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To the memory of my late mother,
the ageless Naomi Ryan, who was the inspiration
behind every single word in How Not to Get Old.
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PROLOGUE


HOPE I DIE BEFORE I GET OLD


For most of my life I have been blissfully in denial of the ageing process. Old age, I thought until quite recently, was something that happened to other people. It was never going to happen to me.


And it really didn’t seem that it would. As I progressed through the decades, nothing much seemed to change. At forty I didn’t feel any older than I had at thirty, at fifty I could still see my forty-year-old self in the mirror, and even at sixty – gulp – I didn’t notice any obvious signs of the physical and mental decline that I associated with being elderly. Other people probably did, but they were kind enough not to say anything and as long as I stayed in my comfort zone – living in a cottage (that is probably a bit of a rut), surrounded by people of a similar age – I could convince myself I was in a permanent state of middle-agedness that would just go on and on.


There is no doubt I had luck on my side. I enjoyed, as they say, good health, rarely needing to seek medical help for anything more serious than a touch of flu or the odd infection.


I was lucky, too, in that my hair hadn’t turned dramatically grey and my life had been so blessed that there were very few frown lines on my forehead. True, there were age spots on my hands, but since they had started appearing in my twenties I hardly noticed that they were filling out and multiplying.


And because I was still working as a journalist, I hadn’t had to face the spectre of retirement. In the absence of any obvious changes to the way I lived my life, I was able to carry on in a blissful state of denial that time might one day catch up with me.


This was all pretty amazing, given that I had ignored most of the golden rules of a healthy lifestyle. Health and fitness weren’t something I paid attention to. Even as a child, I wasn’t what you might call sporty, and as an adult I had never managed to keep up a gym membership beyond its initial cut-price introductory month (usually giving up in the first week). And, no, I had never done yoga or Pilates or Zumba or whatever it is people do to tone and strengthen their bodies and relax their minds.


Moreover, the only diets that I had embarked on during my life had nothing to do with the health of my body, only the shape of it. The faddy diets of depriv­ation that I put myself through in my thirties in a bid to lose the elusive ‘last seven pounds’ of weight put on during three pregnancies should probably have impacted in some way on my sixty-year-old body – giving me high blood pressure or brittle bones – but, so far, they hadn’t.


Of course I knew that switching to nutrient-rich foods would deliver sound physical benefits, but somehow I couldn’t get enthusiastic about goji berries, quinoa or kefir, and I was never one of nature’s vegans. Besides, if I was lucky enough to get away with eating a somewhat dubious diet of too many carbohydrates and too much salt and sugar without any obvious ill effects – type 2 Diabetes, high cholesterol or arthritis – there was no real incentive to change, so I didn’t.


Even worse, my alcohol consumption consistently reached well above fourteen units a week. My defence for this particular excess was to claim that red wine – my ‘poison’ – was packed with antioxidants (not that I knew what the hell they were).


Nor, for that matter, had I done enough to support the sharpness of my brain – delegating the most taxing technological tasks to my adult children and refusing to embrace the kind of intellectual challenges that it needs if it is to maintain anything of its youthful speed and versatility. My grey matter was greyer than my still-quite-blonde hair.


But it wasn’t the effects of alcohol, or poor dietary habits or even a lack of aerobic exercise that was the catalyst that forced me to stop and face the truth: that I was living a lie and was not – after all – immune to the ageing process.


What prompted this about-face was one of those events in life that you never see coming. I had not long turned sixty, and it was a rare perfect Saturday in an imperfect summer. At least, I think it was; I remember blue skies and the feeling – in the instant before it happened – that all was well in my world. Twenty minutes earlier I had picked up my son from the closest main-line station – ten miles away from my house – for a rare full-on family weekend.


After taking a back route through country lanes to avoid the usual Saturday traffic, we had just turned on to a short stretch of 60 mph dual carriageway half a mile from home when it happened. Our vehicle was hit by a driver attempting to overtake us before the road returned to one lane. The impact ricocheted our car from one side of the road to the other until we crashed sideways into a large signpost that brought us to a shuddering stop. The other driver, apparently unhurt, managed to pull up fifty yards or so further on.


What took place during and immediately after the moment of impact, in the clip of the accident that still makes me panic whenever I allow it to rerun in my brain, is something of a blur. I know that I thought – as did my son – that we were going to die. And I know too that it cannot have been very long before we established that we were both alive. I remember shouting, ‘Are you all right?’ and hearing my son saying the same words back to me over the sound of the car horn blaring on and on and on.


I remember, too, the enormous elation I felt when he got out of the car and stood beside me, repeating again and again, ‘I’m OK, are you OK?’ And at that moment I was OK – he was alive, I was alive and, despite the shattered state of the car and the splintered glass that I was covered in, there was hardly any blood.


It was only when I had been carried out of the car and was lying on the grass verge at the roadside that I felt anything other than relief. The pain arrived at the same time as the emergency services – the fire brigade, followed swiftly by a medic on a motorbike who gave me gas and air until the ambulance got there.


It was in hospital – suffering from nothing more serious than severe soft-tissue damage, a punctured lung and several hematomas (where an injury to the wall of a blood vessel causes blood to seep into the surrounding tissues) – that I was given a glimpse of what it would be like to be old. Unable even to sit up without the aid of two nurses, I discovered what it was like to be physically dependent on others – and I hated it. I felt helpless, vulnerable and lost.


In the course of a single difficult day I had gone from feeling immune to the ageing process to understanding what my life might be like in ten or twenty years when I would be officially old. As caring and gentle as the nurses and doctors were during that time I was relying on them to help me manage the most simple tasks, such as lifting me onto the bedpan; I felt stripped of my dignity, my independence and my sense of self.


Things weren’t much better when I was discharged to the care of my family. Loving and attentive though they were, I found it difficult to accept that, without their help, I could not wash myself or make myself a cup of coffee. And although I did slowly begin to gain some of my former strength, I was unable to walk without crutches for several months and during that time became depressed and withdrawn. That car crash was rather like being visited by my own ghost of Christmases to come. How, I began to wonder, could I create a different future for myself? One in which I was mentally sharp and physically strong enough to remain independent and not become a burden on the NHS, my family and the state in my seventies, eighties and perhaps even nineties.


In the year or so following that near-death experience, I became aware of a growing desire to make changes to my life in an effort to achieve and maintain the physical and mental strength I needed to grow old in some form of grace. It wasn’t just concern about becoming dependent on my three children (the law of averages making it possible that at least one of them will decide to whip me into a care home as soon as I show the slightest sign of senility) that played on my mind. It was the realisation that, unless I changed my ways, I might be unable to fulfil what I now believe to be one of the important roles and responsibilities of my life. To be a loving, inspiring, caring and, yes, sprightly grandparent to my granddaughter Edie and the grandchildren that are, as yet, twinkles in their parents’ eyes.


These days, too, I am acutely aware of the ill health of others. I have entered that time of life when my contemporaries are falling prey to illnesses that break down their bodies and wear out their brains.


Of course, it isn’t possible to eliminate the risk of developing a debilitating disease, but I know that I must safeguard against that eventuality.


So here I am, a clutch of years away from a milestone birthday I remain reluctant to admit, determined to do everything I can to … well, future-proof my mind and my body. Over the course of the year I will embark on a series of difficult challenges that will strengthen my chances of living long and strong.


I will research the tasks and programmes available, undertake the ones that seem best suited to me, and keep a record of my progress and the results. Ultimately, I want to get myself to a level of physical and mental fitness that will help me to move forward into a glorious, golden old age. Every part of my body from my core – via my temporal lobe – to my pelvic floor will be tightened, toned and strengthened.


Along the way there will be neuroscientists, gurus, dieticians, philosophers, poets, physicians, mad professors, tutors and personal trainers. With a little help, too, from my friends (chiefly my BFF Belle) and my family, I hope to go where no other woman ‘of a certain age’ has gone before to explore the ways it is possible to make the most of later life.


In taking on these challenges it is not my intention to chase the impossible dream of eternal youth (this book will be Botox-free) but to celebrate the joys of being 100 per cent pro- rather than anti-ageing.


So come with me on a journey that will, I hope, be as entertaining as it is informative, and learn – alongside me – How Not to Get Old.
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STRICTLY BALLROOM


In which, even with two left feet, I learn to cha-cha-cha …


It’s funny the way we can progress through life without ever acknowledging something that, deep down, we have known since we were children. Ever since I can remember, I’ve been a bit clumsy. As a small child, I found simple physical feats – like touching my toes – difficult. My idea of hell, from the age of six onwards, was school sports days. One year, partnered in the three-legged race (remember them?) with an equally uncoordin­ated member of my class, we fell over when the whistle blew for the ‘off’ and never got beyond the starting point.


Don’t think for a minute that I’m about to complain of a hideous, unhappy childhood (I leave that to my children), because I had the perfect mother, a brilliant father, and I grew up feeling safe and protected, albeit a tiny bit bullied by my older, golden brother. While he was ridiculously athletic, hugely popular and in every school sports team, I was a sickly specimen who came last even in the sack race (you must remember them?).


By ‘sickly’ I mean that I suffered from bronchitis, which gained me at least a month off school every winter. And when I was perfectly well, I would claim to be ill to avoid things like playing netball, or hockey, going on cross-country runs, or vaulting the horse in gymnastics lessons. On one occasion, my mother rushed me to the GP’s surgery after I complained of a bad stomach ache, and my performance of being in ‘terrible pain’ was so convincing that I found myself in the operating theatre of our local hospital having my healthy appendix removed.


Sporty, I wasn’t. But my greatest failings were displayed in the compulsory ballet and country dancing classes at school, and later (in my teens) the ballroom dancing classes I attended at the Desdemona Bartlett School of Dance. By then I was hopelessly shy, clumsier than ever, and terrified at the very thought of learning to waltz in the arms of a strange, spotty boy who was probably as frightened of me as I was of him (back then all the schools in my area were single sex). I’m not sure why my parents put me through this particular ordeal; perhaps they had fantasies of my attending a coming-out ball and, like Cinderella, capturing the heart of a prince (or a duke or an earl or just someone very rich) after executing a perfect paso doble.


I can’t remember how long I attended those weekly lessons before giving up. (I was that awful child who, having agreed to take something up – Sunday school, the Brownies, riding lessons, etc – would be whining to give it up within a fortnight.) And I never once used what I did or didn’t learn (there was no coming-out ball or Cinderella moment).


In the intervening years, the only time I have ever enjoyed dancing, sadly, is when I am on my own and obsessed by a particular song that I put on repeat on my iPhone (and before that, on my Walkman). Usually this dancing would take place late at night in the kitchen after a glass or two of red wine when my children/husband/partner had gone to bed. During these solitary moments I could convince myself I had a hidden talent that, because of my shyness, I had been unable to develop.


In this, I was delusional. Had anyone happened to catch me dancing with myself, they would have laughed helplessly and told me I was terrible. This dreadful solo dance habit, which persists to this day, doubtless explains why I am single and have only ever had two boyfriends; it’s widely accepted that if you can’t dance you are probably not very good in bed (hips don’t lie, and good dancers can keep perfect rhythm).


Anyway, this is a roundabout introduction to a challenge that I absolutely did not want to do. In fact, when I think about it, ballroom dancing classes top the list of activities I have no desire to engage in, ahead of jumping out of a plane at 13,000 feet, shark cage diving in South Africa or running with bulls in Spain. Because the truth is – as I should have known from that awful three-legged race – that I have two left feet.


But fate has a way of making us do the last thing we want to. And fate, in this case, takes the form of my BFF Belle, who turned up on my birthday with a small, beautifully wrapped present. I was excited because she has brilliant taste and a real gift for, well, gifts. I did my best to hide my disappointment at finding – when I ripped off the paper – a pair of shocking-pink leg warmers.


‘How lovely,’ I said with a fake smile.


‘There’s more,’ Belle said. ‘Look inside the card.’


‘A ballroom dancing class?’ I said, glancing in horror at the enclosed brochure.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Eight till nine every Monday evening with this brilliant teacher – you must have seen him on Strictly. It’s going to be so much fun …’


This was the first time in our five-year friendship that I had questioned whether Belle and I were singing – never mind dancing – to the same tune. Didn’t she know me by now? Hadn’t she picked up that I am not what you would call fleet of foot? And that if I didn’t have a dog, the furthest I would walk on any given day would be the distance between my front door and my car? And who exactly was this person Ian Waite (our teacher) from this programme Belle loves but I have never actually watched?


In the two weeks leading up to our first lesson I watch endless YouTube clips of Ian Waite in his prime on Strictly Come Dancing. It turns out he appeared in seven series of the show; his two most successful years were 2004, when he and athlete Denise Lewis were runners-up, and 2005, when he reached the final three with Zoe Ball.


These days (he’s now forty-eight) he is still a celebrity with regular appearances on the Strictly spin-off show It Takes Two. Married to pilot Drew Merriman (their wedding was splashed across at least eight pages of Hello! magazine), he not only teaches ballroom but has also created a dance exercise programme called FitSteps, ‘featuring all your favourite Strictly dances’ in a forty-five-minute aerobic session that is available across the UK. On his website I discover that for £35 I can get a poster-sized autographed photograph of Ian still looking as dashing as he did fifteen years ago.


The more I research him, the more nervous I am. So I try to come up with reasons why (apart from my two left feet) I can’t attend the Beginners Ballroom class that Belle so generously bought me for my birthday.


What finally forces me to give in is the discovery that dozens of studies across the world indicate that ballroom dancing classes offer huge benefits to older adults. And this fits perfectly with the premise of this book.


A 2010 report released by the Centre for Policy on Ageing (CPA), ‘Shall We Dance’, reviewed international evidence on the health benefits of dancing as we age. The study reveals that ‘dance has been shown to be beneficial in the direct treatment of a number of conditions including arthritis, Parkinson’s disease, dementia and depression’. It also claims that taking part in ballroom dancing reduces the chances of developing dementia by 76 per cent (it is, apparently, far more difficult to learn than it looks and acts as an aid to both the brain and the body of older students).


If this isn’t enough to prove that these classes will be one more way for me to future-proof myself against a dramatic decline in my physical, mental and cognitive skills, a Swedish research programme cited in the ‘Shall We Dance’ report offers further encouragement. They followed two groups of older people – one group were regular amateur dancers while the other had no history of dancing or sporting activity. They discovered that, as they aged, the dancers showed ‘superior performance in reaction times, motor behaviour and tactile and cognitive performance’. The study concluded that the far-reaching beneficial effects in the dancing group ‘make dance, beyond its ability to facilitate balance and posture, a prime candidate for the preservation of everyday life competences of elderly people’.


In addition, ballroom dancing is inclusive. Anyone and everyone can take part (even me), and of all exercise-based classes it has the lowest drop-out rate. Which, hopefully, will mean that after a fortnight of ballroom dancing, I won’t be whining to Belle that I want to give up (unlike my childhood self).


As this is the first time, probably since I left school, that I have taken an exercise class, and it is my first physical challenge in my attempt not to get old, I am a little worried about the dress code. Will I have to wear a typically Strictly costume – something garishly coloured and covered with feathers, glitter and sequins? And what about the shoes? I have a paltry selection of high heels and they are all black (no gold, silver or scarlet). I glance at images on Google and decide that I have nothing in my wardrobe that is vaguely suitable, although I do have an ancient white evening gown that looks very Tess Daly.


When I call Belle to ask what she will be wearing, she tells me not to be ridiculous and wear my ‘gym gear’ and trainers – and to bring a water bottle because it says on the website we will need to hydrate. I don’t own any gym wear, and am not invested in the idea of dancing enough to actually go out and buy some. Instead, I find an old pair of tracksuit bottoms at the back of my wardrobe and match them with a much-worn white T-shirt and the pair of New Balance trainers that my younger daughter left in my house some months ago.


It goes without saying that when I pick up Belle – several years my junior and not just my best friend but also my best-dressed friend – on that first Monday she is wearing head-to-toe colour-coordinated Lululemon dance/gym wear. Her trainers are top of the range and she is carrying a water bottle she found on Net-a-Porter that contains healing crystals (mine was lent to me by my granddaughter and is bright pink and covered in cartoon kittens).


When we arrive at the venue (a school hall in Wokingham) there is already a long queue waiting to be let in. Looking around, I feel a little less jittery. For a start, Belle and I are by no means the oldest of the beginners; nor are we, from the ratio of women to men, going to be the only female same-sex couple. As we wait, it suddenly occurs to me that perhaps Belle would rather be here with her husband instead of an unfit woman with two left feet.


‘Oh no,’ Belle assures me. ‘Ed won the British Junior Latin Championship at Blackpool in 1966. That’s another reason for coming with you; I could never compete with him.’


We all file in – most people pay on the door, but Belle has prepaid for the whole term for both of us – and take our place on the floor. There are, I reckon, about fifty beginners, around a third of whom are singles.


Belle and I already knew that in ballroom dancing old-fashioned gender roles are strictly adhered to, so one of us would have to be the ‘man’ and one of us would be the ‘woman’. Since Belle is 5’ 8” in her bare feet (and about 5’ 10” in her fancy trainers), and I am probably now about 5’ 4” (although I swear I was 5’ 6” before I had children), it is logical that she should take the ‘male role’.


It is at this point, while all the singles are attempting to couple up, that we get our first glimpse of our teacher. He’s 6’ 3”, lean and absurdly elegant. With the added glamour of his dancing celebrity, Ian Waite in the flesh (with his shirt famously half unbuttoned to reveal his six-pack) is awesome. Maybe he has gone a little too far with the fake tan (Belle insists he has probably not long returned from a break in Barbados), but the way his sun- (or bottle-) kissed skin brings out his brilliant blue eyes is stunning to behold. When he smiles – and boy, does Ian Waite smile – his perfect white teeth, strip-lit by the harsh ceiling lights, positively sparkle.


In an instant we are all – even me, but particularly Belle – in thrall to him.


We are to start, he informs us, with the basic steps of the waltz. This is so easy, he says, that ‘a child of three could learn’. I am instantly worried that someone at the other end of the age spectrum – me, for instance – will not find it so simple.


‘It’s a smooth, gliding dance in three-four time with a familiar one, two, three rhythm,’ Ian tells us. Already I am lost.


He divides us into the two gender groups – the men and the women – because, although the steps are the same, the order in which we take them differs. Belle joins seven other women in the ‘men’ group, who (as historically men have always done) ‘take the lead’ in the dance while the women merely ‘follow’.


To the count of one, two, three, Ian teaches Belle’s group to put their ‘left foot forward, right foot to the side and close, reverse, right foot back, left foot side and close’. As I watch Ian and the ‘men’ go through their paces, somewhere at the back of my brain something pings and I remember learning these steps at Desdemona Bartlett’s School of Dance. This, I think, is going to be fine. What on earth was I worried about?


But then it’s time for Ian to teach the women. It turns out that we, as nature’s followers, start by moving our right foot back, left foot to the side and close. This is perfectly simple when Ian teaches us on our own, but it gets complicated when Belle and I put our arms in the correct male/female position and try to do the basic box step together. For some reason I can’t keep pace with Belle and find myself consistently putting the wrong foot forward.


‘No,’ Belle says again and again as I repeatedly get it wrong. ‘You start with your right foot back, not your left foot forward, do you see?’


But I don’t see. While the other beginners are now in sync with each other and managing a few steps, I am struggling.


‘You know I find it hard going backwards,’ I whimper.


It gets worse when Ian informs us that – since we can’t just move in one direction – we have to learn how to turn. Worse still, we are going to do this with music. Obviously, there isn’t room here for the Strictly Come Dancing Band, so Ian has recordings for the various dances which echo round the hall via a speaker system that is so loud even the oldest beginners can hear.


Then we have to learn how to reverse turn to the stirring sound of Vera Lynn’s ‘Anniversary Waltz’. I try, I really try, but all that backwards movement that the follower (i.e. the female) has to do is too difficult for someone with my lack of spatial awareness. Belle mutters that dancing with me is like going on the bumper cars at the fair, because as we move we keep accidentally banging into other couples going the other way. This at least makes me laugh, which nothing else does (I’m close to tears several times before the hour is up).


It’s clear that Ian has picked us out as one of the problem couples. He comes over to help, but even with a Strictly professional as my ‘leader’, I can’t work out which leg should be going which way. Then he takes Belle – in the female role – for a spin; despite having occupied the male role so far, she looks almost as professional as Motsi Mabuse.


He then suggests that Belle and I swap roles so that I am the man and she is the woman, on the basis that this will allow me to go forwards (as the leader) more than I have to go backwards. Men’s steps, I discover, are simpler than the woman’s to allow for the fact that they have to lead.


‘But I can hardly lead my dog,’ I mutter.


‘That’s because you never trained him,’ Belle bites back.


With practice, we realise Ian is right: I find being the man far easier than being the woman.


By the end of our first lesson, with Belle simultan­eously following, leading and stopping to explain what I am doing wrong, I am exhausted and she is beginning to regret her birthday gift – albeit not quite as much as I am.


The next morning Belle sends me a WhatsApp message saying she is already feeling a ‘bit toned’. She adds that she is ‘fine with our sexual transition’, because clearly I am happier ‘presenting as a man’. My reply is simple: ‘I really DO have two left feet’ (with an emoji of a bare foot). Belle messages me back to point out that the emoji I sent was a right foot.


In preparation for Week 2 (the cha-cha) Belle keeps sending me links to YouTube videos in which a series of professional teachers and their partners demonstrate how easy it is for a beginner to learn the cha-cha. This is another ‘simple’ dance with a basic step done to the rhythm ‘one, two, cha-cha-cha’.


Belle also sends me backup clips of scary teachers and their partners demonstrating the basic box step of the waltz, so I can ‘practise at home every evening’. I find time every night to do half an hour’s practice, gliding myself romantically round my living room to the sound of Simply Red singing ‘If You Don’t Know Me by Now’ and Norah Jones’ classic, ‘Come Away With Me’.


As a result of my hard work – and fear of Belle’s fury – I have managed to remember all the steps from last week. Repetition, it would seem, is the key to adult learning. And when Ian, as dazzling as ever, starts us off on a recap of the waltz he taught us last week, even Belle is impressed by my footwork.


That done, Ian separates us into our gender groups (which means that this time I am with the boys) to teach us the basic steps of the cha-cha (‘step, replace, cha-cha-cha, step, step, cha-cha-cha’).


In Week 2 a little inter-couple bonding is starting to take place. I have linked up with a young man called Dave who is due to marry his fiancée Emma – who has bonded with Belle. Emma has persuaded him to take the classes so that they will be able to perform a perfect first dance at their wedding (something that I thought was very twentieth century but is, according to Belle, having a bit of a comeback).


Dave and I, at least on the dance floor, have a lot in common. Neither of us is here by choice and we share a tendency to put the wrong foot forward (or back). While Ian teaches Belle and the female group the woman’s steps (which are more or less the same), Dave and I attempt to repeat what we have just learned, saying the steps out loud (which, I am to discover in several other challenges, is an effective way to help me remember what I am trying to learn). The other men (and the women taking the male role) look at us rather contemptuously. We realise, as the weeks go by, that the male leader group are more openly competitive than the female followers (no surprise there, then).


When Belle and I come together to practise the cha-cha steps as a couple, we are quite good. This is mostly because the ‘hold’ is looser with some space between us and it’s almost impossible not to get in the rhythm when the music playing is Sam Cooke’s ‘Everybody Loves to Cha Cha Cha’.


It’s fast and fun, unlike the waltz, and when we manage to learn the crossover break (AKA New Yorks – check them out on YouTube) – Dave and Emma applaud us.


A little while later the music changes to a contemporary track – Camila Cabello’s ‘Havana’ – and I find that, against all the odds, I am enjoying myself. I am beginning to see why dance can become addictive. It’s early days, but when you find yourself ‘in step’ with your partner (which from time to time I do) it feels wonderful.


At home that night I download ‘Havana’ and find myself singing it out loud and happily doing a solo version of the cha-cha all round my house.


Belle sends me a message the following morning saying, ‘Weren’t we fab last night! I think we may be cracking it.’ Fingers crossed, I am beginning to believe that she is right.


It turns out we are both a little overconfident. When we turn up for Week 3, in place of the lovely Ian (who is away filming) we have his father, Alan, who is a lot tougher (and shorter) than his glamorous son. He informs us that he plans to teach us two dances this evening – the quickstep and the social foxtrot – and my heart sinks.


The quickstep, he tells us, is a ‘light-hearted dance that is fast and powerfully flowing’. This sends Dave and me (as we learn the man’s move) into a panic. We are taught the chasse – side-together-side – and that’s OK, but we have problems with the ‘reverse turn’ and the ‘forward lock’, never mind the ‘fishtail’ (there are so many strange terms for the turns and twists you do in ballroom that only add to the difficulty of learning, let alone remembering, the steps).


Belle’s woman’s group, I notice when it’s their turn to learn their moves, are much more relaxed and bonded than the men. Dave and I are the only two who openly admit our difficulties and attempt to encourage each other.


When we are all put together to practise with our partners, it’s immediately clear that yet again I am going to let Belle down. The music doesn’t help as it’s the song from Disney’s Jungle Book, ‘I Wanna Be Like You’. I am trying so hard to be quick that I trip over Belle’s foot and go flying into the wall. Alan gets one of his female assistants to take Belle’s place and help me, but since that doesn’t make much difference he tells me to ‘practice at home’ as it’s time to move on to the next dance.


‘The social foxtrot,’ Alan declares as he begins to explain the movements, ‘is an easy-to-learn step for beginners. The kind of dance that can make you look as if you know what you are doing when you take to the floor on your cruise this year.’


While Belle and I have no intention of taking a cruise together (although she does suggest that I might benefit from one of those Saga ship trips for over-sixty singles), we are excited by the idea of a dance that really is ‘simple’. And simple it is, with its basic ‘forward with the left, forward with the right and slide close right foot to left’ movement. Dave and I rehearse while Alan teaches the women’s moves and we are amazed to discover we have almost mastered the steps.


‘Do you think Emma and I could do the social foxtrot for our first dance at the wedding?’ he asks me and I just nod, aware, when the sound of ‘Let’s Face the Music and Dance’ comes over the loudspeaker that, easy as it seems, he might not be, well, Fred Astaire to Emma’s Ginger Rogers.


Belle and I are almost perfectly in sync with this dance and we end the lesson feeling so positive (despite my poor quickstep) that she suddenly announces she is going to buy a proper pair of dance shoes and a dress for next week. I think this is linked to the fact that Belle has become a vegan and the combination of our exhaustive new routines and her diet has resulted in a loosening up of her Lululemon leggings (not that they were ever tight).


As we leave, Alan stops me to tell me that I am the kind of pupil ‘who will have forgotten the steps by the time I get to the car park’ and that practice, practice, practice is the only way I will be able to retain all the information I take in each week. I feel quite offended that he has singled me out for this advice – he says nothing to Dave – but I know he is right. I have become aware that – doubtless because I am at least twenty-five years older than Dave – I will have to work harder to keep up.


On Week 5 (Week 4 is cancelled because the school is closed for half term) Belle and I arrive feeling pretty good about our progress. We have practised and practised (alone and together) almost every day since Week 3. Besides, Belle is wearing what she describes as a ‘purple chiffon leotard dress with a flared asymmetric skirt’ that she insists she bought for ‘just over £10’ on Amazon, and a pair of silver, open-toed, ankle-strap, high-heeled ballroom dancing shoes that she claims were £4.99. She had offered to get me a black men’s mesh Latin dance shirt but I declined and instead put on a white shirt, velvet jeans and a pair of black patent brogues I already had in my wardrobe (I have always liked mannish clothes).


A lot of the beginners have made a similar effort – although Belle is the only one in purple – and there is a real sense of camaraderie developing. Learning a new skill in a multi-generational group, I have discovered, is interesting and rather uplifting. The youngest of us is only seventeen and the oldest in their eighties, with just about every age in between. And as we progress there is a kind of breaking down of the barriers that so often restricts one generation from bonding and socialising with another.
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