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I was happy. That’s all I want to remember- that I was happy. I nervously knotted my tie against my collar, thinking at the same time, ‘it’s been five months…I hope she won’t break up with me tonight…’ Military Ball was a big thing for my girlfriend, Angela. She and all her friends had been planning on it like girls usually do, talking about what dress they’d wear, who they were going with, and so on. Like most other girls, she wanted to look good at the dance, and I didn’t want to disappoint her. The heavy, black suit I was wearing made me look much bigger than I really was, and I wanted to look impressive. Angela’s best friend, Stephanie, told me several times that they were both very nervous. “We’re afraid that one of us will drop a fork or something,” she said. At that point I began to understand; my hands shook badly at the simple thought of going there. I was afraid that I would be out-dressed by her friend’s dates and that Angela would be upset with me, or that she’d end up dancing with someone else. I really loved her; she was one of the few people that could automatically see past my emotional shields and realize what I really felt. I would do anything for her, proudly and truthfully. Whether or not she loved me, however, was another story.

“It’s 5:00- you’d better leave now,” my mother screamed. “Andre! It’s-“

“I know what time it is, mom!”

“Then get going or you’ll be late!”

The dance began at 6:00. I had an hour left, so it made sense to leave then.


My mother’s car hadn’t worked for the past ten months, so I had to take the bus to get over there. I was given a dollar in fare and some extra spending money. My mom was notoriously cheap, so it surprised me a little, but time didn’t allow me to express my shock. It was only five minutes to walk to the transit center, but it felt much longer that day. I had made the walk many Sundays before going to church, and none of them felt like that sunny day in February. Being at the transit center was an even stranger experience than usual. Among the casually (and comfortably) dressed people stood the tall, dark, and clumsy figure that was mine. I was still very nervous, mainly thinking to myself, ‘what if I’m late? She’ll think I’m not a very good boyfriend and she’ll leave me…’ At the time, it was the worst thing I could think of. The bus arrived on time, and I was on my way.


I made my way off the bus on the other side of town. It was at the Holiday Inn North, which didn’t make much sense to me, because the only Holiday Inn I knew about and the one I was going to was south of the airport, and the hotels are usually named by where they are in relation to the airport. I began to wonder if I was going to the right place, but I dismissed it from my mind. As I walked, I adjusted my tie and tried to think of something comical to say on my arrival, but I received a shock as I  read the sign, saying “Welcome to the Holiday Inn South.”

“South? I’m at the Holiday Inn South?”

I froze in place momentarily, too upset and panicked to move, but too angry and humiliated at my navigational error to cry. I then turned and walked with an ever-quickening pace. ‘Now I’m going to be late to the dance! This is terrible!’ What will Angela think of me now?!’ I walked across the bridge over the highway trying to figure out where exactly the Holiday Inn North really was Tears filled my eyes as I began to try and estimate how long it would take me to get there. Soon, I tried to make up an excuse to tell Angela about why I was so late. After walking for only five minutes, my eyes were so full of tears that I could barely see the ground I walked on. I looked up at the sky and said “Why don’t you just kill me now and save some of the pain?” at exactly the same time, my mother’s friend, Theresa, drove up and asked me where I was going. I told her and her face was filled with the most surprised look I’ve ever seen. I climbed into her car after she offered to take me there and we were gone. I stared out of the window as we passed the many streets, mentally calculating how much time it would have taken me to reach them. “So why are you going there,” she asked.

“Military Ball.”

“What?”

“It’s…well, it’s just a dance.”

“Are you going there with your girlfriend,“  she asked sarcastically.

Annoyed but calm, I replied, “who else?”

“That’s a really long walk, Andre.”

“Well, I didn’t know where it was. I assumed it was the one over off of the highway and Esters road.”

“No, no, no! You just went to the wrong highway! It’s 114 and Esters; you were at least ten or fifteen miles off.”

“I could guess.”

 I looked forward confident that I’d arrive on time and calm with smiles rather than tears. On the horizon, I could see the tall hotel and to me, it gleamed as if it was made of gold. My heart began to quicken and my muscles tighten as we approached the ballroom entrance. My worst fear returned: what if I arrived at the wrong hotel again? With no ride back and twenty miles from home, I would be in for a long, lonely walk.

“Ok, we’re here. Have a good time!”

“I will. Thanks!”

I closed her door and watched her drive off, then turned to enter the ballroom foyer. My hands shook once again, but my fears were eased when my friend John Kimberland walked out into the foyer in his uniform.

“Hey Andre! Your girlfriend is looking pretty hot tonight!”

“She’s in there?”

“Yeah. She’s waiting for you.”

I walked across the foyer and down a hall to the ballroom door, where a crowd of people blocked my view. I made my way through as best as I could until I gazed upon what was, in my opinion, the single most magnificent sight I had ever seen. Angela sat with a clever smile on her face, noticing my surprised expression. Her hair, which flowed in graceful curls down the back of her neck, was surely the most beautiful of the crowd. She wore a dress with long, black sleeves with a dark cherry satin bottom. As I stood there in shock, her face suddenly turned red.

“Andre, will you calm down?” Stephanie said. “You’re embarrassing her.”

Not wanting to impose, I stood up as straight as I could and replied, “I-I’m sorry. It’s just that I never-“ My voice trailed off. The ball in my throat signaled that I was about to cry, so I turned and walked off abruptly. Stephanie stood to chase after me while Angela still sat at the table, not very surprised with my reaction. Stephanie was much shorter than I was, but she ran forward and stopped me in my tracks.

“What is wrong with you?” she asked.


“I…I don’t know.”


“Well, then why are you so…shocked?”

“Angela. I…it’s just that…well, I’ve never-“

“You’ve never seen her like that? Is that it?”

“Exactly.”

“Go sit down! You haven’t even talked to her yet.”

“I will, I just need to calm down. I’ll be in there in a little while.”

Stephanie walked back to the table while I walked around the ballroom. That night was supposed to be a big night for Angela and I. In the time that we’d been together, I had yet to kiss her. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to; I was simply too shy. Stephanie and I had planned to make it happen that night, but I was nervous about it. ‘She’ll break up with me. She doesn’t like me anymore. She’s just too shy to tell me,’ I thought. I walked towards the table to see that Angela, Stephanie, and my friend Tom were all waiting at the table. I nervously made my way through the crowd, carefully balancing myself. My legs were shaking as were my hands, and I feared that when I tried to sit down, I would collapse to the floor. Concentrating on simply getting to the table, I stood behind my chair next to Angela with an uneasy, forced smile on my face.

“Aren’t you going to sit down?” Stephanie asked suggestively.

I just glared at her for a few seconds,  then took hold of my seat and sat down.

“Angela,” I blurted out, “you look…I mean, your…what I mean to say is-“

“What he means to say is that you look very pretty tonight.”

“Thank you, Steph, but I can speak for myself tonight.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“If you don’t shut the-“

“Alright, hey,” Angela interrupted. “We’re not going to get in any fights tonight, ok?”

“I was just-“

“Quiet!”

A few moments of silence, then I turned my attention to Tom.

“So-how are you doing?”

“Pretty well, I guess. I have to wear my uniform, so I’m a little uncomfortable.”

“I see what you mean. Look at this- I thought I would outdress everyone, but they’re all wearing better suits!”

My eyes began to burn. ‘She’ll dump me. I said I’d out dress everyone. I can’t break a promise.’ 
“Angela, how long did it take you to get your hair done?” I asked. “It looks really great.”

“Thanks. My sister did it for me. I’ve been running around all day trying to get ready.”

My first attempt at small talk; not too bad. 

“Hey, Steph, do you know where Libby is?”
”I don’t know. But it’s 6:45 now, so she’d better get here soon.”

“I hope she gets here on time. Come with me for a minute.”

Angela and Stephanie left the table for the ladies room.


“Quick! The women are gone, lets run!”


“Sounds like a plan to me!”


“Ok, guys,” Libby said as she walked up behind me, “calm down before I go get the women and they kick your ass!”


“Oh hey, I didn’t see you behind me!  Angela and Stephanie just went to the restroom. They’ll be out in a minute.”


“I’ll go join them.”

She turned to the restroom and her date sat down next to her chair. The three of us just sat there quietly until I felt it was time to speak up.


“Guys, I have a question for you. Why do girls always, always, always got the bathroom in packs? I mean, it really doesn’t take that many people to put on make up or whatever, does it?”


“I think they’re talking about us,” Tom said.


“Well, they aren’t talking about you, because you don’t have a date!”


“Hey! You’d better stop before I get Libby out here!”

I looked away towards the door to see that Megan Johnson had just arrived with her date, Bobby. I was still on the edge of crying, so I tried my best to keep my composure. She walked over to me with the same childish grin as always.

“Hey Andre.”

“Hi.”

“What’s wrong with you? And whatever it is, I didn’t do it because I just got here.”

“No, it wasn’t you. It’s…have you seen Angela yet?”

“Yeah, she looks really pretty.”

“That’s what I’m talking about.”

“So? What’s wrong with looking pretty?”

“It’s just that she caught me a little off-guard, that’s all.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve just never seen someone so…attractive; so beautiful.”

“That’s so sweet!”

“Shut up.”

“Well, do you always react like this?”

“No, I don’t. Normally, I’m pretty calm.”

“Of course, Andre.” The sarcasm in her voice was obvious.

“No, really-things like this don’t usually get to me. But this time, it’s different. I’ve always thought of both myself and my life as being really depressing, and I never thought of Angela as anything more than my girlfriend. But it was only tonight that I realized that she’s much more than that; that she’s a beautiful, compassionate young woman that actually cares for me. That’s something you really don’t find that often.”

“Oh. I see.”

“So now do you know what’s wrong with me?”

“No.”

‘Oh, God, you’re clueless,’ I thought to myself. “I’ll explain it more later.”

“No, I want to know now!”

“I don’t have time to-“

“May I have your attention please? Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention please?”

‘They’re getting started. Where are the girls?’

Both Megan and I took our seats and turned our attention to the Sergeant Major, who was currently speaking. Angela, Stephanie, and Libby all returned from the restroom and took their seats. As things began to calm down, I returned to my thoughts of what was happening. I had become a little more relaxed than I was when I first arrived, though I was still reeling from the initial shock of Angela’s appearance. My hands were trembling, and there seemed to be no relief from the relentless pounding in my chest. I struggled to breathe softly enough so no one would notice me, but 

I didn’t really expect it to work. I felt dizzy and disoriented, and I considered excusing myself and going to the restroom to splash my face with water, but people would begin to wonder what I was doing. The room suddenly erupted in laughter. I was jolted back to reality by the noise, and Tom looked at me with a curious glance. 

“Are you alright? You’re not laughing.”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Ok, then.”


Everything got quiet again. I returned to my thoughts once again. That same feeling returned sharply and intensely. My vision blinked in and out and soon almost everything began to blur from my perception. Then I remembered something Angela taught me so I could relax: meditative breathing. I thought she was crazy when she first told me to do it, but I tried it one night and I felt better. So I began concentrating only on my breathing. ‘Breathe in, breathe out, breathe in, breathe out,’ I repeated over and over again to myself. My thoughts, focused at first, became a dull drone after a few moments.

“Are you asleep, Andre?”

Startled suddenly, I turned to Stephanie. She looked angry, so all I did was smile sheepishly.

“Answer my question,” she whispered angrily.

“I was relaxing,” I replied. “Only relaxing.” 

“Ok, but keep your eyes open!” 

‘And that rules out meditation,’ I thought to myself. For the next hour or so, I just sat there with a false expression of pseudo-relaxation on my face. My mind drifted off to other things, though I occasionally awakened with an unexpected burst of laughter. After the formalities had ended, the rest of the Ball would be open for dancing. I had imagined and dreamed of Angela and I dancing. I found it strange that, with me standing at full height, Angela’s arms could barely reach me, forcing me to bend down a little. 

“Andre, they’re about to open the floor for dancing,” Stephanie whispered. 

“Yeah, I know that.” 

“Aren’t you happy or excited or anything? You always said you wanted to dance with Angela.”

“I’ll be excited later.”

Everyone stood up and left for the dance floor while I just sat there and watched. Angela sat there for a short time, waiting for me.

“Angela, why don’t you get out there? See, look at Steph and the rest of them-all of them are out there. Why aren’t you?”

“I was waiting for you, so-“

“Go! I’ll be out there in a little while.”

“Ok!”

After she left, I turned around to where Jessica and her date David were sitting. Jessica was a quirky little eighth grader who was virtually obsessed with guys.

“Hey, guys!”

“Jessica won’t go out and dance with me, Andre,” David quickly replied.

“I just need to sit down for now, that’s all.”

“You’ve been sitting for an hour now!”

Just as she was about to hit him, I stepped between them.

“Alright, guys. This is supposed to be a fun dance.”

‘I’m one to speak, aren’t I?’

“So what?”

“So, Jessica, wait until the end of the dance to hit him.”

“Do I have to? I mean, it’s such a long time from now!”

“Yes, you do.”

She mumbled something unpleasant before I turned to David.


“And you-go talk to Stacy and Jason,” I demanded.


“Why?”


“So I can talk to Jessica and get her to dance with you!”

 
“Oh! Ok!”

I watched him walk away, then I turned back to Jessica. A small but growing smile crept across her face.


“What are you smiling about?”

The smile went to outright laughter.

“So now that I got you to laugh, why won’t you dance with David?”


“Are you really that dumb?”


“I mean, besides the obvious.”


“ You’re a smart ass, you know that? It’s because he’s obsessed with me! It’s annoying, and…well…it’s just annoying.”

“I know what you mean.”

“No, you don’t! At school last year he used to follow me everywhere and it was really embarrassing.”

“Could you at least dance with him once so he’ll shut up about it?”

“No! He’ll think I still like him!”

‘You liked him?!’

“No, he won’t. I’ll tell him myself.”


“No!”


“Please? For me? That’s all I’m asking. One dance.”


“Oh…alright!”


“Thank you!”



“Yeah, but you owe me for this!”

Jessica reluctantly rose to her feet, adjusted her dress to her bent frame, and joined David on the dance floor. Another problem solved. I only wished it was that easy with me. The terribly nervous feeling, which I believed to be the result of my initial shock, was still there, albeit small in presence, but still there. I felt as if I was under an overwhelming amount of pressure. The relationship had been going fine over the past five months, but tonight…Angela looked so happy dancing with her friends. I hope she enjoyed this.

“Andre! Go dance with Angela! There’s a slow dance coming on now!”

“Ok.”

 I slowly arose to my feet and walked ever so carefully towards Angela. This was my big moment.

‘Just as long as long as you don’t fall, stupid ass.’

My casual stroll ended at Angela’s feet came into my downcast vision.

“Angela, will you dance with me?”

“Sure. Let’s go.”

‘That was a little easier than I thought.’

Despite the fact that she was my girlfriend, I was afraid that she wouldn’t dance with me. When I tried to explain that to Stephanie, she said that I was “too anxious” among other choice words. I was beginning to see why. 

“Angela, I hope you didn’t feel like you had to dance with me, just because you’re my girlfriend and all, and because your friends-“

“Oh, no. It’s fine, really it is.”

“No, I mean, if you really don’t want to dance with me-“

‘Shut up!’

“No, I want to.”

My eyes glared over to Stephanie. She was standing and waving her hands frantically trying to tell me, ‘kiss her, kiss her!’ Now, here at last was my big moment. Five months of shying away from this and the time has come. Just I had finally worked up the bravery to kiss her, the song ended. Another chance lost. As the floor cleared and couples separated, Stephanie rushed out to me.

“Why didn’t you do it?!”

“Because I was too nervous!”

“Why?!”

“I…I keep thinking that she’s going to slap me or something, that’s all.”

“She won’t. Not if you ask her first.”

“I know, but-“

The ball in my throat returned again.

“It’s just that-“

Tears began flowing freely from my eyes, one by one.

“Why are you crying?”

“Yeah, Sylvia, what’s the matter?” Stacy said as she walked up.

“It’s too much to explain.”

Stephanie went out on the floor to join Angela while Stacy and I sat down.

“Now, tell me- what’s wrong?”

“It’s just that-well, when I saw Angela when I first walked in-“

“I don’t have all night, Sylvia!”

“Angela looked so beautiful in her dress tonight. It just rattled my nerves a little.”

“Ah, isn’t that so sweet?”

‘I swear, both you and Megan,’ I thought.

“Bottom line, are you going to be alright?”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Smart ass. Now get out there and…I don’t know! Dance with your girl!”

Stacy went retreated to her fiancé, Jason. The name “Sylvia” was one I earned one night at a Halloween party when I came dressed as none other than myself. Stacy and Rosie judged that I needed a costume and didn’t accept the excuse that I came dressed as “the token idiot”, so they jumped me, forced me into a dress, and decorated me with makeup. Jokingly, I nicknamed myself “Sylvia”, not realizing that I would tire of that pseudonym very quickly. Neither Rosie nor Stacy has ever forgiven me for it or let me forget it. With that in my head, I walked over to the table where Rosie and her boyfriend were sitting.

“Hey Sylvia,” she said cheerfully.

‘Woman, if you keep on…’

“Hi, Rosie.”

“What’s up with you? I heard you were crying.”

“Stacy?”

“Stacy. Anyway, what’s wrong?”

“Well-have you seen Angela tonight?”

“Yeah, why?”

“That.”

“What?”

“That.”

“What?! Angela?”

“Yes…”

“Ah, that’s so-“

I gave her a stern look. She stopped in mid-sentence.

“That still doesn’t explain why you were crying,” Ron shot back.

“Don’t you start either!”

“It’s my job, and it’s so much fun, too!”

I heard the musical cues at over the din of the crowd that signaled another slow song.

“Hey, listen, I’m going to get out there and dance with Angela while I still can.”

I turned quickly and walked towards Angela, who was in the middle of the floor without her shoes. She didn’t notice me coming at all. My hands began to shake uncontrollably and my legs grew suddenly weak. I struggled to walk the next four feet…three…two…one…


“Angela-“


“Ok. Let’s dance.”

‘Even easier than last time.’

Once again, we rocked to and fro, rotating around slowly. I kept watching my feet to keep from stepping on hers. Stephanie was signaling wildly again for me to kiss her while I had the chance. She almost fell in all the excitement, but kept her delicate balance and stood tall (if that can ever be said of her) with an angry smile on her face. As I finally prepared to ask her, and as my heart began beating ever faster, the song ended. The moment ruined, I turned away and was immediately greeted with Stephanie’s forever-pleasant persona.

“What in the world are you waiting on?!”

“The perfect chance to do it.”

“You’ve had two of them!”

“I know. Listen, there’s another song coming on now. Would you like to dance?”

“Alright.”

We moved out to the middle of the floor and began dancing. It was a bit of a strain for me because Stephanie was a little over a foot shorter than I was. Angela wasn’t much taller, but at least she was taller.

“So what are you nervous about?”

“Do you really think I’m going to tell you now?”

“Yes, yes you will.”

“Ok, then…it’s just that…I’ve never seen someone as pretty as Angela looks tonight.”

“That is so-“

“Don’t say it!”

“But I was only-“

“Don’t!!”

“Anyway, you should relax, ok? Angela isn’t going to break up with you and she already knows about the whole kissing thing.”

“Who the hell-“

“Never mind that. Just kiss her next time.”

There was a tense and thoughtful moment of silence.

“You know, you’re the first guy I’ve danced with ever.”

“I am? Well, damn, I feel honored.”

“Oh, shut up.”

The song ended with her remark, and with it most of my fear of Angela’s reaction.

“Go kiss her, Andre. She’ll be happy,” Stephanie said as she sent me off. Another slow began immediately after the last, and I approached Angela for what I hoped to be my final chance at getting anything accomplished. She looked almost as if she was waiting for me or trying to catch my attention in some way. ‘Go kiss her, Andre. She’ll be happy.’ Her words of advice echoed in my mind as my increasingly bold footsteps carried me closer and closer to Angela. Every step I took now empowered me, filling me with the bold, brave, brut strength that was such a trademark of my gender, and they seemed much more confident than the previous.

 My heart pounded so intensely that I began to wonder if Angela would be able to hear it when I was close to her. Finally, I had reached my goal, and I gathered myself to ask the same question I had twice before.

“Angela, will you give me the honor of the next dance?”

“Ok.”

‘Easy again,’ I thought to myself. ‘This will be very easy.’

We rocked slowly on the dance floor. I felt so calm, so…peaceful in her arms, a complete antithesis from only moments before. A sudden rush of happiness and a fiery excitement flowed through me as Stephanie’s words echoed in my mind.

‘Go kiss her, Andre…’

“Angela?”

‘Go kiss her…’

“Can I kiss you?”

‘Go kiss her…’

“Yes.”

‘Go kiss her…’

My lips met with hers.

‘…She’ll be happy.’

Finally, the climax of months of waiting, worrying, planning, and shying away from opportunity. All that for one kiss. I know it seemed like an excessive amount of trouble to go through, but it was worth it in the end. I ran to Stephanie as excited as ever.

“I kissed her! I finally kissed her!”

“It’s about time!”

I rambled on seemingly endlessly for a few moments, then I just sat down. I put my hands over my eyes and let the tears roll freely down my face. Angela, Stephanie, Stacy, Rosie, Jessica, and Chelsea all crowded around me.

“What’s wrong now?” Stephanie asked.

As I took my hands away from my face, all of them looked shocked and surprised. 

“Rosie, look,” Stacy exclaimed. “He’s smiling!”

“Why are you smiling,” Jessica asked.

“Because this has turned out to be the best day in memory!”

Stacy sat down next to me and began wiping the tears from my face.

“I’m glad you’re happy, Sylvia”

“So am I”

Military Ball was a success. I spent the rest of the evening dancing, joking, and laughing with everyone. Angela had a good time, too. 


We all danced and enjoyed each other’s company right up to the end of the night. Rosie, Stacy, and several others went out to eat at nearly two in the morning. As I sat there on my way home, I cried softly. Angela’s quiet beauty and grace still occupied the whole of my mind.

‘It’s all downhill from here,’ I thought.

I had no idea how right I really was.
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