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ACT 1: LONDON
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1.  ​London!
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It was the noise! Bad enough at Toulouse airport after the peace of the mountain but ye gods Stansted was horrendous. 

Why, oh why, did I say yes to Charles? Jehanne barged her way gently, smiling inanely at fellow passengers, trying to get to the carousel to find her bag, then fight her way through a pack of tourists to customs.

I’m still British, she roared in her head as she plastered yet another smile on her face for Mrs Hitler who manned the desk and waved a wand over her bag to check for bombs. For two pins, the thought leapt into her mind, I’d put firecrackers in there.

No you wouldn’t, Kellas chuckled in her head. Nobody but she could see the small black cat sat on top of her suitcase, she rolled her eyes at him. Soon be through, he added, I’ve put some express energy on it so the stupid bat won’t bother you.

Outside at last, she gulped in a mouthful of faintly fresh air, it stank of city, stale, overused, and squared her shoulders to go head-down for the Stansted Express.

Sheesh! she gasped silently, collapsing into a seat on the train, and it’s the middle of the day, rush hour crowds not out yet, just surrounded by bleedin’ tourists.

Her mind motored on as she clutched her bag between her knees for the half-hour ride to Liverpool Street, then there’d be another hour on the Central and Bakerloo lines to get across the river to Charles’ studios on the South Bank. She sighed.

Kellas sat on her lap, invisible as usual. Why can’t I learn to dematerialise like you do, she asked him in her head, and why can’t Scotty just beam me over to wherever I need to go?

Because you’re a human! Kellas did the cat-equivalent of rolling his eyes. You can do things I can’t but there ain’t no way you’re learning teleportation, not right now on the damned train, and this isn’t Star Trek so you can forget Scotty.

The air in the tube train was fusty, sour, dire with the stink of everyone’s deodorant. Only a couple of weeks, she told herself, only a couple of weeks! Just to get Charles’ latest gig off the ground. Then back home. She blinked, shook her head. Home used to mean Exmoor but now it’s Bugarach, the farm at the bottom of the mountain. And it’s still a surprise when I notice myself saying it. She sighed again, coming back to London had set off all sorts of old shit in her head she hadn’t expected to awaken.

‘Thought I’d dealt with all that!’ she muttered under her breath.

The city-bloke – suit, tie and spotless shirt in the seat next to her – smiled friendly, hopeful. She glared. It worked. He ducked his head back into the Financial Times.

She’d lived with Jack at his farmhouse under the Pech de Bugarach for over a year now, a year and more since she’d killed her grandfather and Jack had taken her to his home in the Aude. A year of peace, of putting herself back together, and a year of dancing contact improv with him in the fields and chestnut woods that surrounded the vineyard. My body has come back, she smiled inside, and I never thought it would after all the injuries fighting the old bastard put on me. But I’m back, my body works, never as strong as it once was, I could never dance professionally again, but I can move, and walk, and climb the mountain, I’m strong.

Oy! The cat dragged her out of musings. We’re here!

Jehanne grabbed her bag, hopped off the train and took the escalator out into the sunshine. Breathing in deep, the air was decidedly better here on the south bank of the Thames, even a slight touch of sea.  She set off for the studio.

‘Hey! It’s so good to see you again!’ the girl on the desk called as Jehanne came through the glass doors. They hugged across the reception counter.

Jehanne stepped back, quirked an eyebrow.

‘They’re up in Studio 3,’ the girl laughed. ‘Enjoy!’

It was good to be remembered. Sometimes she felt as if those years as leading light of the de Batz company had been a dream. Now, being recognised, remembered, greeted like an old friend reassured her. It was real, I really was here, I really did do all that.

She climbed the stairs, pushed the studio door open.

Bodies, the stink of work-sweat, the beat of tablas, the group rolling gloriously movement-into-movement-into-next-again-again-again smacked her straight back into the company as if she’d never left.

‘Haaaa!’ She breathed it, then remembered to breathe properly and snuck her way round the edge of the studio to where Charles worked with a slender girl with red hair tumbling down her back. That must be Fiona, the girl he’d taken on to take her place, the girl he wanted her to teach.

Charles saw, let go of Fiona and came to her, arms spread, a grin splitting his long face as he scooped her in his arms, hugged her, kissed her. 

‘Ye gods, I’ve missed you!’ He put her down, held her away from him. ‘You look good. And fit. And well. That rascal Jack is good for you.’ He put an arm round her shoulders and led her to the redhead. ‘Jehanne ... Fiona.’ 

He squeezed Jehanne’s shoulders and let her go, giving them space, moved over to where the group was trying out what looked like a cross between a rugby scrum and a love-in.

The two women stood watching each other like wary cats, holding eyes.

Fiona blinked first, turned to where she’d left her pile of stuff, shook her head and turned back. 

Jehanne stood still, waiting.

‘This is so weird!’ Fiona began. ‘I watched you dance for years, wanting to be you, be here. And now I am.’ She rolled her eyes, a WTF smile creasing her mouth.

‘It is weird.’ Jehanne smiled back wryly. ‘Shall we just go get a coffee and work it out somewhere else, or what?’

‘Hey! You two!’ Charles was back. ‘You can do coffee later. I want you to work with Fiona now, Jehanne, straight away, without thinking. You got strip on under those jeans?’

Both women grinned, rolled their eyes. Jehanne peeled jeans, pulled on sweats.

‘What do you want?’ Jehanne glared at Charles. It was like old times, he peremptory, single-minded, focused on the vision he could see behind his eyes.

‘It’s two people who are one person, two halves of one whole. I want her to do it with Will, so I want you to do it with Will first, then she can learn off you, it will work and it’ll be in Will’s bones already so he can lead her well.’

‘You OK with that?’ Jehanne turned to the redhead.

‘Sure ...’ Fiona folded down to sit cross-legged and watch.

Will came over, the twisted smile and rolling eyes greeting her as if it was yesterday they last met, last danced.

‘Hey ... I’ve missed you.’ He folded her in his arms as the tabla player began again.

They stood together, just swaying, then she leaned into Will and he took her on his side, under his arm as she twined round him to pull him down onto the floor with her. They rolled together. Then she pulled him up, taking him on her back to slide over her head so they ended up back to back. One leaned in one way, the other slid the other, leaning in, breaking apart, back and forth again and again. Suddenly, she grasped his foot and rolled, pulling him across her so he sat up astride her, facing backwards, took her feet and standing, all in one move, pulled her feet-first over his shoulder. She flipped a back somersault and now, both on their feet, they mirrored each other across the studio as the tabla beat came faster and faster. The rest of the troupe, circled around them, clapped counterpoint and roared, ‘Ra! Ra!’, mirroring their moves. It became a gang initiation. The troupe rushed in then, lifting Jehanne and Will, holding them high. The couple caught hands, arm-wrestling. And stopped.

The tablas crashed their final beat, everything went still.

Slowly, Charles clapped, grinning all over his face. ‘Yes ... yes ...’ he breathed into the silence. ‘That’s it! That’s Pinkie and Rose! That’s precisely what I see.’

The troupe let Jehanne and Will down, everybody collapsed on the floor, water bottles passed round.

‘I’m high as a kite,’ Will grinned at Jehanne. ‘That was something else.’

Jehanne left the smile on her mouth but it slid out of her eyes as a frown-line creased between her eyebrows. That was all very well but it was definitely not she who would be dancing Rose in the performance. What was such fulsome praise doing to Fiona? 

Will got it, slid an arm round Fiona’s shoulders, squeezed. ‘We can do that,’ he told her.

Fiona cringed slightly, looked at him sideways. ‘You make it look so easy ... both of you.’

‘You and I, we just need to work together. Lots.’ He’d got his breath back now, stood, reached a hand down to her. ‘Come on ...’ his eyes invited.

The tabla player set off with a gentle, sultry rhythm as Will pulled Fiona into his arms.

Jehanne could see the woman knew he was gay, wasn’t sure how to respond, the vision of how intimate he and Jehanne had been in their dance must be rolling like a movie behind her eyes Jehanne realised. She touched a thread onto Fiona, let some of her own passion seep across into the woman, saw it take as Fiona’s body arched against Will’s. He held her in the backbend and as her hands touched ground he lifted her legs onto his back, took her up and spun slowly round to let her slither to the ground like a snake. It worked, they were off.

The tabla paced them, pushed them. Jehanne and the troupe stood. Slowly they began to be a part of the dance. And again, the drums thundered, the heat and tempo increased. Now Fiona was taken by the dance, danced by it, had stopped trying and begun just doing, allowing her body and Will’s to lead her.

Jehanne caught Charles’ eye, they grinned.

As the climax came Jehanne lifted the thread from off Fiona and the woman stopped, went rigid, slid out of Will’s arms into a heap on the floor. 

The tabla jangled to a stop along with the dancers.

Jehanne felt as if ice-water had just been thrown over her.

Charles just stood, limbs gangling, jaw dropped.

‘What happened?’ he managed after a moment.
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2.  Back in the Mews House
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Much later, Jehanne stood in Stamford Mews staring at the blue door, key in hand.

The lightest touch of a claw on her ankle brought her back to earth. She pushed the key in the lock, opened the wicket in the garage door, turned, closed and locked it firmly behind her, slowly plodded her way up the stairs. Unlocking the kitchen door was easier.

She dropped her bag, leaned her elbows on the kitchen worktop as the little black cat materialised in front of her and licked her nose,

‘We’re here, Kellas.’

She burst into tears.

Kellas nuzzled her hair, rubbed his forehead against hers and licked her eyelids, his whiskers tickled.

I know, he said in her head, last time you came here on your own it was Star welcoming you. Come on, make tea, curl up with me on the sofa, let’s put ourselves back together.

She got the kettle going, found teabags and her favourite mug, pulled the milk out of the groceries bag and got sorted. Curled in her usual corner of the sofa, nibbling at the warm venison pasty from the deli, she began to feel faintly normal.

‘It’s really hard. I didn’t realise it would be this hard.’

Kellas coiled himself against her thigh, thrumming softly.

Being alone, without Jack, was ... well what was it? How did she feel? Scared, yes. That stopped her. Me scared? 

But you are, the cat told her. You were scared getting out of the car at Toulouse airport this morning, scared kissing him goodbye, scared boarding plane. It wore off as you watched the clouds at thirty thousand feet. You got through landing and customs OK, then it came back on the tube. You forgot it, dancing with Will. Then ... Fiona happened! Now you’re back in your old home and it’s hit you. That’s gonna happen. Get real girl, you’ve not been back since your dad was murdered, what do you expect?

‘And I’ve not been back here, to the mews house, since I killed Granda. I never cleared the energy here, bits of dirty memory-cobweb are still hanging about all over the place ...’

So, we’d better fix that before we go to bed!

Having something to do pulled her out of the downward-spiral whirlpool she’d teetered on the brink of, like a black hole. She climbed to her feet, took the dishes to the sink.

Kellas went to sit in front of the kit drawer in the dresser. Jehanne opened it, pulled out the red, white and black candles, set them up, lit them, got the fly agaric, sage, lavender, rosemary, mugwort and juniper incense Ric made and set it smoking. She took a deep breath.

Out from her bag she took the bone flute and the tabor. 

‘I’m even scared of doing this on my own, what the fuck’s the matter with me?’

You already said. Bits of dark web hanging round the house, pulling you backwards.

Shit! Kellas was right. OK, time to work.

She built the interface around herself, expanded it outwards to enclose the whole mews house, felt herself standing at its centre, the shimmering diamond pulsing around her in time with her heartbeat. She sent a thread out from her heart, down to the centre of the earth then up to the heart of the sun, felt the inaudible click as they plugged into the universe.

Strapping the tabor to her chest she took the beater in one hand, the hollowbone flute in the other, a deep breath into her lungs, and blew. The hollowbone’s note sang out true, filled the room. She let the beat of the tabor sit with her heart and began to dance.

Golden threads of web span out from the notes of the flute, filling the space, dissolving shadows until the whole room shone. She stood in the doorway looking down into the garage where her little scarlet 2CV stood, and the web filled that space so it shone too. 

Carefully up the stairs now to her bedroom ... rinse and repeat.

That floor done, she took another deep breath before she pulled down the ladder to the attic and climbed up. She’d forgotten how it was with all Mum’s trunks and stacked paintings stored up here. An ancient, dusty Lloyd Loom chair sat under the Velux window, an old coffee mug and plate on a chest beside it. Mum’s. Her heart gave a jolt. Mum’s stuff, still here twenty-plus-odd years on. Did I never come up here? She couldn’t remember.

Fur brushed her ankle again. Sing first, Kellas told her, then you can clean.

She sang the flute, beating the tabor faster now as her heart began to race. The attic grew lighter, shadows cleared and the last of the evening sun made dust-light-paths through the Velux. The golden web held. Her breath stopped as the phrase ended and the tabor stilled. The silence sang solo, alone.

She went over to the chair and sat. It was as if warm arms enfolded her.

Be careful, her mother’s voice whispered in her head, you’re not out of the woods yet.
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3.  Jack to London
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At last, the meeting of the Sieur d'Arques cooperative winery wound sluggishly to its end. The large group of vignerons broke into little cliques, greeting friends, finishing deals, starting deals with an invitation to dine.

Cecile and Denise cornered him wanting a word, the managing director of Les Producteurs et Vignerons de l’Aude Ltd and her accomplice were impossible to escape. These two sleek, attractive businesswomen valued his vineyard very highly and made a huge difference to its fortunes, no way could he escape them. Normally he wouldn’t want to as both were highly intelligent and long friends of the family ... but tonight ... he wanted to get on, get to Jehanne. But he greeted them, eyes smiling, answered their questions, thanking the gods Ysard had briefed him fully from his sickbed.

His cousin had literally tripped over a hen two mornings before and was now laid up with a cracked ankle bone, hence Jack had not accompanied Jehanne to London. His booking on Le Shuttle was for sparrow-fart tomorrow morning, a ten hour drive away, he’d grab a meal and hit the road, drive all night. 

Now, Denise was asking him to send commiserations to Ysard, both women had rolled their eyes and chuckled when he told them the story of why it was him and not his cousin at the meeting. He promised, kissed cheeks and bade goodbyes, began to edge as invisibly as he could through the throng and out, offering ça vas and a bientôts as he went.

At last, air. He sighed, pushed a hand through his hair, stripped off his tie, opened his shirt collar, and slung his jacket over his shoulder, he hated formal dress. The cool of an October evening had settled on the little town. He headed to the old Romanesque Place de la République at its heart, turned into Le Grand Café, ordered a Cassoulet Maison and a carafe of Corbières to wash it down with, that would give him enough energy to drive. Sat alone now with an espresso, he swirled it to a vortex with the spoon. We were supposed to drive to Britain together, he told it over in his head yet again. Damn and blast Ysard, and that ditzy hen, but it wasn’t their fault, it wasn’t anyone’s fault. He sighed, furtled in his pocket, yes, he had the key to the mews house. They’d be together again tomorrow evening.

He made it into the shuttle terminal well in time for his booking, boarded the Morgan and lay back in the car with a large caramel latte and a couple of tartines. He tipped the paper cup to Jehanne before downing the last of the coffee.

‘I’ll see you soon, my love,’ he murmured as he laid back with closed eyes for a thirty-five minute doze on the journey to Folkestone.

Two and a half hours later he pulled the Morgan up outside Jehanne’s mews house. The traffic had been appalling once he got off the M20, and every idiot and his dog seemed to be clagging the roads through South Kensington. But he’d made it. Key in lock, he opened the door and trotted up the stairs to the kitchen. It was mid-morning now so of course she was at class. He did some shopping, came back, prepared the evening meal then made a pot of Lapsang and lay on the sofa, doodling sketches of her from his mind’s eye, along with the little black cat. The drive and lack of sleep caught up with him, his eyes shut and the sketchpad slid to the floor.

The door opening roused him, he sat up, suddenly alive. A whoop of joy heralded her bag and coat skidding across the floor and Jehanne flew at him, leapt astride his lap and kissed him hard, thrusting her tongue down his throat. Jack groaned pleasure as tongues twined, lust burned and clothes got ripped off.

‘Gods! I missed you!’ he mumbled as she licked his ear.

Her hands gripped his hair, holding his lips glued to hers as the sapphire-blue eyes shone into his, the light in them almost made his heart burst. He rolled her off the sofa onto the floor.

‘I love you so much ...’ Her lips unglued themselves to whisper. ‘Don’t ever leave me alone.’

‘Never ... never again!’ Eyes locked for a moment then his body took over, making him thrust deeper and faster. She kept pace easily so passion boiled up between them like a firestorm.

They came as one, holding the moment for a long infinity.

Their twined consciousnesses mingled in the jumble of bodies on the floor. Whose body? He in hers and she in his? 

Returning back to the world from the deep lovemaking they found themselves in each other’s bodies. Again.

The first time the shock, the physical jolt as their spirits swapped back into the bodies they were born in, pulled a crying groan from them. But they’d learned over the past year, Kellas and Blaize, their familiar spirits, had helped, led them in how to come home, relearn to be in their own bodies after a shift, make friends again with the body they’d temporarily deserted.

It’s shifting, Kellas told them. You must learn it. You’ll need it.

Now, here in London, a long while after that long moment of infinity the silence and silver of evening light filled the room as they returned to themselves. He licked her eyelids, his tongue feathering her eyelashes, then brought his lips to just touch hers.

A wicked smile and she looked up out of her own eyes into his.

‘We got it right this time,’ she chuckled.

‘We did.’

‘I missed you so much!’ she hugged him close. ‘Been wanting to make love like that for three whole days now. Don’t ever leave me again. Not ever!’

Later, in bed, they lay watching the rooftops glimmer wetly from the evening’s rain.

‘We’ve been apart before ...’ she peered at him across the pillow.

‘Never like this ...’

Her eyes blinked shut. ‘This was different somehow ...’

‘I was frantic to get to you,’ Jack began. ‘What’s been happening?’ He stopped, held her eyes, a frown in his. ‘What’s happening Jehanne? What’s going on with Charles? This new dancer?’

‘I don’t know ...’

‘Noi! Tell me. What’s she like? Is she good? Why does he need you to help him get her up to speed?’

‘It’s Will. Charles wants her to take my place with Will, dance with him as he and I did, and it’s not happening. Will hauled Charles down the wine bar for a long chat right before Charles called me. He told Charles he just couldn’t do it, said she’s good but not with him, it was like dancing with a plank, he just couldn’t relate, twine with her as he and I did.’

‘And Charles wants you to fix that?’ Jack’s brows scaled his hairline. ‘Really? Can you? Do you even want to?’

‘I don’t know ...’ she paused, frowning. ‘That first day ... I hadn’t even been home, just went straight to the studio, and Charles got me to dance with Will. He’s doing Brighton Rock, Will’s dancing Pinkie and he wants Fiona to dance Rose so he asked me to do it with Will. It went perfect, got the whole troupe doing their stuff at the end, like the initiation dance it’s supposed to be. Then he asked her to do it with Will. Will tried, but she knows he’s gay and I dunno ... I think she just can’t bring herself to make love with him. She was arsing about stalking round him, rigid, inflexible, unyielding. Will trying and trying to help her to let go, relax, it was worse than a pair of cats. So I put a thread on her, pushed energy across, and she woke up, suddenly came alive, dancing beautifully, and with him. They were completely together. They were doing so well that when it got to the end, where the troupe comes in to carry them off in triumph, the goddess and god shit, I lifted the thread off her so she could see she could do it on her own.’ She stopped.

‘And ...?’

Jehanne swallowed. ‘She fell to pieces. No that’s wrong, it was like her head fell to pieces. She went stiff as a board again and literally fell out of Will’s arms, crashed to the floor. Oh, she wasn’t hurt, but it was like I’d pulled the plug and all the electricity stopped.’

‘Oh ye gods ...’ Jack whispered. ‘And how did Charles take that? And Will? And she?’

‘We were all stunned. It was like being kicked in the belly, nobody knew what to do. Charles picked Fiona up, comforted her, everyone was confused, embarrassed. The look she gave me ...’ Jehanne shook her head. ‘It was a real if looks could kill moment. In fact I thought she was going to kill me, like it was all my fault.’

‘She probably thinks it is! You said it worked perfectly until you took the thread off ...’ Jack said into the pause.

‘She seemed to be doing fine, dancing beautifully. Like I said, I’d thought it was just because she doesn’t know how to be, to work with, a gay man in contact improv. That’s why I gave her the thread. But as soon as I withdrew it she turned into a stick-puppet again. Like her own juice ran out of her. Like she became an empty doll.’ Jehanne sighed. ‘I don’t get it.’

Jack lay back on the pillow, head turned, watching her. ‘Hmmm ...’

‘Hmm what?’

‘I don’t know. It’s weird, like you said. What would make her need your energy in order to dance well?’

‘Ric said last night – I had dinner round theirs – he said she’s had a pash on me since forever. She said that to me too, almost as soon as we met. In fact, she said, “I watched you dance for years, wanting to be you, be here. And now I am.” Then she held out her hands to me, I felt her like her wanting to be friends but ...’

Jack quirked an eyebrow.

Jehanne shook her head. ‘I don’t know. First off you might think she’s scared of me, trying to prove to me she’s brilliant, it’s what you’d think but ...’ she stopped, shaking her head. ‘But it’s not that, it’s something else and I don’t know what, haven’t a clue, it’s just I can feel it, whatever it is.’ She stopped again, pulled the pillow under her head and fixed Jack with her eyes. ‘When I got home here, that first night, I was scared, nervous, had to really push myself to come in. In fact Kellas had to claw my ankle to make me. He said it was because we’d never cleaned the place after we ran down to the moor when Dad was killed. So we cleaned it, Kellas and me, with the hollowbone, tabor, Ric’s candles and incense, the whole shebang. And it did work. I even cleaned the attic, all Mum’s old stuff that’s still up there.’ She stopped again.

‘And ...?’

‘I sat in her old Lloyd Loom chair and it was like she had her arms round me, hugged me.’ Jehanne stopped again. ‘She said, she told me it’s not over, there’s more to come.’
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4.  Morning After
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Kellas’ whiskers tickling her eyelids woke her. Jehanne opened her eyes to see two huge green headlights a mere three inches away.

‘Ff – wh ...’ she struggled to sit up.

The cat licked her nose. It’s OK, just seven-thirty, plenty of time to get up, feed yourself and me, and get to the studio for ten.

‘Ugh, arrghhh! I was dreaming of Jack! I did not want to wake.’ She sighed and slumped back on the pillow, a hand reaching out to her side ... and he was there! Her dream had told her he wasn’t. WTF?

Jack snorted softly, rolled over, hugged her, she snuggled in for a moment then lifted his arm off, sighed, gave Kellas an old-fashioned look.

‘And you’ll have to move off my chest if I’m to get up.’

He hopped to the floor and paced towards the bathroom. 

‘You are NOT getting in the shower with me! Just because you can go behind waterfalls does not mean you’ll enjoy my kind of shower.’

Water at full power, Jehanne allowed it to pound her awake. Jack was here, in the house with her, they were together, whatever was going on she wouldn’t have to face it alone. They’d win out as they had before.

But she still wished they were back on the mountain, not here in London. And just what the heck was going on with Fiona anyway, and what did Charles really think she could do to help his company? Why didn’t he just look around for another dancer, get Will to help, find someone who could work with him? Why was Charles fixated on this girl?

Ric hadn’t known the answers either. She’d asked him the other night while Charles was off doing the cooking. He’d got her upstairs, left Charles to it down in the kitchen, then come straight out with it, asking her what she thought. She told him she didn’t know either but was sure something was not right.

‘I feel that too,’ Ric told her, ‘but Charles doesn’t seem able to see this.

‘Sod it all!’ She pushed the problem away and allowed her mind to go back to the Pyrenees as the water from the drench-head flowed down her body, as it did under the waterfall at Wolf Pool. She loved that land, Jack’s land, and it seemed to be including her too, making her part of its family. Over the past year Jack had helped her explore the magical places of the Occitan, the wilds of the French Basque Country too, where his family came from. The mountains had gotten right into her bones, as deep as Exmoor, she felt kin to them now, they were her kith as Exmoor was, her people, her tylwyth.

After the first couple of weeks at Jack’s vineyard farm, having no job got to bugging her. She began taking long walks on her own, up into the chestnut forests that clothed the mountain, finding hidden glades to stop and sit in, sit with. She loved that there were no humans in sight or sound, nothing but the rustle of leaves, the whisper of creatures amongst the tangle of ferns, bushes and plants that made up the sous-bois.

‘Why’m I remembering all that now? Because I so want to be back there? But I can’t. I have to help Charles now I’m here.’

She’d had very mixed feelings when Charles had asked to come back for a couple of weeks, help him with this new girl so he could get Brighton Rock off the ground.

‘I wouldn’t have said yes, agreed, if Jack hadn’t wanted to come too. Catch up with Ric and Charles, sort out his old studio, decide what he actually wanted to do with it. And I’m the same. I need to sort out what to do with here, Mum’s mews house.’

She held her face under the shower.

‘I still call it “Mum’s mews house”. I never think of it as mine though it has been since I was twenty-one. Maybe Jack wants to let go of the studio too. And what about Exmoor?’

She slapped the off-switch, came out of the shower and wrapped a towel round her.

She’d had to come on her own because of Ysard’s crazy altercation with the hen. She chuckled. The story was the little gold-brown bird had been trying to avoid the amorous intent of the big handsome cockerel with his scarlet comb and flashy silk-black tail. The hen had hurtled across the yard, shrieking rape, murder, fury, to dive between Ysard’s legs. The results had landed the man on his back, banging his head but not knocking him out and cracking his ankle, rendering him unable to walk or drive. The hen had been fine, retreated to the rafters in the barn to squawk scorn down on the rampant cock.

So Jack had driven her to the airport, promising to come as soon as the vintners meeting was over, and he had. Thank the gods Jack was here now. But I still can’t wait to get away!

‘Oi!’ Jack stuck his head round the bathroom door. ‘Get your arse downstairs, I’ve made breakfast.’

She found him downstairs, with Kellas sat, out in the little roof garden, chomping ham.

‘Here,’ Jack put a plate of tartine in front of her and poured tea.

She sipped tea, took a bite of tartine. I couldn’t do this life any more! And once I thought I couldn’t live without it! She watched Jack from the other side of the table, I absolutely know that now in my bones. I could still live on the moor but not here, not in Town. And, no way would I ever want my dancer’s life back. She shook her head, Jack quirked an eyebrow.

‘A year ago I thought I could never do without this, London, being a dancer. Now I miss the mountain,’ she told him. ‘The scent of the chestnuts, the maquis, the hens clucking about the yard, the swallows in the barns, and the shriek of the swifts as they zip across the sky. The eagles and even more the vultures. The Griffon Vultures, they’re just so amazing!’

‘You fell in love with them at first sight, then that one came down and sat on the rock beside you,’ he chuckled. ‘You froze.’

‘Then his wings near knocked me flying as he flew off. When can we go home, Jack?’

‘That’s up to you. when can you leave Charles to sort his own problems out?’

She swallowed that. ‘And I must do something about this place. I don’t want it any more.’

‘Me neither and I must give up the studio, must tell Charles and Ric. It’s still a sort of wrench, been living with them for twenty years until I found you. But now ... home is on the mountain Jehanne.’ He looked at her.

‘Yes. It is for me too, now. Oh it’ll be nice to come over, see people, visit the moor, Granny, but my roots have got up and walked all the way to your mountain.’

‘It won’t be long,’ his sideways smile drooped down the left side of his face. ‘Just get Charles sorted, I’ll fix the studio, you get the solicitor going on this place, and we’ll be off for home.’

She smiled back at him. ‘Yes ...’

A pair of chaffinches hopped onto the table, she crumbled bread, gave it them. A robin joined in, hopped to her finger, his tiny claws tickling, so delicate and perfect. She put a crumb between her lips and leaned in to him, he took it gently, chirped and flew off. Good things were here too, but not enough to tempt her back.

‘What’re you up to today?’ Jack broke into her thoughts.

‘More practice,’ she rolled her eyes. ‘Charles wants me to try to get through to Fiona, get her dancing with Will without my support-thread. She’s technically brilliant but ... but ...’

‘No soul?’ he said, Jehanne nodded. ‘Like me that time you took me to the Ferlie Grove and taught me contact improv?’

‘No! You always had soul, how would you create your pictures without. You just had your knickers all in a twist! But she ... I’ve got to try to induce it, call it up, in her.’

‘Can you?

‘Dunno,’ she paused frowning. ‘I think ... I think I’ll bring her back here this evening, play the hollowbone to her. Can we work that together, you and me?’

Jack’s eyes bored into hers, then he nodded. ‘You really want that?’

She nodded. ‘I think it could work.’

‘OK ... yes OK, I can do that.’ He stood, picked up the dishes. ‘And I’ll make a stew in case she stays.’

‘You’re an angel!’ She kissed him, pulled on boots and coat, headed out.

Jack shook his head, collected the debris, shoved dishes in the washer. What the heck have I set in motion now? He frowned, sat down to make a shopping list.
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5.  Fiona
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A Number 49 arrived just as she got to the bus stop. She went upstairs, not many people and a bird’s eye view of London as it trundled along past all the sights, Buck House, the Hard Rock Café, Trafalgar Square and Big Ben. I sound like a tourist ticking them off in my head, she chuckled as she hopped off at the south side of Westminster Bridge to head down Queen’s Walk to the studio. And I feel like one, I’m not a Londoner any more.

Contact improv is about sharing, she mulled over the Fiona-problem again as she watched Will’s face as he danced with the woman, feeling his frustration, and his wish to be able to spark some life into her performance. He loved Charles though no way were they an item, wanted to get this dance right for him. But somehow Fiona lacked the ability to share, no empathy, fellow feeling just didn’t seem to be there. The woman seemed to need to prove herself all the time and that just could never be in improv. What made her like that? She was a very good dancer, but so competitive. The Laban training she’d had should have helped her work through all that, but it hadn’t. Why not? What was the issue with her?

She needs to be in control ... Kellas spoke in her head.

Then what the fuck had she done at the Laban school to get such star-filled commendations? It didn’t make sense.

Control, the cat in her head again. She controls.

She can’t control Will.

No, but she can control Charles, and she does. She wants to control you too, thought she could when you kindly gave her the thread yesterday.

Oh shit! Then I mustn’t do that again!

Not a good idea. And are you sure you want to bring her back to the mews house? And Jack?

I said I’d do my best for Charles. She frowned, had slowed. She stopped to lean on the parapet looking out over the river.

Up to you. but you need to be very, very careful ... 

The cat shut down the chat, began purring, a sort of la-la-la, as Jehanne watched one of the river boats cruising a bunch of tourists downriver. Yes, she had better be very careful. Maybe a quiet word with Will ... what did he really feel, was he really telling Charles all he felt? Or herself? She pushed herself off the wall, got her feet going on the pavement again.

The automatic door to the studio opened and the guy on the desk called ‘Hi dude! Good to see you!’

She laughed a greeting back, glad of the friend-recognition still, headed to the changing rooms. This part, coming to the studio, did feel good and like old times, she could do this walk blindfold but there was still a sort of Dr Who time-machine feel to it. Like I’m here but not here at the same time. She sighed.

Upstairs, Studio Three again, and Charles was the only one there. Was she early or what had he set her up for now?

‘How did you feel about her dancing, then?’ he asked as she came in.

Straight to the point, as ever. ‘She’s good.’ Jehanne dropped her stuff by the piano and tabla set up. ‘But she’s got the wrong sort of ambition. She wants to be better than me instead of just being herself. And she wants to be a star, especially to shine in your eyes.’

Charles grimaced. ‘Knew you’d get it. So, what do I do? What do you do? How do we get over that hurdle?’

‘Frankly Charles, I don’t know. I came to teach the woman full-on contact improv, as you asked me. I told you I’m not interested in being artistic director, not live-in choreographer, has that not clicked for you yet?’ They stood facing each other, stand-off at the OK Corral, then Charles shook his head. ‘I’m not part of de Batz any more. Never will be again. You’re the eternal optimist, Charles,’ she told him. ‘You always want to make it go your way. Thank all the gods you’ve got Ric to cool you down.’

A rueful smile lit Charles’ eyes. ‘Heat me up, more like! But you’re right, I didn’t take you at your word. I thought, if you just tasted dancing again, you’d be back here like a shot.’

‘Nah,’ she shook her head. ‘Wrong. No way, not a snowball’s in hell. That was then, I was a different person. When Jack and I got on the boat at Plymouth we stood watching the wake flow away from the stern, back to Britain, and we let go of everything we had been, made room for the new. And that, for me, meant dance as I’d once known and wanted it. I just don’t now, not any more. And you need to get your head around that.’

Charles sighed, turned away to the mirror then turned back. ‘I’ll never forget dancing with you. It was the best ever.’

She eyed him speculatively. ‘Well, you won’t get Fiona to dance well, as and for herself, if you keep looking backwards to me. Not surprised she’s trying to compete if that’s how you treat her. Get over yourself, man!’ Jehanne moved away to begin warming up.

As the others came in they joined her, soon the troupe were all moving and shaking and stretching as one whole, then tabla started up and Jehanne set off a group jam. A sort of celebration of Fiona-and-Will slowly grew out of their movements, like everyone had clicked on what she’d said to Charles. The girl needed to be valued for herself.

After an hour they paused for a break.

‘So you’re dancing Rose to Will’s Pinkie?’ Jehanne leaned her back against the mirror beside Fiona.

‘That’s the idea,’ Fiona rolled her eyes. ‘I read the story last week, it’s horrible, stunning, enthralling. I got quite drunk after, just made it through the night without nightmares. Does Charles always do things like that?’

‘We always did do controversial stuff, pushing boundaries like, when I was part of the company,’ she chuckled. ‘You weren’t hoping for Swan Lake were you?’

‘Not even Matt Bourne’s version!’ Fiona chuckled. ‘I’d never read stuff like Greene’s book til now. Charles got us all round his place to watch the old movie, it’s really dark.’ She stopped, cocked an eye at Jehanne. ‘Shame Ric’s gay, he’s really hot.’

‘Forget it!’ Jehanne laughed back. ‘Those two are stuck together with superglue.’

‘Sad.’ Fiona pushed herself up. ‘You up for another go at improv with me?’

Jehanne blinked inside, maybe the celebration jam had done good. She stood, pushed Fiona’s shoulder gently and leaned into her and they were off. Today, it was two girls walking a street, talking about hot guys, sparring gently, it lasted ten minutes then Charles called them all together for a fight-jam.

‘There’s some really hot gang battles,’ he reminded them. ‘So I asked Idris to come and help, he’s a martial arts expert as some of you know.’

The tall black guy beside Charles leaned in and embraced Jehanne. ‘Good to be working with you again,’ he told her. ‘Not back for good?’ she shook her head. ‘Thought not, it’s a shame but I get it. Now, people,’ he stood up, all six foot two inches of him, including everyone in his gaze. ‘Who of you’s ever actually been in a real fight?’ Some hands went up, including Jehanne’s. ‘Well this is gonna be like, and unlike, that. Charles can’t afford for you to get all smacked up,’ he grinned, ‘and you wouldn’t like it anyway, so we’re gonna fight like crazy, make it look really real, and still not get hurt. OK, Will, you and me’ve played the game before, let’s do it again, knife style.’

Glad they’re on my side, Jehanne chuckled to herself as she watched Idris and Will work. Always a marvel, smooth, so much power. Will had trained with him for some years and could put him down, some of the time. With the others, herself included, Idris had them on the floor while they were still thinking up a move.

‘You’re all going to be able to do this very soon,’ he told them at the end of the session. ‘Don’t fret, believe in yourselves.’ He grinned, chuckled. ‘And you’ll find it useful if you ever do land in a real rumble.’

‘Come round to my place?’ Jehanne said to Fiona as they showered.
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6.  Fiona & the Hollowbone
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‘You like monk fish?’ Jack looked up as they came in. Fiona nodded. ‘I’ve made Bourride.’

Fiona leaned on the counter eying Jack up.

He took no notice.

Jehanne watched, I’m wasting my time. Predatory. Grasping. All that again. She sighed. Everything had to be hers, all the good work they’d done at the studio gone now, as Fiona had a new target.

How could she ever dance contact improv feeling like that? Jehanne felt far more at ease with the woman in her own house than she’d ever expected, could sense Fiona sparring at her rather like when a boxer sizes up his opponent in the opposite corner, but somehow it didn’t matter. She wanted to laugh, the woman wanted to compete, wanted to take Jack, just to show Jehanne she could, and Jehanne was actually OK watching her attempts, even managed to refrain from grinning or catching Jack’s eye. She doesn’t realise I don’t care, I’m as sure of Jack as of the sun rising tomorrow.

Fiona had tried to pet Kellas when she came in, not quite the “here pretty kitty” stuff but damned nearly. Kellas had chosen to show himself when they first arrived but when Fiona tried to pick him up he’d lashed out with a claw. Fiona had been really scared, and unable to hide it for a moment. Then she’d got angry, trying to hide that too, here was something she couldn’t control, then she gave up, tried to be really offhand, laughing. She had tried one more time though but Kellas’ soft growl had been a roar. He’d literally dared Fiona her to try it again, asked if she wanted to keep her eyes. The woman had blinked, backed off. The cat had stalked past her to sit watching from the windowsill. 

‘Let’s do some more practice.’ Jehanne went over to the dresser drawer, took out the hollowbone. ‘You solo improv to this, see how it goes.’ And she began to play.

Jack left the stew to infuse by itself and came over to play the tabor. 

At first, Fiona stood in the middle of the room, unsure, listening to the ancient bone flute, a strange, satisfied expression on her mouth. Jehanne sensed her tune in to the singing flute notes, felt Jack pick up Fiona’s heartbeat and play it back to her.

And Fiona began to move. 

The hollowbone took hold of a plaintive but also aggressive tune while the tabor struck up a march to the scaffold. What was going on, what was otherworld playing at with this woman? And with you, came the inaudible reply. With me? Jehanne’s eyes opened wide but she held the tune as it wrapped itself around Fiona in chains of silken sound. Now, the woman had to move, she could not fight, could not control the dance although she tried very hard at first, then her body began
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