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      Chapter One
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      AS DUSK QUICKLY gave way to night Danni Appleyard perched herself on the windowsill of her bedroom and gazed with secret pleasure at the
         view from the picture window. Although she lived in a nondescript part of West London, the vista was so magnificent she could
         have been watching the sunset anywhere in the world. It was a real shepherd’s delight of a sky. Marshmallow clouds, tinted
         orange, streaked an endless backdrop of red-gold, the horizon marked by a dark crenellated skyline of factories and tower
         blocks. Further into the distance the glowing crescent of the setting sun hovered for a while before sliding lower and lower
         to disappear from view.
      

      
      Night had finally descended.

      
      Danni loved this time of the evening but for her it was still far too early to think of going to bed. Though Tam, her boyfriend,
         had other ideas. His job was a bloody nuisance, she thought, as she wandered over to the dressing-table and sat down. Working
         as a sound technician on one of the breakfast television programmes meant he had to be up at four-thirty every morning to get to the studio. For Tam his job was exciting
         and challenging, but as far as Danni was concerned it was a pain in the neck.
      

      
      In fact, she mused, as she leaned forward and peered at her round, wide-awake face in the mirror, their whole relationship
         was starting to get her down. There were all sorts of little things that bugged her about him, particularly those stemming
         from a chauvinistic attitude that left her feeling as though her place was in the wrong. And, if it wasn’t bad enough having
         to go to bed ridiculously early, she was forced, by the minuscule dimensions of her flat, to listen to his ritual ‘bathroom
         sonata’ beforehand … every night.
      

      
      As she gazed into the depths of her jade green eyes and flicked a long tendril of tawny-coloured hair away from her face,
         she cocked an unwilling ear to Tam’s latest ‘performance’. First came the loud, off-key singing in the shower, either operatic
         arias or a selection of Queen’s greatest hits – Mama mia, Mama mia … Mama mia let me go…! Then there were the five minutes – and not a moment less – of dutiful teeth-brushing, followed by a stomach-churning
         series of gargling noises … And so it went on until he finally appeared in her shades-of-blue bedroom looking well and truly
         scrubbed clean, his fair skin all pink and shiny, his perfect teeth positively blinding in their whiteness.
      

      
      She only hoped to God that tonight he wouldn’t come in and start flossing his teeth in front of her or she would throw up.

      
      
      Tam was fanatical about a lot of things but dental hygiene was the worst of them. He was so fastidious that he flatly refused
         to give her the sort of oral attention she craved. He claimed it simply wasn’t healthy. Although, she mused wryly as she wiped
         off her makeup, his distaste for such a practice didn’t stop him encouraging her to do it for him.
      

      
      She smiled at her own reflection, noting how her wide, generous mouth curved at the edges, dimpling the hollows beneath her
         rounded cheeks. Her eyes held a definite sparkle, she noticed, although goodness only knew why. What is it about me? she asked
         herself. I’ve got a boyfriend who is totally devoted to himself, practically no social life, and I’m always flat broke even
         though I work myself to death.
      

      
      ‘What a life,’ she said aloud as she stood up and slipped off her bathrobe. ‘Twenty-six? I feel more like ninety-six.’

      
      ‘Talking to yourself again, darling?’

      
      She glanced up as Tam came into the room looking lean, healthy and disgustingly pleased with himself.

      
      ‘Why not? You never do,’ she countered, immediately regretting her words.

      
      Having treated her to a condescending, thin-lipped smile that infuriated her, he dropped to the bedroom floor to do his customary
         thirty push-ups before retiring for the night.
      

      
      Sitting down on the edge of the bed she contemplated the movement of his muscles as they bunched and relaxed under his pale,
         hairless skin.
      

      
      
      ‘I could slip under you and make your exercise routine a bit more interesting,’ she offered. She deliberately tried to make
         her tone of voice light and hoped she didn’t look as exasperated as she felt.
      

      
      ‘Uh? Oh, yeah, in a minute,’ he puffed. ‘Must just – oof, ah, that’s it, all done.’ He jumped to his feet and rubbed his hands
         together in a familiar, self-satisfied gesture that made Danni feel like screaming.
      

      
      She couldn’t help noticing that his dedication to his appearance was paying off despite the irritation it caused her. He was
         looking a lot more toned these days. His daily exercise routine and regular swimming sessions lent his physique an enviable
         inverted triangle shape. At about five feet ten with thick, dark blond hair, he came pretty close to her physical ideal. Although
         at only five three herself she often felt dwarfed by him.
      

      
      ‘You should think about doing some exercise, you know, Danni,’ he remarked as he wandered over to the bed and pulled back
         the blue and cream striped duvet. Without looking at her he picked up the clock, wound it and set the alarm. ‘Your bum’s looking
         a bit lumpy.’
      

      
      Danni bit back an instant retort but as she climbed into bed beside him, he reached out and pinched the top of her thigh.
         ‘Is that cellulite?’ he continued mercilessly.
      

      
      Wincing, Danni glanced down and pushed his hand away angrily. ‘No it bloody well isn’t! Leave me alone.’

      
      
      ‘You don’t mean that.’

      
      She noticed his voice dropped an octave as the same hand slid over her hip, into the indentation of her waist and up over
         her flat torso to cup one of her full, rounded breasts.
      

      
      ‘No,’ she admitted, sighing as she reclined against the pillows, despairing of her own weakness, ‘you know I want you.’

      
      She watched the way his hazel eyes darkened and his petulant lips formed a self-satisfied smile as he lay back, clasping his
         hands behind his head. Leaning over him she kissed him, her tongue forcing its way into the dark wet cavern of his mouth.
         Her tongue recoiled slightly as it tasted tangy peppermint. Hot and sharp, the flavour of his mouth made her delicate tastebuds
         zing.
      

      
      ‘Bloody hell!’ she exclaimed, breaking away from him. ‘How much toothpaste have you used tonight? Half a tube? Why can’t you
         taste of beer or cigarettes just for once?’
      

      
      He looked affronted. ‘If you’d rather have a – lager lout for a boyfriend—’

      
      ‘Oh, Tam, come on,’ she interrupted, despairing of the notion that he was about to launch into one of his lectures instead
         of sex.
      

      
      Realising that actions always spoke louder than words, she didn’t bother to continue but instead walked her fingers teasingly
         across his chest. Hearing his soft sigh of pleasure she began to toy with his left nipple, pinching and tugging at it until
         it hardened, then rolling the little bullet around and around under the pads of her fingertips.
      

      
      
      She eased herself further over him, her other hand travelling down, skating the hard flat plane of his stomach, stroking over
         his hip and down the outside of his thigh. Feeling her own desire mount she ran her palm over the taut mound of his thigh
         muscle to slide into the warm nest of his groin. Cupping his balls and then sliding her hand higher up to stroke his stirring
         penis, she simultaneously lowered her head to suck his nipples and lathe his chest with the flat of her tongue. She licked,
         she nipped at his skin with her teeth, she breathed her warm breath on his damp flesh. Presently she was rewarded by the sound
         of an anguished groan.
      

      
      He surprised her by pushing her abruptly away from him and rolling her onto her back in one swift movement. Covering her with
         his body he ground her breasts beneath his hands, his palms moulding the pliant flesh while his fingertips plucked fervently
         at her nipples.
      

      
      Tongues of fire licked at her nipples from the inside, fanning out from the hard, elongated nubs to inflame her whole body.
         Between her legs she felt wet and hot. She imagined her labia swelling with arousal, opening out to reveal the true extent
         of her desire. Her clitoris pulsed, an urgent tingling started in her vagina and she felt her juices trickle from her. She
         gasped, feeling overwhelmed by the surge of passion that gripped her.
      

      
      It was always the same story with her, moving from feeling nothing, or almost nothing, to full, throbbing, panting lust in
         a matter of seconds. Tam often called her insatiable. She preferred to think of herself as normal.
        

        
          ‘Please,’ she moaned, pushing down on the top of
         his head.
        

        
         He looked deep into her eyes, the definite shake of his head frustrating her. ‘No, you know I don’t like that.’
      

      
      ‘All right then, touch me,’ she gasped, unwilling to let his intransigence mar her desire, ‘stroke me down there instead.’

      
      Knowing he knew what she meant and how desperately her body craved such intimacy, she found it all the more frustrating that
         he didn’t comply straight away. Instead he kissed her, his tongue, still sharply minty, darting around inside her mouth.
      

      
      Feeling desperate, she wrapped her legs tightly around his waist and urged her pelvis up, rubbing her swollen clit shamelessly
         against his cock which was now rock-hard. Whimpering with desire she allowed her hands to slide over the thin film of perspiration
         coating his shoulders. His breath was warm and arousing as it stroked her ear while his tongue laid a damp trail down the
         length of her neck and along her collarbone. Using the index fingers of each hand she followed the bumpy ridge of his spine,
         smoothing the flesh either side of it until she reached his coccyx. Then she flattened her hands and grasped his buttocks
      
      hard, her short rounded fingernails digging into them.

      
      ‘I want you,’ she urged breathlessly, rubbing herself more ardently against his cock. ‘Finger me, fuck me, fill me up.’

      
       Though heavy-lidded, her eyes couldn’t fail to notice the flicker of distaste that passed over his face.

      
      ‘That’s not very ladylike,’ he mumbled, burying his head in the crook of her neck.

      
      She almost hit him then. ‘Sod being ladylike! We’re in bed now, remember? We’re supposed to be able to express ourselves any
         way we want to.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I don’t like you telling me what to do and when to do it.’

      
      Slowly, Danni unwound her legs. All at once she felt her passion for him abate. She pulled his head back up and looked at
         him with tears of frustration and disappointment glistening in her eyes.
      

      
      ‘This just isn’t working, is it?’ she said in a cracked voice. ‘I mean all this, you and me, living together and everything.
         It just isn’t working out the way I’d imagined.’
      

      
      ‘Nor for me either,’ Tam replied evenly. ‘You’re always moaning.’

      
      ‘I am not!’ Feeling furious now, Danni struggled out from beneath him and sat up, cross-legged, on the bed. She felt a bubbling
         anger replace the churning heat of desire that had filled her a moment ago. In some ways, she realised, the two sensations
         were quite similar.
      

      
      Glancing down she noticed that her labia were still puffy. The hard bud of her clitoris, all red and swollen, peeped through
         the darkness of her pubic hair. Ignoring Tam, she reached down tentatively and touched herself there, her fingertips skimming over her desperate flesh. Sliding her fingers down the moist slit between
         her labia she slipped one finger inside herself. Capturing a small amount of her juices with her fingertip she slicked it
         over her clitoris, her fingers working to a familiar rhythm. Gradually she felt her desire mount again until her need for
         satisfaction became urgent, her responses sending a raging heat through her lower body. Her clitoris began to throb and she
         felt her breath becoming shorter. With her heart hammering behind her ribs she stimulated herself, sliding the delicate little
         hood of skin back and forth over the tip of her swollen bud.
      

      
      She didn’t look up at Tam but watched with glazed eyes as his fingers covered hers, pressing them harder against her clit,
         rotating slowly, then faster and faster. When he pushed her back again she didn’t bother to protest but uncrossed her legs
         and spread them wide, bending them at the knees, all the time maintaining the stimulation of her own body under Tam’s guidance.
         She whimpered when she felt a couple of his fingers plunge inside her vagina. It grasped desperately at them, her inner walls
         delighting to the sensation of his stroking fingertips.
      

      
      Shamelessly she churned her hips, grinding her lower body against his fingers and her own. She felt wide open and sopping
         wet, her vagina swallowing his probing fingers, craving more. Dark thoughts invaded her mind, snippets of fantasies … being
         tied up … faceless people obscured by shadow watching her and Tam perform for them…
      

      
      She heard herself gasping as her free hand roamed her own breasts, her fingertips pinching and tweaking at the nipples until
         they became hard and swollen. Her breasts ached with longing as passion clutched at her. For long delicious moments it held
         her in its grip, squeezing every ounce of lascivious pleasure from her writhing body.
      

      
      Her climax, when it came moments later, rose and peaked quickly, her internal muscles spasming, gripping Tam’s fingers.

      
      ‘Fuck me now,’ she cried, forgetting all about his earlier complaint until the words had already been tom from her throat.

      
      This time, to her relief, he complied straight away and without comment. Kneeling between her widespread thighs he lowered
         himself until the smooth knob of his glans touched the entrance to her body. His fingers slipped out of her with a soft sucking
         sound to be replaced by the more satisfying girth of his cock.
      

      
      As he placed his hands either side of her to take his weight, she wound her legs around his waist again, slamming her body
         up against his, matching him stroke for stroke. She felt the wiry bush of his pubic hair brush over the sensitive tip of her
         clitoris, filling her with renewed lust. Gripping Tam’s upper arms she arched her back, rubbing herself against him, feeling
         the warmth of his harsh, rapid breaths on her torso until she felt the first burning waves of a second orgasm.
      

      
      He continued to move inside her at a more leisurely rate then upped his tempo again. This time she watched as Tam’s expression
         exploded in a look of pure ecstasy. She felt him pump hard, his cock swelling momentarily before erupting inside her. For
         a few moments he rocked his pelvis back and forth, the continuous movement allowing her to coast on the level wave of a third,
         far less intense orgasm. Then she felt him come to a gradual halt, resting inside her for a minute or so longer before
      
      
      sliding out of her.

      
      ‘That was great, darling,’ he murmured breathlessly, pulling her into the crook of his arm and nestling her head against
         his shoulder.
      

      
      For a little while Danni allowed herself the luxury of basking in satiated bliss, simply listening to the harmonious rhythm
         of their breathing as it slowed and became even. Then she glanced up at Tam from under her eyelashes, intending to suggest
         that they start all over again.
      

      
      With a wry smile she noticed it was too late. Although the clock on the chest of drawers beside him showed it was only a little
         after ten o’clock, he was already fast asleep.
      

      
      The next couple of days followed their usual uneventful pattern. Work for Danni meant a half hour Tube ride into central London,
         followed by eight hours filing, typing and answering customer enquiries at one of the big insurance companies. Then came another
         Tube ride, only this time at the height of the rush hour, squashed amid a crowd of perspiring bodies while her feet were trampled on.
      

      
      Tam, who finished work at twelve-thirty, would usually be waiting for her when she got home, although invariably he hadn’t
         got around to tidying the flat or preparing dinner.
      

      
      Wednesday, though, was different. First of all Danni received a memo from her company’s personnel department informing her
         that she must take two weeks of her holiday entitlement before the end of the following month. Then, when she got home, she
         found it was deserted. Instead of being confronted by the sight of Tam lolling about on the sofa listening to CDs, she discovered
         a note propped up against the kettle.
      

      
      To Danni, it said simply on the plain white envelope. Opening it while she shrugged off her leather jacket, she glanced at the hastily
         scrawled contents. It was from Tam, of course.
      

      
      Dear Danni, it read, hope you are well… She smiled, realising it was the first letter he had ever written to her. I’m sorry I’m not there but Jake offered me a freelance trip to Hong Kong to do some documentary or other about Chinese rule.
            Anyway, couldn’t turn down a chance like that, could I, so I’ve taken a bit of leave that was owing to me. I’ll be back in
            about three weeks or so. Don’t know when or if I’ll be able to call. Take care. Oh, and by the way, the gas and electricity
            bills just arrived. Be a love and sort them out, would you? Bye for now. Love as always, Tam.

      
      She reread the letter once more then put it down on the counter. Totally enraged by Tam’s thoughtless behaviour – he could at least have called her at work – she picked it up again and carefully tore it into tiny pieces which
         she flushed down the loo.
      

      
      Later, when she had calmed down, she sat and thought about what she should do. Tam’s unexpected departure had left her in
         a bit of a quandary. She had hoped he would use some of his holiday entitlement to go somewhere with her.
      

      
      Picking up a framed black and white photo of her old childhood dog, Rufus, which sat on the little round table beside her,
         she gazed at it, feeling wistful and more than a little sorry for herself. ‘Well this is just great,’ she said aloud to the
         photograph, ‘I’ve got all this time off, no money, nowhere to go and no one to go with. Bloody marvellous – whoopee!’
      

      
      She sat clutching the photo to her breast until she noticed that the shadows cast across the pale peach sitting-room carpet
         were lengthening. As she glanced over her shoulder in the direction of the window she realised that it must be getting quite
         late. With no Tam around she had no one to remind her of the time. All at once she found herself missing his company, which
         she had taken for granted. Perversely, she even missed the prospect of his night-time ritual.
      

      
      Sighing, she set the photograph back on the table. ‘Suppose I’d better make myself something to eat,’ she muttered. Floppy-eared
         and wearing a dopey expression, Rufus’s image gazed mutely back at her. She glared at him, then smiled. ‘Fat lot of help you
         are.’
      

      
      
      In the end she settled for a cheese and chutney sandwich, which she took to bed with her along with a couple of magazines
         she had pinched from the reception area at work. As she munched, she flicked idly through one of the magazines. It seemed
         full of nothing but advertisements featuring beautiful, smiling people who made her groan with envy. Then, right near the
         back, she came across a feature about a circus school.
      

      
      The article stirred a latent interest in her. It took her right back to her childhood, to her eleventh summer when she had
         played circuses almost every day. Sometimes, she recalled, she had been the ringmaster, striding around in a red tailcoat,
         wearing a top hat and cracking a long whip – all imaginary of course – or sometimes she had cast herself in the role of a
         trapeze artist, a lion tamer, or a clown. Most of all, she remembered now with a smile, there were three things she had longed
         to be able to do: eat fire, juggle and do backflips. How wonderful it would have been to amaze all her friends with her skill
         and daring. Now, she realised as she felt a familiar excitement stir inside her, the desire to show off was still there. And
         what better way to boost her self-confidence than to learn these tricks, she mused. If nothing else they would certainly help
         to get herself noticed at parties.
      

      
      The image of herself at a lavish society bash – not that she had ever been invited to any – suddenly backflipping across the
         ballroom, or juggling with the contents of the fruit bowl, made her laugh aloud. I really want to learn how to do something
         like that, she told herself. However pointless it might seem, even if I never get a chance to show off my skills in public,
         at least I’ll know I can do those things.
      

      
      Despite Tam’s absence, or perhaps because of it, she slept really well that night, the magazine left open on the bed as a
         reminder to do something truly positive with her life for once.
      

      
      The next morning Danni awoke with a tingle of anticipation without knowing the reason why. Then as she threw back the duvet,
         knocking the magazine to the floor, she remembered what she planned to do today. Jumping up, she wandered around the bed to
         where the magazine lay. Pausing for a moment to rub the sleep from her eyes she read the bold type at the bottom of the article.
         No address was given but there was a name, Fauve Legère, and a telephone number.
      

      
      ‘I’ll fake a forgotten dental appointment and go into work late,’ she told her reflection as she sat down at the dressing-table
         and began to cleanse her face. ‘If I don’t get this over and done with, I’ll probably let it slip like everything else.’
      

      
      Procrastination, Tam often told her, should have been her middle name. And she could remember her mother saying time and time
         again to her, ‘I don’t mean next week, Danielle, do it now!’ Even her boss complained that hers was the only in-tray which
         had more in it by the end of the week than at the beginning. In return, Danni tried to justify herself through a whole gamut
         of excuses which sounded lame, even to her own ears.
      

      
      Her real problem was that she was a daydreamer. There were far more important things to life than reality. Running away with
         the circus appealed to her sense of adventure like nothing ever had before.
      

      
      For once she didn’t wait until she had showered and dressed before picking up the telephone. ‘Do it now,’ she urged herself,
         reaching for the receiver with a trembling hand. ‘Ring these people before you lose your bottle.’
      

      
      She dialled but the phone just rang and rang, increasing Danni’s frustration and leading her to wonder if fate really intended
         for her to do this. Then, just as she was about to give up, it was answered by a woman with a delicately husky voice.
      

      
      ‘'Allo, Fauve Legère, ‘ow can I ‘elp you?’

      
      Danni swallowed deeply as she gripped the receiver. ‘I’m just ringing up about your circus school. I saw an article in—’ She
         didn’t get a chance to finish.
      

      
      ‘Ah, I know it. You are interested to learn l’art du cirque, non?’

      
      ‘Non, I mean, oui, I mean—’ Danni broke off. She had exhausted the limits of her schoolgirl French and wasn’t at all sure what she was agreeing
         to anyway.
      

      
      Fauve’s voice was calm and reassuring. ‘Do not worry, ma chérie, it is my fault for not speaking in English. Tell me,’ she continued, ‘'ave you tried anything like this before?’
      

      
      
      ‘No, but I really want to,’ Danni said excitedly. ‘I’ve loved the circus since I was a child.’

      
      ‘Ah, a love of the circus, that is good. That is the first step, no? I tell you, my dear, I ‘ave loved the circus since before
         I talk, or walk. It is – ’ow you say? – in my blood, I think.’
      

      
      Danni laughed. She liked the sound of this woman and was becoming more determined to join the circus school by the minute.

      
      ‘How much is it?’ she asked hesitantly. ‘I mean, er – I might not be able to afford all of the courses. And I only have two
         weeks.’
      

      
      ‘Two weeks from when?’ Fauve replied, ignoring her question about the cost.

      
      ‘Well, I, er, from this Saturday I suppose.’

      
      ‘That is excellent.’ Danni could hear an excitement in Fauve’s voice that seemed to match her own. ‘It would be perfect. By
         the end of your stay you would be ready for one of our grand performances.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Danni sat down on the arm of the sofa. She hadn’t imagined the course would involve a real live performance…
         in front of other people.
      

      
      ‘Yes, really. It is a special thing we like to do.’

      
      ‘But how much will it cost?’ Danni persisted.

      
      To her dismay, Fauve mentioned a sum that was way beyond her means.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, I’ve been wasting your time,’ Danni said. ‘I couldn’t possibly afford that much, even a tenth of that would be
         stretching it.’
      

      
      She heard Fauve laugh. ‘Stretching it – that is a funny English saying, no? Please, my dear girl, do not worry about the money. I never worry about such things.’

      
      Danni thought privately that the only people who never worried about money were the ones who had plenty of it.

      
      ‘I want you to come,’ Fauve continued, ‘I like the sound of you. You are young, yes – and pretty?’

      
      Pursing her lips, Danni thought about herself for a moment. ‘I’m twenty-six, which I suppose is youngish,’ she said, ‘and
         other people tell me I’m pretty, so I suppose—’
      

      
      ‘Describe yourself,’ Fauve interrupted.

      
      ‘Oh!’ Danni felt taken aback. ‘Right, OK. I’m quite short, only five feet three, I’ve got quite a nice figure—’

      
      ‘Stop there,’ Fauve interrupted again, only more firmly. ‘I don’t want to ‘ear this quite nice, I want to know exactly. Tell
         me, my dear, ‘ow does your figure go – out-in-out, or out-out-out?’
      

      
      Despite her nervousness, Dannie laughed. ‘Out-in-out. I haven’t measured myself lately but I usually wear a size ten, or occasionally
         a twelve if the bust is a bit tight.’
      

      
      ‘So you have quite large breasts then, yes?’

      
      For some reason she couldn’t fathom, Danni found herself blushing. It seemed very odd to be discussing her breasts on the
         telephone with a woman she hadn’t even met.
      

      
      ‘They’re … generous,’ she said, hedging a bit. ‘My boyfriend likes them, at any rate.’
    

    
    ‘Your boyfriend?’ Fauve sounded
         surprised. ‘He will be coming with you to the school?’
      

      
      
      ‘No,’ Danni said. ‘He’s away for a few weeks. That’s why I’m feeling a bit miserable at the moment. I was hoping to go on
         holiday with him.’
      

      
      ‘So you are missing him then – you are very much in love?’

      
      ‘To be honest, no,’ Danni surprised herself by saying. ‘I’m starting to think our relationship is a mistake. It’s actually
         quite a relief to be on my own again.’
      

      
      She heard Fauve mutter, ‘Interesting,’ and all at once she got the impression that someone else was listening to the conversation.

      
      ‘So,’ Fauve continued, ‘you ‘ave this delicious figure, yes – and what about the rest of you, your‘air, your eyes?’

      
      Danni stood up and walked over to a tall glass-fronted cupboard which housed her meagre selection of wine glasses and tumblers.
         She could see her reflection in the glass and so proceeded to give Fauve as detailed a description of herself as she could
         manage. When she’d finished she heard the other woman mutter something and then her ears picked up a responding voice in the
         background. A voice that was dark, interesting – and definitely male. Unaccountably, Danni felt her pulse quicken.
      

      
      ‘We think,’ Fauve said after a few moments had passed, ‘that you would be most welcome here. Pay what you can afford. The
         rest you can, ‘ow you say – work off?’
      

      
      Danni couldn’t help noticing the I had suddenly changed to we but she was too stunned by Fauve’s generosity to give it much
         thought.
      

      
      
      Instead, she stammered, ‘Are you sure? I mean—’

      
      The answer was firm. ‘We’re sure.’

      
      While she was still grappling mentally with her unexpected good fortune, she managed to take note of the address that Fauve
         gave her and promised to turn up by lunchtime on Saturday. Which, she realised as she put down the phone with a sigh of satisfaction,
         gave her just under two days to shop, pack and generally prepare herself for realising a long cherished dream.
      



   

      
      
      
      Chapter Two

[image: Image]

      SUNLIGHT DAPPLED THE bonnet of the red minicab as it wove its way from the station along a series of leafy lanes. Sussex, Danni decided as she
         gazed out of the passenger window at the passing scenery, was a beautiful county. They had already passed through a couple
         of tiny, picturesque villages and now they were approaching a third. The thirty-mile-an-hour signs instructed the driver to
         slow down and told Danni that she had almost reached her destination.
      

      
      Having felt relaxed during the train journey from London and the fifteen-minute taxi ride, Danni now felt her heartbeat quicken.
         She felt as though she were heading for the unknown and suddenly remembered that she hadn’t let anyone know where she was
         going.
      

      
      As she was expecting to return before Tam, she hadn’t bothered to leave him a note similar to the one he had left her. But,
         she realised on reflection, she should have at least phoned her mother, or her best friend Linda. Supposing these circus people
         turned out to be maniacs, or if she injured herself in some way, who would know of her plight? And if she never returned home
         at all no one would know where to start looking for her. Unnerved by the possibilities that now occurred to her, she resolved
         that, at the earliest opportunity, she would walk down to the village and send a postcard to her mother. That way she wouldn’t
         feel stranded. Or, better still, the school probably had a pay phone she could use…
      

      
      ‘Nearly there, love,’ the driver said to her, turning his head for a moment and giving her a friendly smile.

      
      She nodded. She had opted to sit in the front seat and was grateful that the driver of the minicab was genial without being
         too talkative. Although she had already spent the previous couple of days and the whole of this morning mulling over her telephone
         conversation with Fauve, she was still glad of the opportunity to be left alone with her thoughts. She felt as though she
         were preparing herself mentally for something momentous and now, as her suppositions were about to become reality, she found
         herself filled with an equal mixture of excitement and trepidation.
      

      
      There had been something about the way the Frenchwoman had spoken to her – the combination of her low, seductive voice and
         the intimate way she had questioned her – that made Danni’s intuition quiver. And the presence of the mysterious third party
         in Fauve’s office, the one who had been listening to her describe her appearance, including the size and shape of her breasts, filled her with uneasy anticipation.
      

      
      She knew the listener had been a man. As though an invisible thread connected them she had felt his ‘vibes’ – kind and sensitive
         yet also darkly, deeply erotic – and her body had automatically thrilled to them. Intuitive and dreamy by nature, Danni felt
         as though she were about to enter a realm of discovery that involved far more than simply learning a few circus skills. Is
         this the point in my life where I finally leave my childhood behind? she asked herself, while answering her own question with
         a certainty, deep inside, that she was poised on the brink of a new self-awareness.
      

      
      The village they had now entered was every bit as picture-postcard perfect as the others she had seen. Stone cottages, some
         of them thatched, lined the winding street that led through its centre. There were two pubs, she noticed, and only one grocery
         shop-cum-Post Office and newsagent. She saw a couple of men and a woman standing outside the shop talking and, further along
         the street, where it opened out on the left – to what she assumed was the village green – she observed a handful of children
         playing, while mums with pushchairs sat on wooden benches, toasting bare white arms and legs.
      

      
      It was late May and extremely warm. The sky was an unbroken canopy of blue and the tarmac-covered road ahead shimmered in
         a haze of heat. Undecided at first as to what to wear, Danni had finally opted for a pair of loose black cotton trousers and a cream top, which she wore with a pair of black wedge-heeled sandals to make her look a little bit taller. She
         had brought very little with her in the way of clothing: a few pairs of leggings, half a dozen T-shirts, some underwear, a
         couple of cotton dresses and one pair of shorts, all of which she had packed into a single holdall. At the station she had
         bought a couple of paper-back blockbusters, a few bars of chocolate and a couple of bottles of flavoured mineral water just
         in case the school was a long walk from the shops. Now, she realised as they drove out of the village and turned right up
         a steep, narrow lane, she had been right to take such precautions; late-night chocolate binges were one of her many weaknesses.
      

      
      ‘The place you want is just up here a-ways,’ the driver said as though he could read her thoughts. He pointed. ‘See, it’s
         over there.’
      

      
      Following the direction of his finger, Danni glanced up and to the right. On top of the hill she could make out a cluster
         of brick farm buildings, behind which she could just see the white canvas top of what looked to be a huge marquee.
      

      
      ‘That must be where they put on their performances,’ Danni said excitedly. ‘Have you ever been to one?’ She assumed the driver
         lived fairly locally. However, he shook his head as he turned off the lane, drove through an open gateway and continued up
         a rutted track.
      

      
      ‘No, it’s not for the likes of us. By invitation only apparently. That Madame Legère can get a bit sniffy if folks start poking their noses into her business.’

      
      ‘Oh dear, really?’ Danni didn’t really know what to say. She had assumed that circus people were naturally friendly and would
         make an effort to get on with the locals. Still, she supposed, this was a circus school, rather than a real circus and Fauve
         was French. She laughed to herself then, wondering why she thought it was quite normal for foreigners to be a bit standoffish.
         ‘Perhaps she’s just shy,’ she offered.
      

      
      To her surprise the taxi driver gave a spluttering laugh. ‘Her – shy? You must be joking. From what I’ve heard, them in there’
         – he cocked his head in the direction of the farm which they were just approaching – ‘don’t know the meaning of the word.’
         He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial level. ‘There are lots of stories flying about these parts and most of them concern
         some very rum goings-on. Very rum indeed.’
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