
Let’s	  Dance	  
 

The sound of needle meeting vinyl crackles through the air. Then Elvis crooning “Good 

Luck Charm” rocks the gymnasium from floor to rafters. I blend into a ring of students 

watching the more confident graduates in our eighth grade class come alive. The girls in 

the center move in perfect sync with their partners doing the swim, twist, jitterbug and 

other popular dances. I’m sure they’d be unbeatable on American Bandstand, a show I’m 

not allowed to watch but have heard about at school.  

 Chet, whose eyes are level with my chin, saunters up to me, extends his hand. 

“How about it?” he asks. I’d wished for a young version of Steve McQueen as my very 

first dance partner, but I don’t figure I’m anybody’s dream partner either. Dominating my 

face are two-toned brown and white glasses with fins like an old Buick LeSabre. I’ve 

dropped them so many times they are cracked, crooked and so loose they keep sliding 

down my nose. My ill-fitting dress was picked from racks of castoffs at a second-hand 

store. The ends of my sable locks are frizzy and orange from the last perm forced upon 

me by my stepmother’s friend Florence. She does hair at a discount in her kitchen as her 

mentally challenged son rocks back and forth on a chair, makes unintelligible noises and 

tries to slice his skin with anything sharp he can find.  

 I accept Chet’s offer. He takes my hand and leads me to a spot on the now packed 

dance floor. I copy my classmates’ moves, pretend this isn’t new to me. We dance 

through Elvis’ last lines and through the Four Seasons’ “Sherry,” but when Bobby 

Vinton’s voice fills the room with “Blue Velvet,” Todd taps Chet’s shoulder to cut in.  

 Todd and I have both attended youth group meetings held at a church across the 

street from the junior high, but we’ve never spoken. He is a couple inches taller than I 

am, slim and wiry. His blue eyes sparkle in the dimly lit auditorium as we fumble, trying 

to get properly positioned for a slow dance. We settle down, inches apart, fingertips 

barely touching. “Ready?” he grins.  

 “Sure.” I beam back. He moves to the side. I try to follow and step on his pristine 

dress shoes. We break apart laughing.  

 “I’m just gonna move in a square,” he says. “It’s easy; you’ll see.” He 

demonstrates. Step with one foot, slide with the other; repeat around a square. It seems 



simple enough. We come together again, and I follow him, never quite relaxing into the 

music, but without further damage to his shoes.  

 Chet tries to cut in when the dance is over, but Todd won’t budge. “Tough luck, 

buddy,” Todd says.  

 Later, we spill out of the auditorium with our classmates, officially released from 

the eighth grade. Todd and I stand about a foot apart on the sidewalk, the warm, humid 

air between us pressing like a caress. Cars, clean and polished, line up at the curb; 

graduates pile in; cars pull away.  

 Todd sees his mom’s green Dodge Polara wagon. “I’ve got to go. Um, do you 

want to ride bikes tomorrow?” he asks.  

 “Sure. Where?” My glasses slide down my nose; I push them up.  

 “The church parking lot, around one o’clock.”  

 “Okay,” I say.  

He backs away, then turns and dashes toward his mom.  

I slip out of the thinning clumps of students waiting for rides and walk toward 

home. A block from school, I rip off my glasses, clutch them in my fist and break into a 

run. Then I leap and run, leap and run, again and again, a little higher each time, until I 

soar over the sidewalk squares. I feel like I’ve stepped into another girl’s life, not like the 

girl who fears her slip is showing, even when she’s not wearing one. Not like the girl 

whose parents, long dead, will never pick her up at the curb. I danced with a sweet boy 

today, and for this glorious moment, I am free. 

	  
	  


