made a life-changing decision on the |10th floor of the World Trade Center. My friend Barbara and | were at a party at
New York's Windows on the World, catching up over cockstails. It was a charming evening until she asked me to dance.
While the band played Glenn Miller's In the Mood, | nervously tried to move my feet in a somewhat rhythmic manner.
All around me people were bopping and jiving, including a woman who looked old enough to have survived the Titanic. As
they did underarm turns and cuddle holds and went peck, peck, peckin’, | did my Herman Munster-in-a-tux impression.
So | made a decision: | would learn to dance. I'm not talking about the watusi or jerk, which after a few drinks anyone
can fake. I'm talking about grown-up dances—swing, fox-trot, tango, waltz, mambo, cha-cha—that have actual steps and
require a partner, ballroom dancing like my parents used to do when | was a kid. | believe that moving your body to

music is a primal urge, and | wanted to succumb.




They say the most difficult step in leaming to dance is
the one you take to walk in the door of a dance studio. It

certainly was for me. At a friend’s invitation, | attended a

practice party at the Eastwood Fred Astaire Dance Studio
in Irondale, Alabama. As couples waltzed around a fully
mirrored, dimly lit room, I sat by the wall hoping ne one
would notice me or, worse, ask me to dance.

But when the next song began, a young instructor made
a beeline for me. “Can | have this dance?” she asked.
"There's no need to be afraid,” she said. leading me
onto the floor. "This is a fox-trot. Take two steps forward,
glow, slow, then two steps to the left, quick, quick. Oops!
Remember, always lead with your left foot. That's it. Very
good. Very, very good.”

| signed up for 20 lessons. At first [ thought [ was
hopeless, but my instructors assured me that
they'd never met anyone, save a reluc-
tant husband dragged there by his wife,
who couldn't learn to dance. In time, they
kept telling me, | would develop "feet
memory,” whereby [ could do steps
automatically, allowing me to con-
centrate on attitude and style. And they
were right, even though [ kept telling

them my feet had Alzheimer's.

But it turned out that learning to dance was only a part
of the package. My life was also acquiring a new rhythm
off the floor. When [ walked through the office, [ did it in
time with whatever musical selection was playing in my
head. Co-workers tock notice, especially when [ went
around corners and entered rooms. My posture became
straighter, my shoulders broader. Because [ was required
to ask strangers to dance and often had to perform in
front of the other students, | became more gregarious

Bs [ made friends with the other students, [ found that
they, too, were leaming more than just how to dance

“When [ started coming four years ago, I would cry

be in a social setting,” admits Brenda Jones, 41, who is
anything but shy now. Since starting dance lessons, she
has quit her job at a telephone company and bought a
mansion that she rents out for weddings. She also mar-
ried another student, Steve Johnson, a videographer

For much of her life Brenda struggled with her weight.
"I had been losing the same 30 pounds for years,” she
says. "I'm an emotional eater. But after three weeks of
ballroom dancing, | noticed that my clothes fit differently.
[ didn't realize it, but I had dropped 18 pounds.”

Most people don't think of dancing as exercise, but as
Brenda's weight loss attests, it's quite a workout. Research
by the department of human movement and recreation
studies at the University of West Australia shows that
a rumba can be as aerobically demanding as run
ning. a tango can raise the heart rate higher than
a game of squash, and a waltz can be as good for
the cardiovascular system as an aggressive walk
Researchers say a half-hour of moderate, sus-
tained social dancing burns from 200 to 400

calories. It's no wonder then that Josie Gardi-
ner, a Reebok master trainer who develops fitness

programs and trains other instructors, uses

dance as a workout. “It's the perfect way to get
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= low-impact form of cardiovascular exercise,” she says.

But the benefits aren't just physical. "Once pecple start

to take control of their bodies and move

ents, they start

to take con

true for Brenda Jones

satisfying than candy.” she
“The better [ felt, the better [ ate.”

Deb Carpenter, 47, a child-weltare

worker, benefited from dance's

7]

tress-reducing powers. "My job is

I

very stressful,” she says. "I was find-

ing myself inappropriately velling

1

at people. | needed some

relieve my stress. [ tried exercise
programs but didn't stick with them.
They bored me. But ballroom danc-
ing doesn't seem like exercise.”

Kimberly Richards, who manages
the Eastwood Fred Astaire franchise,
isn't surprised by these stories.
“Ninety percent of the people who come here don't come
to leamn to dance. The dancing sparks the interest, but they
are here for something else,” she says. "My job, and that
of the instructors, is to pull out of them what it is they really
want and how we can give it to them through dancing.”

Richards helps a lot of students with their social skills.
“I've taught several male students how to talk to a

woman, she says.

“That's not the reason they give for
coming here, but a good teacher can pick up on it.”
Some $2,000 later, [ figured it was time to unveil the

new me in public. On a trip to New York, [ called my

friend Barbara and asked her to dinner. "And after-

ward,” | said, “we're going dancing in the Rainbow
Room.” She didn't know what to say.
AL

We danced in the famed Art Deco ballroom doing what-

‘1

ever the ic dictated: the cha-cha, fox-t

had no idea,” Barbara said. Tt

1en came e m

lenging of all bal
tango. "Are you sure
this?" Barbar:

my stance, turned my head te

a asked. | straightened

left, narrowed my

ves, and glared.

| remembered an instructor’s

advice to pretend I'd just smelled

a bad odor. That's called &
[ thrust Barbara's body close to

mine. Counting five, six, sever

eight, | led off: three long :

ward, two quick-quicks to the right,

. When doing

then a corte (a lu

my side steps, | was careful o "]

the zipper.” According to one of my

instructors, "that's where you put your left leg over your
right, as if you have to pee really bad.” That's called style.

With our arms outstretched and cheeks together, we

did a full promenade across the floor. We didn't have to

cCers

worry about running into anybody; all the other da

had cleared the floor. The spotlight was on us, and peo-

—_

ple were applauding. For one splendid moment in time
was Rudolph Valentino. Then | remembered something

Richards told me. “Students who come to our studio grow,

but they don't really change,” she explained. "They find

the somecne who was always inside of them.” EM

John Stark is an editor and writer who now lives and dances in Baston,




