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      For Ninette de Valois 
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      All the characters in the book are imaginary – except one.
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      As this is a novel not a portrait I have allowed myself a certain licence: for instance, in the description of the Exhibition of Ballet Costumes, the entrance display is taken from the version shown in Edinburgh, not from that of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London.

      Now and again, an author, without any intent of plagiarising, lights on an episode or saying that has been used almost identically in another author’s book. This has happened to me with the late Kitty Barnes’s She Shall Have Music. I can only apologise and make acknowledgement to her and Dent’s her publisher.

      Rumer Godden

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        Monday’s child is fair of face,
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      It was a gala night at the Royal Theatre, London. 

       

      The World Première of Yuri Koszorz’s 

      LEDA AND THE SWAN 

      In the gracious presence of 

      HER MAJESTY QUEEN ELIZABETH 
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                    Yuri Koszorz

                  
                

                
                  	
                    Hera, Chief Wife to Zeus

                  
                  	
                    Ennis Glyn

                  
                

                
                  	
                    Eight goddess wives of Zeus
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                    Peter Morland
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                    Bette Cooper
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                    Robinson Gee

                  
                

                
                  	
                    Cockerels, pullets, pigeons

                  
                  	
                    Artists of Her Majesty’s Ballet

                  
                

                
                  	
                    Cygnet

                  
                  	
                    Doone Penny

                  
                

                
                  	
                    Doone Penny is a pupil of Her Majesty’s Junior Ballet School.

                  
                

              
            

          

        

      

       

      He stood in the wings waiting for his moment, Mr Max, the school senior ballet master, behind him. Though not as small now for his age – he used to be an elf – Doone still barely came up to Mr Max’s breast pocket; naturally – he was only thirteen. No boy of that age, in Mr Max’s remembrance, had been entrusted with dancing a solo role in a ballet at the Royal Theatre. ‘Tamara Trepova danced the Nightingale in Le Rossignol when she was twelve,’ said Olive Hurley, doyenne of the ballet mistresses at the Junior School, whose memory was that of an archivist.

      ‘That was in Monte Carlo,’ said Mr Max, ‘not here.’ The directors had tried to persuade Yuri Koszorz to accept a boy from the Senior School, but Yuri had been adamant: ‘I need Doone’s slightness and smallness; above all, his elevation, and his musicality and feeling for my Cygnet.’

      The other boys had teased Doone: ‘Swans are for girls.’ In ballet, with rare exceptions, they were. Anthea Dean herself had just danced the Swan Princess in Swan Lake; Doone’s own Ennis Glyn of the enigmatic face and long graceful body The Swan of Tuonela, and ‘Flutter, flutter, flap, flap,’ mocked the boys, and ‘You’ll wear a white tutu and a little crown of feathers.’

      ‘All swans can’t be girls,’ Doone had retaliated. ‘Yuri’s dancing the grown Swan and he’s Zeus.’ That silenced them. Who could be more male than Yuri Koszorz or a greater dancer?

      The hierarchy of Her Majesty’s Ballet and the Royal Theatre made their plans well in advance: Leda had been planned a year before and kept secret, and it was not until an afternoon late in last summer’s term that Doone had caught a glimpse of his cygnet dance. Coming through the garden of Queen’s Chase, Her Majesty’s Ballet’s Junior School, on the way to an English lesson, he had heard music pouring through the windows of what had once been the salon of the big white house and, as always with music, drawn as by a magnet, he had run up one of the flights of double steps that led to the balcony outside.

      The panelled walls of the salon, its ceiling of delicate plasterwork, its marbled fireplace suggested minuets or chamber music. This music was anything but that delicate intimacy – a torrent of sound, eloquent, forceful – and Doone had pressed his face against the window to see what on earth was being danced.

      It was not quite of earth; it seemed, too, of air. Though Doone had as yet no inkling it was anything to do with him, Yuri Koszorz was in fact showing Mr Max how he wanted Mr Max, presently, to coach him, Doone. ‘Wings are power, speed.’ Doone could hear Yuri through the window. ‘You must make him lift himself up. Up!’ The swift circling did seem like flight. Then why, when the music changed, was Yuri driven into a corner, afraid? He made quick darting movements of his head as if hurt came from every side, fast small attacks like pecks.

      The music changed again, and now Yuri seemed to be alone, away from his persecutors; he stood, slowly looking himself over in wonder – a wonder that grew greater. ‘He must have his chest out,’ Yuri was telling Mr Max, ‘be proud and as tall as he can.’

      Now Yuri’s arms were held wide, first one, then the other, the free hand caressing, stroking downwards. ‘I see. He’s feathering,’ said Mr Max. Then, with music, came a brief flight, a tumble, despair; and Doone felt his heart wrung as Yuri’s hands stretched out again and again, pleading, as if asking the whole world for help. He was a wonderful actor, and the music sounded as if Jonah, the pianist, was tearing the old upright piano apart. Then, suddenly, courage, a new flight, more sure now, even and beautiful, and ‘Ah!’ breathed Doone. ‘Ah!’

      ‘You’re supposed to be at our English class.’ Amanda, Doone’s special friend and contemporary, had come up beside him. ‘Come on. We’ll be late.’

      ‘Hush,’ said Doone.

      ‘You had fourteen spelling mistakes in your last essay. Better come.’

      ‘Hush! Listen,’ said Doone.

      ‘Never mind if he’s clumsy,’ Yuri was telling Mr Max. ‘He’s meant to be clumsy. It’s his first try at flying.’

      To tell a dancer he could be clumsy was perplexing, and Doone and Amanda looked at one another puzzled. ‘What is it?’ asked Doone.

      ‘Perhaps it’s a bit of Yuri Koszorz’s new ballet they’re beginning to talk about,’ said Amanda. ‘Though why he’s doing it here I don’t know.’

      ‘But what’s it about?’

      ‘Something to do with the story of the Ugly Duckling,’ said Amanda but, along with the hundred thousand things Doone Penny had never heard of, was the story of the Ugly Duckling, and ‘A duck! That’s not a duck,’ he said. ‘It’s something else.’

      It was indeed something else. Yuri’s ballet differed from the legend. It began with Leda, the young virgin, innocently looking for shells on the lake shore. Now, beyond the standing green stage reeds, Doone could see the suggestion of the lake into which presently he himself would have to look, as in a mirror, to see his own reflection. There were, too, palisades and bales of straw to suggest a poultry-yard. Above, in the flies, were blue curtains like clouds that would suggest Olympus. Leda/Anthea Dean wore a little looped maroon gown that opened to show a line of scarlet as she skimmed and turned. Besides being endearing, Anthea was the prettiest and neatest of dancers. It was only a prelude; the music changed, the clouds came down, and Doone could feel an almost magnetic stir in the audience beyond the orchestra pit. ‘This is new, quite new.’

      He knew the auditorium of the Royal Theatre, one of the greatest opera and ballet houses in the world. Paris, Milan, New York, Copenhagen, Sydney – he would come to know them all, but the Royal Theatre, for an English-born dancer, was not only the Mecca, the peak of ambition, but also home.

      He had seen it in rehearsal – rows and rows of empty velvet-covered seats; tiers of balconies in white and gilt, their rose-shaded lights unlit; the cavernous stage with its great depth and heights, its mysterious walkovers and steel ladders given over to the stagehands or to shirt-sleeved men working on the lights – just as he had seen it packed with those all-important people, the audience. ‘You dance for them,’ said Yuri. ‘Always remember that.’ If he looked through a narrow crack at the side of the curtain, Doone could see the people – though hardly see them, the lights in the orchestra pit were too bright. Far back, across semi-darkness, he could see exits, light-marked, but the audience was there between, waiting, breathing, alive. ‘If you dance for yourself,’ said Yuri, ‘the dance stays hidden. You must feel it, of course, but you must tell them. Tell them.’

      The first time Doone had been in that audience was when he was five. That had been by a lucky accident; but, then, everything that had happened to him had been by accident – or was it luck? As one of the children of Her Majesty’s Ballet School, he had sat up in the amphitheatre – twelve seats were always kept for them and given strictly in turn – sat watching the tiny oblong of stage whose floor, which in a moment he would have to try to cover, now looked so wide and bare. He had danced on it at the School’s annual performance as one of perhaps twenty boys and girls; had been a page and one of the children in Konservatoriet, but then surrounded by the Company. Now he would be alone.

      Perhaps for a dancer there is no greater exhilaration than the moment when, after weeks, months of rehearsing in classrooms, rehearsal rooms, even the theatre, to a piano, suddenly he has to dance that same role with a full orchestra. It brings an euphoria. ‘You can do anything – anything,’ said Doone. ‘I think even if you broke your leg you’d go on.’ It takes a trained experienced dancer to sustain that impact and, even after all the rehearsals, it had broken afresh in Doone; his heart seemed not to be thumping but whirring in his chest and stomach; again and again he flexed his legs. He was raring to go, but Mr Max laid a restraining hand on his shoulder. ‘Steady.’

      Zeus, in his splendour, had looked down and seen Leda, but now his nine wives, headed by Hera, stopped him in his headlong rush to earth. They had had enough, they told Zeus – it was an extremely funny mime – had had enough of Zeus descending on Danaë as a shower of gold, a bull for Europa. If he wanted to be a swan he could, but he would have to take on swanhood completely: first as an egg, then as an ugly dark cygnet – echoes of the Ugly Duckling Amanda had talked of. The great Zeus, too, was to be henpecked in a humble farmyard and know what it is to be penned, yearning for the world outside. At first he was too clumsy to fly, then, lifted by the innate wildness and strength of his kind, flew. Yuri’s ballet had almost Christ-like overtones; Zeus, God, had to suffer in his earthly form.

      As Doone danced, he would have to cast off shreds and pieces from his dark-feathered tunic to show the white down beneath; his final flight circled the great spaces of the stage – ‘Use all of it,’ Yuri had commanded. Will I ever be able to? thought Doone. It ended in a leap off so high that Mr Max had to catch him and, as the music of the dance slowly ended, a single feather would fall from the flies on to the stage. A swan’s wing-feather, pure white.

      The Cygnet grown, Doone’s part would be over, but the ballet went on. Leda, in her wandering dance, came back and the Zeus Swan appeared, immense, white-winged – at rehearsal Doone had heard Yuri give a most down-to-earth curse as his foot caught a stanchion. He and Leda danced a wooing pas de deux, its tenderness overcoming Leda’s terror. Yuri had the Swan’s preening virtuoso’s courtship solo; then for Leda an adage of yielding until, as the music rose to a crescendo, in a final giant swoop, the Swan swept her off her feet and, half-hidden by the great wings, they fell together, locked.

       

      On stage the lights were hot; Doone was sweating even before he had danced. Behind, and all around him, in the dim spaces off-stage, were other dancers in their costumes, tense in a last-moment warming-up, turning and stretching, bending legs and bodies, arms and heads; others were testing their shoe ribbons once again or were at the resin-tray. Peter Morland, who in minutes would be dancing the Cock, was throwing one leg, then the other, high in grands battements as he held on to an iron wall-ladder – it was perilous to go near those powerful legs. Doone heard the Company’s ballet mistress’s agonised ‘Where are Joyce and Natasha? They should be here by now,’ and a fierce ‘You’re late!’

      The Goddesses had finished their scene and the music changed back to the theme of the poultry-yard; he could hear the Cock crowing and, though he could not see the audience, Doone knew from the laughter, the oohs and aahs of tenderness, that the egg had now been pushed on and the minute Claude, smallest boy in the Ballet School, in his costume of brown fledgling down, had opened the egg and come out. ‘He’ll steal all the applause,’ Yuri had smiled. Yuri had been as gentle with little Claude as he had been stern with Doone over every step, every move. Claude had only to pick himself up, walk and waddle, moving his tiny bent-elbow wings as he was coaxed away by a Mother Hen, while he, Doone…

      The Hens gathered, dancing with the Cock, who was showing off. Then the conductor held his baton still: Mr Max felt Doone shivering under his hand, shivering not with nerves but with impatience. The opening of the Cygnet music began; a stagehand whispered ‘Good luck’. Doone could not thank him because ‘Now,’ said Mr Max, lifting his hand. ‘Now.’
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