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        Introduction
      

         

         
      “Crosswords and Sudoku will help but the best way to avoid dementia is to take up ballroom dancing.”
    

          

         It was in the spring after George died of lung cancer and vascular dementia that I went to a conference organised by the Alzheimer’s Society and one of the lecturers gave that advice. It might be a rather feeble excuse, but I left school when I was fourteen, and although I’ve sometimes read the first crossword clue I’ve never attempted to think of an answer. For a start, I didn’t have the Latin, and nor could I have understood the puns or learnt the tricks, both skills I’ve been told are essential for completing even quite simple crosswords. As for Sudoku, I’d rather waste my time looking at Facebook or Freecycle. But ballroom dancing?

         For some reason, I assumed learning to dance would be easy and I signed up for a twelve-week course. When I left school I got a job in Murray’s Cabaret Club as a showgirl and had to shimmy across the small stage in rather skimpy costumes. I thought this would give me a head start. But no. Ballroom dancing is difficult. That is why it is so effective at warding off the ageing process. As a recent study from the Einstein College of Medicine in New York has shown, ballroom demands a particular form of coordination, which rewires the cerebral cortex and the hippocampus. These bits of the brain are remarkably plastic, but they will only become active again if they are properly used. Shimmying isn’t enough.

         The course I had signed up for provided a teacher for the class plus a professional partner for every client. Most of the partners were young men in their twenties and came from countries like Romania, Italy or Sri Lanka where, unlike in England, dancing is considered a skill and not necessarily sissy. However, I’d quickly spotted Raymond – both English and a pensioner, he was the only one with a balding head and a bus pass. I’d decided I wouldn’t feel so self-conscious dancing “in hold” with someone closer to my age. I made a good choice; Ray is a former world champion.

         We learnt and practised a different dance for three weeks. The list began with the slow foxtrot and the cha-cha-cha and having passed through six more dances, it ended up with the Viennese waltz and the salsa. By the time we got back to the waltz and cha-cha-cha again, what with holidays and each term lasting fifteen weeks, I had forgotten most of what I’d learnt.

         Raymond, seeing how dispirited I was, offered to take me to tea dances instead, so I’d have the opportunity to practise all the dances in one session.

         I wish that I’d started ballroom and going to tea dances when George was still alive. In the last two years of his life, I was usually stressed, and often angry with him. I would forget all the useful advice I’d been given about how to cope with his condition and I was snappy and spiteful. But here’s what Dr Joseph Coyle says in the New England Journal of Medicine: “Dancing reduces stress and depression.”

         It would have been better than Xanax.

         Coyle goes on to say that dancing will increase your serotonin levels; it is known as the “happiness hormone” and studies have shown that a lack of it increases irritability, aggressiveness and sleep disorders. He also talks about it exercising our cognitive processes. And then there’s the music. Most of it dates from the first 60 years of the twentieth century: Sinatra, Crosby, Ella, singing songs by Cole Porter, Irving Berlin, Rogers and Hammerstein. Who could ask for anything more?

         Some doctors are making very ambitious claims for the Argentine tango and are using it to treat problems ranging from Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease to phobias and marital breakdowns. My marriage to George nearly broke up several times; instead of rows and tears perhaps we should have hurried down to the local milonga. There’s one in Hammersmith twice a week. But would it have halted the progression of his illness? In fact, he was lucky in that his lung cancer overtook the dementia and he died while the latter was still in its fairly early stages. But he would have enjoyed the “close embrace” the tango demands.

         Even people at a fairly advanced stage of dementia will normally respond to warmth, touch and sound. Once a month I help out at an afternoon event organised by Kensington and Chelsea Age UK. It’s called My Memories Café. The “service users”, in other words the people with dementia, are picked up from their homes and taken to a church where tea, cakes, sausage rolls and grapes are laid out on long tables. There’s always an activity and the most popular ones involve music. At Christmas time we sing carols. A month ago we sang along accompanied by one man playing the keyboard and another with a mic helping us remember the words.

         If you were the only girl in the world… “Isn’t that the most beautiful love song ever written?” the keyboard man asked us. We nodded, held hands and swayed to “I’ll Be with You in Apple Blossom Time”. When we got to the closing number, “Do the Hokey Cokey”, although not many could stand up and shake it all about, arms were waved and most people joined in and were smiling. One woman told me how she met her husband at the Hammersmith Palais. She said she always watches Strictly and was delighted to hear that, perhaps because of that programme, ballroom and Latin (the other kind) have become very popular.

         If, like me, you have type 2 diabetes, your chances of developing Alzheimer’s may be increased. That’s the bad news. The good news is that exercise and weight loss might counteract this. Since I’ve been dancing my cheeks have sunk and I’ve gone down a dress size. Still, what’s much more important is the fun I am having.
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            Chapter 1

         

         “I said I’d dance with you, not for you” said Raymond.

         But this is my first tea dance and I am nervous, very nervous. Although it’s only a waltz, at which I am not too bad, I am leaning on him and gripping his hand.

         We are in Shoreditch Town Hall, a grade two imposing building near Liverpool Street. A statue of Progress sits on the front and inside there are stained-glass windows, Doric columns and an ornate balcony. From a high-coved ceiling hang chandeliers. At one end of the large rectangular ballroom is a big stage with a massive sound system that rather dwarfs our compère, Malcolm (professional name, Mr Wonderful). Malcolm is a smallish, round, cheerful man from Goa, India. His partner, Janet, is a former senior champion.

         All around the room are tables and chairs. We sit down after our waltz and Raymond tells me, and not for the first time, that I must find my own balance and relax a bit.

         “Nobody is watching you,” he says.

         This isn’t strictly true. The entrance fee is a modest £5 and some of the ladies have just come for the tea and cakes and to watch the dancers. They must be wondering why Raymond is dancing with me. Being an ex-champion, he is of course a brilliant dancer.

         Mr Wonderful announces the next dance. It’s a paso doble which I haven’t learnt. Anna, a fantastic, young, slim, dancer has spotted Raymond and comes over.

         “Do you mind?” she says to me, as Raymond enthusiastically jumps to his feet.

         “Oh, please,” I reply. I realise I am quite enjoying myself. I don’t mind sitting on my own; the atmosphere is friendly and the music is the dance music of the 40s and 50s that I grew up with.

         The next dance is a “snowball”. It starts with just one couple on the floor, then Mr Wonderful says “change partners” and they separate and each chooses a new partner. We change partners every few minutes and soon the floor is crowded with about 50 couples. Most of us change partners about five times. I always say I’m a beginner but some of the men are even more of a beginner than I am. The “snowball” is quite chatty; you change partners so often you don’t have time to perform complicated steps. It’s more of a shuffle and an exchange of names.

         “George,” says one man when I ask him.

         “Same as my late husband,” I reply, and as I have just stepped on his toe I add swankily and placatingly, “He was the jazz singer, George Melly.”

         He can’t have been as impressed as he appeared to be as he came up to me later and asked me to repeat George’s last name. But Mr Wonderful is impressed. Raymond has introduced me to him as the widow of, etc.

         “Great,” says Mr Wonderful. “I must play lots of jive music for you.”

         In fact, I’ve noticed that Raymond never stands up for a jive. I don’t think he likes to get too hot – well, he is 65 – and over tea and chocolate cake – Raymond eats my bit too – I learn that he is a great-grandfather. His eldest daughter, Rita, had daughter Cyd at eighteen and she in turn at seventeen has just had a son, little Leo.

         Raymond has now finished all the cake, we’ve sorted our families and rubbished David Cameron, so it’s time to tango.

         A very friendly dance, as Raymond puts it. To get into position I have to push my “centre”, which is halfway between my flat chest and my not-so-flat stomach into Raymond’s centre. Then I have to flex my knees so that I am almost sitting on one half of his lap. The hold is different too. My left hand is pushed up into his armpit with my thumb in front and my fingers stuck out at a right angle to his back.

         Raymond tells me that the Argentine tango is even more friendly, with the lady reaching her left hand round her partner’s back to rest on his left shoulder, or even on the back of his neck. Sounds to me more like hugging than dancing.

         Even with our “centres” up close, all this proximity isn’t sexual at all, but it’s warm and cosy, rather like having one of my dogs curled up on my lap.

         It’s the last waltz and I’m thrilled because I haven’t fallen over or made a fool of myself. Even when I messed up a slow foxtrot it didn’t seem to matter.

         Raymond walks me to Liverpool Street, taking my arm as we go down the stairs. “Call me old-fashioned” is something he often says, and although I am quite capable of putting on my own coat, I don’t mind being helped.

         It’s eight years since George died and I thought that my family, friends and dogs were all I needed to feel sane and whole. I now realise that music and dancing help too.
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