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Le Danseur is the male equivalent to a Prima Ballerina in a corps de ballet.

Which means he gets to play the lead role.

I'll leave you to decide which one of the protagonists is the danseur of this story for you, as they both fill the role so perfectly...
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Content Warning

This novel contains mentions of eating disorders, self harm, suicide, abuse, domestic violence, rape. Reader discretion is advised.
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“DO YOU STILL WANT TO rent the house?”

I raise my head from the steaming mug of coffee I've been nursing, lock eyes with Sherry, though it was her boyfriend who spoke.

“Jai,” he insists, “do you still want to rent the house?”

“Sure,” I answer. “Too big for me to live there on my own.”

Fuck, why does it still have to hurt so much? Every single day in that place is hell. It's far from a haven, which must be what Allen intended, when he left me the place. Left me. He didn't have to; we were married, after all, I'd always stand to inherit. Fuck, I miss him; how twisted is that? Every single day, while I go about my life, doing the shit we used to do together, I miss him. I wake up in a cold bed, his side is empty, and I miss him. I make breakfast, drink his favourite tea in his favourite mug, and I miss him. I brush my teeth, his toothbrush still there, his shaving cream, his aftershave, all to remind me he used to be here, and I miss him. I miss him when I shower, when I take a leak and he's not there ogling me, when I get dressed and his side of the wardrobe still carries his suits, his crisp shirts, his ties.

I miss him; I miss him; I miss him - like a fucking broken record in my head. He used to listen to records, who the hell still does that?

It's been eight months, and I miss him like it was yesterday.

Or maybe it's just guilt.

Maybe I miss that familiar feeling of being afraid.

“Is it still listed with Ravers'?” JunJie insists, and I'm forced back to the present with a bodily ache.

I run my hands through overgrown hair that I should really get cut but can't be bothered, and nod. “Sherry can handle it. Why are you asking?”

Sherry's, like, my best friend. JunJie's her boyfriend, so he's a friend too, though I met him through her. My Mum used to clean Sherry's father's house, and it was he who got me my first job, part-time at Ravers', a property management company. Her Dad owns half of it, and has been grooming her to take up his place, but she's not very keen. I want her to handle this for me, though, she's the only person I trust for that. 

“Think I may have found you a lodger.”

My head snaps up, and now I do face JunJie. “Huh?”

He grins, shakes his head. “My uncle.”

“Didn't even know you had one.”

“Oh, he does,” Sherry adds, “and a hot one, at that.”

JunJie shoves her a little, both laughing, I bet it's a standing joke between them. Sherry's a bit of a tease with him, and JunJie loves that.

“Do tell,” I nudge, trying to keep my mind from the past. “You have a hot uncle? Think I can rent the place to a hot man. This town could do with good looking blokes, seeing we have a scarcity of that.”

“I'm good looking,” he says.

“And you're also taken. You think he might want to rent the place? Where does he live, nearby?”

JunJie shares a flat with Sherry, but he used to live in campus. This town is pretty close to one of the best universities in the UK, so housing facilities are always in demand. I thought I'd have rented the blasted house by now, but it's mostly students who want to rent, and I don't fancy having it turned into party central. I want someone responsible, a family, perhaps. Or someone like Allen. Was hoping the cardiologist who took up his job at the local hospital might want to move in, but he had his own place already, so I got stuck there. With all the memories. With all the empty hours ahead. With all those ghosts.

Fuck, I so don't want to think about it. Why did that stupid man had to take that fucking slope and get himself killed? He was always reckless, never really took proper care of himself. He never took good care of anyone, to be fair, but I was provided for and never had to think about anything. He sorted it all for me, and I guess that's what I miss the most. Someone to sort things out for me, so I didn't have to. As long as I did what he said, I'd be fine.

“No,” Sherry says, “lives in China.”

Now they caught my attention. “In China? What does he want to do in the UK? Moving here? Does he work with your Dad?”

JunJie's father is some sort of a hotshot lawyer in Beijing, from what I get. Celebrity agent, I think, never really paid much attention to that. Sherry mentioned it a few times, but it's slipped my mind. JunJie laughs.

“In a manner, yes. Dad represents him.”

“Big star in China, he is. Dancer, actor, TV host.”

My eyes widen, I wasn't expecting that. Big star in China and wants to come over to Europe for what, may I ask?

“What's his name?”

“Lin DaoShi.” 

My mouth drops. “No fucking way. Lin DaoShi's your uncle? No way.”

“You know who he is?”

“I'm not completely vacant, am I? Mum was Chinese, after all.”

“She was British,” Sherry says, and my eyes throw daggers at her.

Sure, she was a British citizen, as am I, but of Chinese descent. Her parents were Chinese, so were her grandparents. No, her grandmother was Irish, and I was never allowed to forget that. Apparently, it's why my skin is so pale. Still, my grandparents made sure I grew up surrounded by Chinese culture as much as British. I can speak Chinese, I can write and read it too, and I've watched far more Chinese TV than British, I think. Of course I know who Lin DaoShi is, ever since I was what? Ten? He won a talent show here in the UK, after all, a dance contest of sorts. I still remember it; he performed a solo from La Sylphide and it was unforgettable. I wanted to get into dancing after watching it, and wouldn't shut up, so my mother enrolled me at a dance school. Not that I was very good, not like Lin DaoShi, at least.

“Why would your uncle want to come to the UK? Is he going to apply to another dance contest?” I joke, Lin DaoShi doesn't need to enter talent contests anymore.

JunJie looks downtrodden, and I realise something serious lies behind this. I try to think back on any threads I've seen on social media, can't really remember any that concern him. There was something a few years back, a broken engagement, I think; then the usual threads about performances and work. Wasn't he the lead dancer at ShouTien Dance Company? I know he was a mentor on that Chinese dance show, StepStep China, though I didn't watch it. Watched one of his dramas, though, bloke's a really good actor. And Sherry's right, he is hot.

“He had an accident, is still recovering. Needs a place to stay where he isn't constantly hounded by fans and media, you know? He's not in a good place, right now, mentally, and being in China isn't helping.”

“Sounds serious.” Serious enough to at least take my mind off my own inexistent problems.

“Fell off a horse while filming his latest drama, was unconscious for a while, then there were problems with his disks and joints, I think. His leg wasn't working well, he's been in physical therapy and whatnot, but... man's over thirty, been dancing since he was four-years-old, of course his body's got to give in, at some point. Can't expect it to recover as quickly as when he was twenty.”

“I remember when he danced on that show,” I whisper, head lost in memories of Lin DaoShi's performance. “Must have been what, twenty?”

“He was eighteen. Fuck, you watched that? You know he won a dance scholarship at fifteen, moved here so he could take it? On his own. Must have been hard, Granddad had already passed away, Dad said he didn't want to come, didn't want to leave Grandma, but they made him take the scholarship. Because he was so good at it.”

I nod, he was indeed good, but it's like JunJie said, age will fuck you up, and your body won't respond the same at thirty as it did at twenty. Just look at Allen, fifty-one-years-old and acting as if he was my age. Of course he'd run into trouble, one day. I just wish it hadn't killed him, I think.

“If you think my place is what he's looking for, go for it, JunJie. The dance studio might even come in handy.”

He laughs, finishes his drink. “That's exactly why I thought of your house, the damn dance studio. Which you don't even use.”

Yeah, what for? It's not like I took dancing very seriously, is it? Nor could I afford to, not with all the happened. Allen had the conservatory turned into a dance studio because he knew I enjoyed dancing, and thought it might help me recover. It did help, for a while, but I haven't been able to set foot in it these past eight months. 

“I'll give him a call,” JunJie says. “Wasn't too keen on coming back to the UK, said he'd rather go to Paris, but Dad thinks it'll help with his mindset. Seeing we're all holders of a British passport, it's easier to relocate him here for a few months.”

“You were all born in Hong Kong? Thought it was only you.”

“All Hong Kong born and raised. Dad only moved to Mainland China when Shūshu returned from Europe and was offered the spot of lead dancer on one of the major dance companies. That's when Dad started managing his career, too, Shūshu has no head for that.”

“And you're going to follow on your Dad's footsteps?”

“Why not? It's what I want to do. It's why I came here to study. Anyway, if Shūshu's interested, do you mind if I come over and take a few pictures I can send him? Are you keeping it as it is, the same furniture?”

“Course I am, why would I change it? Allen had impeccable taste. Let me know when you want to come over so I can get Leandra to help me clean the place up.”

“Will do. Gotta run, now, or I'll be late for class.” JunJie leans over to place a hasty kiss upon Sher's lips, and I find myself resenting them, jealous and aching for someone to kiss me.

What shocks me the most is this someone isn't necessarily Allen. What kind of person does that make me, I wonder? I claim to miss my late husband to the point I can't move on with my life, but when I daydream of someone to love me, it's not him I picture in my mind's eye. It's no one in specific; to be honest, all I wish is that I could bring myself to fall in love with someone.

Because I sure wasn't in love with Allen.

––––––––
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Music blasts from the tiny iPod; we dance around the kitchen like silly mutts. Leandra always listens to music while working, and I kind of grew up to the sound of her Brazilian artists. There's a few I particularly like; she used to drive me to school with the car stereo blasting eighties' tunes, and I became familiar with those old bands and a few more modern ones.

Leandra and my mother worked together, cleaning houses and businesses around town. Mum didn't have a driver's license, but Lee does, so they scraped and saved to buy a van and she used to drive me around, when I was younger. When Lee came into our lives, I must have been twelve, thirteen, she'd just arrived from Brazil, full of dreams and hopes, only to find them crushed after a few months. She was going through a rough patch; we were going through a lot at the time, too. Grandfather had just passed away, leaving behind a world of debt and a dying takeaway business, Grandmother had been diagnosed with dementia. Mum was really going desperate, at the time, and when Leandra walked into the takeaway shop begging for a job, I swear it was the universe working to ease my mother's life just a tiny bit. Because it was going to get so much worse in the years to come.

At least she had some joy, for a while. At least she left believing I was taken care of; she had absolute faith in Allen. Knowing I'd married him was such a comfort, in those days before she passed away. Allen was such a comfort, in those terrible months before she passed away. He and Leandra, both. I steal a glance at her, dancing and cleaning at the same time, light brown cheeks blushed, green eyes sparkling. She's still as beautiful at thirty-six as she was when I first met her, though she's worked her arse off and gave birth to two kids. I don't think I've ever seen her in a bad mood, she's always so joyous and full of energy. Noticing my stare, she winks and grabs my hands, twirling me in one of her samba moves. I can't help laughing, but then my eyes fall on the kitchen clock. The sound of a car coming up the driveway catches my ears, and I know they're here.

JunJie, Sherry, and the uncle. 

Come to see the house in person, so he can decide if the place suits him. From the way Sher talks of him, man must be an arrogant arsehole, much like JunJie's father. Must run in the family, I guess, JunJie also has a bit of an arrogant streak about him, one that tends to disappear whenever he's with Sherry. That boy worships the ground she walks upon.

“Jai, is that them? I better make myself scarce, then,” Lee says, and rushes to put away the cleaning implements. 

The way she knows this house so well tugs at my heart; she came in at least three mornings every week to clean for Allen. He wouldn't let me do any housework. Fuck, he wouldn't let me do much of anything other than fawn over him. I shake my head to drive away those memories, let Lee scoop me in her arms as she hugs me, place a kiss on the crown of her head – she's so small! She'd say I'm too tall, at six feet, but she's tiny. And at the same time, so big - her presence fills the entire house, and brings back my mother, who she loved as if her own. Tears sting the corner of my eyes, I don't want to think about this, I don't want to cry. I'm already far too emotional at the thought of having a stranger walk all through this house.

“Come on over, tonight,” Leandra whispers. “Don't be alone. Kids would love to see you.”

“Okay, I'll drop by. If you promise to feed me.”

She smiles and nods. “No time to change, now.” Her finger points up and down my body, and I follow it in consternation.

Not gonna pull a first good impression dressed like this, that's for sure. Trainers on my feet, jeans that are so ripped they leave my legs bare, a striped long sleeve tee that's seen better days. I was counting on at least having had the time to shower before they knocked, but it's not gonna happen. Lee rushes out the kitchen through the backyard, her van's parked on the side, near the garage. I run to the front door, bell ringing loudly. My heart suddenly decides to stampede, my gut aches; why am I this anxious? Why would I be nervous? 

I take a couple of deep, steadying breaths, pull up my best smile, and open the door, greeting the newcomers. My eyes swipe across JunJie and Sherry, barely seeing them. They come to rest upon the slim, stream-lined figure of a man who's at least half a head shorter than me, but manages to look as large as life. Despite being thin to the point of emaciation. It's just his aura, bigger than life, I guess.

Lin DaoShi is fucking hot, all right, he's one gorgeous bloke.

His eyes are brown, and so is his hair, perfectly combed away from a face that's made of angles but carries a softness in it. It's the nose, I think, and the curve of those lips. I shouldn't linger my eyes on them, but damn, this man has a perfect pair of lips. I can feel my face redden, and my smile turns silly, which makes Sherry giggle - she knows me too well.

“Hi,” I say, and now rush to hug Sherry and shake hands with JunJie.

“This is my uncle,” he says, “Lin DaoShi. Shūshu, this is Wang YanJai, who owns the house.”

The man reaches his hand to me. I take it, noticing how soft his touch is. Slim-fingered, his hand is kind of small, fragile. A perfect dancer's hand, I think.

“Nǐ hǎo,” he greets, and bows his head briefly. I'm forced to do the same, habit demands. My grandfather was very strict on this, though I later refrained from doing so, Allen hated it. “Pleasure to meet you.”

Why does my stomach cramp at these words? His voice is soft and warm, contained. Like everything about him, this man seems so contained. I wonder what it's like once he explodes. And find myself nursing the want to see him out of this self-controlled shell, like he must have done when he danced his solo on that talent show, ages ago.

Sherry clears her throat, a message I can't fail to understand, and I open the door wider, stepping aside so they can enter.

“Please, come in.”

They file into the hallway, Lin DaoShi taking everything in. His eyes sweep up and down the space, studying the light filtering from the windows, the slim console, the streamlined door to the cabinet where we usually hang coats. I let Sherry take over, and march behind the three of them, eyes lingering over Lin DaoShi's body. What a narrow waist he has, enhanced by the perfect fit of his white slacks. He's wearing all white, even his trainers are white, and the colour looks great on him. Not everyone can pull it off, I look like a ghost.

We climb up to the first floor, where the bedrooms are, his narrowed eyes flitting from wall to wall, always lingering over the windows. If there's one thing this house excels at is the light. So many windows, letting in whatever sunshine British weather allows. He seems to like it, it's one of my favourite things about this place, too. All this light. After he's perused every inch of the bedrooms and bathrooms on the first floor, we move back down, through the immense living-room, the formal dining to the left, opening on the kitchen and the backyard. I shouldn't call it backyard, though, it's a massive garden. Lin DaoShi opens the sliding doors and steps out, I can see he's interested. He'd fit right in, with the minimalistic furniture.

“Did you decorate this place yourself?” he suddenly asks, turning round to meet my eyes.

I can't help blushing, as I lower them. “No, Allen did, he had impeccable taste. And he'd already been living here for years, when we got married.”

“So you didn't redecorate?”

I shrug. “There was no need, house's perfect as it is. Like I said, my husband had impeccable taste.”

He walks over to the corridor off the kitchen, still eyeing me. There's a curious expression on his face, almost mockery, I'd say. My neck and cheeks blaze, and I don't understand why I'm so fucking bothered with whatever might be going through his head, or what he thinks of me. But I am, and his opinion doesn't seem all too good.

“What's down there?” he points to a door at the end of the hallway, I rush to join him.

“The office, come, I'll show you. There's a toilet to your right,” I explain, opening a door to showcase a small room behind it.

Haven't been to the office in ages. I remember going there right after Allen's funeral; I remember spending a few sleepless nights there, curled on that uncomfortable leather sofa, frightened out of my head, drinking from his stash of whisky. The future looked so bleak, back then. I had no idea how to go on, how I was gonna live without him. Didn't think I'd survive his death, back then, turns out I did. But I've stayed away from this room, and don't fancy going in. It's where all the ghosts linger, where they hide during daytime, their wails barely perceptible to anyone but me. I can hear them cry, those ghosts. Allen's, my mother's, the ghost of who I was back then.  

Opening the door, I usher them in. Everything looks the same as it was when Allen died. It's as he left it, except for his laptop, I've no idea what the fuck happened to that. One of his colleagues took it, I think. My eyes sweep the room, the glass surface of his massive desk, the black leather, high-backed chair, the metal bookcases behind it. I can almost picture him there, silver hair flopping over one eye, white teeth worrying his lower lip as he worked on his reports, gaze fleeting from time to time to the outside, light blue pupils that seemed to capture the grey skies on rainy days.

It's moments like these that I really do miss him. He's all I've ever known.

“I'm sorry, haven't yet got round to clearing up this room,” I try to explain, feeling Lin DaoShi's eyes on me. “Allen's stuff is still here.” Which is pretty obvious, I mean, just look at all the books on cardiology lying around.

“He was a doctor?”

“Cardiologist. I'll clear it up if you decide to rent, don't worry.” Fuck, my voice trembles, there's this stupid knot in my throat I can't dislodge. Too many memories, their weight more than I can handle, right now.

“Where is your husband? Is he the owner of the house?”

Why did he have to ask? How come Sher and JunJie didn't tell him? I really don't want to have to explain, I don't want to talk of it, all I want is put it behind my back, run from the memories and the pain. Run from the fucking pain, and the bloody fear that never seems to leave me. I bite my lip and stare out the window, tears pricking the corner of my eyes. 

“Dr Allen Sommers passed away seven months ago, skiing accident,” Sherry says, her words like nails hammered into my chest.

“Eight,” I whisper, and my stomach tightens. Can't keep my voice from shaking.

“Must have passed away young, huh? I mean, you're so young yourself. Had you been together for long?”

Why does he keep asking questions, can't he see it's beyond me to keep this up? What kind of morbid curiosity is this, that in order to rent a house this man needs to dig into the most intimate, horrible details of my life? I don't want to talk about Allen's death. I don't want to talk about Allen at all, because if I do, I'll just go on reminiscing about him - all those memories round and round inside my head until I can't come up for air and must break down and cry. I'm fucked if I'm gonna cry in front of Lin DaoShi, of all men.

“Dr Sommers was older than Jai,” Sherry explains, “by at least thirty years. They'd been married for what, two years? When he passed away.”

I can't even clarify, if I try to talk now I'll burst into tears. It was here he told me of my mother; it was here, in this room, that he draped a strong arm round my shoulder and said it was pointless, the cancer that killed her being already far too advanced. It was here I ran to, whenever it became too much, watching her waste away like that - and it was here he kissed me for the first time, it was on that sofa we made love for the first time; it was kneeling on that rug that he asked me to marry him. It was here I felt safest, and where I felt more desperate, as well. I don't want to be here, I can't be here.

“Sorry, I need some air,” I mutter, and leave through the sliding doors, heart hammering and tears already streaming.

I cover my mouth with a hand that's suddenly gone cold, muffle the sobs that want to come out, and run to the right. Towards the conservatory he turned into a dance studio - the only place in this massive house I felt was mine, the only place I felt I could be myself.
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The weather isn't as I expected, and I'm glad I listened to my nephew, when I put on these clothes. It's uncannily hot for September in Britain, and to be honest, it annoys me. Everything annoys me, lately. But this muggy, unseasonal heat drives spikes of pain down my lower back, up my leg. The old ballet injury's been playing up again, ever since I started physical therapy a few months ago. When I complained, stupid doctor said maybe I should give up dancing.

As if I could. 

As if there's anything else that gives sense to my life. If I stop dancing, might as well stop breathing. Is it any wonder I lost the flimsy self-control I still managed to hold on to? Is it any wonder I tried to find some respite elsewhere? Is it? Especially after the stunt the fuckers at the production company pulled on me. It was their fault, not mine. They should've checked the horses, made sure the animals were healthy. I complained the steed was limping, keeping weight from one of his hooves, but did they listen? That stupid assistant, did she listen? No wonder the horse threw me down when I had to push it to a gallop.

Not going to think about that, not now, no way. I'm already on edge for having to be here, what's gonna happen if I let my mind wander in these dark, narrow alleys? Sitting up straighter, I take a look out the car window, the bucolic scenery not really doing anything for me. I'm a city man, have been one all my life. But the school I attended was situated in a place just like this, wasn't it? Further up north, though. This is actually pretty, if I'm to be honest. All the green, and the blue skies dotted with fluffy white clouds, how fucking pastoral, how bloody soothing. My brother seems to think this is what I need, to get my head straight. It's not gonna be that simple, though, is it?

Not when the doctors insist on telling me my career as a dancer is over, not when the bloody network insists on replacing me with another actor for that main role, not when all the threads on social media are blaring about my sudden downfall. It wasn't a downfall; it was a horse fall. Maybe YuMing's right. Staying in China will only drive me mad. At least here no one knows who the fuck I am.

“Nearly there, Shūshu,” my nephew says, and I fake a smile his way. 

My eyes meet his girlfriend's through the rearview mirror, and I can't help the usual feel that I've been slapped across the face whenever I meet her stare. This girl has one pair of cool, blue eyes. Like ice they are, and so intense. I actually believe she can hypnotise people with those eyes. Maybe that's what she's done to JunJie, boy's way over his head with this one. That's why his mother dislikes the girl so much, this is the real thing, xiǎo Jie's fallen in love for good, I think. Hope it doesn't end bad.

The house pops into view just then, a grandiose, modern architecture affair, with windows everywhere. The light inside must be phenomenal. Actually, everything about it is right up my alley, fits my every taste. Contemporary, minimalist, unadorned. Sherry parks the car up the driveway, and I'm quick to exit, suddenly excited to view this property. Of all those JunJie and my brother forwarded me, this is the only one that sparked my interest. I can see myself here for a stint. Maybe this is what I need, after all, a quiet, secluded place in a small, British countryside town, near my nephew. Who I seem to get along with far better than my own brother. Fifteen years separate me and YuMing, he was more of a father figure than an elder brother. Only ten stand between me and JunJie, no wonder I tend to see him as my xiǎo dìdì.

I follow him and Sherry, who rings the bell. The sound of a car starting catches my ear, I turn round to watch a dark blue van drive down the alley, coming from the side of the house. There must be a garage there. Was that the owner? Vehicle looked far too shabby for someone who owns a house like this. Maybe some repair man, for a last-minute job. Hope this place isn't falling apart, inside.

The door opens, and on the threshold stands the oddest figure I've ever laid eyes on.

Who the fuck is this? The owner's son?

Tall, lanky, in his late teens, early twenties, perhaps my nephew's age. But a far cry from JunJie. Where my nephew is conservative in his tastes, this young man is outrageous. A long-sleeved tee shirt - that fits loosely and is a bit frayed - covers a slim, long torso. Nothing wrong with it, black and white stripes in a classical cut make it look rather bland and inconspicuous, if it wasn't a tad too short for the wearer, who's quite tall. It rests just above his waistline, and if he raises his arms, I'm sure I'll get a good glimpse of his navel. It's the jeans that have me staring wide-eyed and shocked, though, like I'm one of those old-timers who gets easily appalled at young people's behaviour. When did I become this dowdy? The look on JunJie's face and Sherry's eyes vindicates me, they're equally stunned by the choice of apparel. These jeans are so ripped the entire front of his legs are on display.

Sure, they're nice, well-toned legs, but is this the way to welcome a prospective lodger into your place? No, this won't leave a good impression. Unless you're of a certain disposition, that is. I can't deny the boy has a good-looking pair of legs. And it's not those alone, his face is handsome, if in a juvenile, youthful way. For some reason, though, I can't stop gawking, and am a little short of breath.

“Hi,” he says, and smiles openly. Great smile; genuine, welcoming. Girls would say it's a cute smile. The dimple on his cheek must drive them crazy.

“This is my uncle,” JunJie is quick to say, “Lin DaoShi. Shūshu, this is Wang YanJai, who owns the house.”

I reach out a hand, which he shakes. Strong, honest shake. “Nǐ hǎo,” I say, though I don't even know if he speaks Chinese. His name's Chinese, though, he looks the part, with that wide face, those high cheekbones, the crescent-shaped eyes. Lovely eyes, in fact, very dark, velvety. “Pleasure to meet you.”

He blushes, smile tighter and less wide, as if he was suddenly shy. His eyes linger on mine, though, for what feels like a long time, and even if I find myself mentally scolding him for the brazenness, fact is, I don't do anything to break the stare, either. As if I'm fascinated by him. He's a good-looking boy, indeed, a bit effeminate, but very attractive. If you like the type, of course.

“Please, come in,” he finally says, and steps aside to let us walk through.

Spacious, light-filled hallway; that's good. I take mental notes of all the house's features, the tall, wide windows being what really sticks to my head. We march up the stairs to view three good-sized bedrooms, the master suite being the finest. Massive window takes up one entire wall, and I can already picture myself there, waking up to the sight of greenery and those never-ending skies. I wonder what a boy like him does here – although the images that spring to my mind are best kept out of it. He doesn't hide his true nature, does he?

How can he own a house like this? I know, parents' passed away, and he stood to inherit, it's the only thing that makes sense. Must be an undergraduate, by the looks of him, and live on campus, bet that's how JunJie met him. Place is too big and stark for someone like him. I can't help stealing hooded glances at the boy, wonder if he was born here or in China, wonder what kind of life he's had. The way he dresses, doesn't seem like he comes from money, but those could be designer jeans, for all I know, price tag skyrocketing from being ripped to pieces. What do I know of fashion, after all? Though I get all these clothes to wear to events, I'd be happy if I could spend my day in dance leotards.

What am I doing? What's it to me, what this boy wears and how he came to own this place? Why does it bother me, that I catch him side-eyeing me, why does it make my pulse race and my skin warm? He smiles every time I catch him at it, and I can't help smiling back. Has a contagious little grin, he does. Reminds me of Chen San Niang, and I don't want to be reminded of my past lovers. YuMing's right, I need sometime away, far from what's been driving me crazy these last few months. Last few years, to be honest. A couple of weeks without being faced with what I can't control will do me a world of good, I think, and this house looks like the perfect place for that.

Living-room is large, full of light, with a nice dining-room just out of it. Kitchen is modern and streamlined, though too big for my needs, but opens to a garden that takes my breath away. This is what will eventually sell this house, that green expanse of grass surrounded by trees that once Spring hits and they blossom, will turn this place into a fairyland. I slide the doors open and step outside, the air fragrant with the scent of grass, a warmth carried in the soft breeze. Yes, I'll take it, I don't really need to look any further. This is the place. I have a good feeling about this, this is the place where I'll heal and rejuvenate, so I return stronger, more focused, ready to pick up and move forward. Onto bigger, better places.

“Did you decorate this place yourself?” I ask, turning round to meet the boy's eyes. Of course he hasn't, but maybe it'll shed some light on how he came to own this house. Why I'm so curious about it, beats me.

“No, Allen did, he had impeccable taste. And he'd already been living here for years, when we got married.”

Huh? What did he say? I must have misheard him. My eyes swerve to his left hand, and sure enough, there it is. A simple, elegant wedding band. Platinum, by the looks of it.

“So you didn't redecorate?” I insist, if only to force him to repeat himself.

“There was no need, house's perfect as it is. Like I said, my husband had impeccable taste.”

Husband.

Well, I could tell just by looking at him that the boy's gay, I mean, doesn't really hide it. But married? He's what, nineteen, twenty? Who the fuck gets married at that age? And where's the husband? Oh, maybe they're moving and need to rent the place. There's a knot in my stomach, I don't know why. Maybe because it reminds me of my own failed relationships. The marriage that never took place. Trying to push that right out of my head – it's one of the reasons my brother wants me out of China in the upcoming weeks – I walk off to a corridor I'd failed to spot previously, but can't stop staring at the boy. How can he be married? What kind of person did he marry? He's of an age where you want to enjoy your freedom, have some fun. At twenty, you want to meet people, not settle down. That comes later, after university, at least.

Didn't he say had, when referring to the husband? Did they divorce, and he got himself the house in the settlement? Not a bad deal, come to think of it.

“What's down there?” I point at a door and he rushes to join me. Heat comes off him in waves, as he stands by my side, taller than me by half a head.

“The office, come, I'll show you. There's a toilet to your right.” He opens a door to the world's tiniest toilet, and I can't help chuckling. 

Still follow him down the corridor, studying his long, lean legs and the tapered waistline. There's something of the dancer to him, present in the way he moves his limbs, the delicateness of his gestures, a certain elegance that flows through him. I wonder if he ever took to it, JunJie did mention something about a dance studio, didn't he? 

I walk into an office that's not as spacious as the other rooms, but is as thoughtfully decorated. This one, in a manner that's functional, more than aesthetic. A large desk, with a glass top and metal legs, takes up the central space, like a throne. Behind it, what looks like a comfortable chair sits abandoned and neglected – for there's an air of neglect to this place, as if no one's entered it in quite a while. The walls have shelves and cabinets all around – except for the picture window, of course – and they're filled with what looks like medical tomes. Husband must be a doctor, then. If they separated and he got the house, why hasn't the other man collected his stuff? Come to think of it, there were suits, shirts and ties in the closet, weren't there? Maybe not separated, then. But why does this room look so cold, so bereft of life? 

I sneak another glance at him, wondering just what's going on with this marriage, and can't fail to notice the way he blinks repeatedly, eyes searching around as if he's reacquainting himself with it. Or reliving old memories made inside this chamber. Shit, he looks like he's about to cry.

“I'm sorry, haven't yet got round to clearing up this room,” he explains. “Allen's stuff is still here.”

Allen's stuff. Still here. So it's not supposed to be. Why hasn't the former husband taken his stuff? Why does it have to be the boy clearing up someone else's shit?

“He's a doctor?” I ask, dying to get to the bottom of this mystery, too self-conscious to actually ask openly.

“Cardiologist. I'll clear it up if you decide to rent, don't worry.” His voice trembles, like there's a knot in his throat. 

“Where's your husband? Is he the owner of the house?”

He stares out the window, but worries his lower lip, which seems to be trembling. Shit, I hit a sore nerve for sure, he really looks on the verge of tears, now.

“Dr Allen Sommers passed away seven months ago,” Sherry says.

“Eight,” the boy whispers, voice shaking.

I didn't see this one coming. Should have crossed my mind, though, his eyes have been gradually losing their initial light the more we move about the house. Must be full of memories, and by the looks of him, this death took a toll on the boy. Guess he really loved the deceased, huh? Maybe that's why they married young, it was a moment of passion, one they'd probably have regretted later in life, when their personal growth also led them apart.

“Must have passed away young, huh? I mean, you're so young, yourself. Had you been together for long?”

Shouldn't have asked, his face crumples and he looks like he's about to burst into sobs. Shit, me and my big mouth. I reach a tentative hand his way, don't even know why. What am I gonna do, comfort him? Don't even know this boy, but now I feel guilty I brought the entire subject up.

“Dr Sommers was older than Jai,” Sherry explains, “by at least thirty years. They'd been married for what, two years? When he passed away.”

Thirty years older? Sugar daddy? Boy looks the part, but his reaction... nah, I'm not buying it. Maybe the deceased took advantage of him, seduced him with his worldly mien, his lifestyle, the attention he shed on the pretty young thing. But from this boy's reaction, I'd say there's far more to this than meets the eye. He's still mourning the death of his husband, which must mean he did love the man. A sudden melancholy washes over me, I wonder why.

“I'm sorry, I need some air,” he mutters, and rushes through the sliding doors.

I notice a shaky hand covering his mouth, one that muffles the sobs fighting to come out. We stand still, watching him swerve to the right, hair that's a bit too long and in need of a wash flopping against his neck, those long legs scissoring as he puts distance between himself and the rest of us. For some reason, my heart shrinks and hurts, I'm suddenly swarmed by a sense of pity so immense I can hardly keep myself afloat. My fault, I shouldn't have asked, shouldn't have prodded, at least not in front of the boy. Should have waited until I was alone with xiǎo Jie, to slacken my curiosity.

Sherry moves to my left, intending to go after him, I curl fingers round her wrist without even meeting her eyes.

“Let me,” I say, and shock even myself; this is so unlike me.

––––––––
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My nephew eyes me as if he's seen a ghost, Sherry only nods. I follow the boy outside, turn to the right, where a conservatory has been added to the house. The side door is open, so that's where my steps lead me, and it's with a hammering heart that I peek inside.

This isn't a conservatory, though, it's the damn dance studio. The back wall is lined with mirrors, a barre running the length of it, some 120 cm from the floor. The sight of it tingles my fingers, my toes, and I ache for touching it, using it. I'm distracted from the rest; the world ceases to exist as I picture myself there, doing battements and pliés, demi-pointes and tendus, ronds-de-jambe and dégagés. It's only the sound of muffled sobs that breaks me from this trance, and my eyes fall on the boy's figure, where he stands to one corner, back to the  picture window and the side door. Guilt washes over me anew, but I don't really know how to deal with this – another man crying. JunJie would, though, it was he who came forward the rare times I broke down like this.

Bringing my nephew's actions to mind, I find them to be inappropriate, given the current circumstances. Can't go round hugging other people like that – especially since I don't know him, he's not a friend, nor family. It'd be awkward for both. But a part of me wishes I could bring myself to do it. A sudden warmth takes over my chest, don't know where it comes from. His face is hidden behind a pair of pale-skinned hands, and his shoulders shake softly.

My steps propel me towards him, and I find my hand reaching for his back, patting it gently. He stiffens, I retreat, some people don't deal well with this. I myself don't really like being touched by strangers. 

“Are you okay?” I ask, and my voice sounds foreign.

He keeps his back turned, sniffles, takes a couple of long, loud breaths. Trying to bring himself back into some measure of self-control, I guess. All he does is nod, though, don't think he's calm enough to talk.

“Wang YanJai,” I continue, unable to keep silent. I was never very good at it, except around people I feel comfortable with. And this boy makes me very, very uncomfortable. I wonder why. “Are you sure you want to do this? Rent the house, I mean.” Especially for such a bargain.

He sniffles again, turns round, corners of his eyes red-rimmed. Face's dry, though, he's wiped those tears away and even manages a semblance of a smile.

A cute, sweet smile.

Did I just associate cute and sweet to another man? Don't know what's gotten into me, that horse fall must have done something to my head. Should get it checked; a CAT-scan, I think. Yeah, gonna ask the neurologist for one, because I'm just not thinking well.

“Call me Jai, please,” he replies. His voice is youthful, but deeper than I expected when I first laid eyes on him, it's warm, too. A bit shaky, now. He doesn't say Jai, like we do in Chinese, but rather Jay, like in English. “Yes, I want to rent this place, I really have to. Can't stay here.”

“If you're sure, then I'd like to take it.”

His eyes widen, as does the smile. I grin back. “That's... that's great, thanks. I'll get everything ready for you to move in... when do you want to move in?”

I laugh. “Not for a while, don't worry. Take your time. October all right for you?” 

I have medical appointments for the upcoming weeks, and some power struggles with the network I'd love to have resolved before I leave. Actually, if those issues are sorted, I won't have to leave. Though I think I should, for a while, at least. My eyes take in the studio, and I nod, it's actually pretty good. The mirror wall and the barre really make me want to take off these trainers and do a few pliés, a few leaps. My doctor would kill me for it.

“Sure, October will be fine. Enough time to find a flat and put away Allen's stuff. Clear that  office, the bedroom...”

“No rush,” I reassure him. “Especially the office, I won't use it. If it's something you can't yet deal with, leave it, doesn't bother me. I won't even go in there.”

He laughs, a lopsided grin that's far from cute. It is a bit sensual, though, and I don't know – for the life of me – where that thought came from. “You'll have to, if you want to use this studio.”

“Oh?”

Walking to the opposite corner, Jai opens a hidden door. “Only way in is from the office, there's a door next to one of the shelves behind Allen's desk. Of course there's that door,” he points to where we both came in from, “but when it's pelting with rain, you really won't want to take the longer route.”

“Why is there a dance studio in the house?” I ask, curiosity has had me in tenterhooks for a while. “Did your husband dance?” I'm so uncomfortable referring to the deceased as this boy's husband, I mean, the age gap alone is... appalling.

“No, he had it done for me. I used to dance, then stopped for a while, when Mum got sick. Allen had the conservatory turned into a dance studio so I could get some practice, he thought it might help take my mind off things.”

“Did it?” He nods, smiling again. Does smile a lot, this boy. “Must have loved you very much, to do something like this.”

The smile dwindles, he faces away, towards the garden, greenery sparkling under the sun. Doesn't confirm nor deny, so I'm guessing there must have been trouble in paradise. Maybe such a grand gesture came with a high price.

“How old are you, Jai?”

“Twenty-one. Close to twenty-two.” He plays with the loose threads on his jeans.

I want to go over and slap his hand, just so he stops. “Those have seen better days,” I say, chin pointed towards the ripped garment.

He eyes me, a blush covering cheeks that rise with the curve of his smile. “Yeah, should just bin them. But I love these jeans, you know.” His voice drops, like he's talking to himself. “Make me feel like I'm my own person. Allen would never have let me wear something like this.”

Wouldn't have let him? Now, that's fucked up. Abusive and controlling, I'd say. Why would he allow the other man to have a say in what he does or doesn't wear? Did the husband also tell him what kind of music to listen to, what books to read, where to go, who to befriend, what to do, who to be? Who puts up with that? I study him, he's tall and lean, but looks fragile, vulnerable. Not weak, at least not physically, but there's an emotional vulnerability to him that makes him perfect prey for certain types of predator. When I first thought there was more to it than what was apparent, I wasn't wrong – there was something rather fucked up about this marriage. I'd bet my career on that.

Twenty-one. He's so young. How old was he when he got married? Narrowing my eyes, I try to add the numbers in my head, Sherry mentioned they'd been married for what, two years? Nineteen? He got married at nineteen? Who the hell does that? And why am I bothered by this? It's none of my freaking business.

“I was eighteen,” he says, and our eyes meet. No more smiles, now, his face is serious. It's like he read the thoughts right out of my head. “When Allen and I got married. He passed away weeks after our third anniversary. Skiing accident in Italy, we'd taken the trip to celebrate the date.”

Shit. Bit fucked up, huh? Couple goes away to celebrate wedding anniversary and on their return, one's a widower, the other a corpse. Shit. No wonder he's so emotional about this. I shouldn't have asked.

“I'm sorry.”

He shrugs, blinks repeatedly. “Never mind. So, you're serious about renting the place? That takes a massive weight off my shoulders. Shouldn't we head back, then? You can sort the details with Sherry, I don't really deal with stuff like that. She tell you the rental price? Are you okay with it?”

I can't help laughing, he's asking too little for the kind of house he has here. I couldn't see anything wrong with the place, but I'm not my brother, who must have been a contractor in another life, I think. Still, if there were issues, Sherry would know and JunJie too, they'd never have suggested this place.

“I'm okay with it.”

Jai reaches a hand, which I take and shake, and his face breaks into a luminous smile. “Guess I'll see you in October, then!”

I guess so. Guess I'll be seeing him in October. 

I realise I don't really mind that.
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I LAUGH AND ACCEPT the twig from the tiny fist, my attention halfway between Leandra's youngest and the screen of my mobile. Where I'm scrolling through old posts about Lin DaoShi's messy break up with Anastasia Chen, about a year ago. Boy, this was one fucked-up shit, all right. Photos leaked on social media, of her and the bloke she co-starred with on the drama they were filming at the time, and those photos were... I want to say hot, but I'm not into women, so I'll settle for very inappropriate, when you're engaged to the man who happens to be the best friend of the bloke you're caught dry-humping.

Fuck, that must have been awkward, to say the least. I'm sure he was heartbroken, betrayed like this by his fiancée and his best friend. And he's had string after string of bad luck, after that. There was that issue with his flat being vandalised, then his phone was hacked, then he lost a contract to Hao WanLu, now engaged to Anastasia Chen. To top it all, the riding accident that landed him in hospital, the physical therapy, being replaced by another actor on the project he'd been filming... no wonder he wants to stay away from all that drama for a while. No wonder he ran to the UK.

He moved in last week, met him to hand over the keys and show him how to work the stupid garage door, that thing has a life of its own. Turns out he doesn't have a valid driver's licence for the UK, so he's not rented a car. The moment he said that, I instantly offered to give him a ride, should he need one. As if he doesn't have his nephew to do that for him. He took one look at my pale green SUV and laughed, shook his head in mirth. I asked what he was mocking me for, stomach burning as if a flame had been dropped inside me.

'Of course you'd have a mint green car,' he said, and I kind of swooned. Don't really know what he meant by that – whether good or bad – but I swooned. Had to remind myself bloke's straight, and sure to be nursing a broken heart. At least some sort of disappointment; can't be easy to be publicly shamed the way he was. By the very same people he was sure to trust above all others. No wonder he's a bit uptight.

“Didn't fancy you for a nanny.”

My heart kick starts, breath fails me. I stiffen and face forward, Lucas's grubby hands tightening around my knee as if the child can feel my sudden distress. It's not distress, to be honest, is it? No, it's more like excitement.

Lin DaoShi stands to my right, his shadow falling over the bench. I raise my eyes to him, made momentarily small. Can't help the stupid grin on my face, though, bloke's so absurdly handsome. Especially when he smiles like this. I hide my hands deeper in the pockets of my parka, air blowing out of my mouth in little puffs of white.

“I's cold, Jai,” Lucas whines, and I pick him up, hugging him tight until he shrieks with laughter. 

“We'll go home, then.” Standing up, child held in one arm, I reach my free hand to Lin DaoShi, who shakes it. “I'm not. Just looking after Lee's youngest, her nanny had an appointment at the dentist. But seeing it's almost lunchtime,” I say, facing Lucas, “we should go back home so this little man can be fed. Because he wants to grow and be tall like uncle Jai, right?”

Lucas giggles, his dirty, cold hands cupping my cheeks, fondling them.

“I's want to be tall like Jai, and I's going to be like daddy and...” his speech is halted by a sudden joyful screech, and he lets go of my cheeks to reach chubby arms across.

I turn round to meet Gizzy's open grin, as she, too, opens her arms for Lucas. I pass him over, he may like me a lot, but has an adoration for his nanny.

“Hey, Jai,” she greets, one hand caressing my upper arm. People keep doing that, since Allen died. “Sorry I'm a little late, thank you for watching him. I'll take it from here.”

“Everything all right with your teeth?”

“I'm fine, thanks. Lucas, say bye-bye to uncle Jai, sweetie.”

“He coming for lunch.”

I fondle his curly hair, place a kiss up his forehead. “I'm sorry, darling, Jai can't make it today. Promise I'll soon come over and we can eat together. I'll let you help me cook, all right?”

“Not Yara,” he demands, referring to his elder sister. 

I shake my head. “No, not Yara. Next time it's only Jai and Lucas in the kitchen. Deal?”

He nods effusively and allows Gizzy to sit him on the push-chair. They wave goodbye and take off towards where she must have parked her car. It's not easy to find a spot this close to the centre, and this tiny playground is well in demand by parents who don't know what else to do with their toddlers. Noticing Lin DaoShi hasn't moved, I face him again, blinded by the smirk on his face. There's a weird look in his eyes that I can't fathom, but my cheeks cover in red, heat rises up my neck.

“Are you settling in well?”

He nods, keeps staring at me, as if studying an exotic animal. I mentally go over what I'm wearing, and no, it's not a pair of jeans falling apart. I hastily put on a pair of joggers and trainers under a parka to bring Lucas to the playground. It's nothing wild, is it? Sneaking a peek down my legs, I notice how the kid managed to stain the knees of my joggers with mud, and can't help laughing.

“Why am I always a mess when I run into you?” The day I handed him the keys, I'd just spilled a cappuccino down the front of my jersey. He must think I'm hopeless.

“You're good with kids,” is all he says, and I can feel my face blush even harder, so I look away.

“What are you doing down here? Did you walk all the way?”

He holds up a bag full of apples. “Ran out of them, figured there must be somewhere to get groceries at the centre, right? I was already going for a jog.”

He's wearing trainers and joggers, too, but his are black and fitted, showing off his dancer's legs. He's really thin, though, and this outfit only enhances it more. According to Lee, all he has in the fridge is milk and tofu, and he always has apples on the counter. Though she's never seen him eat any. Drinks a lot of green tea, apparently.

“Listen, if you want to go over to Tesco's for your shopping, I can drive you. Just give me a call, it's no trouble.” Oh wow, Jay, that was subtle. Way to offer the bloke your phone number.

He eyes me with a bit of surprise, nods, and actually fishes his mobile from within the shopping bag. “Give me your number.”

My mouth dries, I find myself licking my lips repeatedly. But he has my number, now, though what I expect to get out of this is beyond me, bloke's straight. Before I can analyse the stupid way my mind works, the sky opens, and a sudden downpour falls on us. My instant reaction is to pull up the hood of my parka, but then I see Lin DaoShi's not wearing a coat, he'll get absolutely soaked.

“Come on, I'll drive you home. Just need to go by my flat to grab the car keys, it's not far.”

He squints, pulls back hair that's already drenched, but follows me as I jog out of the park and down a narrow side street. I managed to get a flat at the centre, not far from where I work. It's a tiny place, but I don't need a huge house, do I? It's also not very expensive, as it's on the top floor, and not many people care for climbing stairs all the way up. I don't mind. Fell in love with the place the moment I first laid eyes on it, what with the skylight. Placed the bed right under it, and it's a privilege to fall asleep as I lay counting the stars. When I manage to sleep.

We run into the building, it used to be a tannery or something, back in the days, it's been converted into apartments and commercial spaces. There's the best coffee shop just downstairs from me, and a bar that plays great music. Plus, it's a ten-minute walk from the bookstore where I work part-time. I lead the way upstairs and welcome him into the flat, my heart bursting at the thought Lin DaoShi is at my home. Silly, really, he's been living at my place for the past week, hasn't he?

“Nice,” he says, and marches inside, stops in the hallway.

I run into him, my whole body stiffening just from being this close to this man. I need to get a hold on myself, he's just a man.

“Sorry,” I say, and side-step him. “Do you like it?”

“Did you decorate?”

What's his fucking obsession with whether I decorated or not? I did, this time. “It's a tiny place, see? Has the tiniest toilet here.” I open the door to a cabinet-like space hidden behind black walls, and wonder what goes through my mind to show him the bloody toilet. I mean, the toilet, really? What's wrong with me? Maybe I just want to show it off, as it looks really great.

It was stupid fun, decorating this place. Sher, JunJie, Leandra and her husband Riley came over to help me paint. Riley works in the construction business, so he lent a hand with certain projects. Like the floor to ceiling massive wardrobes here in the hallway. I open one and fish a clean towel, hand it to Lin DaoShi.

“Your hair's soaked,” I explain, and he smiles. “I'll just grab the car keys.”

“Lots of light,” he says, while furiously rubbing his scalp with the towel. “I love this.” He takes a step further inside. Pauses just at the mouth of the living-room. This is an open plan studio, so the light reaches everywhere except both bathrooms. There's one in the bedroom, too, which is placed on a mezzanine. “The way the rain runs over those windows, it really is beautiful.”

I stand behind him and gaze at the wide, tall windows, one of which opens to a tiny balcony. The skies outside are a pale hue of grey, completely overcast, and yet, the sight is far from sombre.   Like him, I think; Lin DaoShi's like a rainy day, moody and outwardly cold, but possessed of a beauty that goes beyond the surface. There are depths to his eyes the same as those of the dark clouds above, and the chill of the cold rain reflects on his traces, but then he smiles - the occasional burst of sunlight breaking through the overcast skies, flooding the world with a rare beam of warmth.

“Yeah, I fell in love with it because of the light. There's a skylight in the bedroom that is just to die for.” He turns round and meets my eyes, once again I fail to read what's behind his. “Ready to go?”

Handing me the towel, Lin DaoShi walks off to the door. I throw the thing into the hamper, grab an umbrella from the rack, and we leave. The building has a garage, but the rent would've skyrocketed, so I just park on the street. It's not like I use the car a lot, not when I live this close to my work place. We rush down the stairs, he's still holding on to that bag full of apples, and I can feel his eyes on me. Wonder what he's thinking, what he makes of me, wonder if he likes me at all. I know I shouldn't let my mind wander there, he's straight. Get a grip, Jai, I tell myself, the man's straight. But he's just too damn hot, isn't he?

The car isn't parked far, but I open the umbrella and hold it over the two of us, instinctively inching closer, so I keep him off the rain. He meets my eyes again, smiles, and boy, do I melt. But still smile back. I unlock the car before we even get there, and open the passenger's door for him, umbrella still held over his head. Only when he's safely tucked inside, do I take my place.

“So, you never answered,” he says, as I start the car and manoeuvre it out of the parking slot – one hand on the back of his seat, so close to his shoulder I can feel his warmth, my body turned halfway round so I can look out of the back window. I search my head for what he means.
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