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        and

        to Martin,

        May you dance with the angels forever.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      To fit with the dance theme in The Godfather of Dance, I’ve used song titles as chapter titles. For fun, I’ve created a Spotify playlist. If you’d like to listen along, this is the link: https://open.spotify.com/playlist/4YeWH3RPuLILCAlABbqeLL?si=9PSQyAdrSmO1dybXt2sHnA.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Bailamos (We Dance)

          

          Anton

        

      

    

    
      Before the hail of bullets, Danica and I were at our New Orleans studio rehearsing a bold, brassy samba. The music pulsed as we shimmied and twirled, our hips in sync. Danica wore an old pair of leggings and a strappy bra top; her curves made me want to run my hands all over her body.

      ‘Come on, we need more bounce.’ Danica demonstrated, sassy as ever, bossy as ever. I could watch her all day. ‘Use your knees … the rhythm, catch the rhythm.’

      Through the windows, headlights flashed onto her until the car turned. Our studio lay on a busy road at the top of a T-intersection, so at night, whenever a car approached, we had a roving spotlight. I could have pulled the blinds, but why reject free publicity? I loved commanding a stage. Looking back, I wish I’d closed those blinds, but you don’t get second chances in life. You can’t rewind the clock.

      We’d revamped our routine to include a samba roll, one of my favourite moves because although it’s hard to perfect, it’s crazy hot, our bodies locked together.

      ‘You’re lagging. Stay on the beat.’ Man, she was tough. I’d never known anyone to work harder.

      As we separated to work the floor with solo moves, I wiped sweat from my face. The air conditioner had lost the battle to the stinking summer heat, although it didn’t seem to bother Danica. Fit and vivacious, she glowed from exertion. Luscious dark hair framed her delicate features.

      The day she agreed to be my dance partner, I couldn’t believe my luck. Soon after, we moved in together and opened a chain of dance studios – New Orleans, New York and Miami. Five years later, we got engaged. I don’t know why we waited so long. If only I’d proposed the minute I realised we were simpatico.

      The only catch to our idyllic life was that my father backed our business. He had more money than seemed likely for a guy who ran a bunch of gyms – if you get my drift – but when he’d offered to sponsor our dream, I’d turned a blind eye to his dodgy clients and made him promise our studios would remain clean. As if. I should have turned him in as soon as I found out he was using our studios as a front for money laundering. But Valencios are loyal. Loyalty to family, no matter what. Dad had ingrained the family motto so deeply in me that while I threatened to call the police, I couldn’t do it. Stupid. But like I said, you can’t rewind the clock.

      I was dancing back to my love when an engine growled outside. At first, I figured it was some dumbasses getting their kicks. The studio gleamed, awash in the headlights of a car driving right at us. Danica shone like an angel. Her necklace glistened, the silver Pisces I’d given her after we won our first professional Latin dance competition. It dangled around her neck, drawing my eyes to her chest.

      Tyres squealed as the car did a handbrake turn and swung parallel to the windows. I caught its generic design. A Ford? Toyota? Black, no, dark blue. Idiots. I hated people who took their thrills at others’ expense.

      Danica’s gorgeous face filled with fear. ‘What are they doing?’

      ‘Probably drunk.’

      Then bullets, so many bullets smashing through the windows. Glass everywhere.

      And the noise. Staccato bangs. Fireworks coming right at us. My ears roared.

      ‘Duck!’ I yelled.

      But there was nowhere to hide. Full length windows. Lights on.

      I launched at Danica to take us to the ground. But I was too far away. Too late.

      A bullet hit her chest. Her scream tore out my heart as she jerked backwards. More bullets.

      She landed hard.

      I dropped to the ground and crawled to her, keeping low. Why didn’t I close those blinds?

      Pain stung my face. White hot. I’d been hit high on my cheek.

      We were both going to die.

      Danica. My beautiful angel with broken wings. ‘You’re okay. You’re going to be okay.’

      She moaned. The orange blossom in her perfume mingled with a metallic scent and a burning smell. I hugged her, our bodies slick with sweat and blood. More liquid dripped from my face. So much blood.

      The engine rumbled away. Cowards. Who the hell were they? I stumbled to my phone, dialled 911 and asked for an ambulance. The roaring continued in my ears.

      Back to Danica. A gaping hole in her chest. Pumping blood. So. Much. Blood. Mine mixed with hers.

      I stripped off my T-shirt and pressed it on her wound. ‘Hang on, baby, stay with me.’

      Her eyes caught mine, as dark and compelling as the first glorious night we’d made love. Our chemistry had been brewing for weeks when we finally succumbed to temptation after a walk along Lake Pontchartrain. We’d barely made it back to her place before we fell on each other, hot and panting. Sex had never felt so right, like plunging into a freshwater lake on a hot summer night.

      ‘Be strong, help is coming.’ I wanted to dive inside those eyes. To hold onto her forever.

      She slumped.

      ‘No, baby. Stay with me.’ I sensed her slipping away. ‘I love you. Danica, I can’t do this without you. Don’t leave me.’

      ‘I love you too.’ Her voice was so quiet I could barely hear her.

      By the time the paramedics arrived, she was gone. My best friend, who knew my many failings and accepted me anyway. My fiancée, who made me whole and would have had my children. My wife-to-be, who’d promised to marry me and grow old with me.

      My gorgeous, perfect Danica.

      Gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Sentimientos (Feelings)

          

          Jade (Two Years Later)

        

      

    

    
      A storm thundered as Jade hurried through the studio door to be greeted by Argentine tango music, rich with the bandoneon’s lament. Its plaintive wail made her long for her home on the other side of the world – Melbourne, Australia. She itched to start dancing after spending all day rearranging words on her screen in a vain attempt to make The Woodlands local school fair sound interesting. As a rookie journalist, she didn’t have much say in the stories she was assigned, but she’d have preferred to investigate the increase in recent drug overdoses or the rumours circulating about the high school principal’s sudden resignation. She was hardly going to win a Pulitzer Prize writing about dunk-a-teacher or the hot food stalls in an outer suburb of Houston.

      The studio lacked the bustle of rehearsals and chatter that had marked other dance schools she’d attended; Rhythm Phoenix only offered private classes. Her dance instructor, Anton, was something of a recluse and recruited students through word of mouth – no flashy website or social media campaigns for him – so the shiny dance floor hadn’t yet absorbed the smell of sweat and hard work. The only window overlooked the carpark, but the mirrors running the length of the opposite wall doubled the appearance of the room.

      As she brushed droplets off her jacket, a gust of wind caught the door and slammed it shut.

      Anton spun around. ‘What the…? You scared the crap out of me!’

      ‘Sorry. It’s wild out there.’

      After six months of lessons that consumed all her spare cash, Jade was used to his edginess. Some days he was volatile as liquid helium. With long curly hair pulled back in a ponytail, he looked more moody rock star than ballroom dancer. His close-fitting jeans and black T-shirt showcased his ripped body. He had three years on Jade’s twenty-six but looked older and acted younger. The jagged scar on his cheekbone always snagged her attention – it even looked like a question mark – but although she’d quizzed him about it several times, he’d never offered an explanation beyond a clichéd, ‘You should’ve seen the other guy.’

      Anton took a bottle of vodka from the shelf of spirits above the music station and poured a glass. ‘Drink?’

      ‘Maybe later.’ She wasn’t there to socialise; she was there to train. Anton was the best instructor she’d ever had, and she wanted to focus on his every nuance. She planned to enter a competition with him. Not only to enter. To win. Sometimes she wished she could use dance simply to relax, but she wasn’t one for half measures; once she took something on, she did it full throttle. ‘If it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well,’ as her father always said.

      She’d started ballroom and Latin dance at college when a friend arranged a free group class. Driven by a love of music and the connection of partnering, that one lesson was all it took to fuel her addiction. The physicality of dance made a compelling contrast to her journalism studies; it gave her a chance to inhabit her body and switch her brain from analytical to creative.

      Her footsteps echoed as she passed the reception desk. ‘What are we dancing today?’

      Anton downed his drink and left the empty glass on the bench. ‘Can’t you hear the music? Tango, Argentine tango.’

      She sat to put on her scuffed suede-soled shoes. ‘I’ll need a refresher. It’s been a while. Should we be spending time on this when it’s not part of our program?’

      ‘We might not compete in Argentine tango, but this will improve our musicality, which will help our other dances. Come, I’ll show you.’ He beckoned her onto the floor.

      ‘Your part of the basic step is like so.’ He demonstrated the moves. ‘Don’t overthink it, it’s like walking.’ But it was more than that – her left foot needed to cross in front of her right, adding texture and tension.

      Side by side, they repeated the pattern until he invited her into a dance hold – her left hand on his shoulder, her right clasping his left hand, their feet staggered, a safe space between them. His stocky build outsized her petite figure.

      Anton sneered. ‘You think this is tango? No.’ He drew her closer, cradling the back of her head until her cheek rested against his stubble, and moved her hand to his neck. They stood pressed together, his body warm against hers. ‘This is tango. Close your eyes. Feel the music.’

      Her breathing accelerated. Disconcerted by his closeness and the faint waft of alcohol, heat rose up her neck. Her visceral reaction annoyed her; she didn’t want to jeopardise their blossoming friendship with romance. After all the hours she’d spent alone with him, she was used to the intimacy of dance. Normally, she ignored his gentle flirting and the crazy attraction between them and focused on the music, the steps and the technicalities of their interaction, but today, she struggled to avoid them. Perhaps she was swayed by the sentimental music, her hair being damp from the weather, or the way he pushed a wet lock off her face.

      When he moved, she followed his timing and the emphasis of each step.

      They settled into a rhythm until he broke away. ‘Nice job. Wait here, I want to try a different song.’ He returned to the music station and searched the playlist on his laptop. The stoop of his shoulders gave him a melancholic air and a sense of being aged beyond his years. Jade wondered what he’d endured to make him seem so bereft.

      ‘I can’t make my lessons next week. I’m going to New York.’ Jade’s mother, a drama teacher, had paid for the airfare and accommodation as a birthday gift to give Jade ‘the Broadway experience’.

      When Jade’s boss, Petra Weiss, heard about the trip, she’d asked Jade to review a Broadway musical, Wicked. A bonus and an opportunity. Petra was a hard taskmaster. With a track record of breaking sensational headlines about political scandals, she’d semi-retired to run the small Woodlands newspaper.

      ‘Oh.’ Anton’s eyes lost some of their sparkle. ‘Then who’s going with me to Casa de Luna?’ The local salsa club was their Friday night haunt.

      She grinned. ‘I’ll be there. I’m not leaving until Saturday. Don’t tell me you’d have missed me?’

      ‘As if.’ He pulled a face. ‘You know, I used to run a studio in New York. It was a dump when we first saw it, a basement under a sports store near Seventh Avenue. Peeling paint, piles of trash, no windows. We cleaned it up and repainted it in fall colours, like Halloween year-round. My favourite holiday.’

      ‘Sounds amazing. Who’s we?’

      A ripple of emotion crossed his face. ‘Me and Danica.’

      ‘Dance partner?’

      ‘Yes, and … my fiancée.’ He frowned. ‘Not anymore.’

      Jade wasn’t aware he’d been engaged. She avoided asking about his private life, didn’t want him to think she was interested.

      Before she could decide whether to pursue it or let it drop, he went on. ‘We had a friend who was a brilliant artist. Steven Walling. Heard of him?’

      Jade shook her head.

      ‘He’s famous now, but back then, he was yet to be discovered. Danica complained that the basement didn’t have a view, so Stevie painted a mural of wooden-framed windows along one wall. He brought the outdoors into the studio in a sweeping panorama. Drifting clouds on an aqua sky. Doves. A mountain range in the distance.’ Anton stopped in silence that approached reverence.

      Jade had never heard him so expansive. ‘Why’d you leave New York?’

      He sniffed and pressed play. ‘This is the song I wanted.’

      Jade recognised the music: ‘Sentimientos’ – feelings.

      Anton returned to the dance hold and rocked her as a parent might sway a sleeping child. She closed her eyes and placed each step with care.

      When the song ended, Jade lowered her arms, but Anton drew her back to him as the song surged again on repeat.

      They glided across the floor until the music died a second time. Anton held her, waiting for the music.

      The soaring notes continued in an endless loop until a shrill buzzer knocked them out of their tango trance.

      Anton released Jade. ‘I have to check on Mom.’ He raced through the door to the covered walkway leading to the house he shared with his mother.

      Jade had met Isabella several times when Anton had asked his mother to video some of their routines. Jade remembered her as skittish, grey-haired, with a face full of secrets, nothing like Jade’s mother, who was all bold colours, kaftans and straight talk. Anton was protective of Isabella, attentive. For all his impatience as a teacher, he seemed endlessly tolerant of his mother.

      Jade remained stranded in the middle of the dance floor as rain battered the windows. The music resumed once more, so she practiced making patterns on the floor with her toes. Catching her stooped posture in the mirror, she rolled back her shoulders, puffed out her chest and found a better stance.

      Urgent footsteps echoed in the corridor, and Anton burst through the door. ‘Help! Mom’s having a heart attack.’

      Jade ran after him through the walkway into a sparsely furnished family room where Isabella rocked on the couch, clutching her chest. A sheen of sweat coated her forehead.

      Jade crouched beside her. ‘Try to relax your breathing.’

      Isabella reached for her hand and whispered, ‘Look after him for me. He cares about you.’

      Jade covered her concern and surprise. ‘Of course, but you’ll be back here in no time. You can look after him yourself.’ She turned to Anton. ‘Call an ambulance.’

      ‘Too expensive,’ he muttered. ‘It’ll be quicker if I drive.’

      ‘How can I help?’ Jade asked.

      He passed her a set of keys. ‘Open the car so I can get Mom in.’ He lifted Isabella as if she were weightless and rushed outside.

      Rain drummed on the roof of a beat-up grey Honda Civic near the veranda. Jade held a hand over her head, useless against the deluge, and opened the passenger door. Anton rested his mother inside and buckled her seatbelt while she mumbled what sounded like a prayer. Jade passed the keys back to Anton.

      He jumped into the driver’s seat. ‘Can you lock up? Check the studio and leave from there. Pull the door shut behind you.’

      ‘Sure.’

      Spinning his wheels, he tore away.

      Jade hurried under cover and watched until he’d merged into the storm. The organic scent of wet earth struck her, and the wind buffeted two rocking chairs on the front veranda. She dragged them out of the downpour.

      Back inside, Jade pulled the solid oak door closed, muting the storm. The entry hall led back to the family room. On the way, she poked her head into the formal living room to check the windows were shut. Strange. Where pictures should hang or ornaments should sit, blank walls and empty spaces stared back at her, no mementos or knickknacks, only bland furniture and utilitarian objects, as if Anton and his mother had moved in a few weeks earlier rather than two years. They were living like squatters, almost as if they were on the run. Not for the first time, Jade speculated about his background. He’d told her he came from New Orleans but clammed up whenever she asked why he’d moved. Until he’d mentioned Danica today, he’d never spoken about family or friends.

      She pushed open the door on the right of the hall and gaped. Despite the built-in desk and bookshelves, it was more dressing room than study. A full-length mirror stood behind two freestanding clothes racks bulging with dance costumes. Diamantes glittered in the gloom, and a hint of must tainted the air. Jade switched on the light and ran her hands over smooth purple satin, a flounce of yellow feathers and the prickle of silver sequins. Black suits hung alongside a rainbow of shirts. The room was a treasure trove of inspiration, a giant box of dress-ups for grownups.

      She should leave, but that crimson dress on the end of the costume rack begged to be worn, to be brought alive by movement. Unable to resist, she picked it off the rack, held it against herself and imagined sashaying over a dance floor with the lush material hugging her body. She did a little spin. Cinched at the waist, the skirt flared wide, and the split in it would allow a tantalising glimpse of leg.

      The window rattled. Clutching the red fabric, she crossed the room to look outside. A fallen branch lined the driveway. Her breath caught. Was that a person? There – darting into the shadows behind the trees. No, she was acting like a child, her imagination leading her into the dark realms of fantasy. Time to go. She tightened the lock to stop the window shaking and rehung the dress.

      A crack of lightning reflected off the trophies on the bookshelves. Almost immediately, thunder boomed. Curious, Jade stepped closer to the row of ballroom dancer figurines – awards she’d love to earn herself one day. She read the gold plaques: Rising Star Professional American Rhythm, Open Professional American Smooth, on and on, with the names Anton Valencio and Danica Altimore.

      Valencio, not Aguado. Anton must have changed his name. Unless he used a stage name. Valencio sounded familiar, but Jade couldn’t place it.

      A framed picture of Anton and Danica sat on the shelf below the trophies. He had the same dark, wavy hair, olive complexion and hooded eyes, but a twinkle of mischief lit his smile, unlike his usual surly scowl, and he gazed lovingly at his partner. His cheek showed no sign of the question mark scar.

      In another photo, an older couple stood beside them. Anton’s parents? Isabella appeared years younger, voluptuous with sensual lips, barely recognisable as the thin, vulnerable woman Jade had just seen rocking on the couch. Beside Isabella was a thicker-set version of Anton, his dark hair dulled to grey around his face – presumably Anton’s father. He stood, feet apart, arm a little too tight around Isabella’s shoulders.

      Where was Anton’s dad now? And why wasn’t Anton with Danica? Clearly, he wasn’t over her; this whole room was a shrine to their relationship. With a last wistful gaze at the racks of costumes, she switched off the light and shut the door behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Something’s Coming

          

          Jade

        

      

    

    
      The storm finally eased as Jade stepped outside and pulled the studio door closed behind her. A rustic wooden sign hung over the entrance: Rhythm Phoenix Studio. The building couldn’t have been more than twenty or thirty years old. With the size and aesthetic of a barn, it made Jade feel as if she were on the set of a Western movie. A short, covered walkway connected it to Anton’s two-storied home.

      Jade hoped Isabella was okay; she understood the vulnerability that came crashing down when a parent was sick. Last month, her mother had needed a biopsy for breast cancer, and Jade had been ready to jump on the next plane for the twenty-hour journey separating her from home. Thank God, the test results had come back negative.

      She climbed into her beloved white Corolla and wound down Anton’s slippery driveway into The Woodlands, a master-planned community about thirty miles north of Houston. A social bubble for well-heeled professionals, its circular roads and myriad of cul-de-sacs ensured no homes or shops faced a main road. Jade could understand why Anton had moved there – he’d find no shortage of potential clients who could afford dance lessons. She’d chosen it to be close to work. A band of trees disguised the buildings: a jumble of pines, cypresses and shrubs. Fall had painted the towering oaks golden, but winter had stripped the leaves and left them muddied on the ground. Australia’s gumtrees were so different with their year-round foliage.

      All the way home, Jade mulled over why Anton had split up with Danica when he so clearly still adored her. It must be thrilling to be loved so fiercely and to adore someone in return. She’d had a few boyfriends, but not one had made her light up like Anton and Danica in those photos. As soon as a man got too close, she found a reason to ditch him, and when she did, she deleted all her photos of him and his correspondence. It was all or nothing with her.

      She pulled into a sprawling collection of stuccoed, three-storied buildings. Her ground floor apartment peeked at the street from behind trees. Little more than a place to crash, it didn’t yet feel like home. In a home, you shared time with family or friends, but here in The Woodlands, Jade had neither. Sure, she went out for drinks with her colleagues from time to time, but she’d made no meaningful connections since she’d arrived. Her acquaintances rarely developed into soulmates. She saw true friendship, like happiness, as ephemeral. Truth was, Anton was the closest she had to a friend, and even though he could be brusque to the point of being rude, she enjoyed spending time with him. Maybe they’d bonded because they were both new to this town, displaced and lonely. Or perhaps they’d connected through their common urge to create something meaningful, whether through dance or the written word.

      She dumped her bag on the kitchen counter and grabbed her laptop from the coffee table. Impatient to unlock the mystery of Anton’s name, she threw a pile of unironed clothes onto the floor – she really should get around to buying a laundry basket – and sat in her IKEA armchair. A search for Anton Valencio revealed a raft of headlines:

      
        
        Ballroom Champion Danica Altimore Murdered

        Vince Valencio Arrested for Murder of Ballroom Dancer

        Danica Altimore Murder Unsolved

      

      

      Jade’s breaths came faster. She imagined how Anton must have felt after his fiancée was murdered: gut-wrenching horror, fury and pain that could engulf him whole. No wonder Anton was a hot mess of emotion.

      Jade was all too familiar with the cruel fluctuations of grief. Eighteen months earlier, her best friend Elena had suicided at just twenty-four years old. Elena’s death had made Jade feel as though her insides had been scraped out and placed in a blender. She’d recovered from the initial shock, but no matter how many months passed, darkness lingered: self-blame, images of the anguish in Elena’s mother’s eyes, and Jade’s parents’ constant hovering, as if they were afraid Jade would take the same path.

      She clicked on one of the articles dated two and a half years ago.

      

      
        
        Vince Valencio Suspected in Ballroom Champion’s Murder

      

      

      
        
        New Orleans police have named Vince Valencio as a person of interest in the murder of his son’s fiancée, Danica Altimore. Ms. Altimore, 27, was killed in a drive-by shooting at the Metairie studio she ran with her fiancé, Anton Valencio. Mr. Valencio, also injured in the incident, was released into police protection after a short hospital stay.

        Mr. Valencio’s father, Vince Valencio, is believed to have associations with Louisiana drug lord, Rex Buchman.

        Police detective Dennis Duval said, ‘This has all the signs of a revenge killing. We suspect Anton Valencio was the true target.’

        A week before her murder, Ms. Altimore and Mr. Valencio won the prestigious Emerald Ball Professional Open American Rhythm Championship.

        Ms. Altimore was known as a friendly, dedicated performer and a much-loved coach.

      

      

      Jade searched for images of Anton Valencio. Her screen crowded with pictures of Anton and Danica doing dips and spins. In one, they held a trophy aloft. Lithe and slender, Danica had a beaming smile and a halo of dark hair. The article mentioned Anton was injured. Had his scar come from the shooting?

      Jade clicked on another article.

      

      
        
        Vince Valencio Cleared

      

      

      
        
        The trial of Vince Valencio for the murder of ballroom dance champion Danica Altimore concluded today with the jury returning a not guilty verdict.

        Vince Valencio’s son, Anton Valencio, who was Ms. Altimore’s fiancé and dance partner, was a key prosecution witness in the trial.

        Despite Anton Valencio’s emotional testimony, there was not enough evidence to secure a conviction.

        Vince Valencio maintained his innocence throughout and thanked his defence team for their support.

      

      

      Jade tapped her nails against the edge of her laptop. This explained why Anton was estranged from his family, and why he never advertised his studio, instead recruiting students like Jade from the local salsa club or by word of mouth.

      Jade recognised she was sitting on a potentially explosive cold case. If she could solve who killed Danica, her career would progress from writing up the local school events to meaty crime. The mere thought of embarking on such a powerful story gave her a buzz as strong as the time she’d done a tandem skydive.

      She picked up the phone and called Brooke Hammel, a private investigator Jade’s newspaper contracted when required. Work hadn’t sanctioned this story, so Jade would need to pay Brooke herself. God knew where she’d find the money for a PI. Her salary barely covered the cost of living and her dance lessons. She’d have to eat in every night and cancel her streaming subscriptions, even sacrifice some dance classes, although that seemed self-defeating when she needed to spend time with Anton to figure out what had happened. As a last resort, she could call her parents, although at twenty-six, she was too old to go cap-in-hand to the bank of Mum and Dad.

      Her parents hadn’t wanted her to come to Houston in the first place. They couldn’t understand her need to flee Melbourne and its constant reminders of Elena. Everywhere Jade looked, she saw ghosts of their friendship: restaurants where they’d eaten, trains they’d taken, the school and university they’d attended. Worst of all was passing their old apartment, where they’d taken their first steps of independence and financial freedom. They’d learnt to cook paella, drunk themselves silly on rum and Coke, and shared stories about their bitchy bosses and failed relationships. They’d had rip-roaring arguments about whose turn it was to clean the bathroom or who’d finished the milk or bread without replacing it. And there, Jade had found Elena splayed on her bedroom floor, red hair flaming against the cream carpet, lifeless, an empty pill packet beside her.

      If Jade were brutally honest, she’d run away from her parents too – their suffocating love and expectations. The opportunity to take part in an exchange program with a newspaper in Houston had presented a unique opportunity for a clean break.

      ‘Hello,’ Brooke answered, interrupting Jade’s bleak thoughts.

      After swapping pleasantries, Jade asked, ‘Can you do a private job for me?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Do you have any contacts in New Orleans?’

      ‘Sure.’

      Jade treaded carefully. Assuming Anton was in hiding, she didn’t want to blow his cover. ‘This needs to stay miles under the radar. I can’t have it coming back to me or you. No links to Texas.’

      ‘Noted.’ Brooke was a woman of few words, but by reputation, she was the best in the business.

      ‘I need everything you can get on Vince Valencio, Rex Buchman and the murder of Danica Altimore. Rex is a drug lord, and Vince is connected to him in some way. Vince was tried for Danica’s murder.’

      ‘Rex Buchman?’ Brooke whistled. ‘It’ll be a long report. Are you sure you want to mess with these guys? The Valencios, and more so the Buchmans, are hardcore.’

      ‘Just do some gentle digging. What harm can it do?’

      Brooke gave a dark chortle. ‘By the time we find out, it’ll be too late.’

      Jade paused. Surely Brooke was being overly cautious; the crime families lived in another state. If anything went wrong, she could stop her inquiries at a moment’s notice – her boss didn’t even know she was dipping her toe in these murky waters. She’d only present her findings if the story proved worth reporting. How could she take herself seriously as a journalist if she avoided any investigation with an element of danger? ‘As long as you’re in, I’m in.’

      ‘Fine. Give me a week,’ Brooke said.

      ‘No worries. I’ll be in New York next week, back in Houston after that. Maybe we could have lunch then?’

      ‘Sounds good.

      They wrapped up the call.

      Jade was already halfway through her year in Houston, and a story like this would take weeks, even months, to research and craft. But with her connection to Anton, she’d have the inside word, a human-interest story about the impact of crime. Anton was the focus – his pain, vulnerability and panache. She could see the headline now, ‘Death on the Dance Floor’.

      Ironically, she’d hightailed it to Houston to escape her loss, only to gravitate to a man in the throes of grief. She could have attended other mainstream dance studios in The Woodlands, but their instructors didn’t inspire her the way Anton did. His self-destructive edge equally thrilled and terrified her. She brushed away a pang of guilt about profiting from his pain; if she found out who did it and they were put away, Anton could come out of hiding. Solving this case was her chance to make her mark before going home to Australia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Life in the Fast Lane

          

          Nadeska (Three days later and three hundred and sixty miles to the east)

        

      

    

    
      I traipsed into my bedroom and dumped my work bag by the bed. Everything about the room irritated me: the damask curtains, the old-fashioned architraves and ceiling roses, even the high ceilings. That probably makes me sound like a diva, because plenty of people love that style, but I resented it because it made me think of Mom. I know it’s lame I was still living with my family – or what was left of it – in my thirties, but besides dinners, we did our own thing. The house sure was big enough; I had my own wing, so there was no motivation to leave. It was in Elmwood, a snooty New Orleans suburb where politicians rubbed shoulders with doctors, lawyers, IT experts and people like us. Some labelled my father a criminal, even though they couldn’t prove it, but I preferred the term entrepreneur. As for me? I was an accountant, and a mighty fine one if I do say so myself.

      I was leafing through my leather diary when Ivan Klokov rang, a ballroom dancer I’d met through my brother, Anton. I frowned; a call from Ivan was rarely good news. Once upon a time he’d fawned all over me – even now, I reckoned he’d come running if I gave a lick of interest – but my attention lay elsewhere. Eventually, he’d moved on and married a police officer, who’d proved a useful source of information and was the reason I stayed in Ivan’s good graces. Unfortunately, it also shifted the balance of power in his direction.

      ‘Hi. Everything okay?’

      ‘Yes, well no, well … seems a police officer reviewed the files on Danica’s murder. Everything in them already came out in court, but I thought you should know.’

      My stomach lurched. ‘Who’d dredge this up again now? And why? They’ve already dragged Dad through the courts. What more do they want?’

      ‘No clue. Has anything changed? Does Vince have new staff? Is he hanging out with anyone different? And what about you?’

      I paced to my second-floor window overlooking the formal front garden, where hedges framed dormant roses and lavender bushes, and considered our staff.

      ‘We have four guards at home’—each named for a radio call sign: Sierra, Oscar, Zulu and Echo—‘who’ve been with us for years. Mavis, our cook, has been with us for decades. At work, I’ve had the same receptionist for five years. I can’t believe any of them are involved. It’s gotta be Anton.’

      My stupid brother. Anton was stubborn as hell. Even after a jury declared Dad not guilty, Anton couldn’t – or wouldn’t – let it go. Dad was no murderer. The only thing I didn’t understand was why he didn’t put his considerable resources towards figuring out who did it. He probably assumed it was our family friend Rex Buchman, who, if we’re throwing labels around, really was a criminal, in fact, the most feared criminal in New Orleans. Casting blame on him would only lead to more bloodshed.

      After it all went down, Anton had run away like a wounded bear. His desertion wouldn’t have been quite so bad if he’d gone alone, but in an act of sheer spite, he took Mom with him, ripping our family in half. At a stretch, I could understand his defection, but Mom? It was beyond my comprehension that she’d left too, abandoning Dad, my brother Carl and me. These days, whenever I turned to Mom for cooking advice, to share a funny story about Carl, or to complain about Dad, I faced a big black hole. She’d made her own decision to leave, and I hated her for that, but I held Anton responsible for feeding her all those lies about Dad.

      I finished my call with Ivan and sat at my desk, intent on figuring out how to track down my brother. If I found him, I could stop him uncovering more dirt on the family and bring Mom home, which would prove my worth to Dad. Then finally, he might let me join the family business.

      I scribbled random facts about Anton in my diary: his love of dance, penchant for crawfish boils, obsession with soccer, wardrobe full of costumes and constant need for remedial massages. None of it mapped a pathway to his hideout. I listed his friends and ex-girlfriends, not that he’d kept in touch with many of them even before he’d bolted. When he’d started dating Danica, he’d lost interest in everyone else and only cared about her.

      The longer I stared at my notes, the stronger my desire grew to rip them into shreds. Patience was not my middle name; nothing got me riled like lining up at a gas station after an oil crisis or being put on hold when calling a phone company. I couldn’t see any shortcut to finding Anton. All I could think was to return to each of our dance studios. The staff hadn’t been questioned for nearly two years. Not that Anton would go anywhere near them – he wasn’t that careless – but the studios would have had turnover, and in the incestuous dance world, one of the new instructors might know his whereabouts. It was time I toured our studios.

      Dad didn’t like surprises, so rather than kick-starting my idea without consultation, I gathered my notes – and my courage – and hurried down the marble staircase and along the wide hallway to his study.

      Hand poised to knock, I glanced at my black trousers. Dad preferred me in colourful dresses. I usually ignored his archaic idiosyncrasies, but if I swapped my khaki shirt for that ridiculous floral number he’d given me for my last birthday – more suited to a schoolgirl than a woman in her mid-thirties – he might be more receptive.

      Just as I turned away, the study door opened, and Echo walked out, Rex’s son. It might seem weird for the son of the boss to work for someone lower down the crime hierarchy, but I figured Echo was more spy than guard, keeping an eye on Dad’s operation. Not classically good-looking, more rugged than handsome, he had a broad nose and deep-set eyes. I’d always found bad boys alluring. More precisely, I’d always found Echo irresistible.

      He narrowed his eyes. ‘Can I help you?’

      I bristled. Dad paid Echo to be suspicious, but we’d known each other since we were toddlers. We grew up together, sharing ghost stories, weed and a dirty sense of humour. I even took him to my high school prom. He was my first and only crush – an infatuation from which I’d never recovered. We still slept together now and then, so he had no business treating me as if I’d been spying through the keyhole.

      He burst out laughing. ‘Just messing with you.’

      My cheeks burned. ‘I need to see Dad.’ I forgot about changing clothes; I had to do this before I lost my nerve.

      Echo brushed my arm as he reached to open the door, lingering in contact longer than necessary. Even with Dad so close, my body awoke at his touch. I ignored the rush of heat between my legs and pushed past him.

      Dad barely glanced up from his ledger, the ubiquitous leather-bound tome that held the mysteries of his company accounts. He kept official records on his computer, but as Dad always lectured, ‘If you want something off the books, keep it off electronics. Deleting data is harder than you think. This ledger? One copy. Never leaves this room. If I need to get rid of evidence, I’ll burn it. Believe me, this strategy has saved me more than once.’

      ‘What is it, Nadeska? I’m busy.’

      I opened my mouth, but my rehearsed speech died on my lips. How best to sell this?

      Dad ran his hand through his thick hair – distinctly more salt than pepper since Mom had left us. The lines in his brow had deepened, and anger simmered just below the surface. But I was about to change all that.

      His eyes flickered across to me. ‘Do you have to dress like GI Jane?’

      ‘Dad, please. Can we just…’

      He sighed and motioned for me to sit.

      Perched on the edge of a wooden-backed chair in front of his desk, I rubbed my palms on my trousers. ‘I have an idea. Hear me out before you pass judgment.’

      ‘All right, but be quick.’

      ‘Mom and Anton’—I paused for effect—‘it’s time to find them.’

      Dad rested his right elbow on his chair arm and flexed his hands, stiff with rheumatism. ‘We’ve been through this before.’ He’d gone on a three-day drinking binge after Anton and Mom disappeared. Then his search began. And failed. Now he refused to talk about them at all, as if I’d never had a brother or a mother. ‘I’ve searched everywhere. There’s nothing more to do.’

      I didn’t buy his submission. His square jaw, the steel in his eyes … Dad never gave up on anything that mattered. No, he was merely on hiatus, catching his breath before he thought of a fresh approach. And I was about to give him exactly that with a side serving of urgent motivation.

      ‘Someone checked out Danica’s case file. Anton must be behind it. We need to find him and put a stop to it.’

      Vince shrugged, skilled at not showing his true emotions. ‘Let him try. I’m innocent. Besides, double jeopardy. They’ve already put me through a trial. They can’t do it again.’

      ‘All the same. I’m sure you don’t want more police attention. What if they delve deeper into your business dealings? I know you tried to find him, but time has passed.’

      He clenched his jaw. ‘What are you proposing?’

      ‘We need to revisit the studios.’

      ‘I have staff on the lookout at all of them. No one’s seen him.’

      ‘The old staff are probably loyal to him, but new instructors might be more helpful. Maybe someone simply needs to ask the right questions.’

      I caught Dad’s glimmer of understanding before he said, ‘I don’t want you anywhere near this.’ A bead of sweat shone on his forehead, and he hesitated before going on. ‘Leave it alone.’

      ‘I thought⁠—’

      ‘You thought what? I’d be grateful if you found those traitors? What was the first lesson I taught you growing up?’ He thumped his walnut desk. ‘Loyalty. Loyalty to family, no matter what.’

      My chin quivered; he was treating me like a teenager breaking curfew. I deserved better. And he was missing the point. If we didn’t shut down this investigation, who knew where it might lead?

      He motioned at the door. ‘Go now. I told you, I’m busy.’

      Seething, I scrambled to leave. Why did I let him hold sway over me? No matter what I did, I’d never win his approval.

      I trudged back upstairs to my room and, lying on my bed, studied the ornate light fitting, where a spider had spun a crafty web. Anton, damn Anton. Seven years my junior, he’d disrupted our lives since the day he was born.

      I closed my eyes and pictured Mom pregnant with him, back before we were rich, when we lived in a shaky old house with a leaky roof and buckled floorboards. One stormy day, the big old pine tree in our front yard toppled over, crashed through the living room roof and landed inches from Mom and me. The roots ripped a hole in the ground the size of a small car. It was a miracle we weren’t killed. The phone line came down, so Dad went out to get help.

      Almost immediately, Mom’s labour pains started, three weeks early.

      By the time Dad came home, it was too late to make a dash for the hospital, so Mom gave birth to Anton at home.

      Twenty-nine years later, Mom’s primal labour screams still haunted my nightmares. And perhaps Anton’s wild start explained why he was always at the centre of family controversy.

      I needed to put a stop to all that. Double jeopardy or not, an investigation into Danica’s death posed a risk to the family. The police couldn’t get Dad for Danica’s murder, but with the right motivation, they might get him for money laundering. They already had their suspicions. I didn’t care what Dad said, I’d go ahead and find Anton and Mom myself.

      I returned to my desk, picked up my diary and planned a trip to every one of Dad’s studios. One way or another, I’d stop Anton from reigniting the case, and if I could persuade Mom to come home, so much the better.
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