dust sheet draped over the curious carvings that I like to run my finger along when I have the room to myself. It has a long history, dating back to when a monastery must have stood on the site, perhaps as far back as the twelfth century, surrounded by fields and gardens. It is hard to imagine now, with the New River closed over and buildings springing up all over Islington. Our theatre is number five of all the Sadler’s Wells that have drawn the London audiences. Miss Moreton, in the rare moments we can distract her from her relentless pace through class, tells us about the theatre, how when Richard Sadler built the first one back in the seventeenth century, he made it popular by playing on this watery attraction. The wells were closed over, but the superstitions remained. We have gladly rebirthed them, all of us dancers ready to pounce on the first sign of magic and mystery.


The stone well cover, found by builders nearly three hundred years ago, has been preserved, protected from destruction every time the theatre is pulled down and built again, emerging from the ashes with new ideas for new entertainments. Even the builders, it seems, were superstitious. Our theatre isn’t perfect. But I still love it, despite the tiny dressing rooms and the terrible acoustics in the auditorium.


It seems darker than usual this morning, shadows dancing slowly between the steel beams and the low, still water of the well. I can barely see to the end of the room where a storage cupboard is hidden in the corner and a wooden crate of stage props gathers dust. I looked inside the cupboard once, only to be confronted with mops and ropes, as well as a strange display of tennis balls and cricket bats. The theatre is gradually filling with the debris of productions, each show leaving behind its mark. A stack of photographs that didn’t quite make the walls of the theatre foyer is leaning against the back wall, frozen moments of Les Sylphides, Narcisse et Echo, Les Rendezvous, Nursery Suite, the monochromatic figures blurred and faded. It is wonderful to be part of Ninette de Valois’s growing company, the ballets we put on works of art to rival even the legendary days of the Ballets Russes. I do not miss those long nights that Clara and I have spent shivering in cold dressing rooms waiting for our performance in variety shows and revues, squashed between singers, comedians, even Cochran’s pretty young ladies who gave us no space in the mirror to do our make-up. Our little ballet numbers were divertissements, instantly forgotten. But not any more, not with our Ninette de Valois and Lilian Baylis and the Camargo Society propelling us forwards.


With cold and frigid air, this is not a place to linger before class. Coming here alone, without the sweat and heat of the other dancers’ bodies to fill the space, the room smells damp, like laundry that has been left wet too long. But I have wishing to do this morning. I need some luck. Nicholas Sergeyev is coming to class today.


His arrival has sent whispers around the theatre corridors for weeks, and I am sure the cafés of Bloomsbury and Covent Garden are spreading our excitement even further. Regisseur of the Mariinsky Ballet, Nicholas Sergeyev escaped in the aftermath of the 1917 October Revolution. Somehow, amongst all the panic, he smuggled out tin trunks holding all his notation books. The records of the great Russian ballets were preserved.


And now he is coming to us. He is to teach us the ballets that made Russian dance so famous. There is to be Coppélia, Lac des Cygnes, Giselle and even Casse-Noisette. I have heard so much about these ballets. I long to learn the choreography, to lift the notations off the pages of those old books and transform them into living dance. It would be wonderful to see the notebooks, to see the steps Petipa and Ivanov marked onto the page using that devilishly difficult Stepanov notation. There is no way I could understand a single symbol, but I will learn the steps faster and more accurately than anyone. Even my sister, I think. Clara is not very good at sticking to the choreography. It drives Miss Moreton mad. Me too, to be honest. It is one of the reasons I always wear my hair in a low bun, in the romantic style. It sets me apart from Clara, who always wears her hair high: one small difference to help people see us as two distinct dancers.


I perch on the stone edging and lean over into the well, dipping my hand into the water. I have to stretch as far as my arm will go, my fingers just breaking the surface. My knees press against the wall of the well but the distance is too far and I slip, my ribs hitting hard against the stone. Then I find my balance again, blinking as I watch the water moving and rippling like a kaleidoscope of greys and blacks, hiding whatever lurks beneath the surface. I lift my arm out, my fingers wet, and let the little drops of water fall onto my pointe shoes. The sharp pain of the stone against my ribs has startled me awake, reminding me of what I need to do today. Without pain, how do we know we are working hard enough? I said that to Clara once and she laughed at me. She didn’t understand what I meant.


But this is the luck I need, or at least a gesture to give me the clear focus I want for ballet class. I know it is just a superstition, but this little drop of luck is my counterbalance to something strange that happened last week. It makes me shudder when I think of it, red staining my vision when I close my eyes. The blood remains, like an evil curse. When I went to collect my new pointe shoes from my pigeonhole in Wardrobe, there was a white rose in there, resting on top of my shoes. I picked it up, surprised. I turned to Clara, asking her if she’d put it there. She shook her head, refusing responsibility. I think she was a little bored by it, didn’t see it as worthy of her attention. An admirer, perhaps; we all have them, men who come to every show, who linger outside the stage door, who deliver buckets of flowers that irritate the stagehands that have to carry them to our dressing rooms, choking on the strong scents and sprays of pollen. But this was just a single rose, no note or signature. When I turned it over in my hand, my finger caught on a thorn. I pulled it away fast, but the thorn had buried itself too deep inside me and I ripped my skin, a tiny bead of blood spilling out. I sucked it clean, but the blood kept rising to the surface in relentless bubbles. Eventually I thought I had made it stop, but I was wrong; it must have continued to bleed as I packed my pointe shoes into my bag. When I started sewing the ribbons onto my shoes that evening, I saw that I had left a dirty smear of blood across the satin of the shoe. It made me nervous, that blood, like a bad omen, a stain that could not be removed. Even once I had frantically rubbed on a paste of baking soda and water, I could still see the red darkening the satin like a ghostly palimpsest.


This water, our well famed for centuries as cleansing and healing, has set my mind at rest. I run up to the studio to prepare for class. As usual, I am one of the first to arrive. Clara always teases me about getting everywhere so early, but I can’t help it. I don’t see the point in leaving everything to the last minute, as she does. The Company doesn’t share my opinion, I know. They think it terribly unfashionable to show too much effort at anything and would never let themselves be seen actually practising outside of class and rehearsal. Of course they all do, they must, these goddesses who laugh and joke but still manage to perform the perfect triple pirouette, their legs rising to their shoulders.


Today is the perfect day to be early, because just as I am knotting the ribbons on my soft-block ballet shoes, who should walk in but Nicholas Sergeyev himself. Miss de Valois travelled to Paris to persuade him over to London. The rumours are that she found him in a tiny studio appartement in a run-down part of the city, another Russian ballet teacher sharing the room. Seeing him now, taking small erect steps into the room with Miss de Valois at his side, makes me jump to my feet. I feel I should curtsy or something, but he ignores me, instead looking about him in a perplexed and rather lost way. I don’t know what he expected, perhaps a corps de ballet to welcome him.


But as the Company gradually arrives, there is a very different mood to usual morning class, an energy and excitement that shows in the way we all warm up, the girls throwing their legs higher than ever, the boys jumping up and down at the barre, their muscles firing. We all watch Nicholas Sergeyev. He refuses to smile, the faint ghost of a grey moustache twitching as he looks anxiously around the room. He is small and upright, his cheeks drawn and thin with age, though he is not yet sixty. His travels, the stress of leaving his home country, seem to have lined his face like the contours of a map. I like his presence here, even though it terrifies me; he brings Russia and the old-style ways of ballet with him. Even Clara seems a little nervous. She stands with me at the barre, which I am glad about. It is easier for teachers to tell us apart if we are right next to each other, the small differences in our dancing and our appearance more obvious.


The class begins and Miss de Valois is at her most fierce. From the very first exercise at the barre, she seems to be performing a role, her terrifying eccentricities exposed. We have all heard stories of the Russian ballet masters with their sticks and their anger and their sharp eyes noticing every finger a millimetre out of place. Sergeyev is nodding as she bangs her stick on the floor. This is how he likes classes to run, with everyone a little scared, the adrenaline keeping our legs high and our toes pointed.


Every dancer in the Company has turned up today, and all on time. Even the new and exciting Helpmann is here. The star dancers have taken the best positions at the barre, where the line of their legs and arms will be shown off to advantage. Lydia Lopokova, Alicia Markova, Anton Dolin, they are all here. Markova’s is a rare appearance; usually she just appears onstage, barely even warming up. Her diary is always packed with engagements: dancing with the Vic-Wells, for the Camargo Society, for Marie Rambert’s Ballet Club. The Wells Room, as our studio is called, is bursting with dancers, the steam from our bodies misting the windows. Strong smells of sweat and rosin and the leather of our shoes pack the air. Even some of Miss de Valois’s favoured girls from the school have managed to sneak in, squeezing into the corners where there is hardly space for them to stretch their arms. We all know that this Russian man has the power to elevate us to the top, to cast us in the best roles or to leave our names off the list entirely for the ballets he is reviving. For a moment, at the barre, dancing the slow adage that Miss de Valois calls out, I imagine myself as Aurora, Odette, Swanilda, Giselle. But a hard whack on my calf from Miss de Valois’s stick wakes me up and reminds me to stand stronger, keep my leg extending away, in arabesque.


We take a few minutes’ break after the barre work, the girls changing from soft-toe shoes into pointe shoes. Usually for ballet class we wear shoes that are nearly ready to throw out, saving our fresh ones for performances. They are expensive, and the company allowance for pointe shoes doesn’t even come close to covering how many we need each month. I get through five pairs every four weeks, eking out those last few days with my muscles straining to keep my arches lifted and my ankles strong. But this is our chance, finally, to show what we can do. It is worth the expense. We all want to catch his eye. It is surreal, really, that this tiny man, in a suit that falls from his limbs like those costumes hanging from the rail in Wardrobe, has our full attention, he and Miss de Valois, who has transformed into a demon for the morning.


I go into the corridor and collect my bag, settling down in a corner to change my shoes. Clara is with me, massaging her feet through the pink silk of her tights. There is a ladder under her foot, just starting to spread up the heel, which is grey and stained from hours of dancing on dusty floors. She needs to scrub her tights with a bar of soap, like I do, but I know she’s unlikely to bother. The corridor is quieter than normal, despite the crush of sweaty bodies; we all fight for space to stretch our legs in amongst the medley of warm-up clothes and shoes. Hushed whispers spread through us, punctuated by the quiet tap of pointe shoes as girls stand and press their feet into the floor. From inside the Wells Room, we can hear Nathan, the pianist, playing out some tunes while Miss de Valois stands next to him, beating out the pace with her stick.


I reach into my bag.


I know immediately that there is something wrong, something missing. I can’t breathe. Both hands now search through the bag, my body tense as I rise up on my knees, hunched over the too-dark cavern of its opening. One of my pointe shoes has disappeared.


‘What’s wrong?’ my sister whispers.


‘I’ve lost a shoe.’ I try to keep my voice low, holding down the panic threatening to bubble to the surface.


‘Let me look,’ she says, taking my bag from me. I realise that my hands are shaking. I can’t go back in there without my pointe shoes. That would be it for me, my chance at being cast in one of his ballets gone forever.


‘I’ve got a spare pair,’ I hear Clara say, nudging me back from the abyss my mind has drifted towards. I had got as far as Ninette de Valois refusing to have me back in class, sacking me from the company, not being able to pay the rent and ending up dancing for drunk old men on a cruise ship. But Clara saves me from that nightmare with the offer of her shoes. They are an old pair she hasn’t cleared from her bag, far from perfect condition, but better than nothing. I will just have to dance my best, rising out of my hips to stay tall in the shoes. Knowing Clara, she’s already worn these for a class longer than she should have done. They are a little torn under the toe, but they will do.


Clara squeezes my hand as we go back into the Wells Room, before fighting her way to the front row and dragging me with her. We line up next to each other, waiting for Miss de Valois’s instructions. I feel a hit of remorse for thinking so badly of my sister this morning, her lateness and sloppiness, her carefree attitude to everything. But she is the one who is prepared for class, with her spare pair of shoes. I try not to get distracted as we go through the adage, then grands battements, pirouettes en dehors, petit allegro. It is difficult, though, with my mind drifting back to the well, trying to remember if I left my shoe down there in the darkness of the basement storage room.


When class ends, I gather up my belongings as quickly as I can. I run down the corridor that follows the edge of the building towards the pit and wings until I reach the entrance to the basement room, that flimsy door that the stage manager has given up trying to keep locked. The light is off and I have to fumble around the wall by the door to find the switch. I walk down the steps, my eyes adjusting to the gloom. All is quiet, just as it was before, and there is no sign of my shoe. I walk to the well and kneel down by its thick stone wall. The famous waters have not given me the luck I asked for today, it seems. I am cross with myself for being so careless. I lean over the edge, my eyes finding shapes in the dark.


There, floating on top of the water, is a pointe shoe. The ribbons are tangled like weeds. And next to the shoe, its petals drifting across the surface, is a single white rose.
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SAMUEL


Samuel has all the parts of the shoes lined up neatly on his workbench, a deconstructed artwork. Hessian, paper, satin, glue, the sole. The welting machine is across the room, where Mr Frederick is standing in his overalls, his hands working fast, his head down in concentration. Samuel can make more than ten pairs of shoes a day now and is getting faster. The work is physically exhausting, each shoe demanding arm, wrist and shoulder strength to wrestle and bang it into the perfect shape. And then there is the tiny rose he stamps into the soles of Olivia Marionetta’s shoe, finding a quiet moment when Mr Frederick is on the other side of the workshop, preoccupied with his own craft. He has finally finished his rose cutter stamp, which makes it faster, a quick press, done in an instant. He dedicates one day a month to making her shoes, ten at a time as well as another five soft-toe shoes. He loves those days. Every stitch feels like a caress. He took his stamp home with him to finish, working under the little lamp on his desk in his tiny one-room flat off Exmouth Market. At least it’s the top floor, and bright in the mornings, unlike the gloom of the basement where he works beneath Cecil Court.


He does love the workshop though, the chance to create and shape and fashion something beautiful out of all those malleable, simple ingredients. Sometimes he feels like he could be an artist himself, but then he remembers these designs are not his. He does have his own designs, piles and piles of his sketches of shoes, clothes, hats, all scattered about his room, some in the drawers, some pinned up on the walls. Around his bed, his chest of drawers, his desk, are his pencil and chalk sketches in all the colours of the rainbow, scraps of material pinned against them, velvet, silk, satin, lace. He can’t share them with anyone. It would be too revealing, too exposing. Sometimes he imagines himself going up to Mr Frederick with a handful of his designs, maybe the high-heeled boots he is so proud of, with the soft soles for dancing character roles. But it’s no use; they are probably worthless, unoriginal, no good to anyone. He should just be grateful for this job, he knows, and keep making these beautiful pointe shoes day after day. As his father always said, stick to what you know and you won’t go wrong. Don’t give anyone a chance to laugh at you. His father had laughed at him, though, Samuel remembers so vividly, that day he showed him his sketch of a pair of winter boots, the green leather football buttons running down the ankle, the fur trim topping the lining. He had spent days over that sketch, perfecting the shapes and proportions, searching through his chalks for the exact green he wanted. He never showed his father another sketch, not after his loud mocking laugh followed him out of the living room door, back up the narrow stairs to his bedroom. The silence of his mother, her downcast eyes at the dinner table, he remembers it all. It was easier for her to say nothing, a patient sufferance. His parents still live in that dark, gloomy house in Clapham, his father going out every day to the railway where he works as an engineer, his mother waiting for him at home in a freezing house that he refuses to heat during the day. Samuel will never go back there, not if he can help it.


Mrs Dora has left the door open up to the shop, a little pool of light spilling down the steps to the basement. Samuel likes hearing the murmuring of the dancers who come in to be fitted, the strong tones of Mrs Dora as she advises them and instructs them. You’d think she knows their feet better than they do themselves. Perhaps she does.


Mr Frederick asks him to take some finished shoes up to the shop. It is a brilliantly bright morning, still a little frosty, the cold air drifting in through the front door as it opens and closes. On his walk to work he had sunk his feet into the hard white grass in the little parks that he weaves his way through, enjoying the sound of the crisp crackle of the frost. He likes avoiding the main roads that teem with noisy, impatient people, instead finding small havens of quiet.


They are busy this morning. The fame of these shoes grows through the city. No one notices Samuel as he stocks the shelves, ordering the shoes exactly as Mrs Dora likes them. Two young girls from Miss de Valois’s school are laughing as they raise themselves up and down, pressing the arches of their feet forwards, pointing their toes, extending their legs. Everyone likes these shoes, how they seem to meld to the feet, exactly the right support without being too hard, too unyielding.


The door opens again, the little bell above the door tinkling invitingly. Samuel hears two voices, both identical in note and pitch. They call good morning to Mrs Dora. Samuel recognises them instantly. Even with his back turned, his whole body frozen as he reaches up to the top shelves of pointe shoes, he knows which voice belongs to Clara and which to his Olivia.


‘Samuel, get me two pairs of your shoes, size four,’ Mrs Dora calls to him, barely turning towards him as she greets the twins.


He moves quickly, pulling himself into action, and nods, pointlessly; no one is looking at him. He reaches for the shoes, knowing instinctively which are his. The shoes he has made for Olivia are ready for his next delivery, so he takes a pair of these, as well as a pair from Clara’s pile. He is ahead of his work, the shoes ready earlier than Mrs Dora expected.


‘Oh no, don’t worry about that,’ Clara says, smiling, but a little impatiently, Samuel thinks. ‘We love the shoes we have from you already, no need to change anything about them. We just want to put in another order.’


‘And buy some ribbon,’ adds Olivia, ‘and see if you’ve decided yet about adding to your range. We’re all desperate for some character shoes that won’t give us blisters.’


‘Give us time,’ replies Mrs Dora gently, gesturing them to the counter, where she will put in the repeat order. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to check the shoes on you again, while you are here? I would so love to see how they fit you.’ She pauses and looks to Samuel, who is holding the shoes she requested out to her. He doesn’t dare glance at Olivia, even though he is desperate to look. She is so close, the closest he has ever been to her. One quick look, and that is all, then. He takes in everything with one little flick of his eyes: her low-heeled boots so snug around her slim ankles, her thick navy coat that she buttons high, a cream scarf wrapped around her neck. Her hair is in the bun she always wears, but without the rose. He has always thought that seeing her dressed as a normal woman, not in her leotard and dance skirt, would make her more real. But it hasn’t had that effect at all. If anything she seems even less real, as though if he closes his eyes she will disappear.


‘All right,’ he hears her say. ‘It will be fun to try them on with you, in your beautiful shop.’ Mrs Dora looks delighted, emerging from behind the counter in an almost youthful burst. She rarely shows such lightness, her authority and experience making her seem far older than her real age, barely thirty. To Samuel she seems ancient, infinitely wise, despite being just ten years older than him.


The twin sisters peel off their coats, draping them over the wooden and velvet stools that Samuel helped Mr Frederick to build last year. They unlace their boots, Clara flinging them to the side, Olivia placing hers neatly to the left of the stool. Samuel watches as Mrs Dora kneels, placing Clara’s right foot onto the little ramp. She slides on the shoe, feeling around the width. She repeats this with the left foot before moving to Olivia, gently rubbing the satin around the heel and toe. The sisters stand and turn to each other. They take each other’s hands and rise onto their toes, their feet strong in the shoes. They draw their feet together into a tight position, legs crossed from the top. Samuel watches, staying as close as he can to the edge of the room. He looks down at his own feet, large and heavy in his boots. He is not delicate or dainty; his feet cannot move like theirs, fast and light little pitter-patters into the ground. Samuel is not graceful, but he is strong. He has to be to make these shoes. Since working at Freed his muscles have grown, his shoulders broadened. Even Mrs Dora commented the other day, marvelling at how he’d changed, his forearms thickened from all the bending and banging. But still no one notices him, standing there in his overalls, grey and brown against the glowing pink of the shoes behind him.


Olivia is bending and stretching her legs. He’s heard Mrs Dora request a plié over and over to the girls she fits, her commanding voice matching that of the terrifying ballet mistresses he encounters at Sadler’s Wells. Now plié, and stretch, she says as the girls try out the different shapes and sizes of shoe.


‘They feel wonderful,’ says Olivia, sitting back down on the stool and stretching her feet away to admire the shape of the shoe. Samuel stares as she brings one leg up towards herself, twisting her foot so she can see the sole. She rubs the pale leather with her finger, tracing a line from toe to heel. For an instant he thinks she is looking at his rose, his symbol that marks the shoes as just for her. He feels a sudden panic, deep in his stomach. What if she realises he put the white rose in her pigeonhole; what if she is offended, or worse, laughs at him for daring to make such a gesture? If he moves now, he can get down to the workshop before she turns to see him. But Mrs Dora is in the way, blocking his exit route.


Samuel feels his heart beating fast, his face starting to burn. He tries to imagine what he will say if Mrs Dora reveals him to be their pointe shoe maker. His hands are clammy. What if they want to shake his hand, he thinks, panicking, trying to wipe them on his overalls.


‘They are perfect shoes,’ Clara says, smiling down at her feet. She does a little turn, spinning on one foot then the other until she comes back around to face Mrs Dora. ‘You make us dance like swans.’ She laughs, throwing her hands above her head and crossing her wrists.


Olivia stands and looks about her, taking in the walls of shoes stacked neatly on the shelves. She has taken off the shoes and is holding them in her hands. Her feet are bare, the long thin bones that stretch from her toes to her ankle pressing against mottled pearl skin. Finally she notices him, his large mass blocking a column of shelves. ‘Do you help Mr Freed make the pointe shoes?’ he hears her say.


He doesn’t trust himself to speak. All he can do is nod.


‘Well, they are lovely, as Clara says.’ She turns them over in her hands. ‘I get through them very quickly, so you’ll have to work hard to keep us in our shoes.’ She is teasing him, he realises. But all he can do is nod again, pressing his hands against his thighs. She waits a moment, looking up at him. In her bare feet, he sees how small she is, at least a foot shorter than him. He reached six foot when he was sixteen, six foot three when he was eighteen, and over the last two years his body has been slowly catching up and filling out.


He doesn’t know why she is still standing there, smiling. Maybe he has paste on his face from making the glue, or maybe she can’t believe that someone as large and inelegant as him could work in a shop that makes such a shoe. But then he realises she isn’t looking at him. She is looking behind him at the rows and rows of shoes and the spools of ribbons that Mrs Dora measures out and cuts with such precision.


‘The perfect colour of shoe,’ she says, almost a whisper. She looks like she is in a dream, imagining herself onstage, that burst of applause when the curtain rises.


She finally gathers herself and glides back to join her sister. He is fascinated by how thin and sinewy her feet are, every step revealing muscles, tendons, bones he has never noticed in his own.


And then they are gone. They disappear around the corner, the bell sending out its ripple, like an orchestra has suddenly packed away leaving just a triangle whispering its final notes. That is how he feels, with her gone. It is as though an imaginary world has vanished, leaving him awake and staring at his large, sweaty hands.
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CLARA


My sister is asleep when I get in, later than I should. She rolls over in bed, murmuring. I reach down and gently ease her hair out of that tight ponytail she insists on keeping in at night. It isn’t good for her, all that tension. She almost wakes, but I rest my hand on her shoulder until she is calm. I like to look at her, the smooth skin of her neck that she always manages to carry with such elegance, even in Miss Moreton’s most painful petit allegro. I catch myself staring and feel a little guilty, vain, seeing myself mirrored in her face.


In the bathroom are the bowls of water she has left out for me, two deep china toilet bowls we found in an antique shop behind Sadler’s Wells when we moved here and tried to make these tiny Bloomsbury rooms our home. I refuse the cold salt water, not tonight with a freezing wind seeping in through the walls and windows. And the water is no longer hot. My feet will have to cope, even if they are tired. Hours of dancing in those pointe shoes straight into an evening of dancing through the clubs of Fitzrovia has not been kind.


Olivia will be cross with me in the morning, asking lots of questions which I shall not want to answer. I suppose I should regret not pressing her more determinedly to come with us, but it would have been no use. Nathan always tells me not to bother; he prefers having me all to himself. And besides, Olivia has no time for frivolities that take her away from soaking her feet, stretching her muscles, sewing the ribbons on her shoes, darning the ends with that long, curved needle that I always manage to prick myself with. And sure enough, her shoes are ready, piled neatly on top of her bag. Mine is next to hers, the contents spilling out as usual, in a mess. I know I will find a dozen hairpins scattered amongst my tights. As I peel off my dress, which is sticking to me with a sour sweat from the heat of the tavern, I catch sight of my own pointe shoes piled against the wall. The top pair has been prepared exactly as I like them, the ribbons angled back towards my heel, the toes darned just around the edge. Olivia. She did this for me, tonight, while I was out dancing, drinking, flirting with Constant, Bobby, Pat, Nathan, a crowd of us wild, restless girls from the company. If only I had her discipline, or even her kindness, though sometimes I think she does these kind things for me in case someone mistakes me for her; she has to work doubly hard, keeping me up to the standards she expects of herself. It must be frustrating for her, especially when she sees me with rips in my tights or cheating the Cecchetti footwork: she is always whispering to me to get my heels down, as if it is her own feet I am somehow neglecting to use with the precision she always manages to achieve.


I return to the bathroom and scrub my face with cold water, feeling even more guilty now. I splash water hard against my skin, shivering as it drips down my arms. I look up into the mirror and stare. Ballet dancers are surrounded by endless mirrors: all morning in ballet class and rehearsals, in the dressing rooms, our bodies and faces straining to match each other’s. We train to become identical, perfect, classical, while all at once trying to shine brighter than the others. But me even more so than most. I am mirrored every time I turn to Olivia, every time we follow the instructions of the ballet mistress, our feet moving in time. Sometimes I think I am seeing my sister; sometimes I wish I was more like her, that I could work hard, return home for a good night’s sleep, rest my body, save the money that I know she is so determined to bank up for better rooms, warmer walls, a proper kitchen perhaps rather than the sink and stove that are tucked away in the alcove behind the curtain. But I would prefer to dance and party and live my life everywhere, not only when the curtain lifts and the audience applauds, when Constant lifts that baton and the orchestra begins. I love those moments, of course I do, but they are not enough.


Tonight, when Miss de Valois and Miss Moreton left the Café Royal, it was as though a layer of respectability had been stripped from our little group, leaving us raw and ready for misbehaviour. We adore them both, but it is adoration tinged with fear. I couldn’t face our ballet mistresses in the morning class if they saw what I really get up to after a few drinks.


Constant had us all roaring with laughter. I joined in the drinking and the incessant chatter as I always do, though I could sense Nathan’s disapproval when my laugh spilled out too loud. Constant commandeered the piano, blasting out loud notes of jazz, glasses glowing with Tokay wine never far from his side. We ended up, finally, in the Fitzroy Tavern on Charlotte Street, dancers, musicians, even the stunning young Florence Lambert with her perfectly arched eyebrows and those huge eyes. I still remember the day they married, Constant and Florence, two years ago. It was a hot August day with Florence clutching carnations still wrapped in their paper. She was a child, really, just sixteen, though she claimed to be eighteen. Two years with Constant has sophisticated her, lost her that wide-eyed doe look, that innocence. Now she has a permanent look of mischievous disapproval, enjoying her husband’s loud drinking and storytelling so she can hit him playfully over the shoulder. And he had a lot of stories to tell tonight, gossip elevated to myth. He can spin a simple encounter into a legend, and reduce a hero to ridicule. He takes great artists and makes them human: Pavel Tchelitchew’s painting looks like a Daily Mail exhibit for the best design in the sand at Margate; the ballet mistress’s love of Schubert worse than listening to a hyena screeching; and so on. It is only when, after too many drinks, he starts his lampooning of the great Diaghilev that Miss de Valois gives a little shake of her head and he clams up with a naughty expression on that childlike face of his.


We exploded into the tavern, full of wine and a little food, ready for music and more drinks to fuel our loud, fast laughter. It was busy, a wall of sweat and steam rising against the bitter February weather outside. Right then I felt like a film star, slipping my coat from my shoulders, my backless dress revealed to the room. Nathan bought the coat for me; he insisted on it one day in October last year when we were roaming the streets of Fitzrovia. I remember it had started to rain, a misty, autumnal drizzle that settled onto our skin like dew. Nathan pulled me into a crowded little shop on Percy Street and rummaged along the rails until he found it, holding it up against me and pressing the fur against my cheek. Second-hand, of course, and rather ragged, but it is still the most glamorous coat I have ever owned. It is dark green, long, nipped in at the waist with a belt, and has a huge fur collar that rises high around my neck. I felt awkward taking it home that night, knowing Olivia would look at it with envy. We share everything, exchanging dresses, blouses, hats, even our bandeau brassieres that Olivia somehow manages to keep in perfect crisp white condition. It’s cheaper to share, giving ourselves new outfits by delving into each other’s half of the wardrobe. But Olivia never comes out with us, and I have to work hard to convince her she can wear the coat too. She always blushes when I suggest it, changing the conversation as fast as she can.


At first I loved seeing it hanging next to all the other beautiful coats in the cloakrooms of the cafés and restaurants and bars, its velvety thickness, its collar pressing against the others to establish its place, its belonging. But gradually over the past few months it has started to sit differently, weighing heavier on my shoulders. Every time Nathan wraps his arm around my waist, pressing the belt into my stomach, I want to shake him off. I want to throw the coat into the dirty puddles in the road, walk into the restaurant alone, free. But I can’t do it; every time I meet him in the theatre foyer, I take his arm and let him lead me to the party, the café, the exhibition, the concert that he has chosen.


Tonight we played silly word games, huddled as we were around a corner table in the already heaving tavern. Nathan was next to me; he was next to me all night in fact, finding the seat right beside me before the others could claim their places around the many different tables we soaked in wine and whisky. At each one, Nathan was a little closer, his shoulder touching mine, his hand brushing against my back as I reached forward for my wine glass, his leg pressed against my thigh under the table. The ballerina and the piano player, all of London ours to charm; I smiled all night.
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