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Praise for The Dance of Resilience
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“This is a powerful testament to dance as a force for resilience and recovery. These stories echo what scientific research increasingly shows: Partner dance improves quality of life. It’s an inspiring call for integrating dance into mainstream health and well-being practice.”


—DR. PETER LOVATT, dance psychologist and author of The Dance Cure


“The Dance of Resilience is a powerful testament to how movement changes people. Through shared connection and courage we discover healing, joy, and our deepest strength. This inspiring book beautifully illustrates how dancing with others can lead us back to ourselves.”


—BONNIE BURTON, former Regional District Director, USA Dance, Inc.


“The Dance of Resilience powerfully reveals how dance boosts brain health and mental well-being. With inspiring stories and compelling science, it makes a clear case: Dance isn’t just movement—it’s medicine. It’s a must-read for anyone passionate about wellness, aging, and community healing.”


—WAYNE ENG AND MARIA HANSEN, leaders at Dance Vision Foundation


“The Dance of Resilience brilliantly tells the story of the power of ballroom dance and how far-reaching and impactful it is. Health insurance carriers and self-funded employers need to get fully on board with their support and walk the talk. It’s the #1 activity that supports brain and physical health!”


—JEANIE LAFAVOR, Vice President of Sales, HealthEZ


“As a physician and musician, I’ve seen how music and movement can improve brain health and physical well-being. This book is an overdue call to action for policymakers and health leaders to bring prescriptions for dance and other arts into our insured and public health systems to help reduce costs and improve health.”


—DR. ALAN SIEGEL, cofounder of Social Prescribing USA


“I firmly believe dance is both a beautiful art form and a fitness pathway for people to get into the best shape of their lives. Ember weaves together heartfelt stories with proven results, creating powerful testimony that dance is both.”


—LOUIS VAN AMSTEL, Dancing with the Stars professional and founder of LaBlast Fitness


“In my years as a professional competitive dancer and coach, I’ve not seen a resource like this: remarkable, heartfelt life stories to inspire the beginner or veteran dancer. If this well-written treasure doesn’t inspire you to pick up your dance shoes, I don’t know what will!”


—JAIMEE TUFT, World and US professional ballroom dance champion


“Ember has woven together a compelling and accessible narrative that highlights the deep, transformative power of dance across diverse communities and health contexts—including the Dance for PD community I help lead. I hope her clear-eyed exploration of dance as an art form and a public health intervention inspires more partnerships between the dance world and the medical community.”


—DAVID LEVENTHAL, Program Director, Dance for PD® at Mark Morris Dance Group









[image: ]











Copyright © 2026 Ember Reichgott Junge


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for brief quotations in reviews, educational works, or other uses permitted by copyright law.


Published in 2026 by


She Writes Press, an imprint of The Stable Book Group


[image: ]




32 Court Street, Suite 2109


Brooklyn, NY 11201


https://shewritespress.com


Library of Congress Control Number: 2025915420


ISBN: 979-8-89636-042-1


eISBN: 979-8-89636-043-8


Interior Designer: Tabitha Lahr


Back cover photo: Eliza Doolittle and Henry Higgins showcase My Fair Lady (a.k.a Ember Reichgott Junge and ballroom dance instructor Chris Inveen) at Snow Ball DanceSport Competition, 2025; Photo compliments of Dance Production House.


Printed in the United States


Names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of certain individuals.


No part of this publication may be used to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) models. The publisher and author reserve all rights related to the use of this content in machine learning.


All company and product names mentioned in this book may be trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners. They are used for identification purposes only and do not imply endorsement or affiliation.









This book is dedicated to my mother, Diane Reichgott, the jitterbug queen who produced plays and choreographed dances for me and my schoolmates while planting seeds in my heart and soul that finally took root decades later.















PART I

Transforming Life through the Power of Dance







The life-changing power of dance is that it helps you discover your hidden resilience. Resilience is about more than surviving difficult circumstances. It’s about letting go, giving up control, being vulnerable, listening—even when every part of your being resists. It’s about overcoming unreasonable fears.


All this can be discovered—often unexpectedly—through the delight of dance.















Chapter 1
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Waltz into Life-Changing Self-Discovery







When I walked into my first ballroom dance studio at the age of thirty-five, I had one purpose in mind—to find a husband. I found one. But he doesn’t dance a step unless he drinks five beers.


Dance changed me. Dance transformed my life one day at a time.


From all outward signs, I was living a successful and happy life. I was a young attorney and Minnesota state senator, pathways few women pursued in the late 1970s and early ’80s.


I thought I was pretty resilient in the face of new challenges, especially those I faced professionally in a man’s world. Yes, I was “able to withstand or recover quickly from difficult conditions,” as the Oxford Dictionary defines resilience.


But I was paying a price. The road was lonely. My authentic self was buried deep inside.


My dance journey slowly opened my eyes. Resilience meant so much more. For me, it meant giving up control. Letting go. Being vulnerable. Listening. Trying something new. Confronting unreasonable fears I’d learned as “truth” from parents, family, and media. Breaking through those fears to self-discovery. Finding the courage to sustain the new shining light in my life. Expressing my satisfaction and pleasure in a whole new way.


Dance helped me become the better, more authentic person I wanted to be. A person who could love myself first—then love another person.


Over the years, I’ve seen other people grow not only as dancers but also as authentic human beings. I’ve watched ordinary people overcome extraordinary challenges through the power of partner dance. Their resilience inspired me.


Their stories are the real focus of this book. They reveal in their own words how dance nourished their mind, body, and spirit. As a former journalist, I weave snippets of my personal journey into the immersive experiences of others.


At its core, this book is about much more than dance. It’s about personal development, health and wellness, and finding purpose and joy. For every breakdown, there is a breakthrough.


The transformations are remarkable. My own life experience is Exhibit A.


How does this happen? Why are some people willing to jump into the uncertainty and not others? What is it about partner dance, specifically, that breaks down innate fears from childhood and opens a new world of self-discovery? How does dance help people overcome setbacks that seem insurmountable?


I was on a mission to find out for this book. I talked with social dancers, amateur competitors, and teaching professionals, ranging from ten-year-old fifth graders to ninety-three-year-old Angela. These dancers were gay, straight, African American, Russian, Latino, Hmong, and more. Some broke cultural barriers with their passion for dance.


It is my good fortune to personally know or have known each person who shared a story in this book.


There’s my dance partner, Dennis, who found dance to be the greatest healer in his recovery from cancer.


There’s Lisa, who never let being blind stop her from dancing.


And Jim, who ran away from home at fourteen and discovered dance in his fifties—after his thigh had been gored by a buffalo and he’d been told he would never walk again.


There’s Paul, a seventy-year-old surgeon who revealed his right-leg prosthesis as he danced an emotional waltz before a packed ballroom.


And Regina, a native of South Korea who discovered dance at age sixty, which helped her restore a shattered self-image after an abusive marriage.


These are all ordinary people like you and me. So how did the discipline, connection, and movement of partner dance unpack years of “I can’t” or “I won’t” for them? How did partner dance build a self-confidence never experienced before?


Even professional dancers and celebrities start somewhere. Like my dance teacher Nathan, who grew up in the deep South and is now one of only four male African American ballroom dance judges in North America.


Perhaps you are familiar with the Bersten family. The elder Berstens came to Minnesota from the former Soviet Union with only pennies in their pockets, yet their children created a studio filled with nationally reputed dancers. Alan Bersten is a celebrity professional on the hit television show Dancing with the Stars.


Finally, who doesn’t know Suni Lee, the Olympic-gold-medalist gymnast and Dancing with the Stars semifinalist? She and her clan grandmother, a refugee from Laos, put the Hmong culture on the world map and introduced partner dance to the Hmong community.


Talk about resilience!


Dance also builds—and tests—the resilience of marriages and relationships. Dance can reenergize midlife marriage. What are those marital secrets? Sometimes long-time life and dance partners realize they can no longer be both. Painful. Grieving spouses turn to dance for social connection, totally outside their comfort zone, leading to new love once again.


And why did it take so long for same-sex partner dance to break through the traditional world of ballroom dance?


There are also joyful stories of transformations for fifth and eighth graders who danced in Dancing Classrooms, a program brought to Minnesota schools by the Heart of Dance nonprofit I co-founded. Take Maya, for example. Suspended in fourth grade for bad behavior, Maya lit up in Dancing Classrooms and became a class leader in fifth grade, to the awe of parents and teachers. What was it about partner dance that broke through that child’s wall of resistance?


Perhaps most important is the enormous impact partner dance and dance movement can make in improving quality of life for senior citizens and those living with dementia or Parkinson’s disease. Partner dance can reverse symptoms of Parkinson’s. And research shows that partner dance is 76 percent more effective in preventing dementia (or delaying its progress) than any other form of exercise.


Let me repeat that: 76 percent!


How can that be? What is the scientific basis for that? It’s real. Yet we don’t hear much about it. Why not? What prevents so many seniors from engaging in something so accessible that can bring proven health and social benefits?


That’s why I built on these remarkable stories with an urgent Call to Action at the end of the book. We can and must bring dance and its proven outcomes into local community services and the traditional insured health care system. The likely result? Thousands of people will live healthier lives, lowering health care costs for all.


As you resonate with these courageous storytellers, take a moment to think about your own story. The themes in this book are universal and real. What in your life is holding you back? What is your wall of resistance deep inside you? What fulfillment and satisfaction await you when you confront your fears, take those first few dance steps, and open your mind and body to a whole new world?


Let go. Be vulnerable. Try something new. Let these storytellers show you the way. You just don’t know what you’ll discover for yourself.


Give yourself the greatest gift of all: Explore the Dance of Resilience.















Chapter 2
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My Story: From First Lesson to First Performance to First Love







My whole body was shaking. It was my first dance lesson with young instructor John Abrams of Arthur Murray Dance Studio.


He took my hand. “Can you do this?”


Nervously, I nodded. I moved—and screwed up.


I look like a dork. What does he think of me? I’m so uncoordinated. My mom would laugh at me if she saw this.


I frowned. I moved my foot—and stepped on his toe.


Argh! One, two, three. It shouldn’t be this hard. He must think I’m stupid. I’ve never been able to dance. Why am I doing this? He would never be a candidate for my husband. I think he’s gay.


He took my waist.


Don’t touch me. I don’t want to go there! I just put on five pounds right around the waist.


I just know the other students are staring at me. I wish they would go away. Why can’t we be in a room with no other students? They probably know me as that senator they’ve seen on television. I’m so embarrassed! I’m paying good money for this . . .?


“Side together back,” he said.


OK. Side together, forward—ouch!


“I’m so sorry!” I said.


“No worries,” he replied. “You just need to relax.”


Oh sure. You can say that—you’ve been doing this forever. There’s got to be a better way to find a husband than this!
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I had to reach deep inside to find the courage to walk into that dance studio that day. I’d never really danced in my life. In fact, I’d resisted it. I knew I was a lousy dancer, especially compared to my mother, the jitterbug queen and former Arthur Murray instructor. She intimidated the hell out of me. I knew I could never live up to her expectations of me in dance.


But I felt like I had to do something radical. For years, I’d been pretty much married to my careers as a lawyer and a legislator. Intense and driven, I didn’t take time to play. I wasn’t much fun, and I was growing anxious. My biological clock was ticking, but I wasn’t in a relationship.


When I became a career woman in my twenties, I instinctively thought I had to act like a man. I had to be professional. I had to be perfect. God knows I couldn’t make a mistake, at least not publicly.


I wore those little ties at the neck, like a man’s bow tie. I dressed in matched suits and wore very little jewelry. One reporter described me as “perfectly coiffed.” At the time, I thought that was a compliment. Now I realize he was describing my lack of authenticity. Ouch! I was all about “looking good” for my constituents, the media, and whoever else was watching—twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.


But there was one way I could be me, and it was with music. In college, I performed in musical theater and traveled the world with the international musical group Up with People. In the senate, my best friends were colleagues who played guitars and sang with me after hours. I didn’t need alcohol. Music lifted my heart. But I rarely—if ever—danced.


Maybe it was the music that triggered something deep inside me during those first few months of my dance journey. Dance opened my heart and mind and started to heal me in ways I didn’t think possible. For the first time, I had a safe place to be me, the real me. I could let go. I could make a mistake and be vulnerable. I could laugh at myself and with others. I could explore my femininity and “try on” elegance in movement and in lovely dresses that hugged my body. It felt so good.


And maybe, just maybe, I could be as elegant and confident as my mother, with her beautiful stature and presence.


Fast-forward one year.


Sweat beaded on my forehead as I stood on the edge of the dance floor. In just seconds, I would start my first-ever dance showcase with my professional teacher, John Abrams. We’d been practicing this forty-five-second waltz showcase for nearly a year.


This was a solo performance—just me and my teacher. The other students, teachers, and families all had eyes on me. I wanted—needed, more than anything—to dance well because my mother, the former Arthur Murray dance instructor, was in the audience.


John escorted me onto the well-lit dance floor. I walked tall and straight, as he’d taught me. I faced him. The music began.


John extended his arm to invite me to dance. I fought back the panic. It was everything I could do to receive his hand, move into dance frame position, and not turn around and run. I was going to dance—something I never thought I could do! Something I’d always been so self-conscious about.


The soft, lilting notes of the waltz came through. One, two, three. One, two, three. I’m sure I was hanging on to John for dear life.


I glanced over my shoulder. There was my mother, beaming. Absolutely beaming. At last, after thirty-five years, her daughter was dancing.


I felt the spotlight all over my body, feeding energy to every cell. John twirled me. My nearly calf-length black dress with silver trim swirled about my legs. I felt like an elegant princess.


I smelled the familiar scent of my teacher’s cologne. I smiled, feeling safe with him. I let my body fall into the music. Pivot, one, two, three. It was happening!


I stretched my arm out to the audience, right toward my mother. I smiled at her over my extended arm.


The music crescendoed as John brought me into his arms and dipped me to the ground to end the dance.


It was the longest—and shortest—forty-five seconds of my dance career. I heard the applause. I saw the tears in my mother’s eyes.


Tears welled up in my own eyes. I did it! I’d danced a beautiful waltz. No panic. Just sheer exhilaration! A new world had opened up for me.


I bowed, as I’d been taught. John escorted me off the floor, with me smiling and tears falling down my face.


I rushed over to my mother. We hugged and hugged. I knew I’d exceeded her expectations.


I could do this! And I would do it again. And again.
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As I learned new dance steps, my confidence grew. I discovered the child within me and the pure fun that went with it. I forgot the state budget and the worries of the world when I was on the dance floor.


I could safely touch a man without worrying about his intentions. I could be more comfortable and trusting around multiple male dance partners. I could laugh with them, relax and enjoy them, and not worry about whether they liked me or thought me attractive. I could just focus on the beauty and precision of the movement, the beat of the music, and the dance picture we were creating together.


This world was so unlike the legislature, where I believed women had to be stoic, professional, and nearly perfect. And where women might be approached by male lobbyists and colleagues with sexual intentions to yield desired legislative outcomes.


I discovered my authentic self, which had been hidden for so long. I became a person full of life. I could be myself. I could love myself.


And I could love Mike, my future husband, when he entered my life four years after I walked into that dance studio. I don’t think I would have opened my heart to him without first opening myself to ballroom dance.


When Mike called me for our second date, I had a dance showcase that night. Would he come? He agreed. I guess you’ll do anything for a date if you’re interested enough.


That was the first and nearly last time Mike would watch me dance. It wasn’t his thing. So we made a bargain for our wedding day—I wouldn’t teach Mike to dance, and he wouldn’t teach me to golf.


Fast-forward to today: We’ve been happily married for over thirty years. My plan worked—but in many more ways than I’d ever imagined, as I’ll share in coming chapters.


Yes, ballroom dance transformed my life, one step at a time. It had a profound impact on me. That said, the impact it had on me doesn’t come close to the impact it had on some of my dancer friends. They had remarkable experiences. Remarkable life changes. Remarkable resilience. Remarkable heartfelt stories.


Dennis is one of those dancers. He will take us next on one man’s journey through the healing power of ballroom dance.















Chapter 3
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The Greatest Therapy of All







Dennis Yelkin felt broken. He’d been nauseated for six weeks after receiving a powerful chemo blast to treat his multiple myeloma in June 2018. His life was on hold; his world was small. He lay in bed. One more breath. Don’t throw up. He was back to his “loner” days, just like he’d experienced as a teen and young adult.


“When I’m sick, I’m my own best caregiver,” he said. “I don’t need anyone. Visitors are an intrusion to my privacy.”


Dennis was all alone, except for his life partner, Jim.


I was one of the few visitors Dennis allowed. As his social dance partner, I did my best to provide support. I could hardly know what Dennis was going through, though. Mostly, we talked about our longing to dance again.


That wouldn’t happen until months later, at our December Social Dance Club black-tie dinner.


“I was so happy I could dance again and see people,” Dennis said. “Life was going to be OK. I was getting my appetite back. But could I even do it? I think muscle memory took over. So many things to think about—dance steps, rhythm, synchronizations. They happen quicker than you can think. There are constant impulses and strategies. It’s wonderful mind-body therapy. I craved the physical contact. I missed it so much.”


Dennis wore his wool tuxedo, which hung loosely on his thin frame, and his gray knit chemo hat. We celebrated as we danced waltz and rumba to live music. Dennis was back, at least physically. Our friends welcomed him.


At my urging, he asked my college friend Barbara Peterson Burwell (a former Miss USA) to dance. They looked elegant together. He didn’t know that Barbara’s husband had battled multiple myeloma before he died, or that Barbara was a cancer survivor herself.


As Dennis recalled:




I casually told Barbara I was warm in my wool tux and cancer cap to cover my peach fuzz.


“Why don’t you take the cap off?” she asked.


“Oh, I’d be embarrassed.”


“Why would you be embarrassed? You’re among friends.”


I realized at that moment that I was among friends, and that I would be more comfortable being my true self, which was peach-fuzz head.


I took off my hat. Such relief! My head was sweating. I focused on dancing with Barbara. I wanted to make her look good. People told me I looked great. They told me I had a nice-shaped head.


That night was the beginning of my real recovery . . . my emotional recovery. I felt new energy. I got so much positive feedback that it gave me confidence. It was just a relief to not have that damn hat on around other people.


OK, I can do this. People are fine with it.





In the coming days, I saw Dennis’s transformation firsthand. As he gained strength, I suggested we do something new—create a dance routine to track our journey together through his painful health challenge.


He was hesitant at first. We asked dance professional Scott Anderson to choreograph it. Scott’s wife selected Carole King’s “You’ve Got a Friend” as a musical message from me.


“Because of our long working relationships, we were candid with each other if something didn’t work,” Dennis said. “In the end, the process of creating that routine was the best therapy I could have had.”


The routine evolved over a year. It started with a depressed Dennis in his chemo cap.


“When I stooped over at the beginning of the routine, it was authentic,” he recalled. “I felt broken, even though my lab numbers were getting better. Scott, in his genius, helped me portray how I felt after that cancer blast.”


As for me, I learned ways to visibly encourage Dennis back to dance, even lifting his arm onto my shoulder to partner.


We both knew what came next—I needed to remove his cap to free him.


“When you pulled my cancer cap off during the routine, I had a visceral, gut reaction because that hat was what I was hiding behind,” Dennis admitted. “I didn’t want to talk to people about my health, yet I was wearing the emblem of cancer. I hated that hat, but it was my security blanket. So, when I desperately reached out for that hat during our routine, it was from the gut.”


From there, joy emerged, and Dennis grew stronger. He dipped me; we celebrated. He lifted me.


What? A lift?


When Scott first suggested a lift, I wasn’t so sure. Dennis was trained in dance improvisation, but he was then seventy-four years old, was slowly gaining weight from a low of 137 pounds, and was still recovering from cancer. I was only a few years younger and not exactly petite. We were solid midlevel competitive dancers, but certainly not dance champions.


Really? A lift?


The courage Dennis had! Sure, we had a fall along the way, in an early performance. But with Scott’s help, we found a lift that worked.


“When I lifted you up and spun you around—I was celebrating!” Dennis exclaimed. “I was flying! It was a big . . . YES!”


We kept at it. As Dennis shared, “Very often during rehearsals, we both got teary eyed because it brought back memories of when I was so sick. It was difficult to demonstrate to Scott or others how vulnerable I was. When I was sick, I thought I didn’t need anyone. But during this routine, I realized that I did need other people’s help, and that’s one reason I got emotional. I realized how much I needed other people—something I’d never admitted to myself.”


Dance, I realized, can widen our self-perceptions.


“A person can go to a private therapist or group therapy,” Dennis said. “But to visually and viscerally tell our story through dance was the type of therapy and healing I needed. I didn’t want to go around talking to everybody. I was able to physically express what I felt. Who gets to do this if they’re not in the dance world? Dancing is such a significant and powerful way to tell a story that words could never express.”


Dennis was declared in remission in September 2019. At the same time, and by coincidence, competition organizer Donna Edelstein was creating a special “Cancer Conquerors” focus for the January 2020 competitors. A recent cancer survivor herself, Donna invited Dennis and me to showcase our routine on the final evening.


We danced with everything we had. The performance was our best.


“We reacted to each other’s emotions authentically,” Dennis said. “They were real. That’s what the audience felt. I never danced anything like that before.”


Nor had I. It felt good. We fed off each other in our friendship and bond of over twenty-eight years.


As one judge critiqued, “I can see—it’s being danced from the soul.”


From another: “Such a powerfully emotional solo. Thank you.”


Dennis, the self-described loner in his early years, was his authentic adult self—a connector. That night, he connected hearts with strangers and love with friends. So many friends. He inspired other cancer survivors. Some rose to their feet.


It was the healing power of dance. The greatest therapy of all.















Chapter 4
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I’m Not Going to Live in God’s Waiting Room







I originally wrote this story in 2022, when Roger and Melinda Martin were seventy-four. But in 2023, they both earned their angel wings, passing away just twelve weeks apart—Roger on March 23, and Melinda on June 13. I’ve preserved the story as I wrote it, so that it might celebrate their lives.


Roger and Melinda Martin, both seventy-four, know they don’t have much time left. But they don’t live in that mind-set. They keep going. They always plan for more things to do—mainly dance and travel.


Melinda has lived with terminal heart failure for fifteen years. She “died” twice but was resuscitated. The first time was on the ballroom dance floor in 2008. (Stay tuned for more on that story.)


Since 2018, Melinda has worn a fifteen-pound left ventricular assist device (LVAD), a piece of electrical equipment that keeps her heart going. That’s the only way she stays alive. But it means she can’t fit into her beloved dance dresses or dance Halloween costumes any longer. Today, her dancewear must allow room for the special vest that’s filled with metal components, tubes, and wires.


And that will never change. An LVAD is normally only used as a bridge for a person waiting for a heart transplant. But Melinda’s body isn’t eligible for a transplant, so the LVAD is her only option.


She’s lived a difficult, painful, exhausting, and limited life. But as she said, “You make it a good life.”


Roger’s life isn’t easy either. He’s recovering from stage II pancreatic cancer, diagnosed in the summer of 2021. He lost significant weight during his chemotherapy and subsequent surgery. And here in the fall of 2022, he’s functioning at only half his normal energy level. But the good news is that he’s cancer-free and has a good shot at “a few more years.”


“A miracle!” Melinda declared.


Roger and Melinda will take this miracle and every day it provides them. They understand the odds: With a stage II diagnosis, pancreatic cancer always comes back.


What’s so remarkable about this couple is that they’ve maintained their dance-lesson schedule as best as they can, despite all these years of Melinda’s severe medical trauma and Roger’s more recent diagnosis. They’ve also continued to travel on yearly dance trips whenever possible.


“We were driven through this to dance and travel,” said Roger. “And that certainly provided the drive, especially for Melinda, whose love of dance is unmatched. I think it provided her a pathway to navigate and negotiate all of this shit!”


Their travel won’t stop anytime soon either. “I’m not going to stop planning because we are going to die,” said Melinda. “We’re both dying. There’s no question about that. But I have three cruises booked, paid for, and planned. I have no intention of canceling—unless I need to on the very last day. We won’t have anything if we don’t plan. I’m not going to live in God’s waiting room. I’m going to go out and play. And dance and play, whether I breathe well or not.”


The couple is grateful to have the financial resources to do this. “We’re using them in a way we never planned because we know both of us are terminal,” Melinda explained. “We don’t need a certain amount of income from our portfolio every month until we are a hundred and one. So we changed the way we use our portfolio. We gave ourselves the means to travel in a way we need to, which is first-class. On a cruise ship, we need a large suite because of the LVAD. I need space. I need room. I don’t fit anywhere but first-class with all the equipment I have to wear.”
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Roger and Melinda have been dancing together since the first day they met, when they were computer-matched as University of Minnesota freshmen during Welcome Week. Their first dance was to “Moon River” on September 22, 1966. They married in June 1970, upon graduation.


They continued to dance freestyle for many years. Around 1999, with just one of two children still at home, Roger initiated the “gift to ourselves” to take ballroom dance lessons at Dancers Studio in Saint Paul. Melinda’s younger brother, Glen Lindgren, was a student at the studio, having started ballroom dance years before in the University of Minnesota Dance Club.


“We’d talked casually about learning ballroom dance for years,” Roger said. “So I just decided to follow up on it. I wanted to act on the dream we’d discussed between us many times.”


The couple loved their dance lessons. Dance brought relief after their many working hours. Roger ran a consulting engineering business, and Melinda was a school media specialist and librarian.


And while they didn’t compete themselves, they attended the Twin Cities Open (TCO) competition each year to support their studio friends. It was at TCO in Bloomington, Minnesota, on July 11, 2008, that Melinda first learned she had health issues. That night, she and Roger danced four times during the general dances, then they stood to the side to cheer on their friends getting ready for the formation team competition.


Without warning, Melinda fell to the floor.


“I simply dropped dead,” she said. “I had ventricular fibrillation, which is sudden death for a heart. You don’t survive this whether you’re in a hospital or not.”


Melinda’s brother was there and started the breathing side of CPR. A medical student from Dancers Studio jumped into action with chest compressions. Someone called 911, sending EMTs on the way.


In the first of several miracles, the ensemble of dancers on the floor just happened to consist of eight physicians and nurses from Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota. They ran top-speed diagonally across the huge ballroom floor at the (then) Radisson South Hotel to step in with the CPR.


The medical team continued CPR as they waited for the EMTs to arrive. But they never once got a sign of life.


There was no sign of life from Melinda for nine minutes and forty-six seconds.


When the EMTs at last arrived, they made two hits with a defibrillator. At last, a breath and a heartbeat.


“Those doctors and nurses never stopped—they never stopped the blood flowing,” Melinda said. “Since I actually did come back to life, I didn’t have brain damage or heart damage. That was solely because of their quick efforts.”


Roger continued, “The nurses at the hospital told us that the chance of surviving what Melinda experienced is less than 1 percent—and that’s for people who are already in the hospital. You’re looking at a miracle. It just doesn’t happen.”


Prior to the ventricular fibrillation, Melinda had experienced good health, without a “hint of anything” troublesome. Doctors eventually discovered that she had a virus in her body from when she was a child. She had been born in Japan and raised in Germany. The virus had caused a cold that decimated her body and left her with a very weak heart, though she’d experienced no symptoms before. Surgeons fit Melinda with a defibrillator that would shock her heart back to life if it happened again.


As it turned out, that virus was just getting started wreaking havoc in Melinda’s body. Just three years later, she was diagnosed with breast cancer, forcing her to quit her job. She also had seven surgeries for skin cancer.


Then in 2016, the breast cancer reoccurred, resulting in a double mastectomy. That same year, Melinda had massive surgery for a condition known as Type III achalasia of the esophagus plus failure of a valve that allows food into the stomach. All caused by the virus.


To make matters worse, the latter surgery was delayed because she was in a back brace for five months, recovering from a smashed vertebrae that occurred while dancing with Roger on a dance trip to Puerto Vallarta.


Finally, in 2019, Melinda’s heart gave out a second time, resulting in the difficult decision to implant the LVAD for the rest of her life. The virus prevented her from becoming eligible for a heart transplant.
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Through all this, Melinda continued to dance.


“I can dance through anything,” she said with a smile. “The way Mayo Clinic put it is that you create your own wellness. I made sure I did everything to be as well as I could so I could keep dancing.”


How did she do that?


“I don’t know,” she admitted. “You just do it. Your life changes—not just as a person but as a couple—when you die and come back. I had to retire early. To me, then, that was the beginning for Roger and me to make significant changes and to add significant wonderful things to our life. Dancing and travel. Like a bucket list. I finished that bucket list.”


One change they made was to celebrate milestones early and often. While many couples celebrate their fiftieth wedding anniversaries, Melinda and Roger decided to pull out all the stops for their fortieth anniversary in 2010.


They decided to dance their first-ever showcase at the celebration, to the music of their first dance, “Moon River.” They spent eight months working on a waltz routine at the Silver (intermediate) level with instructor Jill Johnson.


“We nailed it to perfection,” Roger exulted. “Every move of every part of our body was choreographed and practiced again and again for eight months.”


“It was wonderful!” Melinda agreed.


“It was one of the most exhilarating experiences I’ve ever had,” Roger admitted. “We’re both complete perfectionists. Jill told us she was trying to bring us down to reality and that we would have a glitch or a bobble. We didn’t. It was perfect.”


Melinda did live to their fiftieth anniversary in 2020, but she wouldn’t have been able to do that waltz showcase. With the LVAD, Roger had to dance differently with her. There were moves they couldn’t do any longer.


“We’ve learned how to adapt all the way through my heart failure, with much help from instructors,” said Melinda. “You adapt and you pace, you adapt and you pace, because of my breathing. It’s almost like learning to dance all over again. My biggest problem besides fatigue and chest pains is shortness of breath.”


Talk about resilience.


Both spouses are dancing their way through their terminal health journeys. And they will keep dancing until the end. Something tells me they’ll revisit that perfect fortieth anniversary waltz routine in the future—with angel wings to guide them.
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Indeed, they danced until their end on this earth. I’d love to see their new heavenly dance routines.















Chapter 5
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You’ll Never Walk Again







Jim Carter ran away from home at age fourteen. He never went to high school. He hated school in part because his family moved around, causing him to attend seven different schools in seven states over the course of only one year.


Jim’s dad was an alcoholic who abused his mom. At age twelve, Jim discovered that alcohol worked for him as well. Within a few years, he became a full-blown alcoholic. By age nineteen, Jim didn’t care about anything. He hitchhiked across the United States and Canada to Alaska, working day jobs along the way.


“I was the kid off the street,” he said. “I should have been in jail. I was an angry young man. I didn’t care if the sun came up for me or you. I had no compassion. I knew no limits. I was a dangerous person.”


When I met sixty-year-old Jim in 2017, he was a successful businessman willing to generously support the Heart of Dance nonprofit I co-founded to bring partner dance to fifth graders in Duluth, Minnesota. He could do that because he’d spent over three decades building a company that solved industrial-pipe-repair problems, often preventing plant shutdowns and workplace hazards under emergency and stressful conditions.


Jim’s generosity was stirred by his love of ballroom dance as “the most fun you can have with your clothes on.” His dance teacher described Jim as an elegant dancer with a beautiful frame and as “one of the best dancers in the studio” during his seven years of lessons.


Yes, this was the same Jim who’d been an angry young man. Two things had changed his life.


First, Jim’s dad stopped drinking and reunited with Jim’s mom when Jim was in his twenties. His father was a mechanical genius. He could fix things and solve the toughest industrial problems. Jim learned from his dad, followed in his footsteps, and become a licensed pipe fitter. At a very young age, he was foreman in a plutonium-recovery plant.


The second thing? A two-thousand-pound buffalo named Nitro.


On Memorial Day weekend of 2013, Jim went with his wife, Jan, and two toddler grandsons to a buffalo ranch south of Duluth to buy meat from his eighty-three-year-old friend, Don. As the animals approached, Jim noticed Nitro, the herd bull, nearby.


“I see you have the big guy here. Are we OK?” Jim asked Don several times.


Don, who had raised the bull, assured Jim that Nitro was simply coming for grain in the barn.


An instant later, the bull charged Jim from behind. The bull gored his left horn inside of Jim’s right thigh, exploding the femoral artery. Jim was then launched twenty to thirty feet into the air, clearing the barn roof before he landed.


By some miracle, the bull horn hadn’t ripped through Jim’s pelvis, and Jim didn’t break his neck when he landed. But the situation was still grim. People live an average of two minutes when the femoral artery is hit.


Jan rushed the kids into their car seats and cradled Jim’s head in her lap. Don tried to tie off the bleeding, but to no avail.


He looked up. “Honey, I don’t think I’m going to make it. Make sure everyone knows I love them.”


Then another miracle happened.


Don began to pray, and suddenly he remembered a book he’d read twenty years before about the first heart transplant, performed by Dr. Christiaan Barnard. The book said that they’d lost early transplant patients because “there weren’t enough hands to stop the bleeding.” So Don thrust his hand inside Jim’s wound—elbow deep—to squeeze off the blood flow near the pelvis.


When the county firetruck arrived, they loaded Jim and Don up together. But the ramp and right lane of the highway were coned off for upcoming construction, and holiday traffic was backed up for miles. Thankfully, the road crew opened the ramp and lane for the firetruck and their state trooper escort. It still took an hour and five minutes to get to the hospital. Jim was conscious throughout, with Don at his side, unwilling to let go.


Jim was in the ICU for five days. One shoulder was fractured; the other, dislocated. Both rotator cuffs were torn. Leg nerves were cut.


Though doctors took a vein from Jim’s good leg to replace the femoral artery in the bad leg, they predicted they couldn’t save Jim’s leg. They expected he’d need several months in the hospital. They also expected that he would never walk again.


Jim would have none of it. He walked out of the hospital twelve days later.


It wasn’t a good choice to go home, of course. The pain felt like searing fire, without respite. Then the leg swelled so much that it wasn’t recognizable, infected by both the bull’s horn and Don’s hand.


It took surgery, implanted drains, and nine more months for the swelling to subside. And all the while, there was constant pain, twenty-four hours, every day.


“If I let it,” Jim added.


Jim’s leg was starting to atrophy. He went to physical therapy and Pilates “so the left side of my body could teach the right side what to do.” But there was no brain connection to his right leg. And once the nerve stopped feeding the muscle, it would be all over.


Jim knew he needed something more. How could he keep the muscle alive?


He bought a cattle prod.


“I whacked every trigger point from my hips to my toes three or four times a day with an electric nine-volt hit to keep the muscle alive,” he said.


That seemed to work.


When Jim’s physical therapist was summoned for lengthy jury duty, Jim began working with another therapist. This new therapist suggested he meet dance instructor Andrea Kuzel, who had recently opened Superior Ballroom Dance Studio in Duluth.


On January 5, 2014, Jim hid his walker in the car, propped himself up on the wall, and walked into the studio while downplaying how badly he was hurt.


“I told Andrea I needed to learn to reuse my leg,” he said. “We started with a waltz box, and I stepped forward. ‘Take a sidestep,’ she said. I couldn’t. There was no brain connection in my right leg. She reached down, grabbed my leg, and it took a step. I then moved my left leg. ‘Take another step,’ she said. I couldn’t. While holding me up, Andrea moved my right leg backward. We did this over and over. It took me three weeks to master a waltz box step.”


Jim spent hours practicing his waltz box in front of the studio mirror, sometimes ten hours a day. He thought if he could watch the movement in the mirror, he could grow a new set of nerves in his brain cortex to connect with his leg.


Jim was in the fight of his life. “Andrea was my angel. She has a genuine care for people that not many people have. What she created for me was a safe place to learn to move and walk. I was taking that pain to a safe place—and taking myself out of my engineering stuff and my practical mind, where I’m the guy who figures out everything. Had I stayed there, I wouldn’t have been able to heal. I got on this whole other track with dance that I never experienced before—the creative side of my brain.”


It was all new for Jim. He’d never before listened to music. He’d never opened up to people he didn’t know well. In his line of work, he doesn’t talk with people. He fixes gas, acid, and other leaks—stuff that people don’t want to go near. No one questions him. He’s the boss. He doesn’t have to discuss things with people.


“I never went to high school,” he added. “Dance was the first school I went to. Now young girls are scolding me, and I’m cracking up because no one scolds me. It was hilarious. This is like finishing school for me. I come in all rough, and they’re teaching me how to talk to women. Dance removed me from myself and took me into this big dance ball. Wow—so good for the spirit. It completely encompasses you, and you can’t escape it. This was as much of the healing as anything else.”


As for Andrea, dance is about making lives better. She had no idea she was doing that at first—in part because she didn’t fully understand the impact of Jim’s injury.


“Jim told me, ‘I got attacked by a buffalo,’” she recalled. “He showed me where he lost a hand-size chunk of tissue. He talked about managing pain. I would feel his leg, and it was on fire. He said it was like having a curling iron on his leg. Yet he was always so matter-of-fact! There were some days when he just needed to dance, and I realized he must be having a bad pain day.”


Jim continued to dance—Smooth and Rhythm, solos, whatever. He even won “Top Newcomer Male” at the Snow Ball dance competition.


“Our whole time together was seven years,” Andrea recalled. “He’s so fun to dance with. He’s a great student. He listens. There’s no ego when it comes to dancing. Ego goes out the door. Jim was one of the only students I’ve had who didn’t hear music when he started. He didn’t hear the beat! But he trained himself, listening in the car. He was physically fit and strong, so he could hold an elegant frame. He used dance technique to train his muscles, and he knew he had to train them properly.”
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Today, Jim is back to running his successful business with his son. He developed a whole new company during the pandemic. Though now refocused on his business, he will always hold a special place in his heart for dance.


“I’m a dancer,” he said. “It got me to where I needed to get. I have this wonderful thing for the rest of my life.”


And how is he doing physically?


“I have a lot of muscle tone in this leg now,” he said. “I believe my main nervous system has integrated. I’m healed. My nerve and shoulder pains are down to almost nothing. It was an absolute miracle. I’m the last person I would have chosen for miracles. Miracles are flying around so hard and fast, we don’t even see them because we’re all closed up and busy. I think it’s because I’m willing to open up and let miracles happen. There is a loving God out there.”


Andrea believes there was more to account for Jim’s remarkable recovery than just divine assistance. Jim, she claimed, took his healing into his own hands, as the super problem-solver he is.


“Jim never has a bad attitude,” she explained. “If anyone asks him how he’s doing, he responds ‘Better than I deserve.’ He has a heart of gold. He never placed blame anywhere. To not hold resentment toward the farmer who assured him the bull would be fine is a different level of forgiveness. To me, that’s amazing. That’s Jim. He’s an amazing guy.”


Yes, miracles are flying all around Jim. It seems he created a few of them himself.















Chapter 6
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The Climb







I settled in to watch my friends Dr. Paul Cederberg and his teacher, Meghan Afonkin, dance their showcase routine at a local dance event. Paul, an orthopedic surgeon for over thirty-five years, was the consummate gentleman. It was a pleasure to dance and socialize with him and his wife, Mary, at events.


Perhaps this familiarity was why I was unprepared for what I saw.


Paul started dancing in the middle of the dance floor to the song “The Climb,” originally by Miley Cyrus, while Meghan remained in the audience. This version was sung by Joe McElderry, winner of the British show The X Factor. Paul’s lyrical waltz-like movements—all by himself—showed strong control, balance, and technique at a mid-to-advanced level. He danced solo for a full forty-five seconds—rare in the ballroom world.


Then he paused for two musical phrases so he could reach down, lift his right pant leg above his knee, and secure it to the Velcro he’d personally sewn into the pant leg above.


Paul revealed a prosthesis. We saw a leg with no fibula and virtually no calf. It was two inches shorter than his left leg.


I’d had no idea. Nor had many in the audience, who audibly gasped.


Meghan then danced out to join Paul, and they launched into the most moving lyrical routine I’ve seen. Tears came to my eyes. Paul and Meghan were so elegant, so smooth. Not a hint of any obstacle.


The lyrics of the song made me imagine the uphill battle of climbing up a grand mountain. It was all about the climb—not so much about what was on the other side.


And of course Paul had chosen this version of the song, sung by a male. This was Paul’s story. Not just his dance story but his life story.


“‘The Climb’ is a metaphor for overcoming obstructions,” Paul said. “Overcoming whatever is in your way or bothers you. Because we all have those problems. It’s the theme of my life and everyone’s life. Literally, I’m living the dream. I’m doing everything I’ve taken on as well as possible with God’s grace.”


Paul felt that theme hit him hard during the dance routine.


“The last thirty seconds or so that I’m dancing with Meghan, I’m losing it,” Paul acknowledged. “I have to keep fighting not to cry. Afterward I cry like a baby.”


I asked Paul how hard it’d been to decide to do the routine. A long pause ensued as he struggled to keep his composure. His eyes were teary as he took a deep breath.


“It was a scary decision. I’m still emotional about it. It was more emotionally hard than physically hard. When I make up my mind to do something, I do it. That’s something I’ve learned by having a so-called disability—which is not a disability. It was emotionally hard to expose myself in front of all these people. My dream is to be normal.”


He paused again.


“I’m getting close,” he said softly. “My whole goal was to inspire other people. To tell a story. It was something I could do to show a disability but also show how it could be overcome with Meghan’s help and help of other coaches.”


Those other coaches were Bree Watson, Paul’s “doctor of dance”; Nathan Daniels; and celebrity dancer Tony Meredith, who cried the first time he saw the routine.


“On my tombstone, I’ll say ‘I made Tony Meredith cry’!” Paul said, laughing.


The emotion in Paul runs deep. He was born with a developmental birth defect. He has no fibula, only four toes, and is missing other bones in his foot. He has a tiny bit of motion in his ankle. He does have sensation in his foot, which allows him to feel where the foot is in space. He depends on his knee to feel where the foot is. When he was born, doctors predicted that his leg would be five inches shorter than the other when he stopped growing, at age sixteen.


“Dr. Harry Hall was my hero,” Paul said. “He decided we could do something without amputating the foot, to my mother’s great relief. He did several operations on my foot to get it into this position. When I was twelve, they arrested the growth in my left femur. There’s still a two-inch difference that was left so I could be fit with a prosthesis.”


That prosthesis is constantly updated. Currently, the materials in his prosthesis foot are made from helicopter rotors, which means they can bend and deform but then go back to normal.


“I’m the only dancer with two right feet, and I dance on helicopter parts,” Paul quipped. One might assume it’s challenging to dance with a prosthesis, but Paul says he doesn’t even think about it.


“I just adapted to it,” he said. “The other day, I was doing a hairpin turn, and my brace broke. It’s usually dependable. It’s just something I’m used to.”


All these years, Dr. Hall has lived large in Paul’s life. “Dr. Hall helped me,” Paul said. He then paused to control his emotions. “I’m lying in bed at age five, recovering from the operation. Dr. Hall says, ‘OK, Paul, wiggle your toes.’ ‘I can do this, Dr. Hall!’ I did what Dr. Hall asked. At that moment, at age five, I decided to be an orthopedic surgeon.”


Paul never swayed from his ambition.


“That helped me to be disciplined and focused toward my goal. My parents sent me to a private school, where I could participate in sports and academics. I was captain of my football, hockey, and baseball teams. I played quarterback in football. I was a good skater. And an all-conference pitcher. It was perseverance. I just wanted to do what everybody else does. I always tell my dance instructors, ‘I want you to teach me to dance as well as I can.’ That’s the theme of my whole life—doing things as well as I can.”


Paul inspired his dance coaches, including Meghan.


“When I first met Paul, he shared about his leg,” Meghan said. “As a teacher who’s never experienced something like this, it’s scary at first. How am I going to be the best for Paul? But our partnership was quite natural as it developed. What I found is that I didn’t have to teach Paul any differently. He amazed me from day one. I would give him everything I knew, and he would try it. Sometimes it didn’t work, and we’d have to adjust it. But he never questioned anything. He always said, ‘Give me more.’ He just wanted to be the best possible dancer he could be. I told him I was in it all the way. I won’t hold back because I don’t need to.”


The dance routine to “The Climb” was emotional for Meghan as well.


“What was most moving for me was the choreography with Paul being out there by himself—not with me holding him, not with me there. I could see it in him, even when we practiced, how emotional this was for him. It was a huge triumph. For me also to stand on the sideline and watch him before I appeared on the floor—I’ll never forget those moments. I feel so grateful to have had that experience as a teacher. Every teacher should experience something like that because we take so much for granted being professional dancers.”


Paul and Meghan worked on “The Climb” for a year. They were invited to perform it one last time at the most prestigious ballroom dance competition in the nation: the Ohio Star Ball. So in November 2019, they performed the routine before a sold-out Battelle Grand Ballroom, filled to the balcony. In a room filled with the best of the best dancers, they received a full standing ovation—one of only two standing ovations of the evening.


“We touched people,” Paul remembered. “A big strapping marine came up to me and said, ‘Can I give you a hug?’ ‘Really?’ I said. ‘Well, if you need to!’ He told me he’s on active duty and fighting the bad guys for us. He said, ‘You gave me hope that if something happened to me, there’s things that can be done to help me.’ And another girl I perceived as being emotionally disturbed gave me a hug. ‘Thank you for doing this,’ she said.”


Once again, Paul’s voice filled with emotion.


“I was happy we made a connection. It was so much fun to touch people and have them acknowledge that what you did made a difference. I didn’t cry after that one—I was at peace.”


For Meghan, performing at the Ohio Star Ball was different. “It was powerful,” she said. “I’ve been going to this event with my professional-dancer parents since I was three years old, watching past champions who are now adjudicators in their prime. To be invited to perform with Paul was a highlight of my dance career. This is what dancing is about. It’s about inspiring and touching people’s hearts through performance and movement, which is very rare for even top professionals to do. But Paul did it.”


Along the way, Paul nominated Meghan for the “Second Chance at Life” award at the Galaxy Dance Festival. The award recognizes teachers who work with students with special needs.


“I nominated Meghan because she dedicated herself to working with me,” Paul said. “I wanted to inspire people with physical and nonphysical disabilities. My belief is that everyone has something to work on, to overcome. I’m no different. My disability is just more tangible, more visible. I try to raise up people around me, and this was a wonderful way to accomplish this.”


Meghan was deeply touched by the nomination. “I was honored that I made an impact in Paul’s life and could be part of his story,” she said. “I do it because, yes, I love dancing, but more so because I’ve seen such a change in people’s lives . . . in so many different ways. And my own life.”


So what’s next for Paul?


“I’m pushing the limit on what I can do,” Paul said with clear-cut ambition. “I’m not disabled,” he said. “I was born with something wrong physically, but functionally, I’m not disabled. I’m not a victim. It’s actually kind of a blessing because I have to be so focused on what I do. I’m driven to overcome the physical and also the psychological parts too. I try to elevate everyone around me, whether it’s my patients, my teachers, my spouse, relatives, whoever it is. It’s something positive to do. And we all need something positive to have in our life.”


All this truly describes Paul, the man I’ve known for years. He’s all about lifting people up with his positive outlook on life.


Thank you, Paul, for continuing “The Climb.” You’re carrying all of us with you.
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