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One Line Description – 
Brian Lilla’s Ballroom Confidential is an emotional ride that follows a group of vivacious senior 
women and their younger dance instructors, as they find a new life through ballroom dance. 
 
Short Synopsis – 
Brian Lilla’s Ballroom Confidential is an emotional ride that follows a group of vivacious senior 
women and their younger dance instructors, as they find a new life through ballroom dance. The 
film paints a portrait of a vibrant community that refuses to let aging and loss interfere with 
having a good time. 
 
Long Synopsis – 
Ballroom Confidential illustrates the transformative power of dance on the lives of the students, 
as well as the instructors, at a Florida dance studio. Stunning images of these vital dancers in 
action is partnered with their poignant confessions on aging, losing life partners, and crossing the 
student-teacher line. Director Brian Lilla captures how dance is improving the quality of life for 
seniors on many levels. 
 
When Lilla witnessed firsthand the impact that ballroom dance had on his mother’s grieving 
process, after the loss of her husband and dance partner of 45 years, he knew something had 
changed. “I saw my mom dance at her weekly lesson with a man 30 years her junior and could 
see it was the happiest moment of her week,” says Lilla.  
 
His mother’s response, “It's not just me. There is a huge community of widows here in 
Florida. Dance is the one thing we look forward to. It should be your next movie.” Like any good 
Italian son, Brian listened to his mother and, six months later, the two teamed up to follow a 
Florida dance studio owner, his instructors and students, as they rehearsed for a show.  
 
The dance studio owner, Caleb Young, has his own story of love and loss that makes him a 
perfect match for his mature partners.  A former singer and drag queen performer in New York 
City, Caleb moved back home to Florida after 9/11, needing to rebuild his life.  After his mother 
encouraged him to apply for a dance instructor position, Caleb found a new passion.  He soon 
opened his own ballroom dance studio and found the demand overwhelming.  
 
Following Caleb, choreographer Joe Mounts, and a group of rambunctious senior students as 
they prepare for a spy-themed dance performance, Ballroom Confidential is an emotional and 
often humorous journey into the heart of a community dealing with personal loss and finding 
renewed life through ballroom dance. With JoAnn Lilla producing and Brian Lilla shooting, the 
cameras follow the ladies for the two weeks preceding the opening night of In Search of the 
Daytona Diamond. A very different kind of ballroom documentary, Ballroom Confidential isn’t a 
story about competition, but rather one of newfound passion for life through dance. 
 
Dance & Dementia – 
More and more seniors are flocking to the dance floor for not only fun and fitness, but also for 
mental exercise as well.  A recent study in the New England Journal of Medicine*, on aging and 
mental acuity, found that reading, playing board games, playing musical instruments, AND 
dancing reduce the risk of dementia in the elderly.  Dancing is the only physical activity 
mentioned in the study that offers protection against Alzheimer's and other forms of dementia.  
The art form integrates a number of brain functions at once — kinesthetic, rational, musical, as 
well as emotional — for increased neural connectivity.  To improve mental acuity, and thus guard 
against dementia, activities requiring rapid-fire decision-making are suggested. 
 



* “Leisure Activities and the Risk of Dementia in the Elderly,” The New England Journal of 
Medicine, June 19, 2003, http://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/NEJMoa022252 
 
Bios – 
Brian Lilla, Director 
Director Brian Lilla sculpts intimate documentaries, often featuring marginalized people pursuing 
big dreams.  In 2008, Lilla’s Tale Of Two Bondage Models earned him a best documentary 
nomination at the Tribeca Film Festival.  He followed up that film, in 2011, with Patagonia 
Rising, a multiple award-winning film that was acquired for distribution through First Run 
Features.  The New York Times has described Lilla’s work as “beautifully filmed and patiently 
explained,” while Variety called it “intelligent and awe-inspiring.”  Motivated by his mother’s 
journey into ballroom dancing, after losing her husband Richard, Ballroom Confidential is a new, 
intimate portrait of love and loss. 
 
“In the beginning, my attraction to filmmaking came from shooting the imperfections of Super 8 
film while capturing the experience of skateboarding empty pools.  Sculpting a raw story that 
intimately captured illegal bloodstained adventures transported audiences to a forbidden world 
and impacted their perception of underground skateboarding.  Immediately, I realized the impact 
of making stories.  Since then, filmmaking has taken me from sex clubs in downtown Tokyo to 
climate change research on the Northern Patagonia Icecap.  I continue to make movies because of 
the incredible impact that sharing stories can have on the audience … and the world.”  
– Brian Lilla  
 
JoAnn Lilla, Producer 
Ballroom Confidential is Producer JoAnn Lilla’s first foray into filmmaking.  A former travel 
agent and current real-estate agent in Central Florida, JoAnn’s lifetime of skills as a promoter, 
organizer and mother made producing look easy.  She continues weekly ballroom lessons with 
Caleb Young at the Absolutely Ballroom Dance Studio in Ormond Beach, near Daytona Beach. 
 
Cast – 
Caleb Young (44 years old) 
New York City gay club performer Caleb Young experienced the tragic events of 9/11 up close 
and personal.  Soon after, he retreated to Florida to start a new life.  With no prior ballroom dance 
experience, but encouragement from his mother, Caleb enrolled in a ballroom dance instruction 
class.  Four years later, Caleb and his studio Absolutely Ballroom, has become the go-to dance 
destination for a growing group of senior women, many of them widows, seeking to renew their 
lives.  What many of his clients don't know is that Caleb has experienced the same loss when his 
life partner died at age 37.  
 
Magaret Russo (85 years old) 
In 1950, American-Italian Margaret Russo married the man of her dreams – an Italian 
submarine captain.  Living in Sorrento, Italy, Margaret and her husband danced under the stars 
until their eventual move to Florida.  Perfecting ballroom dance routines guided their 55-year 
marriage, until dementia ended the life of Margaret’s husband.  With nowhere to turn, Margaret 
prayed to God, “Help me find something to keep me going.”  Her life started over when she 
found Caleb and began dancing two days a week. 
 
Lois Carter (83 years old) 
Lois Carter began modern dance in 1948 at the University of Kentucky.  Working as a registered 
nurse for over 35 years, Lois and her husband moved to Florida for an idyllic tropical retirement.  
Everything came to a screeching halt when Lois’ husband dropped dead on the living room floor 



and she found herself completely alone, with no family in Florida.  Forced by a friend to get out 
of the house and go to a dinner dance, Lois’ life was reenergized through ballroom dancing with 
her young instructors, Caleb and Joe. 
 
Jean Bell  (70 years old) 
When Jean Bell first asked her mom if she could take dance lessons at the age of 10, her mother 
told her that three dollars a week was a lot of money, which would be better used for groceries.  
60 years later, Jean is a retired government computer programmer whose life revolves around 
ballroom dancing.  Her passion for dance is so important to her that she sold her house and 
moved to a new one that is 10 miles closer to Caleb’s studio.  With three weekly private lessons, 
a growing dance wardrobe, and dance exhibition entry fees, Jean spends over $1,000 per month to 
fulfill her lifelong dream to dance. 
 
Mary Gaspary (63 years old) 
Mary Gaspary always thought she would find love in college.  That dream faded, along with 
other hopes, over time.  When Mary met Caleb at a dance exhibition, her hopes were rekindled.  
She developed intimate feelings for Caleb and found herself in the middle of a hopeless crush.  
Crossing the line between student and dance instructor, Mary’s heart was broken, but then soon 
mended by Caleb’s kindness.  Overcoming her crush, Mary now assists Caleb in running the 
dance studio in exchange for free dance lessons. 
 
Joe Mounts (43 years old)  
Joe Mounts was a teenage loner until he found a flyer that urged him to overcome shyness with 
five lessons for $5 at the Arthur Murray Ballroom Dance Studio.  24 years later, Joe has become 
one of Florida's most respected ballroom instructors.  Now working for Caleb at Absolutely 
Ballroom, Joe choreographs dances for the studio’s group shows.  With over two decades of 
professional dancing under his belt, Joe reveals, “Because the dances are so intimate, it’s easy to 
develop feelings that can mislead us.  I know that I’ve been misled.” 
 
Edna Sullivan (88 years old) 
A school teacher and the mother of five, Edna Sullivan’s husband died at age 50.  For 20 years 
after his death, Edna cobbled her life together as best she could, until she found love again and 
remarried.  Her second husband died when Edna was 70.  When she was 80, Edna finally found a 
passion that will never die: ballroom dance.  Dancing with Joe and Caleb, two days a week, Edna 
maintains her mobility, health and social needs at Absolutely Ballroom.  A blonde beauty queen 
at 88, the students at the dance studio playfully refer to her as “Marilyn Monroe.” 
 
Shirley Kirth (82 years old) 
Living on her own, Shirley Kirth had a massive stroke at 82 and was found three days later, 
barely alive.  She was then hospitalized for three months.  Upon her release, Shirley’s sons took 
control of her living situation and admitted her to a senior living facility that she does not enjoy.  
Her independent spirit, however, isn’t broken.  Two days a week she calls a cab to drive her to 
Absolutely Ballroom, where she dances with, and verbally berates, her dance instructors. 
 
Dierdre Williams (23 years old) 
Dierdre Williams was 19 years old when she became the youngest certified ballroom dance 
instructor in the United States.  Hired as Absolutely Ballroom's only female instructor, Dierdre's 
weekly lessons with 97-year-old Ernie are a testament that age doesn't matter on the dance floor.  
Her physical beauty and lifetime of dance experience also makes her the perfect magnet for any 
man debating whether or not they should take ballroom dance lessons.   
 



Don & Judy Young (63 & 62 years old)  
Don and Judy Young retired in Florida to be closer to their son Caleb.  When Caleb needed help 
opening his ballroom dance studio, Don pounded nails, installed the dance floor, and hung the 
$10,000 chandelier.  Judy became Caleb's first student and shared her son’s newfound passion of 
ballroom dancing.  A tough construction worker, Don initially felt ballroom dancing was too 
feminine for his tastes.  Three years later, Don gave it a try.  For Judy, this was a dream come 
true.  "I now have what every woman wants: a husband who is willing to learn how to dance.  
Now Don wants dance pants, dance shoes, and weekly lessons," says Judy. 
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Initial VOD Release:  February 11, 2014 through Vimeo at 
vimeo.com/ondemand/ballroomconfidential and on Amazon 
 
The film will also be available at a later date via iTunes and Hulu. 

Film Genesis/Back Story — 
After spending four years directing the feature documentary Patagonia Rising, an investigation 
into the negative impacts of hydro-electric dams on fresh water resources, Brian Lilla found 
himself wiped out financially, embroiled in international politics, and burned out by the demands 
of making a heavy environmental film.  He needed a break and started focusing his time on his 
future wife, his depleted bank account, and plenty of surfing.  A year later, the itch to make a new 
documentary slowly crept up on him while visiting Florida for his mother’s 70th birthday.  Her 
one birthday request to Brian: “Come see me dance!” 

He was shocked.  His mother, JoAnn Lilla, hadn’t danced since her husband’s (Brian's father’s) 
death, four years earlier.   



“My father was her life and dance partner for 45 years. The thought of dancing with another man 
brought her to tears.  The day I saw my five foot Italian mother dance with Caleb, a tall handsome 
instructor with flowing blonde hair, 30 years her junior, was the happiest I had seen her since my 
father’s passing,” says Brian. 

JoAnn’s weekly lesson at Caleb’s elegant dance studio, Absolutely Ballroom, was the one 
activity that transported her out of grief, giving her something to look forward to. “When I dance 
with Caleb, I forget about everything.  I’m happy again,” JoAnn told her son.  She further told 
Brian about the community of senior women who have gravitated to the dance floor.  Dance is 
one of the few things they look forward to. 
 
Touched by the story, Brian found his next subject.  Six months later, he and his mother partnered 
up to shoot Ballroom Confidential – with Brian directing and JoAnn producing the documentary.  
“Like any long term relationship we laughed a lot, cried, argued a little … but then spent most of 
our time on the dance floor,” says Brian. 
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“Touching... A vision of goodness, grace and joy.  Treat yourself to this terpsichorean assault on 
the perceived limits of aging!”  - Don Schwartz, CineSource	  
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