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      For Jonathan Aseibiri Gbenekama

      (my favourite dance partner)

   
      ‘Dancing is just discovery, discovery, discovery.’

      Dance guru Martha Graham
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      PROLOGUE

      Meet Carmen and Beth, aged eight. They won’t actually meet each other for another twenty years but on this particular Saturday
         night, way past their official bedtime, they have the same dream: to step away from the humdrumness of their suburban weekend
         and enter the twirly-sparkly TV wonderland that is Come Dancing.
      

      Beth longs for the day when she has a number pinned to her back and a trophy raised above her head. Carmen can’t wait until
         she’s pretty enough to wear a bubblegum pink gown with a calf-tickling marabou feather trim, although she suspects that aquamarine
         is more her colour.
      

      With just minutes to go before the opening credits, each girl has a different pre-show ritual: Beth is limbering up her dolls
         with arm windmills, toe touches and head rotations. She understands that it’s all too easy to crick your neck when ratcheting
         it into position for the foxtrot, that peculiar pose where the woman looks like she’s been partially adjusted by a chiropractor
         and then frozen...
      

      Beth had been having trouble getting the angle right until her mother explained it thus: ‘Imagine your arms are the curve
         of a martini glass and your head is the olive, resting on the rim.’
      

      She never was one for age-appropriate metaphors, Mrs Harding. But she does have an extensive array of perfumes in old-fashioned
         bottles with pumps and tassels and so each doll gets its own signature squirt before they step into the spotlight.
      

      Meanwhile, some way across town, Carmen is creeping down the stairs hoping not to wake the sleeping beastie guarding the TV,
         a.k.a her gin-soaked dad.
      

      Each week she has the same palpitations, convinced even the squeak of the carpet might wake him. Oh-so-tentatively she lowers
         the volume, hoping to ease the transition from the agitated commentary of Match of the Day to the serene strings of the Viennese Waltz. She checks once more on the rhythm of her father’s snore and then lays out her
         art pad and set of coloured felt-tip pens – a rainbow range as long as a piano keyboard. Her fingers hover eagerly over them,
         not knowing whether she will be called upon to reach left for the pale lemon or far right for African violet...
      

      The dancers are so close now she can practically smell the Elnett.

      ‘Oooohhh!’ the girls sigh in unwitting unison as the reams of chiffon begin to undulate and flounce in perfect synchronisation.

      As Carmen’s pen moves around the page so Beth moves around her room, mimicking the dips and skips and giving her own scores
         to Manchester and the Home Counties.
      

      For the duration of the programme life is perfect. No one yells, no one cries and everyone looks like a princess.

      It is very clear to these two young girls that life gets a lot more glamorous when you are a grown-up.

      ‘I can’t wait!’ they squeak as they snug into their respective pillows. ‘I can’t wait until I’m old enough to have a dream-come-true!’

   
      1

      ‘YOUCH!’ shrieks Aurelia. ‘This is meant to be a costume fitting not an acupuncture session! You do this practically every
         week, Carmen!’
      

      I want to tell the West End’s leading lady that we wouldn’t have to make such frequent adjustments to the black taffeta waistline
         if her weight wasn’t always yo-yo-ing to such extremes but she’s right, it is my fault. Ever since my split from Lee, I’ve
         been overwhelmed with tears at the most inconvenient times and when I well up the line between flesh and fabric blurs.
      

      ‘Perhaps our eyes need to be washed by our tears once in a while, so that we can see life with a clearer view.’ My best friend,
         Beth, recently offered consolation via quotation.
      

      It was certainly a nice idea but the fact is I’m more confused and in the dark than ever. Wasn’t splitting up meant to be
         liberating? Wasn’t this supposed to be the right thing, the only thing to do? I don’t know quite how this is possible but I actually feel worse.
      

      I’m just thankful that the show ends its run next week – putting on a brave face every night is so wearing, though I’ve now
         realised that if I keep a set of pins in my mouth, no one expects me to smile.
      

      ‘OWWWW!’

      I’ve done it again. This time was actually on purpose. I need Aurelia out of my sewing room so I can get on with finishing
         Beth’s new dance outfit. It’s not quite the dazzler I would have liked but it’s been a while since I worked on a production
         with any colour or pizazz so I’ve had to get resourceful with the rather drab palette of this period drama.
      

      ‘Okay, let’s have a look at you!’

      I step away from the sewing machine and hold up the lavishly-corseted take on a Victorian chambermaid’s outfit.

      Although it’s a surprise for Beth, I know her measurements so well these flirty frills should sit exactly at her hip and bounce
         with every step she takes. Equal parts sexy and cute. Perfect!
      

      I’m reaching under the desk for a bag to protect my handiwork from the elements when Toby, one of the dressers, enters the
         room.
      

      ‘Oh my God, is there a little person joining the show?’

      ‘It’s for Beth,’ I tut, prising the ruffles away from his grasp.

      ‘Oh, that’s a shame, I’d love to have seen Dame Judi in that!’ He hops up onto the counter top. ‘So what’s her new job?’

      My eyes light up. ‘Picture velvet booths, a live band and a woman sashaying on stage, slowly peeling off a long satin glove—’

      ‘Burlesque?’ he gasps.

      ‘Yes!’

      ‘Beth?!’
      

      I must confess I’d had the same initial reaction. I mean it’s obvious why they’d pay her over the odds – it’s not often you
         find a real-life platinum blonde Vargas Girl who happens to have the elegance and flexibility of a classically-trained dancer
         – but she’s always been staunchly against anything stripperesque.
      

      ‘Remember last year – she wouldn’t even jump out of that footballer’s birthday cake and he was offering £500 for one quick
         “Ta-daaaa!”’ Toby reminds me.
      

      ‘Yes, but they wanted her to wear a bra made out of two halves of a football. This place is pure sophistication,’ I assure
         him, just as Beth assured me. ‘All the women receive a corsage when they enter, every man is in a tux and the band-leader
         looks like George Clooney!’ I recall her words. ‘It’s pink champagne and tinkling laughter all the way – just how we always
         wished London nightlife would be!’
      

      ‘Sounds like heaven!’ Toby succumbs to the sell. ‘You have to do her a number in baby blue satin next, she’ll look a total
         doll. So what’s the name of the club?’ He prepares to tap the details into his iPhone.
      

      ‘Peep!’ I peep. ‘Isn’t that cute?’

      Toby’s face drops. ‘Peep on Pimm Street?’

      ‘Yes,’ I cheer, reaching for my coat. ‘I’m going there now to surprise her.’

      ‘Girl, I think you might be the one getting the surprise.’ Toby puts his phone back in his pocket and prepares to exit.

      ‘Not so fast!’ I pull him back by his faux-schoolboy sweater. ‘What do you know that I don’t?’

      He appears conflicted.

      ‘Toby... ?’ I adopt my ‘tell Mummy the truth now’ tone.

      ‘Look, I hate to ruin your illusions – or Beth’s for that matter – but that place...’ He gives me an apologetic grimace.
         ‘Less Dita Von Teese, more Venereal Disease!’
      

      ‘Oh gross!’ I push him away. ‘You must have it confused with somewhere else.’

      ‘You do know Pimm Street is only about three buildings long?’ he asserts. ‘And I know I’m not muddling it up with the classy
         joint next door because, trust me, there is no classy joint next door.’
      

      ‘Is it really that bad?’

      ‘Sticky floors, drink scams... There’s nothing to set it apart from all the other Soho dives, except the DJ is supposed to
         be slamming.’
      

      This doesn’t make any sense. ‘But she turned down an eight-month cruise ship contract for this job!’

      He looks unconvinced. ‘You’re sure it wasn’t a P&O ferry?’

      I narrow my eyes. ‘It was a luxury liner in the Caribbean. You remember the pictures from her last trip – it was like a floating
         Versace mansion!’
      

      ‘Then I don’t know what to tell you. Except maybe you shouldn’t go there tonight. If for some reason she wants you to think—’

      ‘Are you crazy?’ I cut in, pushing past him to get to the door. ‘If it’s anything near as scuzzy as you say, I have to get
         her out of there.’
      

      ‘Don’t forget your hand sanitiser,’ Toby calls after me. Which really doesn’t help.

      As I bear headfirst through the West End crowds and splattering rain, I try to come up with some rational explanation for
         why Beth would choose a seedy club over St Kitts? Why would she lie about getting a better offer here in town? And how could
         she think she was going to get away with hiding the truth for any length of time? She said she didn’t want me to visit until
         her routine was perfect but she’s such a quick study that would really only buy her a week.
      

      Of course, if someone was guessing why I’d done something disturbingly out-of-character they would suspect a man but that’s
         never the case with Beth. Her mum gave up her dancing career for marriage and motherhood and then spent the next thirty years
         drinking away her regrets. (Booze of choice: vodka from her native Ukraine.) As a consequence, Beth swore she’d resist all
         romantic entangle­ments until she’d ‘made it’.
      

      And as that status eluded Beth, so she eluded her suitors.

      Naturally there has been the occasional fling but, nine times out of ten, she dismisses those proffering hearts and flowers
         without even the promise of a call-back. I guess it somehow redresses all the rejections in her career. But as much as I wish
         she’d give these men more of a chance, it also makes it all the more unlikely that she has accidentally pledged herself to
         an underworld pimp.
      

      ‘Do You Love Me?’ A group of girls howl at the moon as they stumble out of Dirty Dancing: The Musical.
      

      I miss that show. Not least because that is where Beth and I first met...

      ‘Snap!’ I cheered as my last chorus-girl costume fitting of the day skipped into Wardrobe sporting the same white plimsolls
         as me.
      

      ‘Don’t you just love this look?’ Beth struck a coy toes-together pose. ‘It’s so innocent!’

      ‘Wait ’til you see the watermelon print fabric I’ve found!’ I scrabbled for the roll.

      ‘Whatever you put me in will be some kind of wonderful,’ she trilled. ‘I’m just happy I can finally ditch the minimiser bra!’

      She was right about the brief to let her curves show: there was no need for her to blend in with an identikit chorus here,
         the choreographer actually wanted the background dancers to look as real and individual as possible.
      

      ‘You wouldn’t believe what a burden these have been until now,’ Beth confided as my tape measure encircled her upper body,
         relating how she was on course for the Royal Ballet School until the summer holiday her teenage chest inflated like a life-vest.
      

      ‘Nowhere to hide in a pastel pink leotard,’ I tutted.

      ‘Exactly!’ she confirmed. ‘Madame Celeriac took one look at me and then shooshed me out of the studio as if my new-found cleavage
         might be contagious!’
      

      ‘Seriously? That was it?’

      Beth nodded. ‘She told me I would be more “comfortable” in the Jazz and Tap department. When I protested, she said, “Your body has decreed it!”’
      

      She may have been laughing as she mimicked the severity of her teacher but I could only imagine how crushing it must have
         been to be dismissed after all those years of intensive training.
      

      ‘You know who kept me going?’

      I expect her to say her mother but in fact she credits Canadian dance legend Miriam Gilbert.

      ‘You know Miriam Gilbert?’ I gawped. ‘I love her!’

      She’s got to be nearly sixty now and last time I saw her was a few years back as a highly impassioned judge on a TV dance
         competition recreating scenes from her most famous movies.
      

      ‘I thought she was practically a recluse these days?’

      ‘That’s what I hear too and it’s not like I’ve ever actually met her, she’s just the woman I admire the most in the business.’
         She leaned in closer. ‘I’ve actually got this little shrine dedicated to her – all her interview clippings and DVDs.’
      

      ‘Her movies are the best,’ I confirmed. ‘You can’t beat the Once More With Feeling trilogy.’
      

      ‘I know!’ Beth cheered. ‘I always watch that when I’m feeling down. Anyway, I really feel my luck is changing now!’ she asserted.
         ‘I mean, does it get any better than Dirty Dancing?’
      

      I felt the same way. After years of assisting, this was my first big break since completing my BA in Costume for Performance.
         Come to think of it, I had yet to toast my new success...
      

      ‘Here, switch those plimsolls for these heels,’ I said, sourcing two pairs of strappy silver dance shoes and slotting my own
         feet into the second. ‘I think this calls for a celebration!’
      

      Sipping lychee martinis at the Art Deco cocktail bar next door, we shared backstage gossip from all our previous shows, gleefully
         calling ‘Snap!’ again as we realised just how many people had overlapped in our lives. By the third martini we’d traced our
         career paths back to our eight-year-old selves watching Come Dancing.
      

      ‘My dad could never understand why I would spend the last of my pocket money on satin-faced organza,’ I chuckled. ‘He said
         my Sindy doll was better dressed than I was.’
      

      ‘Oh my God!’ Beth hooted. ‘You’ve just reminded me I actually had a Barbie dress copied for one competition. And if that wasn’t
         enough, I stuck sequins on the paper number on my back!’ Her eyes got a little misty. ‘You know my one big regret? When I
         got ejected from the ballet studio, I wanted to go back to my first love of ballroom but my mother said there was no living
         to be earned there.’
      

      I clunked my forehead, picturing Beth fitting so perfectly alongside the glittering cast of Strictly, in particular, Ola Jordan, or ‘Exhibit C cup’ as Beth had dubbed her.
      

      ‘To think it could have been you on the cover of Woman’s Own!’ I wailed. ‘You might have even fallen in love with your celebrity partner!’
      

      ‘And then we could’ve adopted orphaned children from around the world to create our very own formation dance team!’ Beth chuckled
         as she reached for her glass. ‘You know, I have to say, it’s very refreshing to talk to someone who’s not bent over flexing
         their toes while you’re speaking to them.’
      

      ‘You need never worry about that happening with me,’ I confirmed with a chink.

      It’s curious to think that Beth was the serious one back then. Until we met, she had such tunnel-vision regarding dancing
         that every Sunday activity I suggested – be it a Eurostar trip to Brussels or a stroll around the National Portrait Gallery
         – was a whole new experience for her. Even though we were the same age, I felt like her older sister, showing her the wider
         world.
      

      Those were fun days. We always seemed be laughing ourselves silly about something. Either that or sipping after-show hot chocolates
         on Old Compton Street, huddled over our wishlists. Beth was big on these: ‘“Without leaps of the imagination, or dreaming,
         we lose the excitement of possibilities,”’ she would quote the wonderfully bold feminist, Gloria Steinem, whenever possible.
         ‘“Dreaming, after all, is a form of planning.”’
      

      Number one on her list: a leading role. For me? A leading man.

      And then one day it seemed as if these wishes might just come true.

      It was an otherwise unremarkable Wednesday night when the director asked Beth to hang back after the show and then told her
         he was considering her for the role of Penny – more dancing than acting and, let’s face it, who better than Beth to ‘shake
         her maracas’?
      

      When the official nod came, we set to work on the creation of a show-stopping red dress – experimenting with endless textures
         and silhouettes, eager to create an outfit that further enhanced the dance, one that somehow accentuated the speed of the
         spins and would fall sensuously away to reveal Beth’s balletic leg extension when she placed her heel on Johnny’s shoulder.
      

      ‘This is it,’ she beamed when we finally got it right. ‘This is my star-is-born dress!’ Then she looked at me, confident as
         anything, and said, ‘Now it’s your turn.’
      

      And the very next day, along came Lee.

      The prop department had been looking to get real vintage cars on stage – the Houseman’s ’63 Oldsmobile Dynamic and Johnny’s
         ’57 Chevrolet Bel Air – and Lee was the man who could make that happen.
      

      ‘Carmen, meet the Car Man,’ the prop man quipped.

      It seemed like fate. You could practically hear the engine revving every time we looked at each other. A brief chat about
         the interior colour schemes and he was asking me on a date. And then another and another.
      

      ‘So it’s finally happened!’ Beth cheered at the news. ‘I’ve got my dream role and you’ve got your dream lover!’

      For three weeks we were on a high. Beth was rehearsing every available hour, eager that her debut as Penny would be received
         with ovation rapture, while I was spending every spare moment with Lee – his vintage Buick purring at the stage door each
         night, ready to glide me home. He was the first man I’d ever actually slept all night entwined with. (Normally I’d wake up
         on the far side of the bed, or unable to sleep at all.) I’d never had a boyfriend who wanted to see so much of me, or who
         actually seemed in it for the long haul. I couldn’t believe my luck.
      

      And then came what was due to be Beth’s last Saturday night as chorus – the night of her accident. Not that it was really
         her accident at all, she was an innocent bystander. Baby went for her iconic ‘Time of Your Life’ lift, Johnny’s knee gave way and sent her diving over his head into Beth, who broke Baby’s fall and two of her own ribs.
      

      The pain didn’t even register on her face, all I saw as she was slotted into the back of the ambulance was the awful realisation
         that her chance at the big-time was gone.
      

      Shortly after she went home to recuperate, my life also took a downturn, though in a much more slow-burn way.

      I don’t say any of this to garner sympathy. If anything, you’ll want to stick a few pins in me. I just want you to understand
         my frame of mind at this time. So how best do I explain?
      

      Imagine having to choose between two men...

      The first is protectively broad with playful denim blue eyes, an arousingly deep rumble of a voice and the sweetest of kisses.
         He’s a little bit rock’n’roll but a homebody at heart and makes the best Sunday breakfasts, smells delicious without wearing
         any aftershave and is never shy of saying, ‘I love you!’
      

      And in his arms all your troubles – past, present and future – simply melt away...

      The second is surly, undermining, demeaning, quick-tempered, prone to lewd comments, drunk-driving and humiliating you in
         front of your friends and colleagues.
      

      The choice is obvious, of course. What person in their right mind would want to be with the second option?

      But what if these particular characteristics and foibles belong to the same person? What if the man who has the ability to make you feel so cherished is also the one who leaves you tear-stained and
         bewildered. Then what would you do?
      

      You’d leave him. You’d have to. Only a masochist would stay.

      Or so I thought.

      That was before I was privy to all the subtle slidings that can occur – compliments were replaced by reminders that he didn’t
         want a ‘fat girlfriend’ every time so much as a Malteser would pass my lips. He stopped texting cuteness and started answering
         the phone to me with a barked ‘Go!’ When I’d welcome him with open arms, he’d stride past me with a dismissive ‘Not now.’ Somehow I’d gone from being the person
         he wanted to spend every spare minute with to an irritating waste of time.
      

      Obviously I thought he wanted to break up but no, he said he had marriage in mind.

      ‘Surely you wouldn’t even consider it?’ Beth was scandalised.

      ‘Well I’m not exactly getting a lot of other offers.’

      ‘Carmen, he left you alone on your birthday to play football with his mates.’

      ‘Well, I knew he’d just feel he was missing out if he stayed in with me. I didn’t want to be around him if he was all grumpy.’

      ‘It doesn’t worry you that his moods seem to be getting worse?’

      ‘He’d never be violent towards me, if that’s what you’re implying.’

      ‘What about the time he said he wanted to beat you with a baseball bat?’

      ‘Oh, he was really drunk when he said that.’

      ‘What a novelty!’

      I couldn’t deny that his drinking was excessive. One soul-searching night he told me he was afraid he was an alcoholic. His
         vulnerability touched me. I wanted to help him face his demons.
      

      ‘You know it’s not your job to save him, Carmen.’ Beth was beyond exasperated. ‘I really don’t know why you stay.’

      ‘Because I remember how sweet he was at the beginning,’ I told her. ‘I know he has it in him to be wonderful. If I could just
         figure out what I’m doing that’s triggering him—’
      

      ‘Don’t you go taking the blame for his bad behaviour!’

      I didn’t reply. Part of me wanted the fault to be mine – if my ineptitude was the root cause then maybe there was still hope,
         maybe I could fix it. Then one day I was online searching for relationship advice and I came across a quiz on Verbal Abuse.
         I took it and found I could tick eighteen out of twenty boxes.
      

      ‘What are you waiting for, a full house?’ Beth wanted to know.

      That night I sat him down and told him I couldn’t go on if he couldn’t be nicer to me. I couldn’t take the surliness, the
         foul language, the daily criticisms.
      

      ‘So it’s all me is it?’ He was instantly defensive. ‘You’re perfect and I’m the ogre? Well, for your information, this morning
         you left your dishes in the wrong side of the sink!’
      

      ‘What?’ I was stunned. Did he really consider the two things on a par?

      Maybe Beth was right. Maybe he was an incurable bully but I couldn’t possibly be the pathetic doormat in this scenario. I
         mean, let’s be frank – those kind of emotionally degrading relationships are the domain of the weak, meek and needy. I just
         didn’t fit the profile: I loved my job, had great friends and a wide streak of independence. I felt good about myself. Except
         in terms of love, of course. If you added up all my man encounters you would see that they would only account for a total
         of two years out of my thirteen of dating. Naturally, four thousand nights alone can take their toll but was I really so desperate
         to be wanted that I was willing to put up with the worst kind of behaviour from this man, simply because he said – over and
         again – that he loved me and would never leave me?
      

      The answer – in equal parts surprising and depressing – would appear to be ‘yes’.
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