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Dear reader,

As you can imagine, fifty-odd years in the world of ballroom and Latin dance have offered me more than my fair share of hair-raising dinner party stories, but in this case … we have delved entirely into the world of fiction to tell this backstabbing, spine-tingling, murderous tale.

Enjoy!

Shirley










For Audrey Rich, not only an avid, dedicated reader but also an amazing mum. Thank you for your brilliant suggestions (some of which we even agreed on!) and for letting us borrow your name. We hope we’ve done you justice.
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Ruby Rae Coutts: Lily’s protegée and live-in student.

Vladimir Zukas: Ruby Rae’s Latvian dance partner.

Maisie White & Darren Potter: Dancers at Lily’s dance school.

The Global Dance Council

Marmaduke ‘The Duke’ Fitzpatrick: Chairman of the Global Dance Council.

Cynthia Fitzpatrick: His wife.

Veronica ‘Roni’ Parke-West: Member of the Global Dance Council, long-term dance partner to The Duke.

Sam Pringle aka Scouser Sam: Sponsor of the Global Dance Council, scaffolder, proud father to Topaz.

Topaz Pringle: An aspiring dancer. Grew up in Liverpool, spent her teens in middle America, has recently returned home.

Kiko Yakimori: Make-up artist on the ballroom dance scene.

Ramone West: Hair stylist and make-up artist. Often works with Kiko.

Brynn Conway: Hair stylist, does a particularly enviable ponytail.
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Javier Ramirez de Arellano: A very easy-on-the-eyes Argentinian Tango expert.
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Part One








Prologue

The United Kingdom’s Open to the World Ballroom and Latin Championships

Whitby Pavilion

Two tips to take into consideration when committing murder in public are as follows:

One: It should be at least a little fun. Yes, doing it that way is more stressful than, say, a discreet alleyway knifing, but it is ultimately so much more rewarding. Who doesn’t love an audience? A crowd to revel in your skill.

There are your old-schoolers, of course, who insist revenge is a dish best served cold, but, really? Isn’t there something to be said for pulling it off with a bit of flair? Some panache. A glitter bomb filled with anthrax, for example. A perfectly timed mirror-ball drop. Tactical use of—

Ah! Mustn’t give too much away.

Second? Don’t get caught.

Tonight, this will be easy. The Pavilion is saturated with hopes, dreams, and hearts pumping with venom. Couples determined to take home the top prize, no matter the cost. The competition isn’t due to start for another hour yet, but already tempers are flaring. Tensions every bit as taut as the dancers’ sequinned bra straps.

Twenty-nine highly competitive (and combative) couples vying for a single title? Agatha Christie couldn’t have laid the scene any better.

All that’s left to do is to find a seat, settle in and watch the show.






Chapter One

It would’ve shocked absolutely no one to hear that Lily Richmond was striding through the corridors of the Whitby Pavilion. Least of all Lily herself. This was, after all, the United Kingdom’s Open to the World Ballroom and Latin Dance Championship – and she, a legend.

Samba queen. International Dance Champion 1983 through to 1996, when she graciously stepped aside to give others a chance to enjoy the limelight. Owner of the Lily Richmond Dance Studio, where she mentored and taught dozens of champions, many of whom were here today. And, of course, renowned ballroom dance judge. An expert whose opinion meant the world to competitors on the scene because, after all, a top mark from Lily was all the gilding one needed.

So, no. Her presence was no great surprise.

What was reverberating through the myriad of dancers, make-up artists, and stylists jammed into the backstage corridors and dressing rooms of the Pavilion, was the slow dawning realization that Lily Richmond had not checked in at the Sponsors’ Table at any point this evening. Nor had she been announced as one of the expert judges who would stand at one of nine tactical viewing points around the lightly sprung hardwood floor, her violet eyes glued to the dancers like a hawk, marked sheets shifting from her hands to the scrutineer’s, discreetly crushing – no, realigning – couple after couple’s dreams of following in her wake.

Not even for the United Kingdom Open to the World Amateur Rising Star Latin Competition.

And my goodness, that stung.

‘It’s like holding the BAFTAs,’ a dancer whispered as she passed, ‘and forgetting to invite Dame Judi!’

In the past, Lily would have been consumed by humiliation. Not only was striking her off the list of judges a very public blow to her expertise, the timing was vicious. Shaming her just a few short weeks before the all-hallowed Blackpool Ballroom Bonanza? How very dare they.

Her first instinct had been to launch into action.

Seek revenge.

It certainly would’ve taken the edge off. However, it struck her as she made her way toward the dressing rooms that there was something else that could be just that little bit better.

Winning.

If her couples swept the board in place of those who danced for the powers that be, wouldn’t it be fun at photo time? As she pictured the scene, a smile teased at her lips. Yes, she decided. It would. And she had nothing but full confidence in her dancers. So she’d play the game. Laugh. Smile. Wave off her ‘onlooker’ status as something she’d been fully briefed on. But behind the façade, if someone was really asking, there was little but fury and pain.

When the hosts of tonight’s event, the Global Dance Council (or the GDC, as everyone called it), had invited her to come along, as a judge, she’d been told to expect something momentous to happen. Something bigger than anyone could imagine. Something life-changing, even.

Removing her from the judging panel wasn’t quite what she’d been expecting.

A little fact-gathering was in order. No need to point fingers until she was absolutely certain who was involved.

‘Excuse me, Mrs Richmond?’

‘It’s Ms,’ Lily gently corrected.

‘Pippa Chambers.’ The young woman who’d just materialized beside her thrust a phone towards Lily’s mouth. ‘I’m from Dance Daily, the online paper for all things dance-related? I was wondering if you have any comments about the changes to tonight’s judging panel?’

Oh, dear heavens, no. She was not going to discuss her fall from grace with a journalist.

Lily held up a hand and pretended someone had just flagged her further down the corridor. ‘Sorry, darling. Another time?’ Before Pippa could answer, she plunged back into the melee.

With just over half an hour to go before the competition began, behind the scenes was the place to be. The corridors and rooms outside the public eye, where the dancers stretched and preened and prepared.

Everyone relevant to her mission was here. Amateurs. Pros. Teachers, judges, scrutineers. An impressive number of champions from days gone by (including herself). And, of course, the shiny new sponsors. Liverpudlian scaffolders with the catchy name ‘Scouser Sam’s Scaffolding and Skips’ according to their large, garish banner advertising a 10 per cent discount if used with the code POLEMONKEY4U.

What happened here at Whitby was important. The final litmus test for who might stand atop the winner’s podium in Blackpool. (Bearing in mind that virtually anything could happen between now and then, especially when a championship was up for grabs.)

For a truly competitive ballroom dancer, performing here at Whitby was the equivalent of taking mock exams ahead of the real thing, but worse. Worse, because you performed in front of everyone you liked, disliked, admired, detested or – like Lily – kept at a very carefully measured arm’s length to ensure no knives slipped into her back. The thought gripped her with an unexpected sharp pain.

Was that what this was? An attempt to completely remove her from the world of competitive ballroom dance?

She stopped by an open door to a side alley, took a quick, fortifying sip of the salty seaside air and regrouped. As she did, a couple of dancers smelling of cigarette smoke bustled through the door followed by a tall, athletic man in his late thirties with a buzz cut. His serious expression brightened when he saw her.

‘Brynn,’ she said, pleased to see the friendly stylist she’d worked with over the years. ‘How lovely to see you, darling.’

‘And you. I’m loving the sequin jumpsuit.’ He fanned himself, as if her presence alone had heated up the corridor, then leant in for the customary air-kiss greeting.

Kisses complete, Brynn tipped his head towards the main ballroom. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing how you score the couples tonight. The competition is looking fierce!’

Lily didn’t allow her smile to falter. ‘Well, you see, darling,’ she said carefully, ‘I’m not judging tonight, actually. I’ll be enjoying the show as a bystander.’

Brynn looked shocked, but was well-mannered enough to stop short of asking Lily why she wouldn’t be on the panel. ‘Well deserved. I should think it’d be nice for someone as busy as you to have a night off, for once!’

Lily laughed along, refusing to betray the pain she was feeling inside. ‘Indeed. I hope to catch you later, darling.’

Only once Brynn was on his way did she allow her smile to slip. She was actually quite cross with herself for not seeing this coming. For allowing so much as a blink of surprise at being ‘accidentally’ left off a group email informing a ‘select’ number of judges that ‘owing to structural changes within the Global Dance Council, her niche’ – (niche!) – ‘expertise would not be required’ at this year’s competition.

She’d seen through the lie as easily as a bruise bled through the finest pair of nude Stretch and Hold transition tights. (Dark suntan worked best, if you were asking.)

She also knew exactly who was behind it.

Marmaduke Fitzgerald.

Second-term chairman of the GDC Board and nine-time ballroom world champion.

The big, balding, self-important creature would, at this very moment, be giddy with anticipation that she would finally, after years of niggly, two-faced bullying, lose the plot in public, thereby cementing the notion that she wasn’t fit to judge. And oh, how he’d gloat if she did.

Well, too bad for him. As if she’d ever let the likes of Marmaduke see her falter. Moral outrage rarely achieved results. Least of all if you were a woman. So she would play the same game they were: the long one.

A door burst open in front of her, temporarily blinding Lily to everything apart from the sign – Cleaning Cupboard: Staff Only.

A dancer swanned out. She wore a mane of white-blonde extensions, diamanté-covered C-cups (natural), and had a neon pink feather boa floating behind her as majestically as if she were Ginger Rogers exiting the Presidential Suite of the Ritz.

Ruby Rae Coutts.

Lily’s lips thinned as she guessed what Ruby Rae must’ve been up to in there. Through the years, she’d seen her own share of pre-competition nookie in a cupboard, but tonight her patience for it was limited. Particularly as Ruby Rae was one of hers. With tonight’s turn of events, she wasn’t the only one under the magnifying glass. Everyone affiliated with her was, too.

A black latex gloved hand yanked the door shut from within as Lily passed and, for the most fleeting of moments, her twenty-something protégée looked entirely happy. It was a rare sight – this simple, honest, joy – and, despite the distance she tried to maintain, Lily was warmed by it. She’d let herself love one other student like a daughter and it had been such a disaster in the end that she’d maintained a steadfast rule ever since: tough love, not gut love. When love moved beyond your heart into your core, it was impossible not to be hurt.

Either way, Ruby Rae was still a favourite. Which was fortunate, seeing as the saucy minx lived with her.

To host a live-in student – usually a rising star from another country – was not uncommon for a British coach and mentor. Over the years, Lily had housed a steady stream of students, but the last two had been devoted to this one: Miss Ruby Rae Coutts of Baton Rouge, Louisiana.

Ruby Rae had the potential to go far. Right to the top if she wanted. Born to a couple who weren’t suited to parenthood, she’d been fostered from the age of three to a Daughter of the American Revolution obsessed with beauty pageants. Thanks to this woman, Ruby Rae would need counselling for the rest of her life, but she had managed to take away a few gifts. She danced like a dream, could switch personality to suit the occasion, and owned any space she occupied. Inside or out.

They’d met at a dance championship in Atlanta, Georgia three years ago where, to Lily’s practised eye, it became clear that Ruby’s ‘team’ wasn’t gifted enough to bring her all the way to Blackpool, let alone to the top of the podium at the Ballroom Bonanza. She was young (eighteen) and hungry (literally and figuratively) and very, very talented. Seeing glimpses of herself in the girl – her passion, her verve, her grit – they had struck a deal. Lily would coach her, improve her teaching skills, and in exchange Ruby Rae would become a world champion, all the while making it clear on her extensive social media platform that Lily was the wind beneath her gossamer wings. Everyone a winner.

‘Naughty,’ said Lily, when Ruby Rae finally noticed her.

‘Just keeping myself sparkling fresh,’ her student shot back.

Was this the latest euphemism for sex? ‘In the cleaning cupboard?’

‘What better place?’ Ruby Rae kicked her leg high in the air. ‘See? All stretched out and rarin’ to go.’

Lily rolled her eyes and glanced back at the closed door. ‘Not one of ours, I hope.’

‘Nope,’ Ruby Rae shot back, then, in her best Southern drawl insisted, ‘Anyway, a real lady never tells.’

Lily’s expression made it clear she begged to differ. Secrets were not something she and Ruby Rae kept from one another. It was part of the deal. She’d have to keep a closer eye on the girl.

Ruby Rae swept her hand over her hair, so well glazed it looked shellacked, then pouted, ‘Don’t worry. I wouldn’t do anyone you didn’t want me to. You know that, right?’ She edged a hint of glittery pink gloss back onto her lips, her eyes meeting Lily’s just long enough to expose an undercurrent of panic.

Lily did know. She also knew the weight of being indebted to a mentor or – worse – a friend.

‘Do well today, darling’ she said, reinstating herself as coach.

‘I always do well.’

‘Yesterday’s rehearsal didn’t suggest as much. Sloppy toe work, floppy elbows and no hint of a smile on that pretty face of yours.’

‘Vlad doesn’t exactly inspire fluttery lashes and doe eyes,’ her student shot back.

Lily arced a brow. Vlad the Asexual Lithuanian, Ruby Rae’s current partner, was not a successful pairing. He was an exquisite dancer, but appeared to have the emotional expanse of a draw-string doll. Nevertheless, Lily knew from experience that clay was meant to be played with. Vlad had tonight to give them all he had and, if he failed, he too would land on Ruby Rae’s ever-growing reject pile.

‘Right you are, darling.’ She gave the girl’s arm a squeeze then pointed in the direction of the main ballroom. ‘Remember. Toes, toes, toes.’

‘Head, shoulders, knees and pose,’ Ruby Rae struck one, then turned the corner onto yet another long corridor. ‘Anything else I need to know?’

Ah. It appeared her little American firecracker hadn’t yet heard the news. She debated her word choice.

I’m not judging today.

There’s been a mistake in the roster.

You should watch how you go today. Marmaduke Fitzgerald is on the warpath.

No matter how loyal someone appeared, experience had taught her that the GDC was omnipotent. Even a semi-adopted student like Ruby Rae could prove fallible in the end.

‘Ohmigawd!’ Ruby Rae stopped in her tracks and grabbed Lily’s arm. ‘Did you see Jack’s shown up with a new partner?’

‘I did not.’

Now, this was interesting. Jack Kelly was many things – a gifted dancer, a smooth talker, and, most significantly, a former student actively rivalling her dance school with his own – but he was not a man who arrived with new partners on the brink of career-defining competitions. How else would he have won the Blackpool Open to the World Ballroom Bonanza seven years running? He’d had three partners in that time and this last one – an Icelandic girl called Johanna with whom he’d danced for the previous two years – had been a sure-fire ticket to the top. Surely he wouldn’t have let her go? Not with so much at stake. He was seven years deep into a quest to beat the only person in the world who’d won the competition ten years in a row.

Her.

Starting with someone new at this point was a huge risk. One she never would have believed he’d take.

Ruby Rae glowed with malevolent joy. ‘Yeah. Johanna’s knee gave out a few months back and, rather than wait for her, he’s chosen …’ Ruby Rae paused for dramatic effect. ‘… Oxana Bondarenko.’ She waited for Lily to have a reaction.

‘Sorry, darling.’ Lily apologized. ‘You know I’m wretched with names. Any more hints?’

‘Total partner-whore. Well, according to the Belarusian Professional Ballroom Facebook site anyway. The Minx from Minsk,’ she said. ‘Not the kind of reputation I’d want hanging round my neck.’

Lily frowned. Social media was hardly a reliable source of defining a person’s character.

‘Vlad’s in a rage.’

‘Our Vlad?’ Lily raised an eyebrow. ‘Why?’

Ruby Rae was gleeful again. ‘Apparently, they used to compete together when they were kids. You know, Iron Wall stuff.’

‘Curtain?’ Lily asked.

‘Whatever …’ Ruby Rae flicked her hand, clearly enjoying being able to give a dancer’s second-best gift: gossip. ‘He said she gobbled up partners like candy then spat them right back out again. Not that she eats candy.’ Ruby was briefly reverent. ‘Apparently she is, like, totally disciplined. Ambitious. But I still don’t get how she landed Jack.’

Lily couldn’t help but notice the twist of envy wrapped round that last little titbit. She made a mental note to make some new introductions for Ruby Rae at Blackpool, with an eye to next year’s competition. No point in her changing partners now. ‘Why haven’t we seen Oxana before?’ she asked.

Ruby Rae shrugged. ‘No idea. Anyway,’ she flicked her thumb in the direction of the dressing rooms at the far end of the corridor, ‘Vlad’s determined to beat her and Jack. And we’re not the only ones planning to dig them an early grave.’ She rattled off the names of a few top couples. ‘But the best bit?’

Lily nodded for her to go on. She might not gossip herself, but it was always wise to keep one’s ear to the ground.

‘Johanna’s here. To watch.’ Ruby Rae clapped her hands. ‘So much better than a Love Island cat fight.’ She drawled a malevolent meow and finished it off with some cat claw hissing noises. ‘If I were Johanna? I’d be pouring arsenic in Jack’s water bottle for sure.’ Ruby pulled to an abrupt halt at the next set of doors, shot Lily a wicked smile, then ramped up her Southern charm. ‘Pardon me, won’t you, Miss Lily? I’m afraid my extracurriculars have necessitated a trip to the powder room.’

Honestly, where had the grace in lovemaking gone? In her day …

Lily cut the thought short. In her day she would’ve been married to whoever she was sleeping with. That’s how things were back then. She hadn’t been given so much as a whisper of a say as regards her career or her body. Men did that. Her coaches. The Global Dance Council. Anyway. Water under the bridge. She was the boss of her own vagina now. Choosing when and who was allowed access to it suited her quite nicely, thank you very much.

A Tannoy announcement called participants in the opening round to come to the floor. The tension backstage doubled. Times were pre-set. If you weren’t there when the first notes sounded? Too bad for you.

Lily glanced at her phone. Ten more minutes. Still plenty of time left to sleuth.

Head held high, sequinned jumpsuit undone to a point of intrigue, and platform heels ready to grind the competition into the carpet, Lily once again rearranged her expression into that of a delighted parent and hit the final stretch of corridor to the dressing rooms at her usual, cadenced pace.

Despite the ticking clock, she didn’t rush. She glided. And along the way she dispensed advice. Notes on pointed toes, heel work, chins being held high. Not too high, though. Elbows. So many sloppy elbows. Elements of detail and precision that had carried her to the top.

Lashings of gratitude, hands over hearts and air-kisses piled up behind her like glossy soap bubbles as she wended her way through the throng of performers. It was a charade and they all knew it.

The GDC’s decision to remove her from the judging panel had left a mark on her reputation. A dark one. And she didn’t like it. Not one bit. Her personal motto had always been to stand on her own two feet, but to be kind about it. No matter which way the willow bent.

Suffice it to say, she was actively reconsidering the last part.






Chapter Two

‘Thank you for your time, Mr Fitzgerald,’ the reporter gushed as she held out her phone. ‘Would you mind telling our readers what’s in store for the Global Dance Council now that you have new sponsors?’

Marmaduke Fitzgerald positioned himself, chin poised thoughtfully atop his arched hand, in front of a large, circular, frosted window, just outside the main ballroom. This particular pose offered the Dance Daily journalist a striking view of his profile, with the addition of silhouetted dancers preparing to take to the floor as a relief. Not that she’d look away. From the moment he’d granted her the interview, he could tell she’d been enthralled. Giddy to be the sole object of his attention. As chairman of the Global Dance Council for some seven years now, he’d experienced moments like this so often it was almost tedious. Almost.

To the other matter. The new sponsors were … interesting. People who splashed cash always liked to think they had sway and, as ever, Marmaduke had a plan. A bit of chaos that would give Scouser Sam the appearance of the upper hand. Then, once tonight’s shenanigans were over, he – The Duke – would restore order in his own, special way. But those plans were private. He spread his arms wide and began. ‘The thing you have to understand about the world of professional ballroom dancing is—’

‘Don’t you mean ballroom and Latin, Mr Fitzgerald?’ The girl – Pippa, was it? – held her phone closer to his mouth as the red recording light flashed.

‘Clearly, dear. It was implied.’ He’d written the bloody rulebook, for god’s sake. No need to patronize him, of all people. ‘And please. None of this “Mr Fitzgerald” nonsense. Those in the know call me The Duke.’

She blushed and looked away.

As well she should.

‘Let me put it this way,’ he began again. ‘The ten approved ballroom and Latin dances are like conjoined twins – you don’t get one set of five without the other.’ He accidentally-on-purpose stroked her hand, the one holding the phone, as he continued in his best ‘made for late-night-radio’ voice, ‘But make no mistake. Specializing in ballroom, or Latin,’ he conceded, ‘breeds champions. Champions like myself.’

Her over-plumped lips parted. Presumably to inform him that many of the so-called ‘Ten-Dancers’, competitors like Jack Kelly who danced both ballroom and Latin, had been crowned champions. He knew that. He wasn’t a simpleton. But he was a firm believer that spreading yourself that thin didn’t make anyone a true master. How could you be? Ten sets of choreography to polish to perfection. Two exquisite costumes to commission. Twice the amount of rehearsal. In his opinion – and as president of the Global Dance Council his opinion did matter – Ten-Dancers weren’t and couldn’t be true champions. Apart from one solitary dancer. But he wasn’t about to give Lily Richmond airtime. Least of all in an article about himself. Christ. Even thinking about the woman drew bile.

‘My dear,’ he began again, ‘any dancer worth their salt will use the five core ballroom dances as their bible and, with diligence, become champions because of it.’

He allowed himself a romantic sigh, then made the lightning-fast decision to pull the girl into his arms and show her what he meant. He pressed his right hand to her middle back and cupped hers (with the phone) up high, signet ring aloft. ‘It’s the purest form of dance, ballroom.’ He swept her round the corridor, changing the rhythm of his movements as he spoke. ‘How could it not be the pinnacle when it encompasses the cloudscape that is the waltz? The gift to courtship that is the foxtrot? You think Latin has passion? Pah!’ He dipped her low, his lips nearly brushing hers as he stage-whispered, ‘The tango is passion.’ He pulled her upright again. ‘There’s the deceptively pacy Viennese waltz, and the showstopper that is the quickstep. Pure, disciplined elegance at its finest.’ He released her and once again adopted the air of an erudite gentleman at leisure. ‘If flashy showmanship is more comfortable terrain, go ahead and choose Latin. Samba, rumba, cha-cha-cha.’ He flicked them away with the back of his hand.

‘The paso doble?’ asked the girl, clearly wanting to be drawn into his arms again.

‘Yes. And the jive.’ He suppressed a shudder. All of that knee-knocking and hand-flapping was worse than a TikTok dad dancer comparing himself to Fred Astaire. Untenable.

‘So you’re saying ballroom is better than Latin?’

His stiffening cock deflated. This pretty young thing was like the rest of the reporters scuttling about the place. An idiot.

‘Noooo. I’m saying a foundation in ballroom is essential if you want to branch out to Latin.’

‘… and become a Ten-Dancer?’

If you wanted to dilute fine wine with lemonade, sure. But he couldn’t say that. Not to her, anyway. He caught sight of his reflection in a nearby mirror and gave himself a cheeky wink. Though he’d just qualified for a bus pass, you wouldn’t have known it. He was looking good, feeling good, and had the power to steer this interview in any direction he wanted.

‘Professional ballroom dancing,’ he moved the conversation on, ‘is about obedience. Being a slave to the music.’ He slapped the back of his hand against his other open palm in the three same syncopated beats he’d follow in a waltz. ‘It’s discipline, dexterity, devotion.’ His lips twitched against a smile as he silently finished, It’s also the ability to ease people out of the game who don’t embrace the same vision.

He stroked his goatee, indicating he’d given his quote and now required a contemplative silence in which to manifest yet another deep thought.

His eyes drifted to the interior window that framed the silhouettes of the dancers as they warmed up in the final moments before the competition began. Men tugging their partners close then twirling them away just before those A-cup breasts grazed their freshly waxed chests.

Conflict. That’s what dance was really about. Manipulation. Mind games. Sex and power. The essence of a man’s primal needs, but with a code. A long-established set of rules that some people wanted to carve into stone. Ah, well. Too bad for them. He held the reins for this particular era of dance – and long may he continue to do so.

He turned and smiled at his reflection once again.

By God, it was a joy being him.

Perky Pippa aimed her phone at her rosebud of a mouth. ‘So, you’ve fired some of your top judges recently. Can you tell me why?’

The Duke tipped his head to the side, hoping for a peek beneath her blouse while he thought of a politic answer. But before he could latch onto anything worthwhile, a smoky ‘Darling!’ soared through the air.

There was a jumble of competitors up ahead, but he knew who was in their midst. Like a moth drawn to a flame, he sought her.

Lilian Richmond, as he lived and breathed.

She was doling out air-kisses and hugs to a clutch of amateur dancers, judging by the numbers pinned to their backs. Always the mother hen. As yet another dancer caught her in an embrace, each of them sure to air-kiss so as to protect their make-up, Marmaduke’s eyes caught Lilian’s, holding them just long enough for him to see a flare of defiance light in hers. Then, without further ado, she swept into the dressing room a few metres beyond him to a chorus of cheers.

Well, this was annoying. He’d been hoping for a public meltdown. A humiliating sob of disbelief. Perhaps a bit of begging to reconsider. With this Pippa girl here, it would’ve been even better. If there was one thing The Duke truly enjoyed in this life, it was someone being indebted to him. Better yet, beholden.

It was impossible to miss the burst of energy Lily’s presence had elicited amongst the dancers. Surely by now they’d figured out she wasn’t judging tonight and that there was no need to fawn over her.

He’d hoped removing her from the judging panel would be the knock to her pride she couldn’t recover from. Make her more amenable to changes the GDC would shortly be announcing.

But here she was, dressed to kill, and with a million-dollar smile on her face. She had brass. He’d give her that.

Right. Enough. If Lily was too thick to know she didn’t belong here any more, he’d spell it out clearly for her.

Without so much as a backward glance at Pippa, The Duke strode to the dressing-room door and scanned the throng of dancers. There she was. As resplendent as ever. Sequins shimmering with her every move, her body filling out the form-fitting jumpsuit to perfection. As much as he disliked her personally, he admired her verve.

‘Sorry, Mr Fitzgerald. You didn’t answer—’

The Duke turned and gave his trademark wink to Pippa, who’d scuttled along after him. He pressed his finger against her lips, shushing her, gratified to see a blush instantly bloom across her décolletage. ‘I’m afraid time’s a-ticking. Excuse me, won’t you? I promised a quick word with a new Belarusian dancer. Make sure she feels welcome.’

‘Can I catch up with you later?’ Pippa asked, lips moving against his finger.

‘May you?’ he corrected, buying himself just a moment’s more time to decide that actually, no, he didn’t want to have sex with this one. ‘Apologies, luvvie.’ He tapped his pocket watch. ‘The show’s about to begin.’






Chapter Three

‘That’s it … hold still for one … more … moment.’ Ramone smiled at his handiwork then leaned back, framing Oxana’s face with his hands. ‘What do you know? I was right again.’ He looked gleeful. ‘The face crystals really do add a nice touch.’

Oxana wasn’t about to disagree. Ramone West – a green-eyed, mixed-race Londoner, covered in an exquisite array of ink and jewellery, was the most sought-after hair and make-up stylist on the competitive ballroom scene. So even though she’d been unsure about the face jewellery, she stayed completely still as he delicately appliquéd a gem high on her cheekbone.

When he finished, he made a twirling gesture with his finger and she turned to the mirror.

‘Kiko, come and look at this! Our best work yet, if I do say so myself.’

Kiko Yakimori, Ramone’s business partner, and the woman responsible for the opulent French plait braided intricately into Oxana’s hair, came over to inspect the finished article. Kiko was a petite Japanese woman with dramatically dip-dyed pigtails and a thick, blunt-cut fringe. She wore a diamanté eyepatch, and delicate skull earrings swung against the pale line of her neck. Between her fashion panache and catwalk-ready make-up, she could be an art installation at a Goth Museum. Together, she and Ramone were the crème de la crème of ballroom dance beauticians. Or so Oxana had been told. But now she had proof.

The three of them gazed at her reflection together.

‘Stunning,’ Kiko pronounced, a rare smile crossing her usually stern features.

‘Do you see what I see?’ Ramone was beaming. Yes. She did. Today, for the first time in years, Oxana Bondarenko felt beautiful. Inside and out. Every single thing she’d wished for when she’d packed her bags to come to the UK was bearing fruit. Dancers parting like the Red Sea when she’d arrived. Air-kisses from not just one, but every single member of the judging panel. The way the stylists she’d originally booked had been ‘disappeared’ to make way for Ramone and Kiko.

After submitting to hours of their ministrations with only three precious cigarette breaks, she looked regal. A bejewelled princess from a far-off land. Classy. Worlds away from how her previous ‘benefactors’ in Russia had wanted her to dress. Or the North Korean ones.

Oxana had done her best to fulfil their demands. What other option did she have, with a young child and ageing parents at home? Stepping away from the competitive dance world just as she seemed on course to rise to the top had been the cruellest form of self-sabotage. But private tuition paid better. And after multiple failed trips to Los Angeles to find a new partner, she’d been broke. How was she to know things would become so … complicated? She’d been thrilled to book a client for an entire year. Shocked when he’d insisted on reconstructive facial surgery. A tweakment here and there was fine. Necessary, even. But entirely resculpting the face god had given her? No. She simply couldn’t, even though it had meant forfeiting a year’s income in exchange for her freedom. Her only option had been to ruthlessly re-establish herself here in the European competitive ballroom scene. Make a splash with a champion. When she’d returned to Belarus three months ago, she’d been relentless in pursuit of the perfect match. Discarding partners like cheap hair extensions. She hoped she hadn’t been too cruel. Prayed that, at heart, they knew she was a simple country girl with one very specific dream.

She shook the bad memories away. She was safe now. Better, even. Thanks to Marmaduke and Jack Kelly, the only person she had to be tonight was herself. Her make-up was flawless. The apples of her cheeks glowed. Her blue eyes shone. Her lips, so flushed with happiness and anticipation, required only a solitary swipe of pure, clear gloss.

And her dress! A perfect red. The bodice clung to her as if she’d been born in it. Lace and a tantalizing suggestion of skin but, like so many things, a mirage. Deep, blood-coloured satin panels cinched at her waist, merging into soft triangles of creped georgette fabric that teased into godet pleats, allowing for maximum flare when she twirled out the full expanse of the hand-stitched crinoline hem. It was the first performance frock she’d ever had made just for her. Little Oxana Bondarenko from Minsk. All of it – the primping, the preening, the attention – was emotional helium for her battered confidence after years spent bowing to the whims of the rich and arrogant men and women she’d taught. Winning tonight would mean so much more to her than it would to any of these other girls.

After years of struggling to find her place in this brutally competitive world, it was with joy, with pleasure, that she could finally meet her gaze in the mirror head on and acknowledge that yes, at long last, she would be a champion tonight.

She’d been told as much. Point-blank. But it was nicer not to remember that part. Better to focus on the fact that she had earned this moment in the spotlight. The same way everyone else had. With blood, sweat, and, courtesy of a few casting couch moments, an abundance of tears.

Ramone turned her around again. ‘Sorry, luvvie. Can you hold still for a moment? Yes, that’s right. I just want to add another one … Kiko? Has anyone seen Kiko?’ Ramone pressed his black gloved thumb to Oxana’s forehead. ‘This centre crystal doesn’t want to stick, does it? Don’t move. I’m putting some spirit gum … Ahhh! There we go, my lovely. Now just give Uncle Ramone a minute to – hey, who took my hairdryer? Excuse me! Attention please. Someone has stolen my Dyson Supersonic!’

Ramone’s frenetic monologue continued as Oxana’s thoughts once again drifted to how, if she worked hard enough, she might one day be on a par with the Queen of the Tens herself. Lily Richmond.

Oxana was, of course, a superfan. She’d not seen her idol yet, but when she did, she hoped it would be like Meryl Streep meeting Reese Witherspoon. Two pros acknowledging one another’s rightful place in the world. Maybe, if she overlooked the whole ‘dancing with Jack’ thing, Lily would even invite her to switch studios!

‘Darling. Keep your lips still, I’m just applying some more gloss …’

An endorsement from Lily would truly be the (low-fat) icing on her (keto) cake. Jack was amazing, but he wasn’t established the way Lily was. Not yet a legend. But he did have some very important people pulling some rather impressive strings for him.

The Duke hadn’t even asked her to audition before flying her direct from Minsk to the UK four short weeks ago. When he suddenly rang her out of the blue, he said that her recent YouTube videos were all the evidence he needed to know she’d be a champion, and that she’d be the perfect partner for Jack Kelly. It meant dumping Nikita, her unofficial partner at the time. And begging her parents for yet more childcare. Not to mention listening to her grandmother’s endless cautions which all ended with: It sounds too good to be true, child. Then, as she left, her coup de grâce, You’re buying a cat in a sack, Oxana. No idea if this character will be a gentle tabby or an angry tom.

‘Baba,’ she’d soothed. ‘He’s not a tom. He’s Jack Kelly. A champion.’ And that was good enough for Oxana. How else to catch the eyes of the talent scouts she knew would be in tonight’s audience?

If her grandmother could see her now, she would know she’d been right to pounce. It was a golden opportunity. Completely above board. Well. Mostly above board. She’d learnt long ago not to ask too many questions. Particularly when it came with a direct deposit straight into her personal account. Nikita had been angry, of course. He’d been waiting for years for her to return to competitive dancing and was furious that some British guy from the Global Dance Council had turned Oxana’s head with the promise of money and stardom. So what if our costumes are second-hand, he’d shouted. At least we know we’re honest, good people!

Oxana had felt a little guilty, especially as she suspected that Nikita was in love with her, as well. But … he was young. These were lessons a competitive dancer had to learn. Nothing was permanent. Partnerships rarely lasted for ever. And his heart would mend.

‘There you are, my lovely.’ Ramone gave a satisfied nod as he turned her round one last time before she headed to the dance floor. ‘Have a look. Tell me what you think.’

She blinked back genuine tears of joy. She looked perfect. Ramone accepted her beam of thanks then trotted off to help someone else. She allowed herself a moment to enjoy her own beauty. And, behind it all, her brains. The Duke, like most men, thought she was an airhead. But Oxana knew that The Duke was cunning. Sly. And, despite his promises, she had easily deduced that she was a bit-player in a much larger scheme.

Which was why she’d made her own plans. Plans with dividends big enough to warrant leaving her little girl at home. She and Jack had only had four weeks to train for this, one of the world’s toughest competitions, and then would have another four to do it all again in Blackpool. An impossible timeline for some. But for a dancer like her, a woman who regularly trained up to ten hours a day? No problem. She’d smiled and acquiesced to every single ‘again again again’ from Jack because she wasn’t just learning his choreography, she was improving as a dancer. He was an extraordinary partner. The best she’d ever had. Instinctive. Disciplined. Demanding nothing less than he himself was willing to give. Both of them literally bleeding for their craft. But the stained satin on her rehearsal shoes didn’t matter. All of it was for a higher purpose.

A new beginning.

A new title: world champion.

And then, fingers crossed, the happily ever after.

Book a long-term contract with Strictly Come Dancing, fall in love with a celebrity chef who ran a manor house hotel and, one day, send her daughter to Oxford or Cambridge so she could become whatever she wanted while Oxana lived out her days in cottagecore heaven.

It was a lot of weight to rest on a young woman’s shoulders. The win, the contract, the language barriers, the cultural differences, the patronizing way she was spoken to because of the curve of her vowels and clip of her consonants. She was foreign, not a fool.

She caught a flurry of motion out of the corner of her eye and turned. Ah! Here was the man himself. The one who’d brought her here. With so much at stake, she had to make sure that she conducted herself perfectly in front of The Duke. Assure him that his investment had been a wise one.

‘Marmaduke,’ she cooed as he swept into the dressing room. ‘Are you feeling good tonight?’ She considered adding a finger wave, but rejected it as too much. As her Baba once said, women who flaunt their wares shortly find they have nothing left to sell.

The Duke stopped in his tracks and beamed. ‘Oxana, just who I was looking for! All the better for seeing you.’ He leant in close, his lips brushing her ear as he wetly huffed, ‘Remember, not a word to Jack. The lad is clueless. As ever.’

Oxana nodded tightly. Jack had no idea that the result tonight was pre-ordained, but the man was confident enough to be sure of their win, anyway. She had promised The Duke that she would give nothing away, and Oxana kept her promises. Besides, it would be far too dangerous to cross a man like him.

The Duke rocked back on his heels, gave her a head-to-toe appraisal, and nodded his satisfaction. ‘Wonderful. Mmm. Simply wonderful. I knew you were a worthwhile investment, my darling. A dancer who knows how to keep her trap shut! Glorious. Now go out there and dance like the angel you are.’

An older woman – a Zsa Zsa Gabor-type – called his name and beckoned him over to the far side of the room. ‘Sorry, love, got to go,’ he winked. ‘Business calls.’ And then, as he passed, he swept a hand along the taut swell of her left buttock before giving it a pinch. A sharp one.

Oxana smiled sweetly even as her buttock stung, and gave him a fluttery wave goodbye. There was a Marmaduke in every country she’d been to. Generally a man who never let the fact he was repulsive to most women stand in the way of exercising his power, or his groin. Once he’d gone, she pursed her lips and turned back to the mirror to admire her dress one last time. She picked up her tote bag, a luxurious white leather number edged with gold studs along the rim, which she’d been gifted by a cash-poor client who dealt in leather goods. It contained everything that was precious to her, and, as dressing rooms were notorious for casual theft, she hitched it on to her shoulder. She preened and twirled, relishing the way the red fabric of the dress clung to her slim frame. Suddenly, her reflection shimmered a little. Feeling a little faint, she stopped twirling. How strange. She blinked hard, but the edges of her vision remained blurred. It’s just the adrenaline, she told herself. Nothing more than that.






Chapter Four

‘Lily!’ Yet another dancer gushed on her approach to the largest of the dressing rooms. ‘I’m shocked! Shocked to the core!’

‘Oh, darling, save your energy. I’m sure there are far more shocking things yet to come.’

Wreaking vengeance on Marmaduke Fitzgerald for one.

In actual fact, Lily was no stranger to a surprise turn of events. When, as a newlywed, she’d discovered her first husband shagging someone who wasn’t her, she’d walked straight into a studio and given a samba lesson to a group of six-year-olds without so much as the bat of an eyelid. Worse had followed. But Lily Richmond didn’t throw tantrums. Lily Richmond didn’t scream or shout. Lily Richmond was the calm in the eye of the storm, even if she’d been the one to unleash the typhoon. And, as if she’d summoned just such a test, Jack Kelly appeared in the doorway to the very dressing room she was about to enter.

As much as she wished to be indifferent to her former pupil, she found Jack’s charm, much like a puppy’s, endearing. Of course, she’d known the lad since he was a boy. Trained him. Guided him through his complicated teens as if he were her own. Unleashed him on the competition circuit as an amateur, ensuring he took things step by step, only to have him turn his back on her as if she’d never meant anything to him at all. Painful, yes. But wasn’t that what ‘family’ did? Hurt those they loved most?

What was he now? Thirty-three? No. He was thirty-four. An interesting age in a dancer’s life if he’d stayed an amateur. It would be his last as a competitor in the Under-35s. Time to wave farewell to the dying tendrils of his youth. But he was a pro now. No longer categorized by age, but by pure talent alone. Had been for the seven years since he’d snipped the tie that had bound them.

He looked a proper man, now. And nicer on the eye for it. Atop a body that was fuller, stronger, was a handsome face framed by slicked-back waves of wheatsheaf-coloured hair. His bright, sapphire-blue eyes snapped with electricity as he brandished a smile that could whip the knickers off a nun.

‘Lily Richmond! My wild Liverpool rose! Why aren’t you …’ Jack Kelly’s eyes flicked towards the stream of competitors heading to the ballroom, then back to her and, in a moment’s understanding, finished, ‘… enjoying a martini amidst all this mayhem?’

‘Figure, darling,’ she fibbed, patting her stomach. She’d worn the same dress size for the past forty years, and he knew as well as she did that if she was going to indulge, it would be with champagne. And never before a competition. After. Always after. ‘Best of luck with the tango, yes?’

The tango was Jack Kelly’s favourite dance. It was also the fault line in their relationship. One more year to really nail it, Jack, she’d insisted. Then you can go pro.

His smile faltered for a fraction of a second. No one would’ve noticed apart from her. How could they when they didn’t really know him, or his demons, as she did? That sort of knowledge came with time, commitment, emotional investment in a young man’s future. One that hadn’t paid dividends.

She sometimes wondered what would have happened if she’d supported his plea to go professional before he was ready. She’d fought it, as had his partner. She’d argued that he needed the full spread before he turned pro. If he wanted, for example, to perform on television, he’d need all of the paddles reading the same number for every single dance. Ten. Ten. Ten.

His tango wouldn’t have made the grade.

But, like any young buck, he’d wanted to leap and he had done so. Kicked down a carefully crafted house of cards, only to build a new one in direct competition with hers.

Jack tapped the side of his nose and winked. ‘You know me, Lily. I’m always a fan of some fancy foot-play.’

A child ran up to him, calling his name on a loop. ‘Uncle Jack!’

He turned, his expression completely unguarded as he lifted the little boy up into his arms and twirled him round. They laughed as he booped the lad’s nose who then, in turn, tugged Jack’s ears so that he would make donkey noises. He returned the boy to his mother, a student from his studio from the sounds of things.

Lily was about to tell him how nice it was to see his softer, more playful side, when an exquisitely leggy woman with a set of distinctly haughty Eastern European cheekbones twirled into his arms, a huge, gold-studded tote bag hanging from her shoulder.

‘Ah, there you are my Belarusian tulip! Lily Richmond …’ Jack took the dancer’s bag from her and gave a demi-bow. ‘Have you had the pleasure of meeting Belarus’s best-kept secret?’

No. She hadn’t.

Lily gave his partner a lightning-quick scan. So this must be the beauty Ruby Rae had told her about earlier, the one who had replaced poor Johanna. Her hair had clearly been done by the best. She would know Kiko’s touch anywhere. Make-up by Ramone. Again, the best. A beautiful peacock’s array of jewel tones around her eyes were echoed in a spray of appliqué gems on her forehead.

And oh, the dress. It looked expensive and had very clearly been made to order. Interesting. It wasn’t like Jack to fund a partner to this level. But it was very much like Marmaduke. Especially if he wanted something in return.

‘Allow me to introduce you to my new secret weapon: Miss Oxana Bondarenko.’ Jack scanned his partner’s long legs, his eyes lingering at the daring central V-cut between her breasts, then looked across at Lily. ‘She’s got quite the way with her boleros.’

Lily shot him a tight smile, then shook Oxana’s hand thinking, Oh, Jack. Must we do this? Pretend we’re happy for one another?

Had he chosen another path towards independence, she jolly well might be. But when he’d left her studio to start his own, irritatingly high-end business, he’d not only taken Marmaduke Fitzgerald’s money to do it, but he’d also merrily purloined her top talent along the way.

Such was the magical world of dance. Win some. Lose some. And smile, smile, smile.

‘This is such an honour.’ Oxana clutched Lily’s hand with both of her own. A bit too stridently for someone hoping to make a good impression. Was she tottering on her heels? Oh, dear. ‘You are a true champion. An inspiration to me ever since I was a little girl.’

Lily’s heart softened, unexpectedly touched by the heartfelt compliment. ‘Thank you, darling.’

This world of theirs, so full of lavish, false flattery, rarely contained genuine warmth. She looked at the girl. Really looked at her, and was caught off guard by the intensity of her gaze. It was only a feeling, but … was Oxana trying to communicate something to her?

Oxana threw a glance at Jack, who’d just been pulled aside by Ramone to get a quick powder then, in a low voice, said to Lily, ‘I think the dancers coming out of your studio are amazing.’

Lily offered her a reserved smile, unsure what the girl was after. Surely she knew coaching was out of the question as long as she allied herself with Jack. ‘How very kind.’

‘Truly. I mean it.’ Oxana’s expression intensified. ‘Dancers like me who—’

‘Dancers like you who what, Oxana?’ Jack slipped his arm round his partner’s wisp of a waist. ‘Float like a cloud? Dance like a dream? Earn a spot dancing with an unparalleled world champion?’

‘Yes,’ Oxana’s laugh was brittle. ‘Exactly.’ She pointed at him but looked at Lily. ‘Such a humble bragger.’

Jack gave a carefree shrug. ‘If you’ve got it, you’ve got it, am I right?’ He flashed Lily his showbiz smile.

Lily shot him back her own version which, she was pleased to see, dimmed his. Impulse made her reach out and grab Oxana’s hand before Jack could steer her away, ‘If you’ve got the time, darling, I’m happy to meet at my studio if you’d ever like to work on anything.’

Jack barked a laugh. ‘Always playing the chancer, aren’t you, Lilian?’

‘You know me, Jack.’

He didn’t. Not any more.

Oxana’s eyes pinged between the pair of them before giving another nervous laugh, and then, rather strangely, she shivered, as if someone had just poured icy water down her back. Lily frowned. The girl didn’t seem entirely
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