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“Something always comes up,” Claire said into her cellphone.
She had to keep one ear plugged to drown out the music of the club,
but she could still hear the heavy sigh on the other end of the
line.


“I wish it
didn’t,” Regi said. He was her boyfriend of two years, and the
worst person in the world right now. “You know I want to be there,
but I can’t.”


Claire looked
around, she was sitting at the bar of their favorite dance club,
the bartender serving drinks to available men and women, people
dancing with their partners in the corner of her eye.


“I’m really
starting to question if you want to be here.”


“Don’t say
that,” Regi said on the other side of the line, “I’m bogged down in
work here, wondering if you’re mad at me isn’t going to make it any
easier.”


Her nostrils
flared. This was when she hated him the most, suddenly his screw
ups became her fault. Now she was the one bringing him down? This
was her whole day, she pushed her own life aside to come out, spent
precious time getting ready, then once again he wasn’t there for
her.


“You don’t
have to wonder,” she said before hanging up the call. She knew he
worked hard, but it wasn’t like she didn’t work as well. She had
her own full time job to think of, and she still managed to make it
out to their dates.


She loved
Regi, or so she thought, but the years weren’t doing them any
kindness. All of her friends seemed to live exciting lives, Karen
was in Paris, and another friend was on the road around the country
on vacation. It seemed like she was just working, and being
disappointed, in equal doses.


A man sat down
next to her at the bar. He pulled out a metallic lighter and lit a
cigarette before taking a long drag of it. His hair was a little
loose for her taste, but he had strong features, and seemed
relaxed.


Claire put her
head down into the bar, hiding from all the sights and sounds. She
didn’t need to be reminded that other people were having fun while
her evening was ruined. All she wanted to do was dance a little,
laugh with Regi, and then head back home. Was that so much to ask
for on a Friday night?


“Are you
feeling okay?” said the man next to her.


She lifted her
head, and saw he was looking straight at her, a look of concern on
his face.


“Someone as
beautiful as you shouldn’t look so sad,” he said with a wink.


She couldn’t
help but smile. It was a nice compliment. Besides, it was nice to
know that handsome men still wanted to talk to her. It had been a
long time since she went to a club with the intention of picking
someone up. The minefield of potential failed dates wasn’t
something she wanted to go back to.


“I’m fine,
just trying to figure out what to do with my night.”


The man
nodded, “I know that feeling.”


She was sure
he didn’t. If he was here to pick ladies up, he didn’t know
anything about what she was feeling. She let out an exhausted sigh,
realizing she was projecting her own annoyances onto an
unsuspecting stranger. It wasn’t exactly fair.


“I got dumped
the other night,” the man said. “Well I guess its almost a week
now. This was the only place I could think to go on a Friday.”


He took
another drag on his cigarette, and stared off somewhere past the
bar. He looked lost, like he didn’t know what expression to make.
They were two people, without anything to do in a room full of
drunks and couples.


“This place is
so depressing alone,” Claire said, finally sitting up in her seat.
“You just get reminded of what you used to have to put up with to
find someone.”


“Yeah,” he
said with a laugh, his teeth were perfect. “Where every dance has
to be some invitation home. You can’t just share a drink and a
smile.”


“Hell yeah,”
she said with a slap of her palm on the bar, “I just want to enjoy
myself a little damn it, is that so much to ask?”


“No it isn’t,”
he said, putting his cigarette into an ashtray before reaching out
to shake her hand. “I’m Derrick, by the way.”


“Claire,” she
said as she felt his grip. He seemed like a nice guy, or at least
smart enough to know where to draw the line.


“Derrick,” she
said while turning her chair away from the bar, “Will you join me
in some dancing and laughter?”


Derrick
laughed, put out his cigarette, and stepped out of his bar seat,
“Gladly.”


She put out
her elbow, and he hooked his arm through hers, the two stepping out
onto the dance floor together.


She had to
admit, it took a second to adjust to dancing with a stranger. His
moves felt strange, and as much as she wanted to cut loose and just
move, she kept questioning herself. Her feet could move just fine,
but her heart kept holding her back. Derrick helped, he was a
smooth dancer when he wanted to be, but knew when to be silly,
throwing in ridiculous moves that paralyzed her with laughter.


As they kept
it up, the music found its way into her bones, and she loosened up.
She held his hands as they span around, and found her feet moving
next to his. Claire told herself, it was just dancing.


Then the music
changed, a slower song mixed into the rotation. Everyone on the
dance floor was tired, and it was the perfect time to push the
emerging couples close together, cuddling on the dance floor.


Claire didn’t
know which direction to move. Derrick looked at her, smiled, and
put a hand out.


“Don’t abandon
me out here just yet,” he said.


She laughed,
held his hand, and they tried to move slow. She crept up closer to
him, took in his mix of rugged scent and light cologne, she was
surprised he didn’t smell like his cigarette. It was something more
comforting than that. He wrapped an arm around her waist, held her
tight, and she let her eyes close as they moved around the
floor.


It was warm,
and his arms were strong. The whole sensation made her feel safe,
put a warm feeling in her chest.


Derrick turned
her around, wrapped his arms around her from behind. Without
thinking, she pushed herself back into him, enjoying the feeling of
a sturdy body, his heat all around her. She let out a sigh, and
relaxed.


When the song
ended, Derrick let her go. She shook her head as if waking up from
a dream, and thought about the dance they just had, what Regi would
think if he saw what she had been doing. A knot formed in her
stomach.


She looked at
Derrick, and felt the sting of tears coming to her eyes.


“Hey there,
what’s wrong now?”


Claire walked
off the dance floor. She couldn’t stop her eyes from watering, but
she didn’t want to be crying where everyone could see her. She felt
ridiculous, like a child.


“Claire,”
Derrick said as he walked up behind her, touched his hand to her
arm, “Are you okay?”


“No, I just...
this sucks. I feel like I’m doing something wrong.”


Derrick shook
his head. She expected him to grab her, to try to hug her. Instead
he reached in his pocket and pulled out a napkin. Somehow, that
felt better. She dabbed her eyes.


“Don’t worry
about it. We were just working out our stress. Now we go home, and
get on with our lives.”


She smiled,
even though that wasn’t the answer she really wanted to hear, she
knew it was the right one.


“Whoever
you’re with, he better treat you right. He doesn’t know how good he
has it.”


There was a
buzz, and he pulled his phone from his pocket. “One second, I have
to take this.”


As he picked
it up, Claire thought about what he said. Regi used to be there to
defend her, to make sure she felt worthwhile. What did she get now?
Nights out alone with strange men?


Derrick seemed
to be in an intense conversation, she tried not to overhear, but
whatever was going on, it sounded like business. Lots of talk of
money, investments, and people needing to listen to him.


By the time he
dropped the call, Claire’s crying spell was over. She balled up the
napkin in her palm, and smiled for the sake of Derrick.


“Sorry about
that,” he said, “I guess the night is almost over, huh?”


She nodded, it
was probably about time she headed home. She had her dance, and
even had a good cry, all she wanted now was to hit the sack.


“If you want,”
Derrick said, “I’ll give you my number. If you ever need to dance,
or don’t feel like you’re being treated right, you can give me a
call. We’ll spin around on the dance floor.”


Claire
considered his words. It wasn’t often that she got a guy’s number,
instead of the other way around. He wouldn’t be able to bother her,
it was only if she felt like calling him. Either she had met the
nicest guy in the world, or this guy was a terrible pick up
artist.


She pulled out
her cell, and took down his number. She simply called the number
‘Dance’, and saved it.


“Thanks,”
Claire said, stepping forward and giving Derrick a hug, “I better
get out of here.”


“Maybe I’ll
see you again,” he said, “I’m going to go comfort a cigarette and
call a taxi.”


She laughed,
and headed for the street. The drive home made her realize just how
relaxed she was. It was like all the weight in her chest had been
lifted, and taken off into the clouds. For once, she imagined she
could enjoy a good night’s sleep. No worries to shake her
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