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  Ballroom Punch




The tightly spaced metal bars of the jail cell prevent a clear view of the hallway, not that there’s anything there to see. It’s nothing special. The puke green cinderblock wall is the same as the walls in my cell, minus the angry and obscene graffiti gouged into the walls of this damp, little room.  
Having nothing else to do, and no one with whom to commiserate on my unfortunate circumstance, I have plenty of time to study the art.
I listen for any hint of footsteps or a door opening, hoping the officer on duty will arrive at my cell to unlock the door and set me free. Or, at least, bring me a cup of coffee and a blanket. Not that I plan to lie down or even sit on the solitary wooden bench that is bolted to the floor. The seat has a yellow cast that I would bet is not varnish. 
The artwork on the walls is a permanent installation, words and drawings scratched into the paint with a sharp point that had escaped the pat down. The fact that something sharp enough to etch the cinderblock wall could escape detection makes me glad I have no cellmates. I try to avoid inhaling the residual stench of the sweat and urine of previous prisoners that floats off the walls and floor.
The ancient fluorescent light fixture sputters with the ebb and flow of the electrical current, its jittery metal box grumbling as though about to fall from the ceiling.
I’m grateful that Michael, thoughtful gentleman that he is, had torn off the bolero jacket of his dance costume and thrown it over my bare shoulders as the police officer handcuffed me before hauling me here. The satin and spangles of my ballroom dance costume make me look hot, especially for a woman in her late sixties, but don’t keep me warm. 
The holding cell looks familiar, not that I’ve ever been in jail before. It’s straight out of the cowboy television programs that I watched as a kid. Every episode had a jail scene. Every town jail was a colorless, dusty, cubicle with three solid walls and the fourth, that included the door, was made entirely of bars. 
I expect to see Wyatt Earp mosey down the hallway to “set the little lady free”. But this is Wilmington, Delaware, and a couple hundred years too late. 
The walls of this decades-old building ooze dampness, and the scuffed linoleum floor is inlaid with years of grime that no amount of scrubbing with a wire brush and industrial-strength cleanser could remove. 
I’ll sleep standing, if I need to, rather than sit on that bench or lean against the walls. Who knows what disease I might contract? I’m not a germophobe, but I’ve seen cleaner bathrooms in gas stations.
I roll my head to my chest and inhale the perfume that I had dabbed lightly in my cleavage earlier this evening, enjoying a whiff of vanilla and white flowers. It’s a welcome, momentary escape from the moldy odor that creeps toward me from all sides like nightcrawlers through mud. 
It's ghostly quiet here. No piped in music. No noisy fan blades rattling from the ceiling. Not even footfalls in the offices above. I hope they didn’t leave for the night, forgetting that I’m down here alone. 
I slip my arms into the sleeves of Michael’s jacket and try to hug some warmth from it. Given my skimpy dance attire and my age, I am surprised that the police officer who had unceremoniously dumped me here hadn’t offered me a blanket so I don’t freeze to death.
Did he think I would be so crazy as to try to hang myself? For punching out a jerk whose punishment was long overdue? 
I would have played the sweet and kindly grandma card, but it might have been a hard sell. I’m encased in black satin, the off-shoulder style of my fitted top emphasized with ruffles along my shoulders. The long fringes of my purple sequined skirt lash like a dozen whips when I walk, and my high-heeled dance shoes look like they came from a sex shop.  
Most of the grandmas I know don’t sit in a rocking chair on the front porch. They run agility with their dog or climb rock walls or challenge their grandkids to boogie board races down the beach.
I dance International Latin Style Ballroom, having taken up the sport as a gift to myself on my sixtieth birthday. I fell in love with everything about ballroom, and a year later, I entered my first competition. 
Warren has been a thorn in my side since he and his wife, Bev, joined Delmarvelous Ballroom last year. Michael, a professional dancer, has been a member and instructor at Delmarvelous for twenty years, and I joined a few years ago. Warren’s sneering disdain for Michael is difficult for me to ignore. 
“Tune him out,” Michael had said a week ago after Warren muttered something derogatory about Michael’s husband, Toro, loud enough for everyone to hear. 
I admire Michael’s ability to be Mr. Teflon. I find Warren’s slurs unconscionable, rude, and distracting. His relentless jibes and Bev’s smirk of superiority had gotten under my skin like a thousand acupuncture needles gone haywire. 
I lost control. A mortal sin in ballroom. And in every aspect of life.
“And now, the rumba.” The announcer’s voice flowed like honey as the strains of Blessed by Elton John wafted from the sound system.
Michael struck a pose, and I slinked toward him until our bodies melded into one, his fingertips on my shoulders, our eyes locked. 
The rumba is vertical sex set to music. When danced perfectly, beautifully, the audience believes they are watching a couple in the throes of passionate lovemaking, despite the ruffles, fringe, and hair plastered in place with a gel whose reflective qualities could blind a jet pilot at 35,000 feet.  
Warren and Bev twirled toward us, stopping a foot away to pose, her right leg hooked around his left.  More salacious than seductive. 
“So, do you feel more sexy dancing to an openly gay artist?” Warren raised his eyebrows, his smile derisive, as Bev slithered around him, her hands gliding along his torso.
Michael ignored him, staying in character, a sensuous and smoky presence at my side.
I, however, am not the consummate professional that Michael is. I twirled out from my partner, my hand balled into a fist aiming to rearrange Warren's mocking grin and teach him a lesson. 
I am not a pugilist by nature, and with no experience in punching someone in the face, I had misjudged my reach. Instead of landing a knuckle sandwich on his supercilious grin, the punch landed on Warren’s shoulder.  
To my disappointment, I had missed my intended target, but my error was rewarded anyway. 
The force of the blow, or more likely, the unexpectedness of it, caused Warren to stutter step, tangling his leg with Bev’s, and they both crashed to the floor with a loud thud that drowned out the music for a moment. 
Warren had landed on top of Bev who was pinned beneath him, her legs splayed awkwardly. Her dance skirt caught up around her shoulders, exposed silver dance briefs that looked more like grandma bloomers. 
Michael’s usually charming face turned dark
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