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Puttin' on the Ritz
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"I can't dance."

"Nonsense, I've seen you dance plenty of times." I passed a china cup and saucer to my best friend. 

"But not like that." Helen pointed to the flamboyant jazz dancers, shaking their thing up on stage.

"Finish your tea. The lesson starts after this number."

"Do I have to? My arms will jiggle."

"Your arms will be fine. You'll have fun. Trust me."

"I told you I just wanted a quiet dinner, not a themed party. I should be furious with you."

"You can never stay mad at me, and anyway, when have I ever let your birthday slide by?"

"But this must have cost a fortune."

"You're worth it. Drink up and stop complaining."

She took a sip. "That's not tea."

"Of course not, this is a speakeasy." I swallowed my last drop of gin then placed the teacup down. I wasn't nervous about dancing but I needed liquid courage as much as Helen did.

She knocked back her drink, wincing as she clunked the delicate cup into the matching saucer. "Let's get this over with." Her long strand of pearls swung as she stood. A gift Helen had believed were fake for years, but they weren't.

I straightened the white feather in her headband then, arms linked, we strode onto the dance floor. 

"Back, forwards, forwards, back." The dance instructor demonstrated the Charleston steps.

That rhythm was familiar. It was the rhythm of our lives. Helen and I, forwards and backwards, never meeting. This was the first time in forty years that we'd both been single. I'd denied my feelings when we were twenty, afraid to risk our friendship. Letting her slip by again would be a bigger risk.

Laughter filled the room as Helen's family and friends joined us on the dance floor, flailing about and having fun with the local swing dancers I'd hired. Gangsters wearing pinstriped suits and two-toned shoes twirled flappers in waistless dresses edged with fringing. Despite the glitz, my eyes were drawn back to Helen. They always were.

As the song came to an end, the MC tapped on the microphone. "It's that time of night. Time to sing."

The lights dimmed and the room filled with a hundred voices singing happy birthday. A waiter rolled out a trolley, presenting a giant two-tiered chocolate mud cake, ablaze with sixty flickering candles. We both adored chocolate. One of many things we had in common. Helen's eyes sparkled as she bent to blow out the candles. 

"Thank you," she said, as the cake was wheeled away to be cut. "Tonight has been perfect." She kissed me on the cheek.

It was almost perfect. There was only one thing that would make it perfect. "I love you."

She smiled and squeezed my hand. "I love you, too." 

"No. I. Love. You."

Her eyes widened. I leant in, pressing my lips to hers. She couldn't misunderstand that. Her lips softened as she returned the kiss. Helen. My new favourite flavour.
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Music poured through the car stereo. Big band swing and jump blues. Nadiene's favourite playlist. Her brother teased her about her taste in music, but she didn't care. She preferred music from before she was born. Music from before her parents were born was even better. She belted out the lyrics, tapping the jazz rhythm on the steering wheel. The only thing that put her in a better mood than singing was dancing, but that was a little difficult in the car. She just needed to keep it together until she got there. Then she'd be fine. She'd never lose control in front of a crowd.

That track ended and the next song began. The words caught in her throat. It had been Matt and Nadiene's song. The song they'd first danced to. The song they'd first made love to. The last song she needed to hear, on this of all days. The day Matt was marrying that girl. She skipped to the next track in the shuffled playlist and dabbed at the corner of her eye, praying her mascara hadn't smeared.

Nadiene shouldn't be sad. She'd moved on months ago. Derick was wonderful and she was happy. She glanced at the empty seat beside her. She'd be happier if he'd been by her side today but it wasn't his fault he couldn't be here. 

She'd called the hospital again before she'd left home but he still hadn't been cleared for discharge. Surely overnight observation would be done by now. It was after 6 pm. Nadiene's stomach knotted. He'd hit his head quite hard when he came off his push bike. Why wouldn't he wear a bloody helmet? Just because it's not the law in Darwin doesn't mean it's not a good idea. Footpaths have hazards, too. She almost swung her car around and drove to the hospital instead, but even if she did, there was nothing she could do to help. And people would notice if she wasn't at the wedding.

Nadiene pulled into the familiar carpark at Nightcliff Jetty. She'd be back here again tomorrow for the Sunday afternoon dance class. Everyone said it was so sweet that they were getting married at the same place they'd met. She pulled the invitation from her handbag and double checked the details. The ceremony wasn't due to start for twenty minutes. 

Nadiene checked her makeup in the visor mirror then stepped out of the car and locked it. She wandered over to the concrete dance floor, where the swing dance classes were held, and stared across the water to the jetty. Big white bows surrounded the posts all the way along. They should be having the ceremony here on the cracked concrete slab. This was where they'd really met. Where she'd met Matt, too.

A warm hand grasped hers. "Am I too late?"

Nadiene smiled at Derick. "You made it."

"I snuck out. Didn't want you to have to arrive alone."

This was where she finally understood real love.
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The Elephant in the Room
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"Karen's here," I hollered towards the bedroom as I opened the front door.

"Well, aren't you the bee's knees?" Karen looked me up and down.

"Thanks." I smiled, smoothing the front of my yellow cotton dress. 

"Perfect weather for a dress. Wish I'd worn one, too." Karen tugged at the hem of her shorts.

"It is. Practically no humidity."

Karen bustled into the house. "Dragonflies are out and no shin sweat. The dry season is officially here." She dropped her handbag on the dining table.

"I was going to wear my blue dress to the jetty today but I couldn't find it. Have you still got it?" I asked.

"Nope. Dropped it off with Paul last week. Think you were at work. Thanks for the lend, though."

"No worries. It must be in the laundry somewhere."

"Hey, Tracy, reckon you have time to give me some pointers on how to transition from the quick stop into switches? Lowan and I have busted a gut all week practising but I can't get the hang of it."

I glanced towards the bedroom. If Paul spent as long getting dressed as he had in the shower today, then we'd have plenty of time. "Sure. Show me where you're at." I took Karen's hand and led her through the swing dance moves. "You're just a little off with your timing. The key is to move your weight onto your left foot on the 'and' so you're ready to kick on the 'one'." I led her through the sequence slowly, counting as we went. "Five, six, seven, hold and kick-ball-change. Looking better."

"Can we try it a bit faster?" Karen asked.

We ran through the sequence a couple more times. "I think you've got it. Want to try leading?"

"Nah, I'm feeling a bit dizzy now." Karen pulled out a dining chair and sat, resting her elbows on the table. 

Still no sign of Paul. "Want a drink?"

"Yes, please."

I ducked into the kitchen, filled two glasses with water then returned, sitting opposite Karen.

"Thanks." Karen took a sip. "I've been hinting at Lowan that he should learn how to follow, like Paul. You guys look awesome when you steal the lead off of each other."

"It's heaps of fun. Brought a whole new level to our dancing."

"How about in the bedroom? Do you switch the lead there, too?"

I blushed. "Umm..."

We both giggled.

The bedroom door opened and Paul finally emerged.

I stared for a moment then looked at Karen. She raised her eyebrows but said nothing.

He'd shaved his legs.

And his arms.

And my blue dress definitely wasn't in the laundry.

"You girls ready to go?" Paul tapped his watch. "Don't want to be late."

Karen stood, clasping her handbag to her chest, then turned and walked wordlessly to the front door.

Paul followed as if nothing was new. 

The only sound was the ticking of the kitchen clock. My world morphed as the clock struck four.
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