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In the thumping, flashing dance club, Crenshaw crushed himself along the wall, searching. His sinuses stung from the spice of bodies mixed with stale perfume and some strange sweet odor. The insistent beat stabbed his head like an icepick. Below in the sunken dance floor, the swirling pink and purple strobe lights lanced his eyes. People swirled and bobbed like a garbage-filled tidal pool. 

He took deep, soothing breaths. Have to find Haynes, he thought, Where is Haynes? 

The Campus Agoraphobia Group missed Haynes, was miserable without Haynes, needed Haynes.

Crenshaw rubbed the downy black jacket he got from the Group. The fleece-like material soothed his nerves. It was thick, but still comfortable in the hot club. His lips mumbled his list of things to remember: 

Keep calm. Take deep breaths. Rub the jacket. Stay in the moment. Find Haynes. Keep looking for that big, angry goth guy and then we can get out through the back door.

The wall came to a corner just before a seating area. He’d have to keep following along behind tables of people, shouting, braying with laughter, bobbing-flailing-waving-oh so relaxed, wearing bright stripey-paisley-glittery garb – (was this in fashion? He wondered) to the far side of the club. There was a hallway with the restroom sign and the Exit sign. Oh the Exit sign! That candy-colored beacon!

Wait! On the dance floor!

Crenshaw glimpsed Haynes’ pale, jowly face. But Haynes didn’t seem to be himself.

Haynes’ usually sour, challenging gaze sparkled. His usually clenched jowls now stretched by a broad, blissful smile.  Haynes wore a paisley blazer colored a nearly glow-in-the-dark green. Most startling, Haynes shimmied with loose-limbed confidence. Crenshaw gaped. 

This was Haynes! Haynes who had organized their Agoraphobia Group two years ago. Haynes affirmed and consoled everyone. He sneered at vapid positivity like this club. He encouraged becoming more comfortable in public, certainly, but more important, that the members be comfortable with themselves. He bolstered the other members whenever they were low. Told them all in his attempts at florid language: “Fie on the public’s putrescent pablum! You are resplendant the way you are!” 

The Group had a ragged, raw hole without good old gruff, witty Haynes.

The stairs to the dance floor stood farther down the railing. Crenshaw took a deep breath, flurried his fingers deeper into his jacket, and slipped down into the jumping mass.

He pressed along the side of the dance floor. Someone bumped into him and he flinched, mind racing to terrors.

Breathe!

Within arms reach now, there was no doubt! 

“Haynes? Bob Haynes?”

The music thumped so loud, Crenshaw barely heard himself. He shouted desperately: “Bob! Haynes!”

Haynes’s eyes focused. “Crensha-a-a-a-aw? My man! What’s up!”

Crenshaw realized as if slapped. Haynes always greeted with “What ho!” His style was too stylish for some common “What’s up?” 

But Crenshaw dug his fingers in and forced a smile. “Well, oh, nothing much! What’s – what’s up? With you?”

“Been hanging around here! Haven’t seen you here before! You like Exso?”

Exso? That new world-music craze? Is this what this agony is?

Crenshaw had heard a little Exso online, but all dance music was scary and stupid.

Trying to hide a grimace at the question, Crenshaw stepped closer. Haynes stunk like he hadn’t showered in a few days. He sometimes went days without showering when in a depressive episode. But there was that sweet, citrusy smell he’d noted when he entered the club. Cologne?  

Now Crenshaw wondered if Haynes was masking his depression. If so, Haynes seemed earnestly joyful. Glee-Club-at-a-Homecoming-Game joyful. Crenshaw’s mind swam with admiration and dread.

He stepped close. “Your roommate said I’d find you here. How come you haven’t been coming to the Support Group? There have been some changes, and –“

Haynes put his hand on Crenshaw’s shoulder. “Dared myself to go to a club a couple of months ago! Chose this place at random! Thought it was stupid at first! But it grows on you! This place is the greatest! Didn’t think to go to Group anymore, really!”

Crenshaw’s stomach dropped with disappointment. “Sure. That – that’s great! Congratulations! When will you be on campus again?”

“Let’s get you a drink!”

Haynes stepped through the dance floor. Crenshaw hunched close behind. Haynes raised a finger at the bartender. The bartender waved back.

Crenshaw wondered, How can they see each other in all
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