Saying No

With a stranger and the cabeceo, saying no to an invitation to dance is easy and subtle.  No one need feel embarrassed.  However, you have to consider that each time you say no to a particular partner, you reduce the chances you will be asked again.  It can help if you say “I am tired,” or “my feet hurt and I am resting.”   You can even say “please let us dance a little later.”  Speaking these comments is a lot easier if the invitation is verbal, or the cabeceo is close enough you can say a quiet word.  A distant cabeceo from a known partner can be replied to with a “come here” wave and the explanation offered, possibly accompanied by a welcoming touch or the traditional double-air-kiss.  These can change the tone of the refusal.   But again, you have to be careful about refusing, as the more tender males will feel reluctant next time. 

Follows are gently advised to avoid one solecism.  Do not decline a cabeceo by refusing to have your eye caught.  Decline by looking at the lead quite long enough that he is certain you have seen him, and the looking clearly away and holding that pose.  It leaves a bad taste to refuse to meet leads’ eyes.  In doing so you think you are avoiding the awkwardness of turning someone down.  But you are creating an uncertainty that is even less pleasant, and at his expense.  Leads take the burden of making the invitations; follows should take responsibility for a clear response.  This creates a comfortable social communication.  To gaze vaguely into space is like offering a vague lead on the dance floor, and we all know how lousy that feels.

Word will get around if you have a reputation of being “picky” about your partners.  I know some lovely follows who are quite selective.  They sit out a lot of dances, and that is their choice.  The rest of the follows tend to accept any reasonable invitation to dance.  Most prefer to be dancing than sitting, even if they are not dancing exactly at their level.  On the other hand, your reputation will only rise if you avoid the leads known to be either punishing to dance with, or sexually aggressive.  Everyone feels good about being on the yes side of a discriminating partner.

If you come to a foreign dance floor and see a lovely follow whom nobody asks to dance, you can guess she is one of those follows who only dances with a short list of known partners.  It is unlikely that she is there just to listen to the music.  On the other hand, she may be interested in a new, different partner, and you can hardly be expected to know her local reputation as selective.  So take a chance, if the spirit moves you.  Just do not feel bad if you are turned down.  In a large tango community, likely you will be.  In a small one, you are likely to be accepted.

The best way for follows to take a break when your feet really do hurt, or you are too tired, is to take off one shoe.  An observant partner will see this and not make an offer.  Or if they do not, you need only hold up your empty foot and smile to erase all doubts as to your reply and reason.  The advantage of this is you can put your shoe on again, if the invitation is one you particularly desire.  An added advantage is that it makes him feel even better at your acceptance.

On many dance floors, it is the norm for a woman to be deep in conversation, and at the same time be on the watch for an invitation to dance.  It seems impolite to break off in the middle of a close discussion and leap up and dance with someone else, but it is done, accepted, and no offense intended.  Most people at a milonga would rather dance than eat or sleep, so the priority is comprehended.  However, there are other venues where social norms are maintained, and people do not interrupt conversations.  The rules here are not well-established, and can vary from individual to individual.  My rule is to interrupt side-to-side facing “conversations” freely, but hesitate or come close and wait politely to interrupt face-to-face conversations.  The phrase “are you dancing?” is again particularly useful in this respect.

In any case, no gentleman should press his case when turned down.  In addition, he should cease to ask after the third turn-down, no matter how welcoming the excuses were.  And he should not consider bothering any woman who turned him down but danced with someone else later during the same tanda.  

This last blunder is one too many follows make.  You should make it on purpose, or not at all.  Should your particular Sir Lancelot come up later and ask, it is perfectly understandable to explain you have already said to someone else that you were too tired, so you cannot dance this particular tanda, although you would otherwise have risen from your death bed to do so.  Or you can blow off future dances with the earlier fellow, if it is worth it to you.  Your choice.

Should a woman find one of her regular partners has become distanced and ceased to ask her to dance, most of the time she will find out she has inadvertently put him in a position where he cannot as a gentleman ask her again.  She has three choices.  One is to wait until he forgets or the supply of follows becomes desperately thin.  The better one is to ask him to dance, which explains, erases, and gets forgiveness for past slights, without the need to bring them up at all.  The third I hesitate to mention, but my father used to refer to it as “blow in his ear.”

