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The beat of swing music pulsed in my veins, a familiar rhythm settling deep even as I slid onto a picnic table, unable to keep still. Maybe I was overenthusiastic, arriving half an hour early, but my legs were desperate to do something other than press the accelerator or brake pedals. That’s what they’d spent the past week doing, traversing the long, straight roads of central Australia, putting distance between me and... everything. Driving hadn’t dulled my restless energy; if anything, the confinement had magnified the craving to move, to dance away the tension coiled tight inside. This fresh start needed to feel like one, body and soul.

I’d hit the road by oh-seven-hundred each day, partly to avoid squinting into the late afternoon sun, partly to outrun the shadows that seemed longer in the early morning quiet. Starting early also helped me dodge literal run-ins with kangaroos while giving me a chance to take in some touristy sights. I learned heaps about Aussie dinosaurs in the middle of outback Queensland. When I crossed the border into the Northern Territory, I followed a sign that pointed to a zoo. It was funny what could pass for a zoo in a tiny outback town. A dilapidated menagerie might have been a better description, but it was a welcome distraction.

My dad had voiced his concerns about my driving solo from Brisbane to Darwin. “Are you sure about this, Lindy-bug?” he’d asked, his voice tight with worry. I was twenty-seven, but after everything... well, I understood why he still felt the need to protect me. He had nothing to worry about, though, not really. Even if the military hadn’t put a restriction on how many kilometres I should drive per day, I wouldn’t have tried to cut the trip short. When else would I get to explore the outback, to feel the vast emptiness and maybe fill it with something new?

Taking a sip from my drink bottle, warm plastic against my lips, I swivelled in my seat to absorb the ocean view. The afternoon sun streamed over me, the heat shimmering up from the concrete walkway in visible waves. The humidity clung heavy in the air, an unfamiliar, oppressive weight that slicked my skin instantly. Brisbane summers were humid, sure, but this was different—a thick, tropical blanket I didn’t think I’d ever get used to.

Palm trees swayed languidly in the faint breeze, offering slivers of shade that did little against the glare. The turquoise waters of the Timor Sea stretched into the distance, small waves lapping rhythmically at the shore. The salty tang mingled with cloying tropical scents—frangipani, something vaguely like tea tree, and the ubiquitous coconut smell of sunscreen.

Perspiration gathered where my sunglasses sat on my nose, causing them to slide down my face. I shoved them back up, blotting my brow with the small cotton hand towel I’d tucked into my pocket. It was meant to mop up sweat during dancing, but at this rate, it could end up soaked before the class even began. The heat, the waiting, it all fed the jittery energy inside me, a need for the release only dancing could bring.

Not that I needed to take lessons. I’d been swing dancing for years. But I figured doing the class was the best way to meet people. I’d heard the swing dance community was thriving in Darwin; it was one of the key reasons I’d requested this posting, this escape. 

A feminine voice broke my reverie. “Hi.”

I turned to find a woman with the brightest shade of cherry-red hair I’d ever seen, vibrant and welcoming, like a slice of watermelon glistening in the sun. “Hi.”

“Are you here for the class?”

“Um, yeah.” My brow furrowed in confusion. How did she know?

“I figured so.” She tapped the back of her shoulder.

Oh. My t-shirt. I’d forgotten I was wearing the “Lindybug” shirt my Brissy dance friends had made for me as a going-away present. A reminder of the life I’d packed into boxes.

“So, are you a Lindybug?” She slung a large canvas bag onto the table with a playful flourish, the movement full of cheerful energy.

“I’m a Lindy.” I grinned, the familiar nickname feeling both comforting and slightly bittersweet. I extended my hand. “What’s your name?”

“Nadiene.” She wiped her palm on her tiny floral shorts before shaking my hand firmly. “We’ll turn you into a lindy-hopping jitterbug in no time.”

“Actually, I know how to swing dance.”

Nadiene fixated her gaze on me, inquisitive. Her head tilted. “I haven’t seen you before.”

“I just moved here from Brisbane. Arrived yesterday.”

“You’re keen.” She beamed.

“Yep.” A total understatement. I was desperate.

A handful of people gathered on the concrete slab between our table and the footpath. Someone set up a large portable speaker, and more swing music spilled out, filling the air with an infectious energy that made my feet tap involuntarily.

Nadiene pulled a roll of shiny silver tape from her bag, sitting beside me. “Do you lead or follow?” She tore off a short strip of tape and affixed it expertly to the sole of her white canvas shoes.

“I can do both, but I prefer to follow.”

“Me, too! I tried leading a couple of years back, but thinking of which move to do next stressed me out.”

“Mind if I borrow some tape?” I’d assumed the class would be held on the grass, picturing soft landings. My poor dance shoes would get shredded on this rough concrete. She handed me the roll, and I carefully reinforced the soles of my own well-worn joggers.

“How long have you been swing dancing?” Nadiene asked, curiosity lighting her eyes like sparklers.

“Around seven years.” Eight years this September. I thought back to that incredible night my university friends and I went dancing to celebrate my 20th birthday. The surprise twist? It wasn’t a nightclub, but a swing dance event, pulsing with live music and infectious joy. That night of laughter had transformed into a lifetime passion for Lindy Hop. It had also sparked my relationship with Ben. Thinking of him still sent a pang through my chest—a connection that had burned white-hot, full of shared rhythms and breathless spins, before leaving scars I was still trying to smooth over. Seeing his face pop up unexpectedly on friends’ feeds was why I’d eventually abandoned social media altogether; the casual glimpses hurt too much.

Nadiene straightened, enthusiasm radiating off her. “I’m looking forward to seeing your moves.”

I shrugged, a reflexive defence against positivity. “How about you? When did you take up dancing?”

“I started five years ago and I’ve been in the performance troupe for the past four.”

“I didn’t realise you had a performance troupe.” That sounded fun, demanding. Maybe something to aim for.

Nadiene cocked her head, a playful smirk forming. “But it’s all over the Facebook group.”

“I’m not on social media.”

Nadiene’s eyes widened slightly, a flicker of surprise. “How did you find out about this class, then?”

“It was on the website.”

“Oh yeah,” she chuckled. “I forgot about that.”

“You didn’t forget about me, did you?” A man slipped his arm around Nadiene’s shoulders, planting a casual kiss on her cheek. He had an easy smile and moved with a dancer’s relaxed confidence.

Nadiene fluttered her eyelashes at him, a playful grin lighting up her face. “I’d never forget you.” She gestured to him. “Lindy, this is my boyfriend, Derick. He’s an excellent lead.”

“Hi, Derick.” I shook his hand, meeting his friendly gaze. “We should have a dance sometime.”

“They don’t do much social dancing after the class, but I’m sure we can squeeze one in.” Derick glanced around at the gathering crowd. “Looks like I made it just in time.”

The music paused, and a male voice called out, “Alright folks, let’s get this class started!”

“That’s Eddie.” Nadiene nodded toward the man fiddling with the speaker. “He teaches all the beginner classes. Solid fundamentals. I’ll introduce you after the lesson.”

Eagerly, we stepped onto the cracked concrete floor, gravitating towards the circle forming around Eddie and his dance partner. They demonstrated the routine for today: basic six-count moves with kick-down styling. Simple stuff. My body hummed with anticipation, craving the satisfying stretch and connection of a proper swing out, but this would have to do for now.

We paired up and went over the first move. I hooked my fingers lightly over my partner’s hands, letting the rhythm sink in. Rock step, kick down, kick down. Easy. I could do this with my eyes closed, letting muscle memory take over. In fact, I could do pretty much any swing move with my eyes closed if I had a decent lead who gave clear signals.

I made my way around the circle, rotating partners, dancing with mostly men and a couple of women until I reached Derick.

“Having fun?” he asked, a playful glint in his eye as he took my hands. His hold was firm but light, instantly reassuring.

“Yep.” The connection felt good, easy. On impulse, needing more movement, more flow, I replaced the simple kick-down styling with smooth triple steps, letting my body respond instinctively to the music. I hadn’t wanted to confuse the beginners, but Derick felt solid, experienced.

“Nice.” He didn’t miss a beat, smoothly transitioning into triple steps himself. He sent me out, guiding me effortlessly, then twirled me back in with a gentle precision, as if we’d danced together countless times. The simple pattern transformed under his lead.

I replaced my rock step with a kick-ball-change, adding a little syncopation. Derick raised his eyebrows, a silent acknowledgement, and mirrored the rhythm perfectly.

“Looking good, everyone,” Eddie called over the music. “Stay with your partner and keep dancing until the end of the song!”

“Do you Lindy, Lindy?” Derick asked, his voice teasing but his lead already shifting, inviting more complexity.

“Sure do.” A grin spread across my face, genuine and unforced.

He led a perfect swing out. My feet didn’t just move; they sang. There was a sudden intake of breath, a subtle shift around us as the dancers on either side instinctively shuffled back, creating a pocket of space just for us. In that moment, caught in the whirlwind of movement, the oppressive humidity, the cracked concrete, the unfamiliar faces—none of it mattered. The familiar steps, guided by Derick’s confident lead, enveloped me like a warm, breathtaking embrace. It wasn’t just dancing; it was connection, trust, a fleeting, joyful freedom. Exhilaration fizzed through me. I felt seen, alive in a way I hadn’t in months. This feeling, this effortless flight across the floor—this was home.

The song ended, and Derick twirled me smoothly to his side, finishing our dance with a slight, stylish dip. I couldn’t help but giggle, the thrill still dancing through my blood even as the music faded.

“Thanks, Derick. That was lovely.”

“It was a pleasure.” His smile was genuine. “You have a real smooth style. Effortless. I reckon you’d enjoy dancing with Ben.”

My stomach clenched, a cold, hard knot tightening instantly. My breath caught. Ben. The Ben? Here? No. It couldn’t be. “Which one is he?” I asked, trying to keep my voice casual, light.

“He’s not here today. Had to work late.”

“Oh. That’s a shame.” Relief warred with a strange, unwelcome flicker of... something else. Disappointment? No. It couldn’t be him. He was supposed to be overseas—Europe, or was it New Zealand? I’d stopped checking, stopped feeding the pain years ago. Darwin was the last place I’d expect him to surface.

Nadiene strolled over, bag in hand, slipping her free arm possessively around Derick’s waist. “I saw that swing out! Love your styling, Lindy.” She pulled Derick closer, clearly staking her claim with a smile.

“Thanks.” My own smile felt a little strained now.

Nadiene looked up at her boyfriend, her expression playful yet proud. “She’s smooth, just like Ben.”

“I was just telling her I thought she’d enjoy dancing with him,” Derick confirmed, oblivious to the turmoil his words caused.

“Are you coming to the Railway Club on Wednesday night?” Nadiene asked, her eyes sparkling with matchmaking mischief.

“Sure am,” I replied automatically, the prospect of more dancing overriding the sudden anxiety.

“Good. He should be there this week. I’ll introduce you.” Nadiene leaned closer to me, her tone dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “And he’s single.”

I managed a noncommittal smile. Right. Single Ben. The catch-22 of dating within a dance scene was always tricky. Dating a non-dancer often fizzled out due to mismatched passions, but breaking up with a dancer? That meant navigating the delicate politics of who got custody of the dance floor. In Brisbane, with its multiple schools, you could usually carve out separate territories. Here? It felt smaller, more entangled. Not that I had a history of leaving scorched earth, just... one significant crater.

“Are there many other couples in this scene?” I asked, genuinely curious and trying to steer the conversation away from the potentially-mine Ben.

“Heaps, actually.” Nadiene laughed, the sound bright and airy. “We even had a swing-romance wedding last year. It was my ex-boyfriend, in fact. Matt. They’re usually here, but I didn’t see them today.”

“You guys still dance together?” I admired her apparent lack of drama.

“We turn up at the same events, but honestly, I haven’t danced with him since he got engaged. He’s a great lead, though. Super smooth, different style to Derick. I’ll introduce you to Matt on Wednesday, too.”

Derick tugged gently at Nadiene’s hand. “I’m starving. Ready to go?”

“Okay.” Nadiene turned back to me, her excitement infectious again. “Want to come out for dinner with us?”

As much as I craved company after a week alone in my car, the weariness from the long drive and the emotional jolt of the ‘Ben’ conversation pulled heavily at my eyelids. “Thanks so much for the offer, but I think I’m going to crash. I’m knackered. Next week, for sure.”

“Okay! See you Wednesday, then.” The couple waved and strolled off, arm in arm, their easy intimacy a stark contrast to my solitary state.

The crowd had thinned considerably, leaving only a smattering of people chatting around the picnic tables where I’d left my bag. I wandered over to retrieve it, feeling the pleasant ache in my muscles.

I tapped a brunette woman on the shoulder. “Excuse me, could you please pass me my bag? It’s the blue one under the table near your feet.”

“Sure.” She reached down, hauling the heavy bag onto the table. “Whoa, what have you got in there? Bricks?”

“Lots of water.” I laughed, relieved to have the bag back in my grasp, and immediately took a long swig from one of my bottles. “I’m Lindy. Just moved here.”

“Welcome to the Top End. I’m Karen.” She gestured warmly to the others at the table. “This is my boyfriend, Lowan, and that’s Paul, George, Annie, and Tracy.”

A chorus of friendly greetings met me. “Hi, everyone! Do you all go on Wednesday nights, too?”

“These guys are there every week,” Annie chimed in, her voice carrying deep enthusiasm. “I come whenever I’m actually in Darwin. I’m a cook in the Navy, so I spend a fair bit of time out at sea.”

“Ah, okay. I think I’ll end up missing a few weeks here and there too. I’m here with the Army, and they sure love sending us out bush to play.” I laughed, a surprising sense of camaraderie settling in. Maybe this posting wouldn’t be so lonely after all.

“One of the other girls is in the Air Force,” Annie added with a grin. “Looks like Swing Dance NT is now tri-services. What do you do in the Army?”

“I’m a nurse,” I replied, the familiar pride in my profession a steady anchor.

“No way! I’m about to start my third year in nursing,” Lowan said, leaning forward with interest. “And one of the other guys is a nurse, too. He wasn’t here today.”

“Well, if war breaks out on the dance floor, we’re definitely covered for medical support,” Karen joked, her laughter full of easy warmth.

I picked up my heavy bag; the strap digging into my shoulder. “It was really nice meeting you all. I think I’m heading home to bed. Still recovering from the drive.”

“We’re heading to the pub just up the road for dinner, if you want to change your mind and come with us?” Karen asked, her eyes bright with genuine invitation.

Two dinner invites in one evening? This crowd was more welcoming than I could have hoped for. But my fatigue was a physical weight, threatening to drag me down. “Seriously, I’m about to fall asleep standing up. Thanks so much for the offer, though. Is there anywhere nearby I can grab some quick takeout?”

“There’s usually a baked spud van in the next big car park up the road,” Annie suggested helpfully. “Huge servings.”

“Sounds absolutely perfect. Thanks! See you Wednesday!” I waved, heading off towards my car, a lightness in my step despite the weariness.

I drove the short distance to the next car park, the unmistakable, comforting scent of baked potatoes wafting towards me as soon as I stepped out of the car. My mouth watered instantly, thoughts of melting garlic butter, crispy bacon bits, grated cheese, fresh chives, creamy coleslaw, and a dollop of sour cream dancing deliriously in my mind. Heat radiated through the cardboard container as I carried my prize back to my car. I could hardly wait to dig in, preferably horizontally, back in my blissfully air-conditioned hotel room.

Carrying my treasure inside, I bypassed the small dining table and unpacked it onto the coffee table in front of the couch, jabbing the flimsy complimentary plastic fork into the fluffy interior of the baked potato. No dishes tonight. Perfect. I settled onto the couch, flicking aimlessly through channels until I landed on reruns of an old, familiar sitcom.

Arranging the slightly too-firm hotel cushions behind me, I sunk back into the couch to watch the next episode, immensely grateful that I’d had the foresight to iron my uniform that morning. Ironing was usually a Sunday evening ritual, a way to prepare for the week ahead, but spending even a couple of hours outside in Darwin’s soupy humidity had completely drained any lingering motivation for domestic chores.

As the Sunday night movie started, I switched the TV off, not in the mood for anything requiring emotional investment. Scrunching up the cheese-and-sour-cream-encrusted container from dinner, I tossed it into the bin and hopped into the shower, letting the cool water wash away the sweat and grime of the day.

I crawled into the neatly made bed, immediately kicking at the tightly tucked sheets. I yanked the perfect hospital corners free, liberating my exhausted feet. My toes twitched, phantom music still playing in my head. The rhythm from that afternoon replayed in my mind—the easy beat, the connection with Derick, the sheer joy of moving. A smile spread across my face in the darkness.

I might be sleeping alone in a sterile hotel room, miles from anywhere I’d called home before, but for the first time in what felt like a very long time, adrift after the storm with Ben, I felt a flicker of belonging. I’d found my music. I’d found my people.

Hopefully, my new team at work would be just as great.
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The boom gate lifted with smooth efficiency as I showed my military ID to the guard at the main entrance to Robertson Barracks. He offered a quick, professional smile. “Morning, Ma’am.”

“Morning. Can you point me towards the medical centre?” My voice sounded steady, but underneath, nerves fizzed like shaken lemonade. This was it. New base, new team. Another chance to fit in, to find that sense of belonging I craved as much in my professional life as I did on the dance floor.

“Straight down, then turn right after the first building on your left, and the medical centre will be on your right after a short distance. Can’t miss it, big sign out front.” He rattled off the directions with practiced ease.

“Thanks.” Repeating them under my breath—building on my left, turn right, then on my right—I drove slowly, absorbing the unfamiliar surroundings. Heat already shimmered off the tarmac in the early morning light, a visible, wavy curtain against the neat rows of low, functional buildings. The scent of tropical flowers, frangipani maybe, warred strangely with the faint tang of diesel and dust. Distant sounds of drills or vehicle movements formed a low hum beneath the chirping of unseen birds. It was undeniably military, yet undeniably Darwin. I hoped I could find my place in the overlap.
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