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 Sixteen Minutes 





   I can’t dance -- never could, really. Sometimes my wife, Debbie, and I will hold each other and sway back and forth in front of my stereo in the living room, or I’ll bounce my daughter on my hip after her bath while I sing little songs I make up. My dancing is terrible but they don’t mind. But when I was younger, in the Cincinnati suburbs that could have been any suburbs in the States, it seemed as if any chance I had to meet girls had a dance involved somewhere.


   I never had any protective coloration –- not now, and not at Ockerman Jr. High School. Looking back now, I’m not sure how much of that was willful perversity on my part, but it was the case nonetheless. I read books on the bus. I even carried paperbacks in the pocket of my no-brand jeans and wrote poetry in my notebooks. Ultimately, though, I think it was the subtle stuff that consigned me to whatever outer dimness I inhabited. I answered questions a little too quickly, finished reading a little earlier than I should have. 


   I didn’t know what cool was, other than something I wasn’t, and to make up for it, I vacillated wildly between trying too hard to be funny (only to realize too late that only the teacher got the joke) and flamboyantly rejecting what I saw as the bastions of cool. My classmates valued Izods; I wore an Izod shirt -- with a piece of silver duct tape slapped over the crocodile (even the fact that I knew it was a crocodile marked me as Someone Who Knew Too Much, Someone Not to Be Trusted). In the football team picture, I was the only one wearing glasses. No wonder I worked on the yearbook.


   At the same time, I ached for the things I didn’t have. I would sit in Algebra, watching the higher castes decide who was going to the high school game and where they’d go to eat afterwards, and who was having a party on Saturday? My name was never mentioned.


   Later, as I would lie on my bed and listen to Rush (while everyone else in the school listened to AC/DC or Skynyrd), I’d dream of pushing Melissa Robinson out of the way of a car. Even in my dreams, I knew I was never going to be a member of the aristocracy. Those roles had been cast before we even knew that auditions had been called. But maybe I could save someone’s life, or be maimed heroically (but not terribly disfiguringly) and claim a girl’s affections that way, or any way.


   Of course, that never happened. What would happen is that the jungle telegraph would tell Melissa that I thought she was cute, and she would flirt, and I would ask for her phone number. Then she could say no, or give me someone else’s number, and I’d hear the snickers for weeks.


   The yearbook was always short of money (although the football team had new uniforms every other year), so we would sponsor dances. As a staff member, I had to be there.


   The dances themselves were ritualized affairs. A DJ from a Cincinnati Top 40 station would provide music and lights, including the strobes and mirror ball that would eventually become a cliché, but somehow seemed sophisticated in 1979. The yearbook staff members would take 30-minute shifts at the coke stand, and we’d help with set-up and clean-up. The sodas would be flat, because none of us knew how to hook up the carbonated water tanks correctly. Tommy Carmody would win the dance competition, largely on the strength of his tan and the fact that one of the judges always wanted to be his girlfriend. The judges changed from dance to dance, but one always wanted to be Tommy’s girlfriend, and Tommy always won.


   Girls would dominate the floor during the fast tunes, with the unattached ones drifting off the floor during slow songs while boys joined their girlfriends, occasionally jack-knifing with early teen awkwardness. And at some point in the evening, the DJ would play “Stairway to Heaven.”


   “Stairway to Heaven” was the official belly-rubber of my high-school years. Occasionally, an unattached guy might find an unattached girl for other slow dances (well, an unattached guy other than me), but the couples who danced during “Stairway” were the stuff of matching T-shirts, names written on Algebra folders, and one-word couple names, like “Keith’n’Michelle” or “Mark’n’Sheila.” Dancing with a girl to “Stairway” was heavy business, an eight-minute date.


   Chaperones, never much of a presence anyway, seemed to disappear altogether, as I would stand in the foyer between the cafeteria and the gym/dance floor, watching the couples mold to one another and spin slowly in the mirror ball lights that seemed like twirling stars or the way aquarium bubbles must look to the fish. The lights would wash across the hardwood floors, flicker over the caricature of a Confederate soldier that marked center court in the “Home of the L’il Rebs”, and reflect from the underside of the acrylic backboards at each end of the court.


   Afterwards, a few of the couples that had danced to “Stairway” might slip out the back door of the gym for quick gropes amidst the scrub woods that marked a no-man’s-land between the school and another of Florence, Kentucky’s seemingly endless subdivisions. Others would wait outside for a ride home, the guys standing behind their girlfriends, hands in the pockets of the girl’s jacket. The song always meant the dance was near an end, and even the people who weren’t dancing stood, shifting quietly, along the edges of the gym floor, from the collapsible bleachers around to the padded walls beneath the backboards. 


   I usually spent my time hanging out around the coke stand, which served as the bookstore during the week, “helping out.” I don’t think I really helped much -- after all, I didn’t know how to hook the tanks up either. Most of the time I just slouched behind the table, leaning aginst the wall where Number Two pencils (maroon, with the school name lettered in white –- ten cents or three for a quarter) sat in boxes waiting for the next week of school. But I had to be at the dance anyway, and pretending to have something to do meant that I didn’t have to ask anyone to dance, which meant that the girls didn’t have to claim to be too tired, which saved embarrassment all around. It was a strategy I had developed in fairly short order. 


   So it was at one of the dances -- I think this one was to raise money for film developer -- that I was doing my usual specter-at-the-banquet number. I was wearing my standard outfit: a blue fireman’s uniform shirt that my grandfather had given me (I had ten in my closet), no-name jeans, blue tennis shoes from Gold Circle. Cindy Blackburn (the editor-in-chief) had turned things over to me, and I was arranging cups (Cokes on the right, Sprite in the middle, diet on the left) on top of the dispenser when Cherie Aldridge and Mark Benson walked from the gym to the stand in the cafeteria.


   Someone -- I don’t know who -- had appointed Cherie the official sex goddess of my class. Hail Cherie, we who were about to fantasize salute you. Why her? I don’t know. She obviously had the appropriate bulges, but she wasn’t anybody’s Playboy centerfold (that type was more likely to be found among the stoner girls, but they had a short shelf-life). She was slender, a little on the tall side of medium, with grey eyes, brown hair, a thin upper lip, and a year-round manufactured tan. She was bright, but not outstandingly so. Did she put out? If she did, I wasn’t going to know about it -- I wasn’t in a circle that would know.


   In fact, in retrospect, I can’t think of anything remarkable about her, other than the fact that she could do Chinese splits (it was years before I learned about the derivation of that term). But once again, the votes had been counted before anyone knew there was to be an election, and Cherie was incontrovertibly the winner, destined for years of dating older guys with cool cars and hair that behaved properly. And whoever she was dating was considered the luckiest guy in the school.


   On this particular evening, that guy was Mark Benson. Mark was on the football team with me, and we got along pretty well -- we had read a lot of the same books, but it didn’t show with him. In the next couple of years, he would drift into the stoner crowd, eventually selling joints out of Mark Botdorf’s car -- they called themselves “B&B Enterprises,” and charged a dollar plus five cents sales tax, and didn’t crack a smile. A few years after we graduated I heard he had shot a pharmacist in Oklahoma and spent some time inside. I think he’s out now, and he’s someone I wouldn’t mind seeing again.


   Mark gave me a dollar, and I gave them two waxed paper cups of flat soda – Sprite for Mark, diet for Cherie. “How’s it goin’?” I asked him.


   “Not too bad. You?”


   I waved around the cafeteria. “The usual.” One beat, two beats, as Mark and Cherie drank. “So, you going to the B.O.C. show?” Blue Oyster Cult was one of the things Mark and I had in common, and they were going to be appearing at Riverfront Coliseum in a few weeks. 


   “Wish I could,” Mark said. “But I’m spending that weekend at my Mom’s, and she probably wouldn’t take me. How about you?”


   I couldn’t have afforded it, and I might’ve told Mark that in other places, away from other people, but instead, I shrugged and said, “Hey, I live even farther away than you do.” It was easier to chalk it up to the curse of the non-driver.


   After a moment or so of this, Cherie spoke. “Smitty, will you dance with me when they play ‘Stairway to Heaven?’”


   I almost knocked a drink off the machine. I scanned the room quickly, looking for the audience, waiting for the punchline. I didn’t see anyone but Cherie, Mark, and some of the seventh graders, who didn’t count anyway.


   I didn’t say anything for a few seconds, and God knows what Cherie thought -- she didn’t have to ask guys anything twice. I felt my eyebrows arch and my hands turn palms up as I turned toward Mark. “It’s okay, Smitty,” he said. “You’re cool.” So I said okay, figuring that she’d change her mind before the song actually came on. They walked away, and I took a deep breath and went back to sorting drinks.


   About a half-hour later, I heard the DJ’s radio voice, “We’ve got a little Led Zeppelin coming up after this one…” and I drifted to the foyer between the cafeteria and gym. As the Village People’s “YMCA” went into its outro, Cherie stepped from the darkened gym into the light. She was wearing a soft, pale yellow sweater over a blouse with a ruffled collar, and Sasson jeans. 


   “Do you still wanna dance?” she asked.


   “Yeah,” I said. “You?”


   “Yeah,” she said.


   “Okay,” and she took my hand and we walked to the free-throw circle nearest the front door. As the guitar came over the speaker, Cherie reached up and locked her fingers together behind my neck. I laced mine together at the small of her back, and we began to slowly revolve.


   For the first minute or so, I kept looking -- for Mark, for the snickering cheerleaders, for the girl who wouldn’t kiss me during a game of Spin the Bottle in someone’s darkened basement. When would the punchline come? When would the bottom drop out? And then I felt Cherie’s head against my left collarbone and felt the rhythm of her breathing under my fingers, and I quit looking around, except at the mirror ball reflections swirling across her face and hair.


   If anyone else looked at us, I didn’t see it. After two minutes, I felt a pain in my back, where I was bent over with Cherie’s arms around my neck, so I flexed my right knee and slouched a little and the circle of my arms grew a little smaller. She smelled like fabric softener and makeup and strawberry lipgloss. I felt the weave of her sweater under my hands, and beneath it, the top edge of her jeans and belt under the lower edge of my right hand.


   As the rest of the band came in (just before the line, “If there’s a bustle in your hedgerow,”) I asked Cherie if she wanted me to let her go during the “fast part.” It wasn’t really any faster, but it wasn’t the acoustic ballad it had been to that point, and the last thing I wanted was to be clinging to her like a drowning man to a spar when everyone else picked things up.


   “No,” she said. “You’re fine.” So we listened to Robert Plant sing about choosing the road you’re on, and our shadows being longer than our souls, and I didn’t really understand what he meant then, nor do I now, but it didn’t really matter as I held Cherie in the circle of my arms. At last, the song ended, and we let go of each other and stepped back, each one pace, looking at one another.


   “Thanks for the dance,” I said.


   “Thank you,” she said, and walked away to find Mark, and I walked back to the cafeteria. I didn’t dance any more dances that evening, or at any of the other dances that year, and when I went back to school the following Monday, everything was exactly as it had been Friday afternoon. Cherie sat on her side of Algebra class, and I sat on mine, and we ate lunches at different tables. 


   Seven years later, I was in love with a girl named Cathy Daly, whom I called Katya, and who had a boyfriend that she would eventually marry. Over the following three years, I would write dozens of poems about her, and 180 pages of story about her and me and the things that didn’t happen between us and the things that did. Two girlfriends would leave me because of those thousands of words, choosing not to compete against someone they felt had retired undefeated before they had even stepped into the ring.


   One night, Cathy and I sat in my parents’ basement. I had played her a tape of some songs I had written about her, and she had cried, and I had kissed her for the first time, second time, and several subsequent times. We sat on the medium shag carpeting in front of my father’s stereo, her head on my right thigh, the fingers of my left hand stroking her hair which was on the cusp of brown and black. With my right hand, I flipped through my album collection, telling her about the ones she didn’t recognize, talking back and forth about the ones she did. 


   When I got to Led Zeppelin’s fourth album, I said that it was the one with “Stairway to Heaven” on it. “Couldn’t have a school dance without it,” she said. I agreed.


   “Who did you dance with when they played it?” she asked. So I told her the story of Cherie and me and a yearbook dance, and then, as I so often do, I tried to explain too much.


   “To this day I don’t know why she did it,” I said. “Maybe it was a joke and I just never heard about it. Maybe she wanted to make Mark jealous. Maybe she lost a bet. Maybe she was slumming, or felt a sense of noblesse oblige. Maybe --”


   “Maybe,” Cathy said, “she wanted to dance with you.” She reached up lazily and pulled on the collar of my T-shirt. I bent over and kissed her. After we broke the kiss, she said, “Warren, put the record on. Side one, song four. I want this dance, and I want it to be with you, and I want you to know that.”


   So I did, and we stood up and held each other and swayed in front of my father’s Fisher speakers. Her hair smelled like a flower I didn’t know.


