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1.  Whore
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The phone buzzed. Granda. Really? Jehanne sighed, we only spoke an hour ago, he’s a darling but I wish he’d stop fussing. I’m twenty-seven for all the gods’ sakes, not his little girl any more. She rolled her eyes.

‘Hey Granda, what’s up? All OK with you down there? I’m on the tube for the performance, can’t really talk right now. Islington’s next stop, I’m strap-hanging by the door!’

‘Oh darling, I’m so sorry, I just wanted to wish you luck. And see how it’s all going. Just tell me everything’s going well, my love, no last minute hitches, hiccoughs, and your new, posh, AI video lighting’s not playing up?’

‘No, of course it’s not, everything’s fine,’ she couldn’t keep the eye-roll, or the smile, out of her voice. He’d been stunned when she’d shown him videos of the dress rehearsal, how the AI lighting could make the backgrounds look so real. ‘Honestly, you’ve no need to fuss, the lighting’s incredible and everyone’s buzzing. Now, I’ve got to go, we’re just pulling in, can you hear the doors opening? I’ll call you tomorrow, OK? I’ll be too knackered and mind-blown when I get home tonight.’

‘I’m sorry darling. I don’t mean to get in your way.’ Granda’s voice got choky. ‘It’s just lonely down here, without you, I miss you so much.’ He couldn’t hide the sob. ‘I’ll let you go now, won’t bother you again, my love. It’s just that I love you so much.’ 

‘Love you too, Granda. Go and dream you’re here, OK? Speak tomorrow. Love you!’

‘Love you too!’ The old man hung up.

Jehanne shook her head, smiled as she stuffed the phone back in her pocket.

‘Hi Jehanne, break a leg!’ the doorman greeted her at the stage door. She high-fived him and rattled up the stairs to the dressing rooms. Shrugging out of her clothes she slung them in the locker, pulled on torn black fishnets and the black tatters costume she more often wore as part of the Ravens Border Morris side at home. Shit! she laughed into the mirror, never dreamed I’d wear this at Sadler’s Wells! She twirled, the skirt flew out around her, daring, thrilling, different, the whole dance was off the wall and out of the box just as contemporary dance should be. Will they like it? she asked in her head.

No, they’ll love it, the answer purred back. Star cat, her familiar spirit, was with her, invisible.

She tied the long brown hair back and began piling on face paint; eyes masked in black, green and purple, long silver lashes.

Kim, her fellow dancer friend, arrived. ‘Tonight’s gonna be rad!’ She gave Jehanne a quick hug, brushing fingers along the single red rose on Jehanne’s desk. ‘Him?’ 

Jehanne rolled her eyes. ‘Who else?’

Kim began stripping. ‘He’s really faithful, your mystery fan, isn’t he? Never forgets, not once in the past three years. First night and every night he sends you a red rose, there’ll be a new red rose every night now for the next nine days.’ She pulled on her own costume. ‘Wish I’d got a fan like that. You need to get to know him.’

‘Ha! Chance‘d be a fine thing! Lil at the box office says he always pays cash so no chance of finding him through his credit card.’

‘Shame. He’s really got the hots for you.’

Jehanne grimaced, sighed. How about it? She sent the thought out across ethers, you gonna make it backstage tonight?

Bitch!’ the voice rang in her head. 

Jehanne jolted, sent a streak of green face-paint up over her forehead. ‘What the fuck!’

‘You OK?’ Kim looked across at her.

‘Yeah ... sure ... it’s nothing!’ Jehanne shook her head, blinked, what had just happened? She wiped off the green and rolled her eyes to Kim. ‘First night nerves, I guess. Ghosts in my head or some such shit!’ She flapped a hand, ‘I’m fine!’ She set to painting her face again.

Thankless cow! This time the voice echoed off the inside of her skull.

‘Ach!’ she yelped as red lipstick shot up her nose. The chair squealed across the floor as she jumped backwards, knocking the rose off the dressing table. 

‘What!’ Kim rescued the vase, the rose and the soaking card that told her “Break a leg”, the dancer’s good luck call, but had no name. ‘What is it, Jehanne?’

Jehanne sat down again, staring blankly into the mirror, but only her own face stared back. ‘Arrrggghh!’ She banged a hand on the table. ‘Whoever the fuck you are, get the hell out of my head!’ she yelled.

‘Hey,’ Kim put a hand on her shoulder but Jehanne freaked again, leaped out of her chair. ‘Hey babe! Hey, it’s me.’ Kim’s voice in her ear penetrated the brain fog. ‘Jehanne? Hey honey, it’s me. What’s up?’

‘Dunno.’ She shook, gulped in a breath. ‘Voice in my head. Shouting. Felt weird. Too much coffee. Cake. Carbs ...’ the words came like the staccato rattle of a machine gun as she grabbed at straws. She shook herself, managed a half-plausible smile and sip at the water Kim proffered and promptly choked, tried again, managed to drink. ‘I’m OK, now,’ she pushed the glass away. ‘Really, I am. I’ll be fine. I feel better already.’ Jehanne sat shaking, mouth working, eyes flicking everywhere.

‘You sure? Absolutely sure? Shall I get someone?’ Kim peered worriedly into her eyes.

‘No!’ Jehanne yelled, shoved Kim away hard. ‘I’m dancing tonight! Whatever! I’m dancing!’ 

‘Dude! Dude! It’s OK! Chill.’ Kim held her. ‘Calm down, OK? I’m here, it’s all right.’ She sat Jehanne down again and began to massage her shoulders, expertly working the muscles. ‘You get back in the zone. That’s the way,’ She felt the muscles soften, repeated the words over and over like a mantram. ‘That’s the way.’

Slowly, Jehanne relaxed under Kim’s hands, head clearing, heart rate back to normal. ‘Thanks.’ She gave Kim a real smile this time. 

‘You’ll do.’ Kim gave her a final hug and sat down at her mirror again. 

The others began piling in, the dressing room got crowded and the atmosphere settled down as people joshed Jehanne about the red rose and her constant admirer, and the chatter grew like a squabble of sparrows.

Jehanne finished her face, turned her hair into a huge bird’s nest of dark brown spikes streaked with silver, and sat staring in the mirror. The face that looked back at her was Vixana’s face, the witch she would dance tonight, and that felt good. She laced her jazz boots and stood just as the five-minute bell rang.

All the women were ready; they punched the air. ‘Let’s do it!’

Jehanne slid silently out of the wings, across the stage onto the platform, and hoisted herself to coil at the top of the pole. The big snare drum began the slow heartbeat and the curtain began to rise, silver-blue light turned the pole into a hoary tree. A solo violin joined the drum, fiddling the wistful threnody of wind whining through stones, as the darkness lifted to show a huge rock pile towering up behind the tree, and behind that a wild, misty, moorland. Jehanne came to life, uncurling, stretching, arching, twisting, as the accordion joined the fiddle and drum, and the folksinger sang the witch’s story to the old tune. The dance began.

Jehanne floated effortlessly, dancing the pole like a lover, legs and arms casting shadows across the floor, as of a great hawk flying. The music built to crescendo as she flipped and rolled to hang like a cat suspended mid-leap, then revolve and flip again to wind herself snakelike to the top of the tree, then stretch out to hang horizontal, feet gripping the pole, arms mingling with the branches, blood-red berries hanging like jewels from her fingers. 

The music ceased. She coiled and dropped like a stone, to stop precisely inches from the floor, then drape like a snake around tree trunk, looking expectantly out across the stage.

Fiddle and drums were joined by pipe and accordion in a lively dance as the goth-Morris troupe skipped on stage to dance the incredible contact improv version of a traditional Border Morris dance she’d dreamed up. They wove and fought in mock-battle, roaring each time they clashed their sticks, the lighting plaiting shadow-patterns around the stage.

The ensemble ended and the music became a dirge as four dancers entered, carrying a corpse to Jehanne’s platform. They lifted him and laid him beside her, she leaned into him, lifting him on hips and shoulders, stroking him with feet and hands and body, and he began to rouse, coming back to life in the intimate contact improv they’d developed together. He reached snakelike for the pole, pulling her with him, together they wound and plaited themselves around it; to finish at the top, legs twined together in a triumphal mating.

The lights went out, music ceased. A single spotlight threw huge, looming shadow-fingers up over the lovers, who zipped down the tree-pole and leapt off the platform, as a hooded and masked figure in shimmering black Lycra stepped out of the wings. The lights began to strobe as they paced to centre stage; in the silence Jehanne could hear the audience breathe as she crouched in a ball under the spotlight, her lover and the black figure kneeling either side.

The drums took up a fierce rhythm, harsh lights showed a drear, empty, landscape, mist snaking out from the great tor around the three central figures. Jehanne leapt up with a yell, to circle her lover and the dark figure in a predatory dance. As she returned to the centre the third time they leapt up roaring. She circled them again and the fight began.

Yelling, the three principals leapt into a complex serpentine dance, clashing sticks as they wove back and forth through each other. Then the whole troupe ran in from the wings, criss-crossing between the fighters, adding to the structured chaos.

Suddenly her lover and the black figure both seized Jehanne, fighting over her as she writhed between them. Her lover lost his hold and the black figure threw her into the air, her lover caught her but she flew out of his arms to fight off the black figure. 

Both men snatched her again, tossing her between them then the black figure threw her onto the platform and she sped up the pole, he followed and they fought their way up and down, swinging out and round, upside-down and right-way-up, until he grasped her leg, swung her round. She grabbed the pole, coiled round it and kicked out at the black figure’s head. He jerked, falling outwards, gripping the pole with his feet, and spun slowly, upside down, to the bottom where he lay, arms splayed out, head thrown back and eyes shut, defeated, limp and slack.

Jehanne slid down into her lover’s arms. He leapt down from the platform with her on his shoulder to kneel on one knee as she reached up into a dark sky. The troupe circled them triumphantly, slower and slower, until they finally knelt in a circle around the pair, sticks upraised, as the big snare drum tapped out the heartbeat, then stopped.

They held the pose in total silence for what felt like forever, then the audience rocked up on their feet and roared.

At last, the curtain came down, Jehanne and her lover fell in a heap, everyone crowding round, hugging, laughing, crying, sweating and swearing.

‘Oh my god! Oh my god!’ Charles tried to hug everyone at once. ‘That was frigging brilliant, guys, well done, oh so well done.’ 

‘Shiiiit!’ Will, who danced her lover, gasped. ‘And we’ve got to do that how many more times? Nine? Plus the matinee! I’m gonna die! You’re gonna die! We’re all gonna die! Oh Jehanne!’ He pulled her into his arms and kissed her.  ‘How can you do this to us!’ 

‘Because I love you! And you love it!’ she laughed as he unglued his mouth from hers.

The curtain shook, began to rise again.

‘Curtain, guys, come on! Curtain!’ Charles dragged them into a line, holding up their hands.

An avalanche of clapping, cheering, whistling, stomping and calls for more, deafened them as they stepped forward, bowed and stepped back. The roaring grew to a crescendo. They stepped forward, bowed, stepped back, forward, bow, back, forward, bow, back, rinse and repeat again and again and still the audience wouldn’t let them go. Charles dropped their hands and led Jehanne forward as flowers rained down; she curtseyed and curtseyed, knees creaking, but she remembered to look up. He was there, the man who sent the red roses sat centre front of the front row of the first circle. He sat still like he couldn’t get up, hands flapping feebly, a stunned grin on the handsome, dark gypsy-like face. His eyes caught hers and electricity thrilled through her.

Whore! Whore! Whore! the voice snarled through her head.

Jehanne jerked, her smile slipped. Charles gripped her hand hard, held her up, she hung on tight and fixed the smile. But the man in the circle had seen, he leaned forward now, concern etching his face, his mouth moved, Are you OK? she lip-read. She nodded back.

The audience were still on their feet, still nobody sat down, nobody left, they continued to roar and stamp and yell ‘More! More!’

Charles led Jehanne forward again, then each member of the cast in turn, and finally, finally the curtain went down but still the audience wouldn’t stop. Charles came out front on his own and silence fell.

‘Thank you ... thank you ... thank you all so very much. We’re all so very, very pleased you enjoyed it, but the cast are dead on their feet!’ He held up his hands, grinning. ‘You have to let us go now. We have to sleep, and we just cannot thank you enough.’ He retreated behind the curtain as, at last, the auditorium lights went up and the audience’s roars ran raggedly quiet, leaving just a wordless chittering the other side of the curtain.

‘Time to go home, guys,’ Charles pulled them all into one more hug. ‘Get showered, get changed, and go home. I’m not opening backstage tonight. Sleep well, see you tomorrow.’

The taxi driver had to help Jehanne out when he drew up in Stanhope Mews, and help her to the door, and put the key in the lock for her, and turn it, and see her inside. ‘You OK miss?’

‘I will be,’ she gave him a big smile as he handed the key back. ‘Same time tomorrow, OK?’

‘I’m booked for you the whole performance, except the last night,’ he grinned back. ‘That’s when my ticket is. Me and the missus will be watching you from the stalls that night. You take care now and sleep well.’ She felt him wait to hear the lock click once she was inside, then the taxi slid out of the mews.

Upstairs, Star twined her ankles in purring congratulations at giga decibels. She crouched down. ‘Oh Star! Thank you!’ She scooped him up, hugging him. ‘It’s so good you’re really, physically here. And that you were there, at the theatre with me,’ she mumbled into the long ginger fur.

Make your tea and come to bed, the cat licked her nose. I’ll be standing guard over you for the whole season. Feels like you might need it.

She staggered up the stairs without spilling tea, pulled her clothes off into a heap on the floor, crawled under the duvet and sat propped on pillows, sipping the brew with Star curled beside her.

‘He was there,’ she told the cat. ‘My admirer. I saw him tonight and our eyes met across a packed-out theatre! Yeah!’ she giggled. ‘Cliché Mills & Boon! But it was electric. Maybe he’ll make himself known at last.’

‘In your dreams,’ Star chuckled back.

‘But ...’ she hesitated. ‘As we saw each other this voice screamed inside my head.’ She gulped tea, the cat put a soft paw on her hand and she got herself together, started up again. ‘It ... it called me Whore!’ She gulped again, put the mug down. ‘It came before while I was making up. Yelled bitch and thankless cow at me. Kim sorted me out and the performance went brilliantly. Then, at the curtain call he saw me and I saw him ... and the voice screamed Whore! Whore! Whore!’

Star crawled up her chest, purring hard, his big green eyes holding hers.

‘Oh Star! Who is it? For all the gods’ sakes, Star, who is it? What do they want? It’s not him, is it? Not my phantom lover?’
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2.  Stalker
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Jack sat in corner of his favourite coffee house, twitching, edgy, restless. The performance had been breathtaking, he wasn’t sure he’d breathed properly for the whole two weeks, and sleep had been a non-event. He’d seen the de Batz dancers here in the coffee shop often enough, they took no notice of him. Ha! he rolled his eyes, a middle-aged bloke like me, why would they? They’d not come for the past couple of days though, too knackered after a two hour and ten-minute performance each night for the past ten days, plus the matinee, and the stage class. He’d been to every one of them.

Winter had her foot on the threshold despite it was still September, bright days but mostly perishing cold with a biting east wind and today there’s actually been snow. The warm café windows had misted up against the frost outside, he wiped it clear with his sleeve, watched snow drift fitfully across the pavement. It couldn’t settle, would be gone in a couple of hours. He sighed, sat back, eyes half closed, and swilled the last of his espresso.

What the fuck did he think he was doing sat in this muggy café, unable to draw, unable to resolve the images whirling inside his head into meaningful lines on paper? She’d blown him away. Again. She’d been doing that for the past three years, and he’d been unable to get her out of his mind. Unwilling, more likely, he chided himself, I never tried too hard in case it worked! And here I am yet again, on the off chance I might see her, he rolled his eyes derisively. And just what am I going to do if she does come in? Skulk about in my corner like an old perv, as usual!

Today, he had nothing to draw but memories and he’d done a lousy job of that so far. He flagged the waiter, ordered his fourth espresso on an empty stomach, he’d be high as a kite. He sipped moodily, doodling cat-faces on the sketchpad, the morning was a washout. 

The door opened and half a dozen young people came in chattering like magpies, brushed past not seeing him, ordered drinks and took over a table nearby. Dancers! Their raggedy scruffy-chic strip announced it; he sat up, eyes awake, the hair on his neck standing up. A girl tossed long brown hair over a shoulder, laughing and made a rude gesture to one of the men and everyone laughed. It was her! He’d been right to come here today, his instincts were on the ball and he’d followed them, he was in the same room with her, just six feet away, he could smell her scent.

Watching surreptitiously from under the brim of his hat, he caught her eye, smiled. She smiled back unconsciously, not recognising him at first although he’d hoped she might after their eyes met at the curtain call the other night. Then she blushed and turned quickly away. He grinned wryly, no surprises there, I’m thirteen years older than she, a scruffy old git in her eyes, maybe even a perv. His innards twisted in panic. Would she care that he was forty? Would it matter? Had he lost her before it ever began? But she’d blushed. Why don’t I just go up to her and say “Hi”? Ha! In front of all her young friends? I don’t think so! That would embarrass her and terrify me. He imagined the group’s looks, they would certainly think he was just a dirty old man! And they’d tease the hell out of her!

Shit! Why couldn’t life be simple?

A voice he’d not heard for years growled in the back of his head ... Life is simple but nobody said it was easy!

Jack’s hand jerked on the cup but he was quick enough to stop himself throwing coffee everywhere. Blaise? Is that you? Have you come back, after all these years? In his mind’s eye he saw wolf, the rough black fur, golden eyes holding him, rough red tongue slavering his face as the wolf had flattened him after leaping out of the lake that last time. It had been twenty years, why now? Was it, could it be, because of her?

Are you back, old friend, he asked in his head. Nobody answered, except, maybe a faint chuckle, and the scent of the chestnut woods at the bottom of the mountain.

One of the group pulled a small keyboard out of a rucksack and set off playing Soler’s Fandango. The group began stamping and clapping and the man she’d given the finger too pulled her to her feet into a flamboyant gangster-moll tango. Jack’s fingers grabbed the charcoal, brain on fire, images flowing onto the page, the floodgates open after the stagnant morning.

It ended in a raucous Hola! clapping and laughter, with her backwards over the man’s arm, her face inches from his own, and her hair brushing his shoes. His eyes stared hungrily down into hers while his fingers kept on drawing; then he realised and pulled back. She pulled out of the man’s arm, twirled about and sat down with her back to him.

Shit, that was intimate! But his fingers wouldn’t stop. Sketches covered pages, he caught moves, curves, the flick of her hair, her hand, until finally his fingers stilled. He dropped the sketchpad on the table and sipped at the now-cold coffee. It was done, everything he’d wanted earlier but could not find was now in the sketchpad, the struggle and frustration dissolved in the completed set of drawings. That’s what I came for! I’m elf-shot, he chuckled, but he wasn’t complaining.

The group stood up, ready to leave, grabbing bags, making dates for tomorrow. As she passed, he tilted the drawings towards her; she glanced down, blushed and sped out.

He swept the drawing kit into the satchel, left a tenner on the table, limped hurriedly after her and succeeded in boarding the same bus. He sat downstairs, peering out from under the fedora to see when she got off and managed to sneak down behind an old man with a huge bag of shopping, and shadow her to the bookshop at the corner of the mews. 

She got to her door, took out her key, then turned.

‘Fuck it!’ He dived into the bookshop and watched through the window. Oh shit! She was coming back! 

He jumped away to duck between islands of shelves and froze. Could he get out? He had to try. He dove down an aisle, dodged round a table of special-offers and hurtled through the door straight into her, slamming her into the door-jamb. Crikey! Have I hurt her, but he dared not stop. They’d touched. Her breath in his face, her fierce sapphire eyes glaring straight into his terrified brown ones. He was on fire.

He careered into the street, heard her shout ‘Oi!’  as she came after him, lunged blindly into an alley. A metal fire escape hung down, he leapt for it, scaled the rungs faster than a squirrel and barrelled through a rickety wooden door at the top, shutting it after him. Panting, he peered down through the filthy, cobweb-covered window, saw her run into the alley only to stop and stand, turning on her heel, eyes hunting for him.

‘She can’t see it! It’s not there! She can’t see it!’ he chanted over and over under his breath, fixing his mind on making the ladder invisible. He felt the fluence come over him as he mentally airbrushed the ladder out of her consciousness. She stared round everywhere but up. He’d done it, she couldn’t see the ladder, he was safe. His breathing slowed as he watched her shake her head, shrug, and head out of the alley.

He gave it a full twenty minutes, until the sweat on his neck had dried, then snuck back down the ladder, yelping as the final drop onto the cobbles jarred his weak hip, then limped to peer stealthily out the end of the alley. No sign of her. He came out, brushing cobwebs and grime off his leather coat and headed up Gloucester Road; his luck was in, a cab with its light on appeared, he flagged it; ‘St Anne’s Court, Soho,’ he told the driver.

Letting himself into the studio, his stomach grumbled it was starving. He peered in the fridge, the remains of last night’s lasagne leered back at him; more parmesan and tomatoes would freshen it up in five minutes. While it warmed, he opened a bottle of Barolo, took it to the couch and pulled the pad into his lap, began doodling. He could see her still in his mind’s eye, long brown hair, wiry thin, whiplash muscles and not an ounce of fat on her, a dancer’s figure. Not tall, about five foot three, her head would come up to his ear, they might well walk in step. He smiled remembering her down in the alley, how she’d run in, stood hunting him, then the slouch of her shoulders as she’d walked back out, defeated, frustrated. She wants to meet me, he realised, fingers stilled, mouth slightly agape.

The oven pinged, pulling him out of the trance. He stood at the worktop, forking food into his mouth as he turned pages, studying the drawings. He dumped the empty dish in the sink to soak and went to curl in a corner of the sofa with the wine. And the sketchpad, full of her.

‘What now?’ he sipped wine. ‘Now she’s hunting me! What the fuck am I going to do? Maybe I should speak to her next time?’

No! the voice growled loudly in his head. Not yet. She’s seen you, that’s enough, for now. Get out the pastels, put today’s ideas on paper, start creating.

He sat up with a jerk. ‘Blaise?’ he whispered.

No answer. Until today, he’d not heard that voice since he left France. Why now? Why had the wolf come back? And why on the day he got that close to her, when she’d nearly caught him? What was going on?

Who is the star of your upcoming exhibition? 

Oh ... right. Was that how they could meet? OK, he could handle that but he’d better make sure she came, he’d drop tickets on Ric, find a way to hint he and Charles should bring her. The lopsided smile drooped down the left side of his face, yes, that could work and it’d be better than having her corral him again in some shop, or the street, where some interfering busybody would think he was stalking her and call the police.

And you’re not stalking her? The wolf growled.

Jack gasped. Oh shit! I am! He hid his face in his hands. I’ve been stalking her for three years! Shit! Shit! Shit! Ever since I first saw her in Charles’ production of Rite of Spring. Oh, ye gods! What can she be thinking of me, I never meant this! Jack, you dumb arsehole, you can be the stupidest, clumsiest cock in the universe on occasion. There you’ve been, for the past three years, mooning about like a lovesick teenager, after this woman who you know, right down in your bones, is the one. And what you’ve likely done is scare her off!

He lay back on the sofa. ‘Oh shit! Shit! Shit!’ he muttered, ‘what a klutz I am.’

Well stop beating yourself up and get things moving, get those tickets to Ric. The wolf chuckle-growled. And you’ll find she’s got her own plans too ...

Blaise was acerbic but very apt. Ric and Charles were clubbing tonight, so tomorrow? He lay back dreaming, eyes half-closed, watching the lamplight flicker on the meteorite knife on the table. Light pulsed in the heart of the star-metal, mist streamed up from its tip to coalesce into a ball. He startled out of the doze as glowing golden eyes laughed back at him out of the mist-ball, jaws yawned redly in a grin and light glinting off the ivory fangs. The tufted ears even somehow threw weird shadows up the wall.

He was suddenly very wide awake, skin tingling, every hair on his body erect, not daring to move, afraid the vision would disappear. It blinked at him then flicked out.

‘You ...?’ he breathed. ‘Are you really here, back with me again?’

A wave of love rolled over him, he waited, hoping Blaise would materialise but he didn’t. Jack’s head fell back and the empty wine bottle rolled to clunk against his feet. He slept.
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3.  Claim
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‘Hi Ric,’ Jehanne smiled up at the owner of the magic shop in St Anne’s Court. The shop, the whole building, was quaint, retro nineteen-sixties and completely reflected Ric’s tastes and those of his partner Charles. Ric collected and sold old rare sci-fi comics and magical paraphernalia; Charles, as well as running the de Batz company, was a superb clairvoyant and ancient wisdom book collector. She loved the place, the guys were fearlessly off the wall and completely themselves. Ric had been at art college with her dad, way back, while Charles studied dance under Robert Cohan and Steve Paxton.

‘Hey kid, what’s up?’ he grinned down at her, plaited beard twitching.

‘I need a calling potion.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Ric’s eyebrow quirked. ‘Since when do you of all people need a calling potion?’

‘Because I don’t have the guy’s number!’

‘Intriguing, usually they write it all over your arm, or thrust scruffy bits of paper into your hand with hang-dog pleading looks.’

‘Bastard!’ she grinned. ‘This one’s different.’

‘Even more intriguing. Come on through. Tea or beer? I’ve got Buxton’s Yellow Belly and the last of last years’ Pliny the Younger, any good?’

‘Cool! You’d better keep the Pliny for you and Charles, but I’d love some Yellow Belly.’ She followed him through the shop to the big farmhouse-style kitchen and sank into one of the armchairs by the Rayburn.

Ric popped a pair of Yellow Bellies and passed one to her. ‘So ... tell me about it.’ He took the opposite chair, stretching out his legs and giving her quizzical look.

She told him about her shy groupie admirer, how he’d been infatuated with her since she first danced at Sadler’s Wells, and how he followed her. Ric laughed himself silly at the alley episode.

‘Sounds like quite a lad if he can do that! He’s never actually approached you, never introduced himself? Hmmm ... different. He might well be thinking you’ll think he’s creepy because he’s older?’ She nodded. ‘Hmm, I’d feel nervous about approaching a lad in his twenties, Charles and I see plenty of gorgeous young men in the clubs but I’d be damned careful about chatting one up.’

‘Charles’d have your balls in a jar on the mantlepiece if you did!’

‘True enough,’ he grinned. ‘But that’s not what I meant and you know it. There’s plenty of older and middle-aged men on the gay scene who’re out to groom the younger ones.’

‘This guy’s not like that. I’m sure. And Star says not.’

‘If Star says he’s OK I’ll run with that, got his whiskers combed, that cat. So, you want a calling potion to get this guy to get his act in gear and come talk to you?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Best thing I can think of is Three Kings.’ Ric went to the big Welsh dresser and took a blue bottle off the top shelf. ‘You can have this, I’ve spares and I’ll be making more at midwinter.’ He sat, sipped beer. ‘So, you really want to hit on this guy?

‘Yes, he feels hot, and interesting, and different.’ She grinned wickedly. ‘I usually go with men my sort of age; nice, fun, some quite exciting for a while, but ...’

Ric quirked an eyebrow, again.

‘They none of them cut the mustard.’ She sighed.

‘Don’t set you on fire?’

She shook her head wistfully. ‘Never. You and Charles still set each other on fire, don’t you?’ Ric nodded. ‘I’m really envious, never had that, afraid I never would.’

Ric laughed. ‘And you think this guy could be The One?’

‘Yes.’

A quiet knock interrupted them and a handsome olive-skinned face poked round the door. ‘Hey Ric! Here’s the tickets you wanted.’ 

The man dropped an envelope on the table, smiled down at Jehanne. Blue-brown eyes met hers, smiled mischievously, she couldn’t look away.

‘The gallery owner’s hassling me, wants to know how many are coming, wants it crowded so gather your gang together and get ‘em all to come. Let me know if you need more!’ 

‘Will do, they’ll go like hot cakes. Sorry you’re not stopping,’ Ric added, it was a statement not a question.

‘No. Right.’ The man rolled his eyes. ‘Got serious owl-shit to do! See you.’

‘Cool. See you later!’ Ric replied firmly.

The man disappeared and the door shut.

Jehanne's skin prickled. ‘Friend of yours?’

‘Artist bloke,’ Ric sipped beer. ‘Got the studio on the top floor.’

‘You see much of him?’

‘Now and then.’ He handed her the blue bottle and hauled himself out of the armchair. ‘So, get yourself home and set up that calling thread, let’s get this show on the road.’ Ric showed her out. ‘Can’t wait to meet this guy,’ he teased, ‘must be something else to get you all of a flutter. D’you think I’d like him?’

‘You keep your paws off or I’ll tell Charles you’re cheating on him!’ she laughed back.

‘As if I would ...’ Ric shut the door.

‘I’ve got it, Star!’ She held up the blue bottle. ‘This faffing about from my uber shy groupie has to stop.’

Don’t you mean start?

She snorted. ‘Yes, no, the faffing has to stop! Will you help me?’

Of course. Right now?’

‘Food and a brew first, then yes.’

Let’s do it in bed ... 

Jehanne set up the bedroom with candle, a pot of soil and one of water, and the three kings filling the room with the scent of frankincense and myrrh. She took a shower then sat naked on the bed.

The candle whooshed softly as the ginger cat materialised to sit opposite her in midair, tail curled neatly round his paws.

‘So, you want to get to know this potential lover, get him in your bed?’

‘Yes! Or me in his,’ she snorted. ‘Let’s do it!’

Well bring him to mind then ...

Star floated down onto the duvet to sit with his front paws on her feet and began to purr, her breathing took his rhythm, and they twined threads, slid between the worlds.

The man appeared in her mind’s eye, sat in the middle of the front row of the first circle at Sadler’s Wells, as she’d seen him at the curtain call on the last night performance two weeks ago. Warmth spun down from her belly into her groin, her body sang. If he’s not getting this he must be dead, she chuckled silently, I have to be broadcasting at X-billion decibels. 

‘If you lust after my soul as I lust for yours,’ she sent to him, ‘you must hear me. I want you.’

She dipped a finger in the Three Kings potion and painted the web on her bare flesh. Gold light crept around its edges and the golden web draped itself around her, she felt the power spin through her.

Now, send out the thread. Star told her.

She sent out a gold thread from her navel to his and ... fire! She felt him shudder as it hit, and straightway he sent a thread back.

‘He’s got it!’ she whispered. ‘Now we’ll see ...’
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4.  Exhibition
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Jehanne rolled over in bed, pushed her feet out to land on the floor, sat up and sighed. If only I could get him to stop phoning at sparrowfart! She made her way to the shower. Hot water flowing over her head worked the trick.

She’d succeeded in sleeping in the last three mornings, getting over the hangovers from post gig parties, despite Granda’s need to check up on her, by telling him she’d got off with a guy and didn’t want to be interrupted for a few days, he’d laughed but it had worked.

Why the heck he couldn’t learn to use WhatsApp and text she still didn’t know, she’d tried to teach him for years but it was like banging her head on a wall. The old man just could not grasp it, or would not more likely she chuckled, he could be a stubborn old bastard, and he liked to actually hear her voice. It was very sweet, but ... And he said the apps were too awkward, too many clicks and pushes and pulls on the screen.

‘Why can’t I just use the phone, Jehanne?’ he’d asked plaintively. ‘I know how to do that. I’m really not into all this new techy whatnot, just let me phone you, darling! And I can manage to read the messaging bit even though sending messages drives me nuts, so if you want to speak to me – he’d paused, eyeing her longingly –send me a message and I’ll call you back.’

He’d been worrying about her partying, pushing her to come down to Exmoor and stay with him for a few days, take a real break – as he called it – after all the sweat of the gig, so he’d been phoning at ungodly hours when she was still hungover. The parties had been great, she’d danced herself silly in the clubs – as if she didn’t dance every day anyway! – but now she did need a break, but not down on the moor! She had this bloke to fix.

She got out of the shower wrapped a towel round herself and headed down to the kitchen. The phone buzzed, it was Charles.


U must C THIS! We all going. CU Francos Jermyn St 6pm. BE THERE! 


She pulled up the link, an exhibition of faery painting at a gallery off Pall Mall. Hmmm, interesting, something prodded her gut. Was Charles thinking of getting this guy to do the sets for the next production, Wild Edric? It looked possible. Whatever, it would be good to be doing something completely different. And Dad would be there; he’d stayed on for a few days after the performance, hung out with Ric and Charles at Ronnie Scott’s, done some galleries and museums, even been clubbing. That made her snort, Dad in a gay bar!

She scrolled through the online catalogue of the man’s previous work, the
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