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      About the Book

      A couple fall in love at first sight – a magical encounter. They search for a home, and soon they are building a charmed life together on the fringes of Wimbledon Common. But when summer arrives, and with it, two gregarious neighbours, their haven is transformed. In the course of lazy days of sunshine and long, hedonistic nights, the boundaries between the two households blur, and the lovers’ faith in each other is put to the test. Deep-seated tensions surface, which gradually give way to fears that echo through their days, and haunt their nights.

Nightdancing is an unforgettable portrayal of the transforming power of young love, and the darkness that can be born of an ordinary relationship.
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      This story has a history of false starts.

      
      I never could tell good stories, not like her. In the early days, when she was eager to tell me everything about her past,
         she would tease me for my lack of stories. ‘Tell me something about yourself!’ she would demand, lying across the bed with
         her head in my lap, laughing up at me, blowing smoke in my eyes. ‘Man of mystery, I know nothing about you.’
      

      
      I told her I wouldn’t know where to begin.

      
      ‘So begin at the beginning.’

      
      I didn’t feel brave enough to tell her that she was my new beginning, that that was the whole point. And what she took for
         mystery was just me lying there, tongue-tied with wonder.
      

      
      So if I began my story there it would never leave that room. I would say, ‘In the beginning a woman walked into my life, set
         my heart racing and somehow stopped time. She kept the outside world at bay with her laughter, and she courted me in the dark
         corner of a bar with her wild smile and wicked eyes. She pulled me out of that darkness, and after years of feeling stranded
         or lost at sea, all I knew was that I was being offered a safe haven and something was beginning.’
      

      
      I’d never before had such a sure sense of my life beginning again as I did the night I met her. I was twenty-two years old.
         Before then any new beginnings had been clearly mapped out before me, through my school years, through the regimented hours
         of university. I thought I knew what to expect, and I expected very little from life then.
      

      
      But that night changed everything and forced me to focus. There was something about her that demanded attention and made the
         rest of the world stop and fall away as she took my hand and we walked out of that bar and back to my room. She would not
         let go of my hand all the way home, even pulling the keys out of my pocket for me, saying, ‘I’m not going to let go, so don’t
         even think of asking.’
      

      
      Then, once inside my grey little room, there was nothing more that needed to be said or done or thought of. Not for hours,
         or maybe it was days because even time fell away from us and faded into the background. When we caught hold of time again
         it was the end of the weekend and then it was me who was terrified to let her go, holding back stupid tears at the sight of
         her getting dressed.
      

      
      She held me and kissed me. ‘What are you so afraid of?’ she said. ‘This is just the beginning.’

      
      Since that new start, time has never quite been the same. It runs backwards, trips me up with memories. Like a scratched record
         it skips and sticks, repeating and repeating scenes that I would rather not revisit.
      

      
      In some ways this is her story, all those tales I could never tell her when she asked me. Then in other ways it is mine. A
         brutal attempt to stop my own history skipping rings around me, to place events in order and make time play out in a straight
         line again.
      

      
      So, I think she would start our story in the same place: ‘In the beginning there was just the two of us and the rest of the
         world didn’t matter and no one knew and no one could find us.’ Although she would say it differently, partly to tease and
         partly to teach. She would say something like, ‘In the beginning there was a lonely boy who had never seen beauty and never
         known love. He was caught in a strange enchantment where he was invisible to the rest of the world. When he spoke no one ever
         heard his voice; when he walked into a room, no one could see him, although more sensitive folk would feel a cold wind blowing
         past them and wonder where it came from. After years of never hearing the kind words of another soul, the boy grew colder
         still and his heart froze over. But one day a beautiful princess, lost in a foreign land, found him sitting alone in the corner
         of a dark room. At first she thought he was just a statue, sitting there so still and silent, but when she put her hand on
         his, something in his pulse quickened, and slowly but surely with her tender kisses and kind words she taught his heart how
         to beat again . . .’
      

      
      Yes, I think that’s how she would begin it. She loved to retell our life together, turning it into the stuff of myths and
         legends.
      

      
      After that first meeting, we played out our romance in the grim streets of my northern university town. I never settled in
         the north, with its cold winds, grey skies and unfamiliar people. I’d been born and bred in London, and for the first time
         my accent made a difference and I felt an outsider. The university choice, as I remember, was the result of another petulant
         argument with my mother and, on a whim, I put the length of the country between us. It seemed the easiest and most obvious
         defence. It probably was. Either way, I got my just deserts: three miserable years of bad weather and bad company.
      

      
      Then one weekend she came up to visit a friend. They had gone for a drink in the bar, and she found me in the corner. She
         said later that I looked like I had been rooted to the spot, and that she thought I must have been sitting there for ever
         and ever, waiting and hoping for the moment that she would come to claim me. The last three years suddenly seemed like time
         well spent, just sitting, waiting for that moment.
      

      
      After I finished my degree we stayed in the north, desperate for a summer that never came. Every morning she woke and wished
         for sunshine, but always pulled back the curtains to find rain. And the dismal days weighed heavy upon her; I became claustrophobic,
         she got restless. It didn’t suit either of us. I forced the change: ‘I want to go back to London, and I want you to come with
         me.’
      

      
      A quick decision easily made. She was staring out of the window, breathing on the glass, drawing pictures in the steam. I
         put my arms round her. ‘Let me take you to London. Come and live with me properly—’
      

      
      ‘—and be your love?’ She smiled, drew a heart in the fog on the window, and pulled me closer. ‘Are you sure?’

      
      ‘Never been surer of anything in my life.’

      
      And I hadn’t.

      
      We packed our bags in a couple of hours, got on to a train, and raced our way back down south.

      
      Although, truth be told, that wasn’t a proper beginning. Our first couple of months in London were just as grey and claustrophobic
         in their own way as the time we spent stranded up north. The only difference was that it was a claustrophobia I knew all too
         well. We went back to my mother’s home in north London. An ugly modern house with bad associations and walls that were too
         thin. We only meant to stay for a week, but got stuck for a couple of months. Full of plans, but forever in limbo, I felt
         like a child again.
      

      
      It proved harder than I had first thought to find somewhere that might do her justice, and to put our plans into practice.
         The city was too vast. We spread out the tube map in front of us: the different lines that linked up, then split away from
         each other were a labyrinth to her untrained eye. She said it was a true depiction of the city – all so knotted up and messy
         and turned in on itself.
      

      
      The urban sprawl of London shocked her. My mother lived off the Holloway Road, and I could understand how the crowds could
         seem intimidating. She said that all the troubles of the world had taken on human form and were running riot on every street
         corner, and she would not risk venturing out of the front door. Instead she would spend her afternoons in my mother’s back
         garden, soaking up the sunshine left over from the end of the summer, smoking spliffs, poring over street maps, tube maps,
         only able to cope with the city in two dimensions. Even then, the scale of the place was a shock.
      

      
      ‘It’s like a different world,’ she said, wide-eyed with wonder and fear. ‘It’s like you’ve taken me into a different world.’
         I laughed and told her it’d be fine, she’d find her London legs in no time.
      

      
      She said she wasn’t sure that was what she wanted. ‘But I do know I want you,’ she said.

      
      She had come into the city to be with me. It was quite a sacrifice.

      
      She had grown up in a village where the fields rippled with corn and, from what I could gather, the sun always smiled down
         and it was possible, if you had a fine day and strong determination, to walk to the sea. She had photographs of herself striding
         through the long reeds, her hair caught up in a scarf, a cigarette in one hand and a can in the other, grinning back at the
         camera. Confident in her teenage years.
      

      
      She was gentler when I met her, so it never occurred to me that I might be asking something that was too hard, for her to
         tear herself away from a place she loved so much. It was a conflict that I could not understand. For me, anything outside
         London was a disappointment. I always found wide open spaces difficult. I needed parks with borders I could see. Fences and
         edges made things clearer. I was most comfortable walking through cluttered chaotic streets.
      

      
      The city was a touchstone, a place I knew, and on my return I found myself walking those north London streets of my childhood
         with an unshakeable grin. The urban backdrop gave me a better context for our love. I returned to teenage haunts, passed my
         old school, passed pubs and playgrounds, and laughed away the shadows of painful memories. I was no longer a lonely boy. I
         was loved and I could love back. That was what mattered. I could see nothing else.
      

      
      So, my first admission: I didn’t really know what I was doing, this playing at being an adult. But she had only to put her
         hand in mine and I felt like I knew it all. I told her we would build a home together. Was I selfish? I didn’t think so at
         the time. I thought it was what she wanted. She said she would travel to the ends of the earth to be with me. I used to tease
         her, tell her I would run away in the night just to test her, just to see if she would come looking.
      

      
      She said that if she woke in the middle of the night and indeed found me gone, she would cry a river of tears for me, and
         follow that river wherever it might lead her. She said she would wear out iron shoes as she climbed over glass mountains to
         find me, she would wander the whole wide world, just to hear news of my fate, until the clothes on her back were nothing but
         rags and tatters. She said that if she could not find me then she would go to the cold, cold waters at the edge of the world
         and beg the ferrymen to carry her over into the land of the dead. She said she would walk through fields of ash and bones
         to seek me out and bring me home. I laughed at her absurd tales and told her that sometimes I wished I could believe in the
         fantastic things she said, that I could see the world as she did, full of charm and magic. She threw one of her favourite
         fairytale phrases back at me.
      

      
      ‘Be careful what you wish for,’ she said. ‘It might come true.’

      
      ‘And what about you?’ she said. ‘What would you do for me?’

      
      Stoned challenges whispered in my mother’s garden.

      
      I could only ever tell her the truth. ‘I’ll love you for ever and never leave you.’

      
      ‘Oh, will you? Well, that’s hardly original, is it?’

      
      But I meant every word.

      
      During those limbo days, the tube map was a map of loyalties, a battleplan to be tested. She would trace a coloured line round
         and round with her slender fingers, giggling up at me, and say, ‘Look, they’re every colour of the rainbow. One colour for
         every mood. I don’t like the black bit we’re in now. Promise me we won’t stay anywhere on this bad black line. We have to
         live somewhere here,’ she said, pointing out the curves and corners of the District Line. ‘We should live here, somewhere
         right here on this very green line.’
      

      
      To an extent, I saw her point of view. It was black and difficult staying in my mother’s house.

      
      We were placed in separate rooms, with the familiar justification ‘Not under my roof.’ The more nights I slept in my teenage
         room, the more I felt as if I was shrinking to fit it. I became adolescent around her, stammering and blushing at her touch.
         It wasn’t a good arrangement. We would wait until my mother was asleep and take turns to corridor-creep the dangerous steps
         between our rooms. I preferred it when she came to me. I would lie awake straining for the sound of my door opening and watch
         her slipping quickly round the shaft of light. I can’t explain how strange it was to have her there, in a room crammed full
         of reminders from another time – reminders of the shadow of a person I was before we met. She laughed at my trembling hands,
         thinking I was scared of discovery. ‘Don’t be such a mummy’s boy,’ she would say. ‘Let her hear us. I don’t care.’
      

      
      But we weren’t so daring. We would break apart before dawn. I would snatch a few hours’ sleep, pressed up against the wall
         that divided us, trying to catch her heartbeat through the plywood.
      

      
      Squashed together in that small house, we were hemmed in by the listening walls. If my mother’s jealousies seem unreasonable,
         it’s only fair to say that they were part of a wider picture. Part of an entirely different desertion.
      

      
      My father had been a shadowy figure all my life, appearing on cue for birthdays, all generosity and laughter for a couple
         of hours before he slipped away. When I was young my mother romanticised him, saying he was an amazing man, an explorer of
         foreign lands, and all the presents he brought back for me proved this theory. But by my teenage years my mother could only
         refer to him as a selfish careless bastard. My father the property developer, with his love for warmer climates and younger
         women.
      

      
      Whatever dreams he was chasing, my mother couldn’t keep up. The visits stopped, and there were no more exotic gifts waiting
         for me on birthday mornings. My mother told me he had some sickness of the mind that made him forget us completely, that he
         had used up all his love for us and was never coming back. For months and months afterwards, I was haunted by nightmares where
         I would be for ever wandering through strange lands in search of my father. I would stumble into Aztec ruins, I would scale
         the highest peaks, I would swim savage oceans, calling for him to come home.
      

      
      I was sixteen when he died of a heart attack. He left my mother nothing, but I inherited a small fortune. He stipulated I
         should use it to make myself a man, to get some independence. But I was scared what kind of man I might become: if I took
         that money and followed in his footsteps, would I be condemned to live out my life on foreign shores and never make it back
         home? I saved the money, and carried on living the same safe life I always had. Until I met her, and saw I had a future I
         could invest in.
      

      
      So, with her by my side, I took my father’s legacy seriously, and set out to find us a home. At first I wouldn’t listen to
         her ridiculous demands. I was the voice of reason, forcing her onto tubes, taking her to the wealthy world of west London,
         pushing our way through markets on Portobello Road in pursuit of what had always been my dream houses: those large white mansions
         with front doors that dwarf you, porches with huge pillars that could almost be made of marble. I wanted to give her a rich
         man’s abode, a home she could be proud of. A style my father loved to emulate in foreign lands. As a child, I fell in love
         with glossy magazine photographs my mother had kept. My eternally young father, standing in front of a huge white house, with
         the blue sky above him and the great sea behind.
      

      
      But even with all that money, we couldn’t come close to such aspirations. We could only afford damp basement flats with postage-stamp-sized
         gardens. In any case, I had grossly misjudged her taste – she hated every property we saw, she said it felt like I was trying
         to force her to live underground. She said once that she could feel the weight of the rest of the building pressing down on
         top of her, crushing her. And even more she hated the people: they all seemed so polished and proud.
      

      
      It was part of what I loved about her, the way she wore her emotions like a second skin, and I would never have forced her
         into a place that made her unhappy.
      

      
      So I abandoned my dreams and instead took her east, past the Square Mile and out into the busy streets of Whitechapel and
         Bethnal Green. I explained the different territories of London to her: the way that the river cuts the city in two, creating
         a stand-off between north and south Londoners. Although when she asked what the different places meant, I couldn’t really
         tell her. I told her how the west was rich and the east was poor: that was how it had always been – class and social history
         dictated value beyond reason and sense. And when we arrived in the east, the estate agent proved my theory: here we could
         buy a house with a huge garden, we could live within walking distance of canals and she could spend her days serenading the
         swans, teaching them to eat from her hand.
      

      
      But she hated this side of London just the same, although for different reasons. She said it was a half-blasted terrain, that
         the modern houses we were offered lacked any history. She said that living there would be living on a wounded landscape: the
         mismatched architecture and open parks served only to remind her of all the bombs that had fallen. And to her the green spaces,
         with their trimmed hedges and their ordered flowerbeds, were a statement of submission, nature tamed and tidied. I could have
         bought her a mansion there, but she would not have stayed.
      

      
      We argued about it on the tube on the way back. I told her she was being ridiculous, it didn’t matter all that much where
         we happened to end up. We were looking for a home and the home would be whatever we made it.
      

      
      She didn’t agree. She said we had to be sure we had very good foundations. She said it was a matter of instinct and that I
         should trust hers – she would know when we found the house that was meant for us.
      

      
      We spent the evening negotiating, sitting in the garden with the tube map spread between us again. It was a map I barely recognised,
         with so many areas crossed out in her black marker-pen strokes. The only line that really stood out now was the District Line,
         the mischievous branch that divides at Earl’s Court and pushes through Putney, Southfields, right down to Wimbledon. It curls
         off on the lower left-hand side of the page, like a green sapling shoot.
      

      
      I was still reluctant to cross the river. But she was insistent: ‘Please, let’s try this very green line. I’m sure this is
         where we should be.’
      

      
      By then her hatred of the London I knew was beginning to frighten me. What if my love wasn’t strong enough to compensate for
         all the ugliness and the noise? In addition, I was pulled apart by my mother’s silent judgements. I recognised it was no bad
         thing to put the length and breadth of London between what I had come to think of as my two families. I listened carefully
         to what she was asking of me, negotiated the loan of my mother’s car and we drew up a plan of escape.
      

      
      I had never navigated across London before, and it was a difficult drive. We left the bustle of north London behind us, pubs
         and steel-shuttered shops jostling for pavement space. She couldn’t stop laughing as we raced down the Holloway Road, she
         kept on telling me that we were breaking free. Every time we stopped at traffic lights she would cover me with kisses, telling
         me to have courage, we were off on an adventure, off to find our right and proper place. I tried to take cunning short-cuts
         along side-streets, but was thrown by the one-way systems and instead emerged on to Bishopsgate. The tower blocks rose up
         all around, reflecting the grey day. We got caught in a predictable gridlock, cars snarling on all sides. As the traffic shifted
         gradually, reflections flowed into each other. Warped by the architecture we were the abdomen of an elongated creature that
         slid its lazy way around the sides of the ring of steel.
      

      
      She didn’t like it at all. ‘What the fuck is the point of all this?’ she said. ‘How can people live like this?’

      
      I took her over London Bridge, to give her the whole panorama, pointed out Tower Bridge and all the other landmarks, trying
         to share some of the history of this city that I loved. We were suspended, for a second, above the water. She wasn’t impressed.
      

      
      ‘That’s not a river. It’s a brown creeping disease.’

      
      I followed the signposts that led us further and further south. We navigated our way past the Elephant and Castle, past Clapham
         and Wandsworth until Wimbledon Common opened up before us like a blessing.
      

      
      We caught tantalising glimpses of tall trees standing proud above the fences. She wound down the window and leaned out dangerously.
         The streets were wide and the air was clean and there seemed to be just that little bit more sky. The sun came out and shone
         in our honour. And her hair, caught in that light, was soft-winnowing and golden. Her broad-beaming smile lit up her entire
         face. In this open part of London, she was suddenly back to her old self, full of laughter and promises.
      

      
      ‘Let’s stay here tonight,’ I said. ‘Let’s never go back.’

      
      We found a bed and breakfast and booked a room for the week. My first investment. There and then. I could be as spontaneous
         as her, given encouragement, and she did always encourage me.
      

      
      A room of our own. A taste of what was to come.
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