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      Thank you for reading Not Strictly Ballroom. It’s a project that I‘ve planned to write for a long time.

      I wanted it to be so much more than a retelling of the film and it breaks out of the narrative, whilst still keeping some key recognisable elements.

      I didn’t want to make the story about the inclusion of new steps as in the film, but more about highlighting the rarity of same-sex dancing partnerships. Same-sex dancing couples have been permitted in British ballroom dancing for several years and there is a UK Equality Dance Council. However, we have yet to see them on the podium of top level competitions.

      Though there are many ballroom dancing competitions in the UK, most notably the Dance Festival held at the Winter Gardens in Blackpool, The National Ballroom Championships mentioned in the book are purely fictitious.

      

      Content Warnings: Shitty parent, Mention of divorce.

      

      This book is intended for adult readers. It contains scenes of sexually explicit material between male characters. If this is not for you then please do not read my books.
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      Not Strictly Ballroom is written is British English which means that some words are spelled differently - such as s in the place of z as in apologise. Similarly u is used such as in colour or favourite. Practice/practise - both are used in British English depending on if they are being used as a verb or a noun.

      Also in some cases, different grammar rules are followed.

      

      GLOSSARY - for some words and terms which may confuse non-British readers.

      Bank Holiday – official holiday day in the UK, started by financial institutions, hence the name

      Copse – small group of trees

      Love Hearts – British brand of candy with hearts and messages

      Motorway – fast road with limited access/exit points (expressway)

      Paper round – paper route

      Pork Scratchings – snack – pork rinds

      Privy – outside toilet

      School dinner lady (lunch lady) – In the UK, dinner is interchangeable for lunchtime and a later meal which we also call teatime

      Tannoy – English slang for PA system

      Treacle - molasses

      

      Yorkshire Dialect

      The book is set in the Northern county of Yorkshire. I have included a few phrases of Yorkshire dialect for one of the characters. I have also taken some liberties of what an internet search might tell you of the dialect as there are regional differences within the county. The book is set in the North-eastern area of Sheffield, and as such, the phrasing is consistent with that area. It is a place I grew up in and I can still speak it very well if required.

      

      Words you will see:

      Tha and thee – these are used in place of you, usually tha is plural and thee is singular – but most often tha is used for both, except in certain phrases

      Dus thee – do you

      Aye – Express assent, yes

      Summat – Somewhat

      Reyt – Right

      Owt – Anything

      Nowt – Nothing

      T’ – this is often used in place of ‘the’ or ‘to the’ and is written in front of the noun. However in speech, especially where the book is set, the ‘t’ would be sounded at the end of the preceding word.
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        You can find the playlist by following the link below:

        https://open.spotify.com/playlist/48lh6rX3ZVjS3zeeaesdf2?si=aef5da32f0f84c0f

      

      

      

      
        
        Time After Time - Mark Williams, Tara Morice

        Moves Like Jagger - Maroon 5, Christina Aquilera

        The Weeping Song - Nick Cave and The Bad Seeds

        Kinda I Want To - Nine Inch Nails

        Just A Kiss - Lady A

        I Want Candy - Bow Wow Wow

        It Is You (I Have Loved)  - Dana Glover

        More Than Words - Extreme

        Just Like Honey - The Jesus and Mary Chain

        Breathless - The Corrs

        Honey - Rook Monroe

        Love is in the Air - John Paul Young

        Show Me Heaven - Luke Evans

        Dance With Me - Orleans

        Open Arms - Journey
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        For everyone who has loved and will love Strictly Ballroom - thank you Baz Luhrmann
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      As the first few notes of the music drift across the dance floor, my heartbeat slows from the nervous staccato it’s kept up for the last half an hour. I take a deep breath and exhale, allowing the tension in my body to ease and my jaw to relax. I roll my shoulders in readiness. Briefly closing my eyes, I let the rhythm infuse my soul, and break into a joyful smile. This is what I live for. This is what I’m made for. This is my life.

      I extend my hand to my partner and wait for our number to be called so I can escort her onto the dance floor. The competition has begun.

      The next couple of hours pass in a whirlwind of dance steps and costume changes. From the full-flowing skirts and formal suits of the traditional, to the slinky and sexy outfits of the Latin American dances, all are adorned with enough sequins to fill a swimming pool. I’ve been dancing with Julia for the last decade, since we were old enough to enter the junior competitions. We usually place well and have won several trophies, but never the National Ballroom Championships. It’s the one prize that has eluded us, and if we do well in today’s competition, we’ll be going to the Nationals in a couple of months. It’s a path I’ve been on for as long as I can remember. What’ll happen after that, I don’t know, but this has been the entire focus of my existence.

      We’re on the final costume change, just one more dance to go. I’m exhilarated, the adrenalin of the moment coursing through my veins. I love the atmosphere of the competition, the opulent surroundings, feet flying over wooden dance floors under crystal chandeliers. We’re currently in the lead and will surely make the Nationals this year. Something has always happened in previous years, either in the heats or after qualification, that has prevented us from securing a spot. Usually sickness, or injury to myself or Julia, had conspired to keep us from them. But this year it all feels good. It’s going to be our year—everyone says so. It’s even a mantra at home. It’s Darcy’s year! As if saying it enough times could manifest it happening. I don’t know if that contributes to how I’m feeling now, but I’m going to dismiss it. As I walk onto the dance floor for the final time today, I glance over at my mum. My teacher and biggest supporter. She’d never won the final herself back in the day, when she still danced competitively with Dad, but I know she’s as excited as I am at the possibility of me getting to the Nationals this year. Some people say she’s a pushy mum, but that would only be true if this wasn’t my dream as well, wouldn’t it?

      “This is it.” I laugh as I take Julia’s hand one more time. “We can do this.” I expect to see my elation and excitement mirrored on her face, like it has been for every competition we’ve entered, but it’s not. Instead, her face is a mask, her mouth a grim line. I’ve known Julia for most of my life and we’ve spent a lot of time together, dancing. We even dated for a while when we were eighteen. Luckily, we realised that was a mistake fairly quickly, and didn’t damage our friendship or dancing relationship because of it. We laughed it off as exploration and something we needed to get out of our systems. I feel like we’ve grown apart a little bit, as Julia has been away at university for the last few years. But she still loves dancing, and comes back for the competitions, practising with me when she’s back for holidays.

      “What is it?” I hiss, a hard knot of something cold forming in my stomach. Surely she wants this as well. If not, I’m positive she would have said so over the last ten years. Her brow creases briefly into a frown, and she gives her head a little shake. The announcer calls our number and I see her face set into a performance smile, so I make mine do the same. But somehow, the sparkle of the competition has dulled a little and I can’t shed the feeling that something bad is about to happen. This is our year, I repeat to myself, hoping there’s power in the incantation.

      As we dance, I try to ignore the small niggle at the back of my brain, to dismiss it as something trivial. But it doesn’t go away and I let my body shift into automatic. The dance steps are as natural for me as breathing. Julia still has her face set into a smile, but refuses to look at me, which is so out of character that my steps falter as we move out of a turn and into a promenade. Just for a second, before muscle memory kicks back in and takes over again. To most people watching, they wouldn’t have been able to tell that I had misstepped. Most people. I hope the judges hadn’t been looking at that precise moment as they would’ve been able to tell. Of course, Julia notices it. There isn’t another person who is so in tune with me and I with them. She glances at me, and I see a veil of sadness and resignation over her eyes. Confusion crowds my thoughts, but now is not the time to confront her. I remember why I’m here and try to act like the professional I’m supposed to be. We finish the dance with no further problems, but I don’t have the same exhilaration I felt when we started it. Applause reverberates around us, and instead of enjoying it, it jangles a discordant rhythm in my ears. I ignore the other couples and tug Julia after me. I want to know what’s going on. As we reach the barrier, my mum is there waiting.

      “What was that, Darcy?” she demands. I knew she’d have seen my mistake. I evade her, as I don’t want her disapproval and displeasure weighing on me now. I’ll have enough of that to deal with later. She might be my biggest supporter, but she is also my biggest critic. I pull Julia through the throng, and she doesn’t resist, allowing herself to be towed behind me, my mum following with her face a moue of disappointment.

      I reach a quiet spot backstage, if it can be called quiet, but at least we aren’t being jostled.

      I turn to face Julia, and she looks at me, biting her lip. Before I can say anything, my mum cuts through again.

      “What is going on?” Her voice is tinged with anger.

      “Mum, leave it.” I direct it at her but turn back to Julia and echo my mum using a much softer tone. I’m quiet in contrast to my loud mother—she’s dramatic enough for both of us. “What’s going on?”

      Julia presses her lips into a line and looks away before turning back. “I can’t go to the Nationals,” she says quietly. But it’s loud enough for my mum to hear.

      “What?” Her voice is a falsetto stab that draws the attention of those around us. “You’ve been working for this your whole life. You and Darcy. It’s going to be your year. It was your dream.”

      I stare at Julia, feeling numb. I don’t know how to process the news.

      “No,” Julia replies to my mum with an edge of steel. “It was never my dream, was it, Sheila? It was yours.” She gives me a sad look before turning and disappearing into the crowd. My mum is left gaping like a fish.

      “You come back here and explain yourself,” my mum shouts after her, and I hear the crowd murmuring around us. I don’t want her to create a scene right now, and that thought galvanises me into action.

      “Mum. Stay here. I’ll find her and figure out what’s happening.”

      “Yes, go find out what nonsense she’s talking about.” She recovers enough to spit out. I sigh, hoping she won’t follow. Not everyone appreciates my mum’s drive and determination.
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      I track Julia down and find her sitting on a bench close to the changing rooms, picking at the sequins of her dress.

      “I’m sorry, Darcy,” she says as I approach.

      “Tell me what’s going on, Jules.” She huffs a sad smile at my familiar use of the name I’ve called her for years. I sit next to her and swivel my knees round so I can face her.

      “I’ve accepted a research position. To study whales. I leave in three weeks,” she says with a sigh.

      My mouth goes dry and I can’t conjure up any suitable words. I know how much something like this means to her. She’s been studying marine biology, and this is what she wanted. My stomach roils and bile bubbles up. I swallow, forcing it back down. I’d known this moment would come, eventually. I just hadn’t thought it would happen yet. I’d hoped it wouldn’t. She’s only just graduated and come home. I never believed she’d be leaving again so soon. I don’t want to sound like a selfish prick, so I swallow to moisten my mouth so the words will come. “I’m really happy for you.” I am happy for her, but turn away, unable to look at her. Not just yet. She reaches for my hand.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” I ask, wanting to know if this is something she’s been holding on to for a long time.

      “I only got the call yesterday. I didn’t tell you, as I never imagined I’d be accepted. Competition is really tough. I thought I was going to apply for dozens of positions and wait a year or so before getting a place.” She gives my hand a little squeeze.

      “It sounds perfect Jules, you’ll be amazing at it.” And she will be. It’s her dream. Whereas my dreams have come crashing down around me to lie in tatters at my feet.

      “I am really sorry, Darcy. I know how much this means to you.” I give her a small smile. I’m grateful she doesn’t sneer, as some people do. Dancing isn’t considered something worthy, like marine biology and conservation, but to me and my family, it’s all we know.

      “Can you come back? For the competition?” I ask hopefully, but knowing it would be unlikely.

      “I’ll be somewhere on a boat in the Arctic Ocean by then, Darcy. I can’t come back.” Her voice is soft, but even so, it firmly hammers another nail into the coffin of my future. I nod. I’d known that would be the answer, but I had to ask.

      “You’ll find another partner for the Nationals, you’ll see.” She makes it sound so reassuringly easy, but partners experienced enough to win national championships don’t just appear out of nowhere, and most of the people we know are already partnered up. For a partner to become available, it would take something awful, like an accident, and I wouldn't wish that on my fellow dancers.

      “No, I won’t,” I reply sadly, as she gives my hand another squeeze. I can’t bear her sympathy any longer, not for a situation of her making. I don’t blame her, not totally. She has to follow her dreams. It just so happens she’s destroyed mine in the process.

      Announcements start coming over the tannoy, and the hubbub of people increases. The winners are being announced. Julia stands and pulls me to my feet.

      “C’mon. Let’s go find out how we’ve done.” In the end, we’re placed second. We were the leaders going into the last dance, so the judges must have seen my mistake. Not that it matters now. Second is good enough to qualify for the Nationals, but it doesn’t look like I’ll be going. It might be a long time before I find another partner—if I ever do—so the fact that I didn’t even win this, my last competition, seems like another bitter pill to swallow.

      Julia had travelled with us to the competition, but she finds another way home with some friends. I can’t blame her, as my mum keeps up her complaining and cursing of Julia for the several-hour drive back up the motorway.

      I sit and look out the car window, still not feeling anything except that I have no future. My phone buzzes and I stare at the screen, not knowing how to respond to the text from my best friend, Nick.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nick: Hey champ! I bet you slayed them all :-)
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      “Does it do something if you look at it?”

      The words pull me out of my reverie, and I chuckle, putting down my phone which was clearly not going to do anything the longer I stared at it.

      “Not that I know of,” I reply to my gran. I sent the text to Darcy a while ago and now I’m worried as I haven’t received a response. There’s no point sending another. He’ll respond when he sees it.

      “I thought you were asleep.” I turn to her. Her small frame is enveloped by a large, comfortable chair, her feet resting on a low footstool. I’m keeping her company this Sunday afternoon, or I was until she fell asleep. I’d usually be at the dance school on Sundays, but with everyone attending the competition, it’s not open today. Mum was adamant that she didn’t want any help making Sunday dinner and practically shooed me out of the kitchen with a broom. I certainly didn’t want to go to the Working Men’s Club with my dad, so I offered to keep an eye on Gran for a while.

      “I was, and now I’m awake.” I like how she states the obvious. “I reckon the dryness of my throat woke me up.” She follows that with a small, wolfish grin. She may be old, but she’s still feisty. I can take a hint as well as anyone, so I rise like the dutiful grandson I am, and head to the kitchen to put the kettle on.

      With tea brewing in the pot, and a plate of biscuits nestled next to Gran’s Sunday china, I carry the tray back into the front room. Gran has never been taken with “fancy speak,” as she calls it, and doesn’t use the words lounge or parlour. It’s the front room, as opposed to the back room which is the kitchen. The house is a typical, stone-built two-up two-down terraced house, the likes of which paint the landscape of most industrial northern towns. Now serving as a disquieting reminder of the decline of the cotton mills, coal mining, and in my town’s case, the steel industry. There are two rooms downstairs, and two bedrooms upstairs, with one reduced in size to make room for a bathroom, as the houses predate indoor plumbing. It follows the usual pattern and is a mirror image of my parents’ house, situated next door.

      “Thanks love. Ooh, blue today. It suits you.” Gran smiles as she takes the china cup I offer.

      “Thanks, Gran.” She’s referring to my nails. I like to have a splash of colour now and then. I’d paint them more often, but the paint remover I use at work acts as an effective nail-polish remover, so I don’t usually bother. This weekend I’d given in to the urge.

      “Now tell me what has you watching your phone and sighing.” She directs her shrewd gaze at me.

      “I wasn’t sighing,” I protest. I truly wasn’t. I would have remembered if I were. Gran smirks and I ignore it.

      “I just wanted to know how it went today. Darcy had a big competition to qualify for the Nationals. It’s not like him to not get back to me.”

      “I’m sure everything is fine, dear. Why aren’t you dancing today? You do competitions as well, don’t you?”

      “Not at this level, Gran. This is for the Nationals. I’m nowhere near good enough to go to them.”

      “I’m sure you are Nicholas.” She gives me a knowing smile and I love her confidence in me. It’s misplaced, of course. I’m an alright dancer, but I do it for the joy of it. I don’t practise enough to be at the standard required for the top competitions. If I’d been born into that life, like Darcy, maybe it would be different. It was due to my gran that I dance at all, something I’ll be eternally grateful to her for. I’d been asking for lessons for a long time, but had never been allowed.

      “It’s just a phase,” and, “I can’t understand why you want to waste your time on this stuff.”

      No, my parents didn’t understand at all. How I loved the music, the movement, and the costumes. Gran had given me some money for my birthday when I was twelve years old and I’d asked for dance lessons. I’d been surprised that my parents had agreed, and I think they thought I would get it out of my system. But as soon as I’d had a taste, I wanted more.

      I’d bugged them for more dance lessons after that, but the only answer I received was, “I’m not paying for dance lessons,” or, “We don’t have the money for those.” It was true, my parents weren’t well off. My father had had to find his own way after losing his job at the steelworks. He set himself up as a painter and decorator, while my mum was working part-time as a school dinner lady. Times were hard. I knew that, but I rarely asked for anything. In the end, I’d got myself a paper round to pay for my lessons. They’d allowed that, probably pleased that I was industrious enough to find my own way. My dad wasn’t deliberately cruel, he just didn’t understand what appeal it held for me. It was outside his experience. There is a part of me that wonders whether the money would have been found if I’d asked for football lessons. Football was something my dad understood—something he considered worthwhile.

      The house phone cuts shrilly through the quiet—three rings, my mum’s signal. Time to fetch my dad from the club. Sunday dinner is nearly ready. She’s just next door and could’ve just hollered, but that wasn’t my mum’s way.

      “I’ve just got to go to the club. I’ll be back soon with your dinner,” I say to Gran, rising. She could come round to ours to eat her dinner, but she isn’t as mobile as she used to be and finds the steps down from the house too much of a trial. That’s the problem with living on a steep hill. Accessibility wasn’t a consideration when the houses were built. It’ll only be a matter of time before she needs to move somewhere better suited for her needs, like a bungalow, but she’s trying to be independent and won’t be rushed into it, nor do I want her to be anywhere else but next door.

      I give her shoulder a squeeze, then pick up the tray of teacups and take it through to the kitchen before heading out. A cold wind whips round, and I pull my jacket tighter to me. The weak spring sunshine is unable to counter the chill. I look across the valley at the woodland and hills beyond as I head down the road to the club, already knowing my dad will complain about the walk back up.
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      It’s quite a bit later when my phone finally buzzes in my pocket. I’m washing up after dinner when I feel the vibration. I dry my hands and head upstairs to my room. My stomach churns as I take out my phone to view the message. I don’t know why I feel this way. Darcy and I message each other often, almost every day. It’s what best friends do. And there are often long gaps between messages if we’re busy, so I have no idea why this one seems so important, or why I’ve been in a state of nervous tension all day. It doesn’t make any sense. I put it down to the fact that the competition is important to Darcy, and as his best friend, I’m always pleased for him when he does well. I want him to do well. I’d sent off some supportive messages to him this morning, before the competition. But still, to wait this long after something so huge is unusual. It isn’t like him to be silent, and the knot of worry that’s been sitting in my stomach all afternoon is now throwing itself around, like a washing machine on an intensive spin cycle.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Darcy: We came second, we got through to the Nationals.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nick: That’s fantastic D, I said you could do it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Tomorrow we can celebrate.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Darcy: . . .

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I watch as the three dots dance on my screen, disappearing and reappearing, bouncing up and down, creating their own form of torture. I don’t know if Darcy is typing and erasing, or if it’s a really long message. I stare at the screen. Gran is right, it doesn’t make any difference, but that doesn’t mean I’m not willing the message to appear. In the end, it’s a simple message.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Darcy: I can’t go to the Nationals.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I explode up off the bed in surprise, cursing loudly and shooting off a message that echoes what I just shouted.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nick: WTF!!!

      

      

      

      

      

      

      An icy hand of uneasiness traces its finger down my spine. Has something happened? Is this why it took him so long to answer? It’s amazing, the horrendous scenarios a brain can conjure up in the briefest slivers of time. Within seconds, I’ve imagined the worst, and given in to some fantastical notion that there’s been some sort of accident on the drive back up, resulting in Darcy never being able to dance again. That he’s lost all his family. I try to control the shakes that my hands have taken on and send a text back. My fingers don’t work and I have to delete several letters before I manage to type a coherent message.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nick: What happened? Are you ok? Is everyone ok? Tell me you’re ok?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Darcy: I’m fine, we’re all ok

      

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart rate returns to something close to normal, but it takes a moment for me to draw a steady breath. I’m not willing at the moment to examine why my brain went for the worst-case scenario and I still need to know the details, so I reply quickly.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nick: Phew, you had me worried there D. Then what’s up?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Darcy: Julia got a job. She’s going away before the Nationals

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I take a moment to breathe and compose myself, letting the overwhelming sense of relief seep through me. After what I’d conjured up, this seems a trivial thing, but I know the blow to Darcy will be deep. We’ve talked about it enough. I remember how, when he talks about it, his eyes light up with a brilliance that shows the green of his irises, like polished sea glass. I dismiss the image, confused why my best friend’s eyes are something that lingers with me.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nick: That sucks, man! Can you find someone else?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Darcy: Maybe, I guess

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I hate the tone of his text. His quiet resignation. But that’s Darcy. He’ll be hurting inside, but he always puts on a brave face. Sometimes I wish he’d let his feelings out, but I wonder if he’s just spent too long hiding them. His mum has outbursts enough for the both of them. I can just imagine what the journey back would have been like for him. We text for a little longer. He doesn’t seem hopeful that he can find anyone else, and I don’t blame him. Great dancing partners don’t grow on trees. I’m looking forward to seeing him tomorrow so I can see how he’s really doing.
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      “You done in here?” My dad pokes his head round the door of the room I’m working in.

      “Just a few more minutes.” I run the brush along the last section of skirting board. Painting and decorating might not be exciting, but it’s a job, and better than working at a fast-food drive-through or something. I didn’t get good enough grades to go on to further education, let alone university, though if I had, I would’ve been the first in my family to do so. We Richardsons are working-class stock, the backbone of Britain, my dad would say, and he’s proud of that. We don’t need fancy bits of paper to get by.

      For as long as I can remember, at least since I discovered dancing, that was all I’d wanted to do when I grew up. But as much as we Richardsons don’t get university degrees, we also don’t work in the arts. I had a few blazing rows about that one with my dad. It wasn’t all about him wanting to make sure I had a proper job. For him, it was about pride. He’d followed his father and grandfather into steelmaking, and then had to pick himself up after redundancy from the industry he’d thought he had a job in for life. He’d managed to forge himself a new future as a painter and decorator. I remember that he never had a prouder moment than when he added “and Son” to his business cards and the signwriting on his van. He’d created a legacy for me, and enjoyed thumbing his nose at an industry that had cast him out. That he worked hard meant he could also hold his head up high in the Working Men’s Club, where he spent a lot of his spare time.

      For me though, I still want to dance, but sometimes, we don’t get to do everything we want, and so I content myself with going as often as I can.

      I finish the last brush stroke and, picking up my stuff, I head out to the van. I don’t mind the work. It isn’t hard, and I can usually listen to music on my earbuds. But today I’m restless. I want the working day to be over so I can go see Darcy. To find out how he really feels. I’ve never been to the Nationals, even just to watch, as they’re held in different cities every year. But this year they’re being held here, in Sheffield, at the City Hall. For Darcy to not even be able to compete in his home city would be an even bigger blow. I’m looking forward to watching the big competition, the most prestigious of the dancing calendar, and not being able to see Darcy is a disappointment to me, too.
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      I take a quick shower to wash off the grime of the day, scrubbing at the paint splatters I invariably end up covered in. I lament my nail polish is already disappearing. Usually, I can’t stand seeing it chipped and worn and would remove it completely, but today I have more pressing things on my mind. Same with my hair. It’s super short at the sides—sometimes I shave it—but the top is long and I usually style it over my eyes. Today, though, I grab a beanie and shove it on. It’ll have to do.

      “Don’t you want any tea, love?” my mum calls, as I clatter down the steep, narrow staircase and into the kitchen, pulling my coat on as I go.

      “I’ll grab something later.” I lean down and press a kiss on her cheek before pulling open the back door. I see Mrs Smith, our neighbour on the other side of Gran, opening our back gate into the yard. No one uses their front door round here. The front door usually means official business, or trouble, as my dad calls it. Everyone uses the back door. We’ve no garden. Steelworkers, who these houses were built for, didn’t have time to garden. The yard was for the privy. Ours has long since gone, with the introduction of indoor plumbing, and the brick building is used as a garden shed and the washing line. The wall between our yard and Gran’s had been removed years ago, and my mum makes use of the larger space by filling it with flower pots. The daffodils have more or less finished, but the crocuses are just starting to show themselves. There’s also a table and chairs—a metal bistro set that one of Dad’s customers was throwing out to make way for a more modern wicker set. Dad painted it in bright colours, and it lends a cheery feel to the yard.

      “Hi Mrs Smith.” I call out to her from the top step. No doubt she’s heading round for a brew and a gossip with my mum.

      “Hello, young Nick.” She’d started calling me “young Nick” when I would do odd jobs for her as a young boy—another way I could earn a bit towards paying for dance lessons. But I think she’ll be calling me young Nick forever, even though I tower over her now. “You still dancing?”

      “Yes Mrs Smith, I am.” When I bounce down the steps, grab her hands, and twirl her around, she gives a girlish giggle. “Sorry, gotta dash. Mum’s inside if you want her.” I release her and turn towards Gran’s house.

      Mrs Smith giggles again and heads up our back steps, calling out, “Doreen, you’ll never guess who I saw earlier.” I laugh at the comfortable predictability of it. I quickly check that Gran has everything she needs until Mum or Dad come round later, and head down the road.

      I let the steepness of the hill carry me down at a fast walk, to the bus stop on the main road at the bottom. I can drive, but I don’t own a car. We only have Dad’s work van and he doesn’t often let me borrow it. I’m saving all my money to try to buy a house so I can move out. It’s a bit crowded at my parents’ with three adults in that space. I know that larger families did and still do occupy them, but it still seems like we all live on top of each other, and that’s one of the reasons I spend so much time out of the house or at Gran’s place. It’s also another reason why I don’t date. Not seriously, anyway. Not, bringing-a-guy-home type of seriousness. If I need to scratch an itch, I’ll go out to a nightclub. Maybe hook up there or at his place, if he has one. Not that I’ve found anyone I would want to take home with me yet, but then I don’t look either. Maybe when I save up enough money for a deposit and get my own place, I can think about it then. So, I manage without a car. We have a good bus service in the city anyway, so it’s not too much of an issue, and the bus that runs along the bottom of our street takes me to the dance school, anyway. I can walk it, but it takes thirty minutes and I don’t want the journey to be any longer than necessary. I’ll most likely walk back later, though, if it’s after the last bus has run.

      I say hello to the couple of people also waiting for the bus, and they ask how I am and how my mum is, promising to call round soon. No doubt she’ll be going to see them, too. The friends’ network in our little suburb is very active.

      Luckily, the bus is on time and we pile on. I sit, willing it to go faster, and ignore my knee jiggling in impatience. As soon as it stops at the right place, I erupt from it and walk as fast as I can up the road to the Franklin School of Dance.
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      The Franklins are dance, certainly in this corner of the city, and are well known throughout the whole county. Sheila and Arnold Franklin had been very successful dancers in their youth, and set up the school when they settled down to start a family. The building was erected in the seventies and is at one end of a small parade of shops. It has a couple of large dance studio rooms, a kitchen, toilets and showers, and a reception room with a small office off it. Upstairs is a large apartment that the Franklins—Sheila, Arnold, and Darcy—live in. Darcy’s sister Claire, older than him by a couple of years, lives elsewhere in the city. She’d decided that she wasn’t going to stay in the family business of dance, and went to work for a media and events company. The shops on the parade are a strange mix of convenience store, pizza place, hairdresser, and vape shop. The rest are empty or boarded up. It has certainly passed its heyday.

      “Nick! Nick!” Sheila’s wail greets me as I enter the reception room looking for Darcy and only finding his mum instead. “What are we going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” I reply. “Where’s Darcy?”

      “In his room, sulking. Yes, go talk some sense into him. He says he won’t dance at the Nationals even if we do find another partner for him. Tell him he must dance.” I frown at her pushiness, but it’s not really surprising. I head towards the door marked “Private,” that leads upstairs. I close it behind me with Sheila’s final remark following me though. “And tell him there’s a class in ten minutes.”

      I track Darcy down in his room. He, too, is still living at home, part of the same generation for whom home ownership seems unattainable. He is sitting on his bed, knees drawn up, his bear—Bearlero—locked tightly in his arms. I bought it for him a few years ago for his birthday, laughingly telling him he could pretend it was me when I wasn’t there. Trust Darcy to name him after a dance. That he went to it for comfort sends a warmth blooming in me. I don’t take time to register it, and the feeling is doused by his dull eyes and slumped shoulders. He doesn’t even look up as I enter, seemingly staring at a point on the wall opposite. I sit down on the bed next to him, shuffling back to lean against the wall. I put an arm round him and he leans into my side, still not looking at me, still no words. One reason why Darcy is my best friend, apart from our love of dance, is that he doesn’t mind this closeness. I’m not sure most straight guys would be okay with their gay friend putting their arms round them and holding them close without thinking something of it. But Darcy has always accepted me for who I am, never questioned it, or my motives. He always seems just as comfortable hugging as I am, and it’s never awkward.

      He doesn’t speak for a long moment, and I don’t ask him anything, allowing him the comfort of being tucked into my side, processing his own thoughts.

      At length he sighs. “I’m done with all this.”

      I’m sure he doesn’t mean what he’s saying. The Darcy I know would rather stop breathing than give up dancing. I squeeze him a little tighter.

      “I mean, I just don’t think I can go back out there again. I don’t feel it anymore.”

      I look at him and he tilts his head towards me, dejection weighing down the corners of his mouth.

      “Give it time. You’ll find someone to dance with. It’ll work out.”

      He gives a half-hearted shrug. “Now you sound like my mum.”

      I slap my hand to my chest. “You wound me, D.” It raises a slight chuckle from him. I proceed, in the best imitation I can do of his mum’s tinny tones. “Darcy Franklin, you get back out there and you dance, do you hear me?”

      I see the faintest glimmer of a spark in his eyes, and he presses his lips together as if to suppress a giggle.

      “Darcy, get down here now. You have a class.” I feel him shudder as her real, steel-honed voice booms up the stairs.

      “I could never do it that loudly,” I say, and he huffs a small laugh. I take my arm from round his shoulders, scoot forwards on the bed, and then look back at him.

      He tips his head back and bangs it against the wall. “Urgh. I really don’t feel like doing this right now. Can’t they just let me wallow in my misery a little longer?”

      That he shows a bit more spirit pleases me, as that’s more the Darcy I recognise.

      “You know that if you don’t appear in approximately thirty seconds, she’ll be up here giving you ‘the speech,’” I say conspiratorially.

      That finally gets me a smile—a small one, but I’ll take it. Sheila’s speeches are as legendary as they are awful, and always delivered at full volume.

      He sighs resignedly and I hold out a hand.

      “Come on, I’ll help you.” I would help anyway. I always do if I’m around. I learned early on that if I stayed around and helped in the classes, I’d get extra dance practice time. Over the years, I’ve learned both male and female parts, as there were never enough partners to go around and being able to do both helps. I’m almost as much of a fixture at the dance school as the sign above the door. He takes my proffered hand and I pull him up before we head downstairs to stave off his mum coming to find him in person.
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      I get through the beginners and improvers classes without really taking much in. I certainly don’t remember any of them. Except for Nick’s help. His unwavering support and ready smile charming everyone, young and old alike. I don’t know how he does it. He looks ridiculous dancing in his beanie, which he refuses to remove, claiming his hair isn’t fit to be seen. He’s always been like that, taking care over his appearance. I’m far more relaxed about mine, unless I’m getting ready for a competition of course, but most days I run my fingers through my hair and that’s as good as it gets.

      The last customers are leaving, and Mum’s just finishing up the private lesson. She’s been teaching a couple who are practising for their wedding-day dance. We get a lot of couples like that, wanting to make that first dance memorable on their special day.
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