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         Elin steps into the dark and smoky room. She is not too big on this sort of things – parties and clubbing. It’s too loud and there are too many people crammed into a small space. But most of all, it’s that feeling of being all alone in the middle of a crowd. Everybody around her looks happy, dancing and singing with big smiles across their faces. Elin just feels out of place.

         She is surrounded by a group of friends, and they are all in an epic party mood. Their enthusiasm almost rubs off on her, and she briefly thinks that this night might be fun after all. But she will need to chug a few beers in order to relax and get through this night. And with that thought, she splits the sea of people in two and aims for the bar. 

         The bar is crowded as usual, but she elbows her way through with a determination that only a student set on getting a discounted beer can possess. She orders from a skinny guy who looks like he might be a bit too young to be working there. 

         The cool beer pours down her constricted throat, and she instantly feels its effect loosening up her tense neck muscles. Elin scans the room. It’s 10:34 p.m., and she is dying to go home to her live-in boyfriend and crawl into their narrow bed and fall asleep curled up next to him. 

         “Come on, let’s dance,” Joel yells into her ear to talk over the music and the noise. He grabs Elin by the arm and drags her to the crowded, sweaty dance floor. Joel, Elin and the rest of the gang dance until they almost collapse. When she is dancing, it’s like everything else becomes a blur. Suddenly, it doesn’t matter that the room is crowded, that guys are groping her and that someone got too drunk and threw up in the corner. It’s just her, the music and her breaths. 

         “I need some air! I’m heading out to the smoking area. Any takers?” she asks her friends. They all shake their heads, so Elin makes her way through the crowded room out to the smoking room on wobbly legs. It’s not much of a room really; it’s actually a very small courtyard with a single long bench and a huge ashtray.

         The stars scattered across the dark sky above her twinkle, and Elin exhales. She is relieved to see that it’s empty. She sits down on the bench, pulls up her knees and rests her chin on them. Closes her eyes and breathes in the fresh air. Inhales. Exhales. How long until it’s considered okay to go home? It hasn’t been that long since they arrived, and her friends have only had one beer so far. She has learned from experience that it would be too soon – too boring – to leave now.

         Somewhere in the middle of these thoughts, a door opens. The music blasts out into the cool autumn night, and then it dies down as suddenly as it appeared. 

         “Hi.” Elin looks up and into two kind, dark eyes. The man is tall and dark haired. He has a moustache twirled with wax – he looks like he belongs to a different century. He smiles softly at her and takes a seat at the other end of the long bench. Elin nods her head, and then there is a silence.

         “Do you have a lighter?” he asks her after having failed to light his cigarette with his own. Elin nervously searches her pockets and digs up a lighter. It’s purple with a picture of a naked, muscular man with a firm butt. It’s her best lighter – a great conversation starter. The man slides closer to her on the bench, and she reaches over and lights his cigarette. She observes him as he inhales the smoke into his lungs and then exhales it. White and fluffy against the indigo night sky.

         “Thanks,” he says, and smiles at her. With shaky hands, she lights a cigarette for herself as well and starts smoking it. He glances at her curiously, and she meets his gaze with a vague smile. 

         “And why are you sitting out here all alone?” He tilts his head slightly.

         “I actually just want to go home. I’m not feeling very well.” The words come pouring out of her before she has the time to think about it. But once she has said it, she realizes that it’s the truth. She isn’t feeling very well, and there is something unnerving about being someplace where everybody is happy and you’re expected to be happy as well, even though you’re not. It sort of adds to the depression. 
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