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Dancing to Care
Flo Fitzpatrick

Chapter 1   
Two Weeks Before Christmas
The rain continued its relentless battering of the windshield on Mattie McLean’s twelve-year-old hatchback. She sat behind the wheel, seat belt still buckled, staring at ancient wipers that had failed to accomplish anything beyond scratching the glass, wishing for a way to change the elements. Wishing for a way to change what awaited her inside the house.
Mattie spent the next five minutes gazing at the houses next door and across the street, marveling at the genius of the scientist who created Christmas outdoor multi-colored strings of lights that stayed “lit” even during Texas downpours.  Every yard had also been decorated with a representation of Christmas; from illuminated Santas in sleds filled with fake packages and hauled by cute reindeer, including the leader with a big red nose to elaborate Nativity scenes featuring menageries of cute animals and winged angels holding lanterns to guide Wise Men to their destination.
“I should at least stick a giant wreath on the door,” she said to the air.  “Still two weeks to Christmas.  I have time.”
Mattie continued to stare at her neighbor’s decorations before finally sighing, “Enough.”  She unfastened the seat belt, then watched with more fascination than it was worth as the belt performed a snakelike swivel before snapping into place behind her head. She opened the door, pushed the button on the handle of what was advertised as to the fastest opening umbrella in Texas, slung two large carryall bags diagonally across her chest, and stepped into a large puddle the moment she exited the car. The water was above the paving stones leading to the porch and her feet were soaked within seconds. 
She didn’t bother to run the fifteen yards to her front door, which was protected by a large awning.  Cool!  I can put a wreath there and it might stay dry! She did close the umbrella and give it a shake or two before inserting her key into the lock.
Once inside the small entranceway, she spent a few moments shedding wet clothes and draping them over various pieces of furniture in the living room. She grabbed a dry, oversized hoodie from the coat rack, tossed it over her head, pulled on a pair of sweats she hadn’t remembered tossing into the closet, took a deep breath, then headed down the hall to Sean’s room.  At least she’d managed to get a small tree placed on top of a corner table and decorate it with photo ornaments and a full Nutcracker character set.  
Sean was barely awake and highly medicated, but he asked, “How’d it go tonight? Anyone brave the rain and possibility of snow?”
Mattie sank down into the rocking chair facing Sean’s bed. “An amazingly impressive turn out considering it’s monsoon central out there.  But hey!  It’s Texas.  No one cares about the weather because it changes every five minutes. And the whole ‘last party before Christmas’ thing always brings ‘em in.”
Sean managed to ask, “Who showed up?”
“Most of the regulars.  Bert brought a guest.  Pete Tejada brought his new girlfriend. The Sommer sisters were very much in attendance…and on their worst behavior. It’s kind of fascinating…do you realize they’ve been students at the studio for at least ten years and I don’t believe they’ve missed a single Friday night dance?  Sadly, neither sister has yet achieved her clear objective of nabbing a husband. Nor have they progressed in their skill on the dance floor...possibly because they’re too busy checking out every single-status male...not to mention some of the married. Kitty Sommers actually stepped on Adam Samuel’s feet so many times tonight he pleaded a headache and left early.” She gave herself a fake head slap and stated, “Oh my. Did I say that? Bad Mattie. Meow, meow!”
Sean tried to laugh, ended up coughing, and Mattie quickly held a glass of water for him while he sipped from a straw.  He murmured “thanks,” then his volume dropped to a whisper. “I remember when Sophia Hernandez tried to palm one of them off on me…I’m pretty sure it was Brenda… after Jerry Whatshisname claimed he’d go on strike if he had to explain to either Sommers sister the concept of arm and hand tension one more time. They’d been at the studio for about six months.” He stopped, forced to take a breath before being able to continue. “I took Brenda Sommers through ten beats of a West Coast Swing and barely refrained from screaming, ‘Noodles! Your arms are noodles. There’s more tension in a bowl of pasta than I’m getting from you. You can’t learn a sugar push if you’re incapable of pushing!’”
Mattie chuckled. “You were struggling with the ‘noodle sisters’ the first week I arrived at the studio, determined to prove to the world I could teach…and compete. I already adored you but I was terrified you’d tell Sophia I was too young and not good enough. I expected to get kicked out right then and there. But I was also just cocky and crazy enough to not only want to teach there but dance with you. The amazingly awesome and handsome Mr. Sean McLean.”
Sean tried to sit up, but couldn’t find the strength. “You were always my best partner.” He gestured toward the bucket of ice chips on the table next to his bed. Mattie grabbed a chip as Sean strained to open his mouth wide and she placed it on his tongue.
“Better?”
  	“Yeah. Thanks. The new meds do help a little more with the pain but.... talk about dry mouth. I feel like my tongue has been lying in the desert getting stepped on by camels.” He coughed, then added, “Speaking of Mattie and partners… did you talk to Eric about the competition in May?”
Mattie shook her head. “Not yet. There’s plenty of time.”
“Do it, Mattie. Please.  No matter what happens with me, you’ve got to get on with your dancing and I don’t mean just showing the basics to guys trying to impress their wives or girlfriends. Eric’s an amazing dancer.  The two of you could be champions. And I’d like to know you’ve got something to focus on apart from me.”
He paused for a moment as though he was going to add something, before suddenly falling into a heavy, yet uneasy sleep, an increasingly common occurrence over the last three months.
Mattie stood and tucked the thick quilt closely around him, watched his shallow breathing for a few moments, then suddenly flashed back to her first day at the Rhythm Express ballroom dance studio ten years earlier. The day she met Sean McLean. Six-foot-three, with honey-blonde hair and the slim but muscular physique of a trained dancer. His green eyes had been quick to fill with mischief, and he’d literally swept nineteen-year old Mattie Stroyetnikov, newly arrived from Seattle, Washington, right off her feet by spinning her in a waltz around the room, pausing occasionally to lift her effortlessly above his head.
Their first waltz had been to the 90’s song, “Kiss from a Rose” by Seal. It became their signature piece, used for exhibition dances all over Dallas and the rest of Texas and eventually most of the U.S. when they competed. Now the song was a sad reminder Sean and Mattie McLean would never again waltz with each other to any music.
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