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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    PEOPLE WHO THOUGHT THEATRES were dead romantic should take a shufti backstage, thought Jake Porter, assistant stage manager of the Bromgrove Royal Court, sniffing grimly as he inhaled a pungent potpourri of smells: over one hundred years of dust; horse glue; fire-retardant spray; methylated spirits; rotting costumes; plus an all-pervading smell of sweaty feet and bodies which seemed to seep through every crack, joist and beam in the building. To say nothing of additional aromatherapy provided by the under-stage canteen whose last week’s lasagne, carrots and cabbage came wafting up through the dip-traps, where innumerable cables were plugged safely out of the way under the stage floor. 
 
    And yet, blinking mole-like in the gloom of the unlighted theatre, Jake felt the familiar excitement. A curious sense of wonder and mystery, as though the powdery labyrinth of scenery, props and make-up boxes were the portals to an enchanted kingdom. 
 
    He had never expected to feel like this when he applied for the job on completion of his HNC Diploma in Performing Arts at Bromgrove University. Saw it as a stepping stone to a career in corporate events management – more ‘blue-chip’, as his trainee solicitor girlfriend put it. But something about the outwardly unprepossessing little red-brick theatre behind the council offices in Bromgrove town centre had seized hold of his imagination, so that the peacock-blue and gold auditorium, its tiers rising trimly like some celestial confectionary, whispered to him of bewitched palaces, princes and princesses – a world utterly removed from the grey reality of everyday. And then came the dancers whose steps seemed to grow out of their bodies as if they had drawn them on the air. 
 
    The theatre was home to two companies, Bromgrove Ballet and The Bromgrove Players, which shared its facilities (more or less amicably) on a rotating basis. For the next fortnight, in the run-up to Christmas, the ballet company would be preparing The Nutcracker as its seasonal offering for the good burghers of Bromgrove. It was a safe bet for the festive period, thought Jake, with all the fantasy toys and animals. The kids were bound to love it, especially the bit where the Rat King and his mice fought the Nutcracker Doll. He gave a pleasurable shudder as he recalled the sinister be-whiskered headdresses created for the production by students at Bromgrove College of Art. Harry Potter, eat your heart out! 
 
    Come to think of it, he should check the inventory for the Sunday load-in, now that the removal lorries had disgorged The Nutcracker props and scenery through the dock doors. Better get down to the basement and crack on, otherwise it would be evening before he knew it. He didn’t much fancy the idea of being alone with the Royal Court’s resident ghost – a doorkeeper who, so the story went, murdered the young ballerina with whom he had been infatuated and would nightly haunt the upper circle to watch her perform. ‘It’s a load of old bollocks,’ was Jake’s invariable response to reports of a ‘cold spot’ or icy draughts, but he nevertheless tried to avoid late nights on his own. 
 
    Making his way to the side door at the front of the auditorium, Jake ascertained that it was already dark outside. After the mustiness backstage, the cold crisp winter air made him feel giddy, like wine that had gone straight to his head. He took two or three deep breaths and then slipped back inside. 
 
    Then it was round to the basement via the infamously named ‘back passage’, and along twisting corridors painted institutional green and cream, avoiding caged-in belching hot pipes, till he came to the docking area. 
 
    Incredible to think that, from this forest of painted flats, endless wicker baskets and rail after rail of costumes, there would emerge a magical dream world of incredible effects. At that moment, the dingy subterranean space felt more like a mortuary. 
 
    Unfortunate comparison. 
 
    Jake was suddenly acutely aware of the silence, broken only by the hollow percussive rattling and creaking of assorted pipes and rafters. 
 
    Clearing his throat, he squinted at his clipboard and sighed. 
 
    God, it would take forever to work through this lot. For all that he badly wanted to impress his pernickety superior Ted Murphy, Jake’s enthusiasm took a sharp nosedive as he surveyed all the paraphernalia of the new ballet … wigs, shoes and box after box of accessories. All in marked white canvas bags, like schoolkids’ luggage at boarding school. The thought made him grin. That’s what some of the dancers were like. Big overgrown kids. He’d never forget his shock when one tiny bejewelled ballerina came off stage swearing like a trooper. ‘If your fucking boss can’t sort out that fucking scenery how I fucking want it, then him and me are gonna fall out.’ And with that she splay-footed her way crossly up the wings before floating ethereally back onstage, the perfect incarnation of a swan princess. The memory made him laugh out loud and he suddenly felt better. 
 
    A low thrumming made him start. 
 
    Just some black relay speakers humming quietly. 
 
    No cause for alarm. 
 
    Jake returned his attention to the clipboard. 
 
    Hold on. 
 
    Mannequins. What was that all about? 
 
    Then his brain cleared. Oh yeah, that must be for the Land of Sweets in the second act. Life-size lollipops … Liquorice Allsorts or some such… 
 
    But where were they, these mannequins? 
 
    Wait a minute … wasn’t that a dummy propped up against the rail with the drapes and cloths for the masking flats? 
 
    Jake frowned. The figure didn’t have the right headdress… It looked like it was wearing the Rat King mask… 
 
    He felt an unaccountable repugnance creep over him at the sight of the eerily lifelike costume, coupled with a strange reluctance to go nearer. 
 
    Come on, lad, get a grip, he told himself. It’s a kiddies’ fairy tale, not Nightmare on Elm Street. 
 
    And still he stood there, irresolute. 
 
    Above, in the auditorium, he thought he heard a door slam. But he knew he was the only one left in the building. Everyone else had gone for the night… 
 
    Bracing his shoulders, Jake returned to the matter in hand. Time to check out these mismatched props. 
 
    One foot nearer. Two feet nearer. And then his heart stopped. 
 
    The dummy wasn’t a dummy. 
 
    Some bloke was sitting there wearing the Rat King’s fibreglass head. 
 
    God, he’d kill the lads for this. Nearly gave him a coronary. Bloody stupid stunt to pull. 
 
    ‘Okay, mate,’ he said hoarsely, looking around as though expecting a bevy of sniggering stagehands to emerge from the shadows. ‘Joke’s over. You’ve had your fun.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Take that thing off. I’ve got work to do here.’ 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Tentatively, he reached out a hand. 
 
    At his touch, the figure toppled over, the massive head piece splitting in two as it crashed to the ground. 
 
    Jake’s gaze was riveted to the face released from its balaclava-like prison. He realized that somewhere deep inside, he had known all along he was looking at a body, not a living, breathing human being. 
 
    George Baranov. Bromgrove Ballet’s resident choreographer. Nicknamed ‘Rat’ because of his funny habit of sniffing and twitching his upper lip at the same time, a tic which exposed his pointed front teeth. 
 
    How sickeningly appropriate that he was dressed for his maker as the Rat King. 
 
    Then Jake saw the paperknife protruding from the dead man’s back. 
 
    With shaking hands, he reached for his mobile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    1. Another World 
 
    AS HE SAT ON his favourite bench behind Bromgrove Police Station at 6 a.m. on Monday morning, DI Gilbert (‘Gil’) Markham was feeling distinctly ambivalent about the forthcoming festive season. When he was growing up, Christmas was always the bleakest time of the year. It was his stepfather’s winter, and he froze the teenager out … except for the times when he lurched home from the pub and climbed the stairs to Markham’s room, plunging the boy into a world of abusive secrets that no-one dared acknowledge. Even now, his stomach muscles roped themselves into double knots at the memory… 
 
    With an effort, Markham forced the malign genie back into its box and looked about him. 
 
    Bracingly cold and still, there was something in the air that promised snow… He decided he would like it if the town turned white, transforming the blackened Victorian Town Hall and ancient terraces of St Chad’s cemetery into aerial masterpieces of delicate tracery, the familiar landmarks somehow newly baptised. 
 
    Despite the biting chill, the DI lingered, his breath steaming in the air, thinking about the previous night’s call out and the acned thin-faced lad who had met him at the Bromgrove Royal Court. 
 
    Markham had rather taken to Jake Porter, but felt an immediate distaste for his boss Ted Murphy – self-important, rotund and piggy-eyed with a ginger comb-over through which his balding pate shone greasily under the police arc lights. Murphy showed more concern for his own credentials as stage manager than compassion for the murdered choreographer who had met such a grotesque end. ‘How could something like this have happened?’ he rapped at the hapless Jake, his voice shrill with resentment, as though he held his youthful subordinate personally responsible. Altogether an unattractive character whom Markham was glad to consign to one of the SOCOs while he gently talked the assistant stage manager through his discovery, moving on to speak easily of general things until Jake had recovered his composure. 
 
    There had been something oddly moving about Jake’s star-struck reverence for the dancers. 
 
    ‘They’re ever so disciplined,’ he had hiccoughed. ‘Stamina like you wouldn’t believe.’ 
 
    Gradually, almost inconsequentially, Markham brought the talk round to the stage manager’s role. 
 
    ‘Oh, he starts a performance and makes sure everything happens at the right time.’ 
 
    ‘And during the show?’ Markham prompted. 
 
    ‘Then it’s all about pressing buttons and cueing in the sound, lighting, music an’ all that… I usually sit in the prompt corner and give directions through a microphone.’ 
 
    The DI was willing to bet that Ted Murphy ensured the youngster did most of the donkey work and took the flak for any pratfalls. 
 
    As though reading his mind, Jake said apologetically, ‘Things do go wrong sometimes.’ He gave a watery grin. ‘Last year when we did The Nutcracker, one of the lads dancing a toy soldier leaned against the proscenium arch – that’s the wooden frame that goes round the stage – and an old lady in the front row reached over and tapped his knee to see if he wanted a sweet. He got such a shock he actually told her, “No, thank you.”’ The smile faded. ‘After that, Ted … Mr Murphy was dead strict about front-of-house checks. Said he didn’t want us looking like amateurs.’ 
 
    ‘Presumably he couldn’t police the dancers, though.’ Markham chuckled. ‘I mean, it must get quite busy in the wings with all the performers and stagehands.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ Jake nodded vehemently. ‘It’s like Piccadilly Circus, but acoustics mean the noise doesn’t carry.’ He ducked his head shyly. ‘I’ve seen all sorts. Last year one bloke came off saying his partner had nearly strangled him. Another lad came off and was sick all over the girls’ shoes. And there’s lots of swearing … all down to nerves, you see.’ Markham raised his eyebrows. ‘Straight up. They may look light as a feather on stage, but you should see them when they come off – drenched in sweat and winded … almost punch drunk.’ The young man blushed. ‘I remember one time I had to help a girl by holding her hands above her head so she could breathe more easily. Otherwise she couldn’t have gone on and done her next solo.’ 
 
    ‘And Mr Baranov?’ Almost imperceptibly, Markham had brought their conversation round to the murder victim. 
 
    Jake swallowed hard. ‘Mr Murphy dealt with him mainly.’ No doubt there was a clear division of labour, thought Markham grimly, big shots receiving Murphy’s personal attention while lesser mortals were palmed off on his deputy. 
 
    ‘Mr Baranov split his time between us and ENB – that’s the English National Ballet – and he went abroad to work for other companies as well,’ the assistant stage manager said with touching pride. ‘It’s like everyone wanted a piece of him.’ His eyes suddenly bright with tears, he hiccoughed again. ‘“Don’t rape me. Everybody rape me. I must have cup of tea first.” That’s what Mr Baranov used to say when folk were pestering him… He could be really funny… Someone said he’d trained his cat to do jetés and jumps … all kinds of stuff…’ 
 
    The DI knew delayed shock when he saw it and swiftly summoned the paramedics. 
 
    ‘People said he could be really difficult, Mr Markham.’ Jake Porter almost whispered the words, as though guilty of some appalling heresy. ‘But it was just cos he cared so much… He was always telling the dancers, “Every time you perform, you must give your lifeblood.”’ A disturbing analogy in the circumstances. 
 
    Markham dragged his thoughts back to the present, feeling the familiar rush of adrenalin that always accompanied the start of an investigation. 
 
    The ballet’s moonlit atmosphere of love and enchantment wouldn’t blind him, he vowed, wouldn’t stop him revealing whatever festered in the shadows beyond the spotlights. Sometimes he felt that the souls of all those violently snatched from life danced at his heels, as though he was the Pied Piper of Death. And now there was one more added to their number. If he could track down Baranov’s killer, perhaps the Russian maestro would reconfigure the pattern – transpose the mournful music to a different harmony and set Markham’s ghostly pursuers free… 
 
    The DI shivered. Wouldn’t do to start getting fanciful, he told himself. This case had the makings of something very nasty. There had been something deeply personal – something mocking and insulting – in the way the corpse had been posed with that macabre headdress. Passing for normal amongst his or her neighbours, the murderer nonetheless marched to the beat of a different drummer. Which could mean that this was just the beginning… 
 
    Markham shivered again. 
 
    Jake Porter’s sketch of George Baranov, slight as it was, had brought the dead man momentarily to life. A quirky temperamental character so devoted to his art that even his cat was a performer. No doubt such a man had his enemies. 
 
    There had been affection and admiration, as well as genuine grief, in the assistant stage manager’s broken little tribute. Markham was glad of it, being in no doubt that before the day was very much older, his investigation would likely be swamped by a tidal wave of gossip, innuendo and self-serving tittle tattle. Jake’s self-important boss certainly looked the type to dish the dirt, the DI thought with a spasm of disgust. 
 
    He recalled Baranov’s face. Handsome, delicately boned and slightly oriental with high cheekbones and a hawk-like nose, thinning silver hair and a bald spot. The choreographer’s expression was shuttered, peaceful, as though he had travelled deep inside himself to another country. Markham hoped that it might be so. 
 
    The cold was getting to his bones. Time to make a move. 
 
    There was nothing particularly Christmassy about the station entrance foyer, unless one counted a few forlorn tinsel streamers and a miniature, gaudily decorated tree sitting at a drunken angle on the reception desk. Jean, the motherly front counter clerk, gave him a cheery wave as he headed for the lift which would take him up to CID. 
 
    At least it was toasty warm, Markham thought with satisfaction as he walked through the open-plan outer office to his own glassed-in corner cubicle with its unrivalled views of the station car park. The temperamental heating system which no-one seemed able to turn off spring or summer, with the result that the place felt like some sort of tropical rain forest, undoubtedly came into its own at the fag end of the year. 
 
    As he passed DS George Noakes’s frowsy workstation, Markham did a double take. 
 
    The old devil had swiped reception’s advent calendar and prised open the little windows to fish out the chocolate treats. Such bare-faced larceny would no doubt have Jean on the warpath before long. 
 
    The DI grinned as he settled himself behind a desk dotted with piles of manila folders and paperwork. 
 
    Typical Noakes, he thought as he awaited his number two, steeling himself for the olfactory assault which invariably announced the DS’s arrival with a cholesterol-laden Christmas Feast from McDonald’s. 
 
    Better keep him well away from the DCI, he reflected. DCI Sidney – or ‘Slimy Sid’ as he was irreverently known by the troops – looked on Noakes with an increasingly jaundiced eye, having little time for the latter’s slobbishness and notably un-PC approach to modern policing which had so far proved stubbornly resistant to any amount of diversity training. 
 
    In vain had Sidney and Superintendent Collier, like a pair of pliers, tried to bend Markham’s ear about Noakes in endless little chats. The DI could recite the litany by heart. ‘Holding you back.’ ‘Drawback to promotion.’ ‘Creating the wrong impression.’ ‘A negative image.’ Essentially it all added up to Guilt by Association. 
 
    But George Noakes was one of Markham’s ‘non-negotiables’, his outspoken tactlessness and obdurate disregard for the force’s shibboleths somehow curiously reassuring in a world where all around him were furiously climbing the greasy pole. 
 
    More than that, the DI felt he wasn’t complete without Noakes. As though his shambling sidekick – a copper’s copper who ‘jus’ wanted to nab villains’ – was the yin to his yang. None of which went down well with his superiors for whom the partnership constituted a big fat blot on his copybook. 
 
    How could he explain to them that his rough diamond DS understood him at a level beyond words? Granted, the man could be unreasonable, exasperatingly capricious, boorish and rude. He had a tendency to sulk and grumble, coupled with a natural suspicion of those with a university ‘educashun’. But for all that, Noakes was instinctively untrusting and often prejudiced. He was also utterly candid and incapable of lying, qualities which Markham had learned to prize above all else. Simultaneously shrewd, cynical and easily hurt, it was as though the sensibilities of a forest pygmy were preserved in a hardbitten member of Bromgrove’s finest. 
 
    ‘People talk about natural sympathies,’ Markham’s ethereal red-haired girlfriend Olivia Mullen was wont to laugh. ‘That’s you and Noakes. The Odd Couple!’ 
 
    Strangely enough, Olivia had taken to Noakes from the first. And he reciprocated with a tongue-tied devotion which rankled somewhat with his redoubtable wife. ‘I believe she’s cast a spell on George,’ Muriel Noakes was wont to declare at the Women’s Guild in a tone that was decidedly brittle. 
 
    The DI had never spoken to Noakes of his childhood domestic trauma and the wasteland of his private life before Olivia. Theirs wasn’t the easy commerce of police canteen culture. But he sensed that Noakes knew, deep down where it mattered. And their many adventures had convinced him that there was no better companion than George Noakes when it came to fighting one’s way out of a tight corner. 
 
    As far as personal grooming went, the man was naturally a walking disaster. The DCI, was recently issued a briefing note regarding ‘appropriate standards of dress’, and Markham was really quite curious to see how Noakes would rise to the occasion. 
 
    And here he was. 
 
    Markham had a quick peek through the half-closed louvered blinds which screened his office from the outer area. 
 
    Oh God. 
 
    The DS looked more like a downmarket country and western singer than one of CID’s elite; his outfit of checked plaid shirt and string tie finished off with a mustard tweed jacket and superannuated George boots. Emphatically not what Sidney had in mind. 
 
    Markham could only imagine Mrs Noakes’s mortification. While he normally didn’t have much time for his DS’s snobbish, overbearing wife, he felt a sneaking sympathy for her unavailing attempts to smarten Noakes up. Otherwise, more or less firmly under the marital cosh, Noakes was impervious to her efforts with the result that she had washed her hands of his day-to-day wardrobe, insisting only that he did not disgrace her when they were jointly ‘on parade’. The shaky bargain had somehow held good, but Markham daily lamented Muriel’s retirement from the sartorial lists. 
 
    Of course, part of the problem was Noakes’s poundage. He was what he would himself call ‘a good armful’, being at least two stone overweight. Together with his pouchy pug-dog face, haystack shock of salt and pepper hair and high colour, he was no-one’s idea of a thrusting homicide detective. And yet, with the DS’s arrival, Markham felt an indefinable sense of well-being. The cornerstone of his team was there. 
 
    ‘Morning, Guv.’ 
 
    Noakes plonked himself down opposite Markham, busily excavating the contents of his McDonald’s takeaway bag and tucking in with the air of a man for whom a turkey stuffing and cranberry muffin represented the summit of gourmet bliss. The DI tried not to look too closely, but the greasy booty made his stomach lurch uneasily. 
 
    As Noakes chomped away, Markham pondered how his DS would respond to the challenge of an investigation in the ballet world. Amongst the many mysteries of Noakes’s protean personality was his passion for ballroom dancing. For a large man, he was surprisingly light on his feet and had met ‘the missus’ at Bromgrove’s Palace Ballroom. Possibly his hobby would overcome an ingrained mistrust of ‘arty types’… 
 
    Noakes’s opening gambit dispelled any such illusions. 
 
    ‘Hear we’ve got a dead Russian poof down the Royal Court,’ he volunteered through a mouthful of festive McMuffin. 
 
    The DI winced perceptibly. It was a sign of things to come. 
 
    ‘For God’s sake, don’t let anyone else hear you talking like that, Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘No disrespect intended, boss,’ the other said equably, ‘but isn’t he one of them Rusky ballet dancers? You know, like that Randolph Neveroff? At least that’s what they’re saying over in Vice.’ 
 
    ‘Then your intelligence is defective, Sergeant,’ came the tart response. ‘George Baranov was a noted ladies’ man and a distinguished choreographer.’ At least he didn’t have to explain to Noakes what choreography was, whereas that lot in Vice would doubtless take it to mean dirty pictures. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ the DS replied thoughtfully, clearly recalibrating his mental landscape. Markham suspected, however, that Noakes would still hold Baranov’s nationality against him, such concepts as Glasnost and Perestroika being unlikely to have engraved themselves deeply on the policeman’s consciousness. No, as far as DS George Noakes was concerned, the Cold War was far from over. 
 
    ‘Morning, Guv, Sarge.’ 
 
    DS Kate Burton’s well-scrubbed face, bare of make-up and framed by a shiny conker-brown pageboy, radiated enthusiasm for the start of a new case. In her crisply tailored pin-striped trouser suit – its severity softened by a white slim-fit T-shirt – and carrying a black leather briefcase (sardonic comment on which gleamed in Noakes’s eye), she was the epitome of an ambitious young CID officer. Newly minted as a DS, she was perennially anxious to better herself, not least because she had faced stiff parental opposition when joining the force and therefore had something to prove. 
 
    Her degree in psychology and right-on credentials (recently burnished by an MA in Gender Studies from Bromgrove University) had initially inspired a degree of apprehension as to how she and Noakes would rub along since they were hardly natural soulmates. Indeed, for a long while Markham had felt as though he was conducting a scientific experiment, in which two substances had been placed in a test tube while he awaited the outcome of some potentially explosive chemical reaction. 
 
    In the event, despite the twin handicaps of Burton’s university education and eager beaver ways, Noakes developed a grudging regard for the new recruit’s dogged tenacity while, for her part, the young DS became increasingly adept at taming the grizzled veteran. 
 
    Unacknowledged by both was the fact that Burton had reason to be grateful to Noakes for his unexpectedly sensitive reaction to the discovery of her hopeless crush on Markham. Hopeless, because Olivia Mullen was the DI’s lodestar and ‘ever-fixed mark’, leaving him with no eyes for anyone else. With a keenness of perception which belied his lumbering exterior, Noakes saw straight to the heart of the matter but never breathed a word to his boss; nor did he make his colleague’s infatuation the butt of any jokes. Instead, he kept Burton’s secret with an impenetrable discretion which had somehow made them allies. 
 
    Of course, now she was engaged to a DS in Fraud, that unhappy time was behind her. Gilbert Markham – the gentle, melancholy detective who was so different from every other policeman she had ever met – was still her ideal of manhood, but this was something she kept very much to herself. A career savvy young detective could not afford to go sighing for the moon… 
 
    ‘Morning, all.’ 
 
    With this cheery greeting, DC Doyle – or the ‘ginger ninja’ as Noakes called him on account of his auburn hair – joined the group, his gangling six-foot three frame filling the doorway. Not long promoted to CID, he prided himself on being a snappy dresser, his ‘put together’ stylishness in marked contrast to the dishevelment of friend and mentor Noakes. Likeable and keen, though occasionally distracted by affairs of the heart (requiring frequent medicinal analysis over a pint), he was always a welcome addition to the team. 
 
    ‘Well-timed, Doyle. Get another chair from outside, will you. One day the powers that be will give me an office fit for purpose. Until then…’ Markham rolled his eyes expressively. 
 
    Once the three of them were squeezed round his desk, the DI filled them in on overnight developments at the Royal Court. 
 
    ‘George Baranov…’ said Burton thoughtfully. ‘Wasn’t there a big feature about him in the Gazette earlier this year?’ She nodded her head vigorously. ‘Yes, I remember now. It was a piece about him and Alexandra Fairlie when Swan Lake was on.’ The DS looked at her colleagues’ blank faces. ‘They called her “Ballet’s first lady of sex”.’ 
 
    Bemusement was suddenly replaced by interest. 
 
    ‘Bit of a goer then, this dancer?’ Noakes asked with heavy casualness. 
 
    ‘Well, Baranov made her a star at the English National Ballet when she was just fifteen. Apparently, he was infatuated – choreographed loads of ballets for her, even wanted to marry her … but she didn’t care for him in that way and married a young soloist when she was nineteen. Baranov was so bitter about it, they ended up leaving the company.’ 
 
    ‘Fair dos,’ put in Doyle. ‘I mean, there must’ve been a massive age gap between her and Baranov.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm … yes, he was sixty-one when they rowed, but they made up eventually and she returned to work for him five years later. Mind you, he wouldn’t let her husband back.’ 
 
    ‘Dirty old man,’ said Noakes succinctly. 
 
    ‘No, I don’t think it was like that,’ Burton replied earnestly, her pageboy swinging with the vehemence of her denial, button-nosed features screwed up in concentration. ‘She talked about it being a love affair without scars – said they had something special but the relationship would have been spoiled if they’d taken it to another level … the real romance was onstage, you see.’ 
 
    Noakes’s expression was eloquent in its disbelief, but Markham was intrigued by this concept of an artistic-emotional time frame which made age and carnality completely irrelevant. 
 
    ‘That’s very interesting, Burton. See if you can look up that article for me.’ 
 
    Burton, head down, was already scribbling in her spandy new notebook. 
 
    Noakes and Doyle exchanged looks. 
 
    ‘A controversial figure by the sound of it,’ Markham mused, remembering the expressive, hollowed-out Slavic face under the Rat King’s mask. 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ Burton was on a roll. ‘He was very temperamental. Nearly ended up in court for slapping a corps de ballet girl who got in his way onstage.’ Observing her colleagues’ mystification, she translated kindly, ‘The corps de ballet are the ones who aren’t soloists.’ 
 
    ‘Like a backing group?’ Doyle wanted to be clear. 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Burton responded brightly. 
 
    ‘What’s with the foreign lingo?’ Noakes enquired belligerently. ‘Why not use ordinary English?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, ballet terms are always given in French.’ Markham could see that the DS was enjoying herself. ‘That’s because ballet began at the court of Louis XIV – the one called the Sun King.’ 
 
    The only response to the impromptu history lesson was a grunt. 
 
    Noakes returned to the attack. 
 
    ‘Dancing’s no job for a bloke,’ he said defiantly, as though daring his colleagues to contradict him. ‘I mean, men in tights prancing around and pointing their toes… I ask you!’ 
 
    ‘Times change, Sergeant. It’s not prissy and effeminate these days. You need tremendous stamina and power.’ Markham recalled Olivia, who was something of a ballet fan, telling him that, in Russia, ballet had always been regarded as an honourable profession for a man, so much so that in the heyday of the famous Mariinsky Theatre, students rode to school in court coaches emblazoned with the czar’s personal emblem, with liveried footmen in front and behind. Since Noakes and Doyle looked as though they’d had quite enough history for one day, he contented himself with adding mildly, ‘Think of dancers as being like athletes.’ 
 
    Unexpectedly, Noakes said, ‘Our Nat had ballet lessons when she was little.’ 
 
    Markham looked at him encouragingly. 
 
    ‘Dead good she was.’ The DS frowned. ‘But, all that jigging up an’ down was a no-no once she, well, you know…’ Awkwardly, he mimed an hourglass figure. 
 
    Natalie Noakes’s embonpoint being one of the wonders of Bromgrove nightlife, the DI struggled to envisage her as an anorexic swan princess, though clearly her ever doting parent fondly regarded it as a major loss to the arts. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ Noakes barrelled on. ‘The missus belongs to the Friends of the Royal Court.’ 
 
    ‘How’s that work?’ asked Doyle. 
 
    ‘They’re like, well, sponsors of the theatre … get to sit in on rehearsals and have meet ’n’ greets for the dancers and whatnot.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be useful to have Mrs Noakes on the inside track, Sergeant.’ 
 
    Noakes bridled with pleasure, transparent as a child, Markham thought with amusement. 
 
    ‘Right,’ he said briskly, ‘Kate and Doyle, I need you to get things organized here and dig up everything you can on George Baranov and the ballet company. Keep the media team briefed as I’m sure the DCI will want to set up a press conference. Noakes and I will head over to the theatre and get the lie of the land.’ 
 
    Snapping her notebook shut with a purposeful air, Burton suppressed a pang. Mystified by the complicity between the DI and Noakes, she yearned to be admitted to Markham’s charmed circle but did not know how to crash the party. No room at the table, she thought sadly as she headed to the outer office, softly clicking the door shut behind her and leaving Markham alone with his thoughts. 
 
    This promised to be an investigation unlike any they had ever experienced, the DI reflected once his subordinates had gone. 
 
    From what he had heard, the world of ballet tended to be a claustrophobic hothouse with its own gods and worshippers – a specialist field from which the general public had always been pretty much excluded. 
 
    And now he was about to let daylight in upon magic. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2. An Alternative Religion 
 
    ‘YOU LOOK QUITE TAKEN with the place, Sergeant. The theatre casts its own spell, doesn’t it? That’s why we call it the “red and gold disease”.’ 
 
    Noakes, evidently relieved that their guide wasn’t a ‘man in tights’, looked approvingly at Sheila Bloom, Bromgrove Ballet Theatre’s wardrobe mistress. Impeccably, if sedately, dressed in a neat twin set, she looked to be in her early sixties. With chalk white hair neatly parted in the middle and marcelled, there was nothing remotely bohemian about her appearance. More like a librarian or civil servant. 
 
    ‘Came here to the panto when I was a kid, luv.’ The DS beamed at her. ‘Took our Nat when she was little an’ all.’ 
 
    The wardrobe mistress smiled back at him. ‘Oh, there’s a wonderful tradition of vaudeville associated with this theatre, Mr Noakes.’ 
 
    Markham warmed to the woman’s friendly, unstuffy manner. Having expected that the unsavoury Ted Murphy would be escorting them in his capacity as stage manager, it was a pleasant surprise to encounter this far more congenial companion. 
 
    ‘Mr Murphy’ll be along later,’ she said as though intuiting the DI’s thoughts. ‘He was called away this morning… Some problem with the sets,’ she added vaguely. ‘In the meantime, I’ll be looking after you.’ 
 
    From their position in the dress circle, they looked down at the stage where a tall, haughty looking dancer in leg warmers and leotard was quivering on pointe at the far right-hand side, grinding her toes into a box with a strange grating sound. 
 
    ‘What’s she doing?’ asked Noakes, watching in fascination. 
 
    ‘Coating her ballet shoes with resin so they won’t slip on the stage. They use white spirit to take off any excess.’ The wardrobe mistress gave a short laugh. ‘Before a performance, you’ll see the ballerinas crossing themselves at the same time, as though they’re performing a special little divertissement for Jesus.’ 
 
    Ignoring them, the dancer moved to the centre of the stage, whipping round in a dizzying series of turns. 
 
    Noakes was transfixed by the sight. 
 
    ‘Now she’s practising spotting,’ came the conspiratorial whisper. ‘It’s a way of avoiding dizziness during pirouettes.’ Their guide pointed overhead. ‘There’s a special blue spotting light up there for the ballerinas to focus on during performance.’ 
 
    For all her glacial beauty, Markham thought the performer had a hard and disdainful expression. 
 
    ‘That’s Isobel Kent, the company’s prima ballerina. We’d better leave her to it,’ said Sheila Bloom with a shrug. 
 
    ‘Where’s the rest of them?’ Noakes asked. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s company class right now. But,’ she pulled a face, ‘Isobel quite often likes to warm up by herself. Away from the common herd, so to speak.’ 
 
    ‘Company class?’ Markham enquired. 
 
    ‘It’s an article of faith in the ballet world, Inspector. Every dancer knows the old saying that if you miss class for one day you know, if you miss class for two days your teacher knows, and if you miss class for three days your audience knows. It’s as essential as brushing your teeth. Even the hardest partying lads are present and correct, no matter what they got up to the night before. Discipline’s their watchword.’ 
 
    The DI was amused to see that Noakes was listening with interest, his idea of male ballet dancers as long-haired beatniks clearly undergoing a rapid transformation. 
 
    Sheila Bloom led them via a backstairs route down to the theatre basement and her own particular domain – a cramped but cosy little cubbyhole festooned with piles of costumes, pointe shoes and wigs displayed on cork blocks, with some rickety stacking-stools propped up against the wall. Swiftly and without fuss, she sorted them each a stool, the two policemen perching opposite her in awkward proximity. 
 
    Observing Noakes’s furtive glances towards the wigs, the wardrobe mistress said, ‘A bit creepy, aren’t they?’ 
 
    ‘What’re they made of?’ 
 
    ‘Natural human hair in the main, though the eighteenth-century type wigs sometimes have yak’s hair in them to make them crinkly. They’re sewn into the hair and glued to dancers’ foreheads. So there’s no danger of them falling off.’ 
 
    ‘How did you get into this business, Miss Bloom?’ 
 
    ‘My sister was studying theatre and used to bring home costumes for me to look at. That, to me, was heaven. I would spread them out on the bed and gaze at them – gaze at them so intensely that I could feel myself actually inside them. I would fondle them for hours, smooth them and smell them.’ She gave a rueful smile. ‘I was like a dope addict.’ 
 
    Markham had noticed surprisingly elegant legs and a graceful economy of movement. He wondered if she had ever dreamed of being a dancer herself. 
 
    Again, that almost uncanny ability to read his thoughts. ‘I wasn’t talented enough for the stage, Inspector,’ the wardrobe mistress said softly, ‘but I’ve always loved the ballet. It’s got everything – grief, anger, love, jealousy, tenderness – and then there’s the beauty of it … like music that you can see.’ 
 
    Markham looked at her steadily. Coolly intelligent grey eyes met his. 
 
    ‘What will happen to the season, Miss Bloom, now that George Baranov is dead?’ 
 
    ‘The show will go on, Inspector.’ She met his gaze unflinchingly. ‘It sounds a cliché … unfeeling even … but that’s what he would want.’ She extended her hands, palms upwards, as though in prayerful supplication. ‘Ballet for him was everything. A code of behaviour – how to serve something bigger than oneself.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Like a religion almost, with Mr B as high priest.’ 
 
    It was an opening. 
 
    ‘He didn’t live like a monk though, Miss Bloom…’ 
 
    ‘No, he didn’t, Inspector.’ Her countenance was open, candid. ‘He had a magnetic influence on both sexes. Men and women fell for him, and he exploited that to the full.’ 
 
    Noakes shifted uncomfortably on his chair, feeling that they were in deep waters, but the DI’s tone was detached, almost ironic. 
 
    ‘Bisexual then, Miss Bloom?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s rumoured that he was homosexual in his early days. Certainly he would have had no hang-ups about it.’ She paused, as if this was a conundrum she had often pondered. ‘Perhaps it was his Russian heritage… You see, in Imperial Russia and for a long time afterwards, it was almost accepted that young men – particularly young men in the theatrical and ballet worlds – would experiment before marriage and ally themselves to rich protectors without its being of much account to anyone.’ She fell silent, and Markham let the silence stretch. ‘I got the impression his earliest sexual experience might have been with a much older woman, and this caused problems for him,’ she said finally. ‘Maybe it resulted in him looking for pleasure in other places for a while…’ She made a gesture almost of appeal. ‘He seemed to have a strange perspective on women … as if they were either prostitutes or saints…’ 
 
    ‘Liked them younger too, didn’t he?’ Noakes put in diffidently, thinking of what Kate Burton had told them about Baranov’s infatuation with fifteen-year old Alexandra Fairlie. 
 
    The wardrobe mistress looked unhappy. 
 
    ‘Ah, you’re thinking about his obsession with Alex.’ Her expression was troubled. ‘I don’t believe it was ever consummated, you know. Alex is a Catholic and takes her faith seriously. George was a married man, though he’d never got around to divorcing his wife.’ 
 
    ‘His wife?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Sergeant, the former ballerina Diana Adams. She suffers from MS and lives in Monaco for most of the time, though she made the odd appearance with Mr B.’ 
 
    ‘So it was a case of nothing doing between him and Alexandra, then?’ Noakes asked the question bluntly. 
 
    ‘Well, Sergeant, there’s no doubt he could be aggressively predatory on occasion.’ Sheila’s expression was fondly reminiscent. ‘Mr B made no bones about the fact that he appreciated what he called “ladies who enjoy jumping on mattresses”.’ Her tone serious once again, she continued. ‘But the counterweight to his physical drives was a sort of continual yearning for ideal love – something pure and untainted. I think that’s what he saw in Alex… I remember he told me once that love can exist as a spiritual and ideal force and still be happy, providing we forget or try to forget our hunger and thirst.’ 
 
    ‘A strange thing to say, Miss Bloom,’ Markham commented, watching her closely. 
 
    ‘I suppose he made me realize it’s the quality of love that makes it beautiful, no matter who the object.’ 
 
    The DI nodded in agreement, though his subordinate looked distinctly baffled. 
 
    ‘I think he had somehow made peace with himself over the row with Alex, Inspector. As choreographer and dancer, they had something over and beyond the everyday … something which transcended sex…’ 
 
    Maybe George Baranov had come to terms with what had happened with Alexandra Fairlie, thought Markham grimly, but that wasn’t necessarily true of others. Fairlie’s husband for one… 
 
    The DI smiled encouragingly. 
 
    ‘Mr Baranov was clearly a remarkable man, Miss Bloom, but geniuses can inspire resentment,’ he prompted. 
 
    A full-throated peal of laughter. 
 
    ‘He could be absolutely maddening, Inspector. So rude…’ She broke into a reluctant grin. ‘“I dread all those whingeing corps girls coming into my office to weep,” he used to say to me. He never spared them … sent one poor little soul a note suggesting it would be worthwhile from the point of view of her career if she could manage to deal with the gap in her front teeth and make it less noticeable… But they all knew the deal. Number one, There’s no justice. Number two, It’s not fair. Number three, Be quiet and do as you’re told.’ Another reluctant chuckle. ‘No, he just didn’t have an ounce of tact. Told the ballet master Brian Shaw, who was trying to break into choreography, that his ballet Summer Daydream which lasted just fifteen minutes was the longest ballet he’d ever seen. It was so unfair, especially because—’ She bit her lip and looked as though she had been about to say something else before breaking off. Markham wondered what it was. 
 
    Recovering herself, the wardrobe mistress said quietly, ‘There’s no doubt he was an arrogant man. “When you see my work, you see a part of God.” That was one of his sayings.’ 
 
    ‘What made him so special?’ The question was blunt, but Noakes sounded as though he genuinely wanted to understand the enigma of George Baranov. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t just that he was a very charismatic man, Sergeant, though he had a wonderful dance pedigree and mounted the classics all over Europe. He was truly innovative as well. Couldn’t be doing with cutesy-wootsey renditions of fairyland … all those elves, fey sprites and happy peasants. No, he was much more interested in the psychological dimension.’ Two spots of enthusiasm burned in her cheeks. ‘That’s what makes this Nutcracker so special. There’re all sort of Freudian nuances … it’s not just a simple fairy story…’ She came to an embarrassed halt. ‘Sorry, I’m getting carried away.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, Miss Bloom. It’s fascinating,’ said Markham with such obvious sincerity that the woman relaxed. 
 
    ‘I guess Mr B disliked soppiness. When he explored the Brothers Grimm, you saw the sadism and not the sentiment, if you know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I believe I do.’ 
 
    Noakes cleared his throat portentously, keen to interrupt the literary love-in. 
 
    ‘So he liked to experiment an’ that…’ 
 
    ‘In all areas, yes, Sergeant.’ 
 
    Noakes blushed and scuffed his feet. 
 
    Markham took pity on his subordinate, smoothly interposing. ‘What you might call avant-garde then.’ 
 
    ‘Definitely. He wanted to strip dancing back to what he called its primal elements … which didn’t necessarily make for great box office, you understand.’ Ruefully, she added, ‘There was often a fierce tussle with the “money-bags” … to get them to open their minds.’ 
 
    The wardrobe mistress glanced at her watch. 
 
    ‘They’ll be just about finishing class now. I’ll take you along and you can speak to some of the dancers. You should find it interesting. Mr B had no time for what he called the “star system”. Or rather,’ she corrected herself with a grimace, ‘he was the only star and the rest revolved round him as if by divine decree. There was no question of any prima ballerina getting above herself and lording it over the rest. “The first among equals,” that’s what he called the leading lady – and she just had to lump it!’ 
 
    They made their way back round to the auditorium side door where Sheila Bloom paused to check a delivery with the ancient doorman. As she turned back to them, Markham glimpsed a tall man, extremely thin and gawky with keen dark eyes in a lantern-jawed face, who was there one minute and then vanished out of sight. 
 
    That was the thing about the theatre, he reflected, all those secret entrances and exits. He reminded himself to get a map of the place. 
 
    Something appeared to have distracted the wardrobe mistress who was peering over his shoulder into the gloom as though some menace lurked in the shadows. Markham noticed that she had suddenly turned very pale and was swaying a little. 
 
    ‘Everything all right, Miss Bloom?’ 
 
    The woman gave a somewhat forced smile. 
 
    ‘Absolutely, Inspector. Must just be shock catching up with me.’ There was the faint sheen of perspiration on her forehead, promptly blotted with a snow-white handkerchief. 
 
    Moving swiftly, she guided them through a covered passageway adjacent to the side door and along a warren of corridors. In the distance, they could hear the thump-thump of a piano being played with some vigour. ‘The dancers always want a good pianist,’ she explained. ‘It makes all the difference to get one with energy and a good rhythm.’ Chuckling, she added, ‘Get a dodgy one, and it’s enough to put Isobel in a bad mood for the rest of the day.’ 
 
    ‘Happen that’s why she pushed off then,’ Noakes suggested. 
 
    ‘Could well be, Sergeant. But at least you’ll get to chat to Alex without the Moody One glowering at you.’ 
 
    Just outside a door marked Studio 1, Sheila paused. 
 
    ‘That was a gift from Mr B,’ she said, pointing to a framed reproduction print that Markham recognized. ‘Edward Degas loved the little rats at the old Paris Opera—’ 
 
    ‘Rats?’ interrupted Markham quickly. 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right. The female dancers were popularly known as Petits Rats and were actually taught by a woman known as Madame Rat.’ 
 
    The two men exchanged glances. The stage managers had been told to keep the detail of the grotesque Rat King headdress found on George Baranov’s body to themselves, so Sheila Bloom would be unaware of any particular significance in the Degas picture. But it was further confirmation, if confirmation were needed, that a malign and warped killer was at large… 
 
    Then the moment was gone, and Sheila was gesturing to a flight of stairs recessed into an alcove to the right of the rehearsal room door. 
 
    ‘Go on up to the gallery until they finish,’ she murmured. ‘They shouldn’t be too much longer now, and then you can meet Alex.’ Pressing her palms together, with a graceful little bow and a preoccupied look in her eyes, the wardrobe mistress disappeared the way she had come. 
 
    The atmosphere of a ballet studio was not unlike that of a prize-fight gym, thought Markham as he sat with Noakes in the tiny gallery above the rehearsal room. There was the same acrid smell too, and the somewhat intimidating presence of taut, steel-muscled, incredibly svelte bodies ruthlessly forcing themselves to become even lither and more svelte. From the way the DS was surreptitiously sucking in his paunch, the sight of so many perfect specimens was producing its effect on him too. 
 
    In fact, the session was clearly nearly over, just the principal and her partner practising a pas de deux in the centre while the rest stood restlessly at the barre which, along with floor-to-ceiling mirrors, bordered the room on two sides. Even the dancers resembled pugilists, with their flat-footed but bouncy gait, shoulders swaying with a hint of swank, arms hanging loosely. 
 
    But there was, curiously, an aura of asceticism, of spirituality almost, and a tangible sense of dedication to a mysterious and elusive ideal. Markham thought of Sheila Bloom saying that George Baranov regarded his art as semi-divine. Watching the intent expressions of the little group absorbed in their centuries-old craft, the DI had an awareness of the almost inhuman, detached objectivity attained, paradoxically, by means of a single-minded concentration on the body. 
 
    The performers made an impressive couple – the ballerina with her swan neck, russet gold hair and slender swayback legs, and her partner darkly handsome with a narrow, almost brutal face, lethal as a knife blade. Watching the girl swoop and soar, it seemed to Markham that her body lost its human contours and traced a bird’s flight in the air. The man too had an almost pantherine grace, attacking a final climatic sequence of spinning leaps and lunges with an orgiastic abandon that had a touch of the exotic. The pair were watched intently by a short, stocky balding man who noted every detail, his cane marking time on the floor. 
 
    Markham was entranced as he watched the enactment of a relationship which seemed so much graver, paler and less flesh-bound than those of everyday life. Noakes too seemed almost hypnotized by the spectacle, watching with superstitious awe. 
 
    With a final rallentando, the duet drew to a close. There was a ripple of polite applause and the dancers made their obeisance to the ballet master and pianist, a dowdy looking crop-haired woman in a jumper and skirt, before making their way to the side of the room where leg warmers and shoes rested in neat piles. Music was still audible from the adjoining studio where another rehearsal was still in progress. 
 
    Catching sight of the two detectives, the ballerina waved. ‘Hang on, I’ll come up to you!’ she called and headed for the door, followed by curious stares. 
 
    Noakes harrumphed, obviously embarrassed to have shown himself susceptible to such ‘arty fartiness’. ‘Could do with a square meal, those youngsters,’ he declared. ‘Like scrag-end, the lot of ’em.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t eat food, we eat music,’ said a voice with an undercurrent of laughter, and Alexandra Fairlie sidled along the narrow bench to sit down beside them. 
 
    Despite the quip, close up the ballerina looked strained with purple shadows under the beautiful, almond-shaped eyes. 
 
    ‘I know who you are and why you’re here,’ she said at once. 
 
    Nonetheless, Markham performed the ceremony of introduction with his usual courtliness. 
 
    ‘You mustn’t think we don’t care about Mr B,’ she said with fierce impetuosity, gesturing to the room below, the lovely face suddenly hot with unshed tears. ‘We’re all dancing for him … feeding off each other’s energy … that’s the only way to get through it.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to explain yourself to us,’ Markham replied very gently. ‘Just tell us about your Mr B.’ 
 
    ‘I loved him, okay!’ she insisted defiantly. ‘Not in the way he wanted, perhaps… He was in his sixties and I’m twenty-four, but I was making him younger and he was making me older … we met somewhere in the middle.’ 
 
    A fat tear spilled down her cheek. Oblivious, the ballerina declared, ‘He was a genius, you see.’ Noakes dug out a less than pristine tissue which she accepted gratefully, vigorously scrubbing her eyes and mopping her nose before continuing. ‘There’s a story about Margot Fonteyn and Rudolf Nureyev … that when Fonteyn’s old teacher was trying to persuade her to form a dance partnership with this boy half her age, she told her, “He’s a genius. He has the nostrils.” Mr B had it too, that look. So serious and beautiful looking with the high cheekbones and sad eyes … sort of like a priest.’ It was an intriguing analogy, thought the DI, almost an echo of the wardrobe mistress’s words. As though sensing his sympathy, the ballerina leaned forward eagerly. ‘He pushed me to do things I’d never imagined I could achieve. And then he’d stand there with his little secret smile, holding his finger in the air like a magician who’d just pulled a rabbit out of a hat. “You see, dear. You see!” he’d say, as though we were accomplices… “Why relax?” he’d challenge me. “What are you saving yourself for? Do! Now is the time! Relax is for the grave, dear! If you look back, you fall downstairs.”’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘He called me his porcelain princess… I’d always wanted to have a tan … be like other girls … but with George, none of that mattered.’ She met Noakes’s disapproving stare head on. ‘I know what you’re thinking, but it wasn’t like that, really it wasn’t. We did have a physical connection, but it was all about the dance. If we’d had an ordinary relationship, we’d have lost that. The thought frightened me.’ 
 
    The DS wriggled uneasily, but his expression was kind. Poor little lass, he thought, what the chuffing hell was the dirty old bugger playing at … and him old enough to be her grandfather! 
 
    Happily unaware of Noakes’s inner monologue, the dancer continued, ‘What we had was more passionate and more loving and more everything than most relationships.’ A love affair without scars, Markham wondered, or something destructive and deadly that had finally imploded in violence. ‘If he thought at one time that he wanted something I couldn’t give him, then by the end he knew that he did get everything … everything I had to give … the best of me.’ 
 
    ‘What about your husband?’ the DS enquired gruffly. ‘I mean, wasn’t this … er, thing with Mr Baranov a problem…? Like when Princess Di said there were three of ’em in the marriage so it got a bit crowded.’ Noakes looked rather proud with himself for drawing the comparison. 
 
    ‘Oh, Paul was terribly hurt when he was chucked out of the company, but I think he understood Mr B’s possessiveness … how George saw my romantic involvement with someone else as a catastrophic threat to our artistic partnership. It was hard for all three of us, but Paul and I were rock solid. And deep down, I think George knew that I had never deserted him spiritually … that I was never closer in that way to anyone else.’ 
 
    Privately, Markham thought it sounded like a profoundly unhealthy set-up and made a mental note to check out Paul Gayle who, he had ascertained, was presently in Birmingham doing something with the English National Ballet. 
 
    Aloud, he said, ‘It’s been said that Mr Baranov wasn’t always exclusively heterosexual.’ 
 
    Alexandra Fairlie took this in her stride. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if George experimented in his youth. And he had his homosexual Swiss Guard.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, any number of admirers.’ She waved a hand vaguely towards the room below, which was now empty and silent. ‘Our ballet master Brian Shaw for one. Absolutely devoted.’ 
 
    At the look on the DS’s face, the ballerina burst out laughing. ‘Don’t look so shocked, Mr Noakes. That’s no big deal in the ballet world and George was no effeminate swishy queen, but his sexuality was complicated.’ You’re telling me, said Noakes’s expression. Undeterred, she persisted, ‘Mr B adored women, especially women taller than himself. “Ballet is a woman and man is the gardener,” he used to say.’ Did he now? Very convenient. ‘He was brilliant at partnering tall dancers like me and Isobel—’ 
 
    ‘Isobel?’ 
 
    ‘Isobel Kent, the other ballerina.’ 
 
    Oh yes. The snooty female they had seen earlier practising privately by herself on stage. 
 
    ‘And was Isobel…? I mean … did he … with her?’ Noakes stumbled over his words. 
 
    ‘You mean did they have an affair?’ 
 
    The DS nodded, embarrassment heightening his resemblance to a costive bullock. 
 
    ‘Yes, I think so … a while back … but he was in a relationship with Marguerite Aroldingen when he died.’ 
 
    ‘And Ms Aroldingen is…?’ 
 
    ‘She retired from the company last year before taking over as ballet mistress.’ 
 
    It occurred to Markham that there were at least two women who must have been seriously put out when Alexandra Fairlie reappeared on the scene after her five-year exile. To say nothing of Brian Shaw and any erstwhile homosexual hopefuls. 
 
    ‘What was Mr Baranov like with the company as a whole?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone worshipped him, but he could be a tyrant, no question. He’d had a tough early life – his parents were dancers who ended up working for the circus – and I think it made him emotionally detached, almost cruel at times. He drove Ivan round the twist.’ 
 
    ‘Ivan?’ 
 
    ‘Ivan Plucis. He’s the Romanian dancer I was working with down there.’ 
 
    The one with the switchblade face. 
 
    ‘Well, George would teach us A, B, C, D etcetera and then he’d say, “I’d like A with half of D, all of E and a bit of C.”’ 
 
    ‘Bit like a Chinese takeaway menu.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly like that, Mr Noakes.’ The DS bridled. ‘But it was a lot of hard work, and then all the Bs and Fs you’d been doing for hours were out of the window… I liked it, mind. It kept me on the edge, off-balance, where I needed to be. But Ivan hated it.’ Her gaze was meditative. ‘I think, as well, he resented how the ballerina was everything to Mr B… I mean, George choreographed some fantastic male roles, but it was the women who got his attention.’ 
 
    Noakes’s sucking-a-lemon expression was back. I’ll bet, it said. 
 
    As Alexandra Fairlie escorted them back to the auditorium – she was on a break and had to get back for another class, she told them regretfully – Markham mentally reviewed what he had learned about George Baranov. From the bewildering array of impressions, one thing emerged with crystalline clarity. There had been any number of resentments, rivalries and rifts glowing patiently in the shadows, waiting for the spark that would blow them into life. 
 
    Back in the main theatre, there was no sign of the haughty Isobel. 
 
    Markham suddenly remembered. ‘I saw someone in here earlier,’ he said to Isobel, and described the figure he had briefly glimpsed while waiting for Sheila Bloom. 
 
    ‘That’ll be Eddie Bissell,’ Alexandra told him. ‘Nominal title Administrator, but that doesn’t begin to cover it. Should be knighted for services to dance and dancers.’ She hopped lightly on the balls of her feet, anxious to be off. ‘Mr B’s batman. Salt of the earth… I think he carried Mr B’s heart on one sleeve and mine on the other. Taught me to drive and always looked out for me.’ She laid a hand on Markham’s arm. ‘I haven’t spoken to him yet, but he’ll be devastated about George, so you might want to give him some time.’ 
 
    Time was something they did not have, Markham thought grimly, but he dredged up a reassuring smile from somewhere and the willowy figure flitted away. 
 
    Markham and Noakes regarded each other for a long moment in silence. 
 
    ‘Quite a whistle-stop tour,’ observed the DI finally. 
 
    ‘Bloody weird set-up between Baranov an’ that nice lass. What d’you reckon to the husband having summat to say ’bout all that spiritual malarkey?’ 
 
    ‘Paul Gayle’s alibi for last night needs checking, Sergeant, as a matter of priority. Then I need you to arrange some sort of incident room this end and sort a roster of interviews. Roust that smug self-satisfied stage manager from wherever he’s hiding and get things moving.’ 
 
    ‘Wilco, Guv.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll check in with Burton and Doyle back at the station and try to keep the DCI off their backs. After that, I’ll be at home.’ 
 
    ‘By way of the gym, Guv?’ enquired Noakes with an insinuating lift of his shaggy eyebrows. 
 
    ‘Call it research into the Body Beautiful, Sergeant.’ 
 
    And with that the DI was on his way. 
 
    They had scrubbed away down in the basement, but the stain was still there. They went deep, but somehow it went deeper, like a blemish never to be eradicated. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



3. Walpurgis Night 
 
    IN THE EVENT, MARKHAM dispensed with a visit to the station, having satisfied himself via a call to Kate Burton that matters were well in hand and DCI Sidney was temporarily hors de combat. ‘He won’t be back from that knife crime conference till tomorrow afternoon,’ she told him cheerfully. Which meant he had some breathing space before Sidney began jackbooting all over the investigation. 
 
    That being the case, the DI decided to swing by the offices of the Gazette in hopes of catching the newspaper’s arts correspondent Ned Chester at his desk. 
 
    A lean languid man in his fifties with soulful brown eyes and greying hair who spoke in a light mockney drawl, Chester was only too willing to be distracted. Even more so when he learned he was being invited to ‘dish the dirt’ as part of a murder investigation. 
 
    ‘George Baranov.’ He whistled and gave Markham a long look. ‘So that’s the Royal’s murder victim!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and I’d be grateful if you kept it to yourself for the time being, Ned.’ Markham glanced warily around the open-plan office. ‘Look, can we go somewhere more private?’ 
 
    Chester uncoiled his lanky form. ‘There’s the Neighbourhood Café just over the way. We can go in there. No-one’ll bother us.’ 
 
    Five minutes later they were sitting over two espressos in the peaceful little coffee shop. 
 
    ‘Got a bit of a vintage feel to it, this place,’ observed Markham, looking about at the chintzy Victorian décor. ‘You’re full of surprises, Ned. Wouldn’t have said this was your style at all.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I like cosy,’ the other said complacently. ‘And the buns are good.’ He patted his stomach regretfully. ‘Though not today … have to keep in shape if I’m going to stay number three on the squash ladder.’ 
 
    Suddenly, the journalist was all business. ‘Right, Gil. If I give you background on Baranov, does this mean I get first dibs on the story?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll give you the inside track, if that’s what you mean.’ Markham’s expression was wry. ‘Within reason.’ 
 
    Chester grinned. ‘That’s good enough for me.’ 
 
    The DI sighed. ‘My eager beaver DS’ll have a folder of press cuttings ready for me by the time I get back to base, but I wanted to chew the fat with you first.’ 
 
    ‘Oh God, I remember her from that do in the summer … eyes the size of big brown lollipops and ever so earnest.’ He gave Markham a sly sidelong glance. ‘Seemed to think you were the bee’s knees.’ 
 
    Another sigh. ‘Oh, she discovered my feet of clay soon enough.’ Impatiently, Markham prompted, ‘Baranov, Ned? Top spot on ballet’s Unpopular People list? C’mon, I need to get a handle on the man.’ 
 
    The other chuckled. ‘I’m not sure anyone ever got a handle on Baranov… Where d’you want to start?’ 
 
    ‘Love life… I get the impression maybe he swung both ways…’ 
 
    Chester pursed his lips. ‘Baranov loved all the smart talk of the gay world, but take it from me, he was straight, Gil… When he was younger, he played at being camp, agonizing over various infatuations – relishing the emotional pain and drama of it all. But I don’t think he saw himself as homosexual and I don’t think he tried sex with men.’ He grimaced. ‘Not that he was above playing sexual power games … to keep ’em all on their toes.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘What you’ve got to understand, Gil, is that most dancers’ careers are incredibly short. Late thirties, early forties if they’re lucky – earlier for the blokes cos of all that lifting. So they fawn on creative types like Baranov – see him as special … someone to be indulged. Their careers depend on him.’ 
 
    ‘And presumably he enjoyed all the adulation.’ 
 
    Chester shrugged. ‘Who wouldn’t? Enough to turn anyone’s head. Yeah, he was into sexual favouritism big time. Everyone knew the stories about girls saying no to him and never getting another role.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Coition as virtually a compulsory first step towards stardom. Not an attractive scenario. 
 
    ‘Lots of folk were besotted with Baranov and went almost demented cos he treated them so badly.’ 
 
    ‘But he didn’t have it all his own way with Alexandra Fairlie?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, she was the one that got away. For a time, anyway.’ Chester waved to a plump befrilled waitress. ‘C’n I get another one over here, luv?’ The journalist turned to Markham. ‘You want another, Gil?’ 
 
    ‘Not for me, thanks.’ The DI leaned forward eagerly. ‘What’s your take on that?’ 
 
    ‘Baranov’s pash for Fairlie?’ His brows drew together. ‘God knows. It was like Svengali ’n’ Trilby … technically she was brilliant, with the same sort of feeling for music that he had. But he got too intense – gave her an engagement ring – and she freaked out … ran off and married someone else.’ His espresso arrived and he stirred the steaming brew thoughtfully. ‘Fairlie’s a Catholic so it was always going to be a no-no… The irony is that Baranov was devoutly religious himself – Russian Orthodox. Probably believed Fairlie had been sent by God as his perfect instrument.’ 
 
    ‘There were no recriminations on Fairlie’s part when he had her chucked out of English National Ballet?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Chester took a long appreciative sip. ‘That’s the strange thing. Five years later she pops up again here, and the two of them pick up more or less where they left off.’ 
 
    ‘What about the husband Paul Gayle?’ 
 
    ‘Well, his dancing career was killed off thanks to Baranov’s jealousy. Other companies were afraid to touch him. But he’s back with ENB as ballet master and away on tour quite a bit… The arrangement probably suited Baranov cos that way he could pretend Fairlie wasn’t married. Out of sight, out of mind.’ 
 
    Markham wondered how Paul Gayle felt about that. 
 
    ‘I remember Baranov and Fairlie gave a joint interview not long ago … you know, after they got back together. I pushed him about their relationship, but he shut me right down. “You don’t ask a rose to explain itself,” he said or something equally poncey, bowing and clicking his heels in that weird way he had, while she looked up at him adoringly all doe-eyed… Pass the sick bag.’ 
 
    ‘You think they’d genuinely made up their differences, then?’ 
 
    ‘Seemed to have done, though he was still clearly gaga about her.’ Chester chuckled reminiscently. ‘It was all too saccharine for words, but great copy nonetheless. Apparently, cats were a great bond between them. Mr B was a great cat lover, always telling them in class how much they could learn from watching kitties. When they were doing A Midsummer Night’s Dream with ENB, she was having trouble doing the romantic scenes with Bottom, the character who’s turned into a donkey. Mr B asked her if she didn’t have an animal at home that she could play with or talk to. She burst into tears. “No, Mr Ba-ra-nov.” “Oh, that’s too bad, you should have one,” he said. So she went off and bought a moggy on her way home.’ He pulled a comical face. ‘Told us the only time she ever saw Baranov nervous before a performance was when he put his cat through its paces.’ 
 
    ‘So no emotional undercurrents that you could detect?’ 
 
    ‘Not with the two of them, no. But then, who knows what was going on beneath the surface. I mean, she’s got to have resented the way he behaved when she got married, unless she’s some kinda saint. Must’ve been lonely out in the wilderness … she had to go abroad for a while.’ Chester ran his hands though his hair distractedly. ‘I didn’t understand the half of it. But for her and Baranov … well, somehow I felt their real life was onstage … on a different astral plane from the rest of us.’ He gave an exasperated laugh. ‘I mean, he’d lived a hundred different lives in ballet before she was even born, and it was like he desperately wanted her to pass through his past and catch up to him so they could meet in the same place.’ 
 
    ‘But the age gap was too great?’ 
 
    ‘In physical terms, yes. He wanted her more than she wanted him. But I think the ballet was a safety valve for all that pent-up emotion between them… Baranov said something about the stage eliminating sex, and maybe he was right.’ 
 
    Sheila Bloom had said ballet for Baranov was a question of serving something bigger than himself. Curious that Ned Chester too had felt the choreographer was in pursuit of some higher ideal. Remembering the dead man’s remote, enigmatic face, the DI hoped that he had found it. 
 
    ‘Hey, I’m starting to sound like a shrink here.’  
 
    The journalist tried to lighten the mood. ‘Baranov was an amazing guy.’ 
 
    ‘Tact not his strong point, though?’ 
 
    ‘God, no.’ A broad smile. ‘He could be a holy terror. Years ago, when ENB had some Danish bloke over conducting the premiere of one of his own compositions – very modern and atonal, lots of clashing percussion, that sort of thing – Baranov didn’t bother to hide the fact that he was laughing his head off. At the end, he hissed really loudly, “Thank God that’s over. I wanted to light a cigarette but worried if I scratched a match, someone would think it was part of the performance.” Went down like a lead balloon.’ 
 
    ‘Plenty of enemies, then?’ 
 
    ‘Well, Fairlie’s return, and the fact that Baranov welcomed her back with open arms, had obvious repercussions for the other dancers. She was a threat to the other female principals, no question. There was a lot of grumbling about them having to make do with her “leavings”.’ 
 
    ‘Fairlie’s persona non grata, then?’ 
 
    Chester was clearly weighing his words. ‘I think there’re people in the company who felt she was like a hot and cold faucet with Baranov – caring and attentive one minute, then cold and reserved the next. She never gave him her body, except in dance… Mind you, at some level, that was probably exactly what he wanted – not a wife or sexual partner, but some sort of muse he could worship through his choreography. If he’d had her, the spell would’ve been broken.’ 
 
    It was almost an echo of Alexandra Fairlie’s own verdict on the relationship. 
 
    ‘You’re saying he had trouble forming relationships…’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t someone you could get close to, by all accounts, though he could be generous to a fault. There was some sort of insecurity there … stuff from his childhood … so maybe he wasn’t really capable of love.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t there a mistress on the scene?’ 
 
    ‘More a companion really.’ Chester’s eyes narrowed. ‘Marguerite Aroldingen. She’s the company ballet mistress… But I’m not sure it was the same as with Fairlie. She was definitely the one… They say he was a real “stage door Johnny” – always waiting outside her dressing room to see if she’d have dinner with him or if he could walk her home. Her … elopement … well, it had to have hurt him badly.’ 
 
    The DI felt increasingly intrigued. The Baranov who had chased Alexandra Fairlie, as though he was striving to win the Holy Grail, sounded almost sweet and boyish. On the other hand, there was the egotistical master manipulator who had everyone dancing to his tune. 
 
    ‘I can see you’re hooked,’ the journalist laughed. ‘Baranov had that effect… A real Russian personality. One of those marvellous, sharply drawn faces. He had a wonderful body even in his sixties – lean, trained, flexible … he just exuded elegance and energy. Sensational at partnering too. Never tired of showing the male dancers how to hold and handle a woman.’ 
 
    Markham recalled Ivan Plucis’ closed-off expression as he danced with Alexandra Fairlie. He was willing to bet the Romanian hadn’t relished Baranov’s masterclasses. 
 
    ‘The critics who leaned towards candy box ballets quibbled over him, but he was a class act. You’d see people coming into the lobby after one of his performances, their eyes bright like the ballet was champagne.’ 
 
    ‘So Bromgrove was lucky to get him.’ 
 
    ‘God, yes.’ Chester spoke with feeling. ‘It was a real coup for the Royal.’ 
 
    ‘Bit of a backwater for him though, surely?’ 
 
    ‘I think it suited him. He was still ENB’s resident choreographer, but I think he was glad of the chance to get away from ballet politics for a bit … and Fairlie came with him, so there was the chance to re-establish the connection with her away from the spotlight.’ 
 
    Markham recalled the ballerina insisting tearfully that by the end, she and Baranov had recovered their old closeness. He was surprised to find himself hoping that the choreographer had been comforted by that knowledge at the end. 
 
    Chester’s voice obtruded on these melancholy reflections. 
 
    ‘His place in the country’s extraordinary. There was a feature on it in one of the Sunday glossies… Like a medieval baronial hall or something out of Boris Godunov … everything so sculptured and antiques everywhere.’ He flashed a cheeky grin. ‘Be sure to give me the heads-up on the wake. Knowing the Ruskies, it’ll be done in style.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be such a ghoul, Ned.’ But the DI’s tone was affectionate. ‘You sound just like Noakes.’ 
 
    Chester punched his arm. ‘How is the old war horse? Can’t imagine the Royal’s his ideal gig … he’d be more likely to equate ballet with pornography than high art.’ 
 
    Markham laughed so loudly that the middle-aged waitress looked over at them in surprise. When he had recovered himself, he said, ‘Actually, Noakes is fascinated by it all … though, of course, he’d rather die than admit it. Took quite a shine to the company’s wardrobe mistress … they’ll be swapping Strictly stories any day now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I remember her. Quite a lady. Fairlie persuaded her to come over from ENB… She was very tight with her and Baranov … a bit in love with both of them…’ 
 
    Interesting, thought Markham. Sheila Bloom hadn’t struck him as the unbalanced type, but still waters ran deep. 
 
    ‘She was very possessive of Fairlie,’ Chester elaborated. ‘Totally disapproved of Baranov’s infatuation. You see, she knew his wife from way back … he was a married man in her book. Yeah, quite strait-laced about bed-hopping.’ 
 
    The DI could well believe it, though he had found the wardrobe mistress’s observations both compassionate and humane. 
 
    ‘It’s a complicated cobweb of allegiances,’ he ruminated. 
 
    ‘Well, Baranov inspired strong feelings, that’s for sure. Probably just as well you’ve heard the lowdown from me cos as far as the likes of Eddie Bissell and Brian Shaw are concerned, he was next but one to God.’ 
 
    ‘Bissell … ah yes … tall, bony guy. I spotted him at the theatre. Baranov’s fixer?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the one. With Mr B from the earliest days. There’s nothing he wouldn’t do for him – running errands, dyeing shoes, taking injured dancers to hospital, supplying the vodka. You name it, he did it. Lovely fella but tight as a clam. Won’t hear a word said against the boss.’ 
 
    ‘And Brian Shaw’s the ballet master, right?’ Short, stocky, balding. 
 
    ‘Yep. Another masochist. In love with Baranov into the bargain.’ 
 
    ‘Unconsummated?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no question. Spent half his life yearning from afar. In the queer world, you don’t expect fidelity, but Shaw never looked at anyone else. It was Baranov or bust.’ 
 
    An evocative phrase, thought Markham. What if Brian Shaw – that unlikely-looking romantic – had indeed cracked under the weight of a hopeless passion? 
 
    Food for thought. 
 
    ‘Thanks for this, Ned,’ he said warmly. ‘I’m starting to get a feel for the man. As you say, quite a character.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been a fan these many years. Was hoping to interview Baranov in the run-up to Nutcracker. Word was he’d made some really adventurous changes to the old version.’ 
 
    The journalist’s face was suddenly downcast, his tone serious. ‘See you get whoever did this, Gil. It’s a real loss to ballet. Baranov was going to kick and push our fuddy duddy lot into a new era. It would’ve been really exciting.’ His voice still lower, he added, ‘He was no saint, but seemed like he was finally getting the personal side on an even keel. Aroldingen sort of absorbed him into her life – her ex is a nice easy-going businessman and they’ve got a daughter. They became the closest he ever had to a family of his own… He was just getting comfortable when…’ 
 
    Markham was touched. ‘Don’t worry, Ned. I’ll see Baranov gets justice.’ 
 
    It was dark when the DI finally emerged from the Neighbourhood Café, having lingered with Ned Chester setting the world to rights. 
 
    Too late to head for Doggie Dickerson’s Gym in Marsh Lane where Bromgrove Police Boxing Club had its unofficial headquarters. Besides, he felt weary now, almost light-headed, his head whirling with impressions of their murder victim and possible suspects. 
 
    Markham decided to head back to the apartment he shared with Olivia Mullen at 56, The Sweepstakes, a complex of upmarket flats and townhouses overlooking Bromgrove North Municipal Cemetery. 
 
    As he let himself in, he wondered where the Russian would be laid to rest … perhaps in that little cemetery at the back of St Cyril’s, the Orthodox Church just outside the town centre. With its blue onion-dome chapel, silver birch trees and elusively poetic atmosphere, George Baranov would be at home there. 
 
    The welcome smell of something savoury greeted him and, in what seemed like no time, he was sitting opposite Olivia at the round dining table in the bay window of their sitting room, curtains drawn tight against the encroaching night. 
 
    As he tucked in to beef bourguignon accompanied by a hearty red Burgundy, Markham felt energy come flooding back. 
 
    Olivia listened, rapt, as he described his tour of the theatre and meeting with Ned Chester. 
 
    ‘I remember the Baranov-Fairlie business,’ she said. ‘Poignant and slightly queasy-making at the same time. When Paul Gayle and Alexandra Fairlie began dating, Baranov stopped casting Gayle in solo roles. It was only when friends and some of the other dancers intervened, that he relented. But after the marriage, he told Gayle not to come to the theatre anymore, though he didn’t officially fire him. Things finally came to a head when Fairlie and Gayle discovered he’d been left out of an ENB gala programme; the role he’d created had been given to another soloist. All pretty humiliating. Fairlie gave Baranov an ultimatum – said she’d resign unless her husband was included. Baranov accepted the resignation and pfft she was gone! Gayle never returned to the company, but Baranov accepted her back later and the dream team picked up where they left off.’ 
 
    ‘I should have come to you first, my love,’ Markham said fondly, admiring the iris-like delicacy of her features. ‘Your intelligence is second to none.’ 
 
    ‘The gossip columns had a field day and no-one came out of it well. Especially not Baranov, with his jealousy and loss of self-control… Fairlie and Gayle were just kids, but he ought to have known better.’ Her tone sombre, she said, ‘He’d be called a sex predator today, Gil. Fairlie wasn’t the first. D’you know, he was such a control freak, he even assigned ballerinas specific perfumes so he could easily identify their presence and keep track of them.’ She sighed. ‘Yet he was a genius, and dancer after dancer queued up to talk about “trusting him with their life”.’ Suddenly, Olivia grinned. ‘How’s our Noakesy finding this brave new world?’ 
 
    ‘I think he’s having to abandon some of his cherished prejudices. The dancers’ self-discipline made quite an impression.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t know the half of it.’ She speared a mushroom with unnecessary vigour as though to emphasize her point. ‘When I took ballet classes at the university, I remember our teacher – who’d danced with ENB – saying that first thing in the morning when she got out of bed, after all those hours on pointe, she couldn’t even put her heels on the ground and had to wear high heel shoes until long after she had her shower.’ Another jab at her plate. ‘And oh, the state of her toes, Gil! She showed them to me once … blisters and bunions like you wouldn’t believe. Apparently, she even used to wrap her toes in slivers of raw meat—’ 
 
    Abruptly, Olivia broke off, blushed and giggled. ‘Sorry, Gil, I’ll be putting you right off your supper.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. I hadn’t realized just how much dancers suffer for their art.’ 
 
    ‘God, yes. It’s hard on the women in particular. They’re never allowed to grow old. They’ve got to keep dancing teenage virgins and fairies and childlike courtesans. I mean, I think it’s crazy for a forty-year-old to dance Juliet, but there’s no choice if a ballerina wants to keep on working. And then there’s children—’ 
 
    Olivia swallowed hard and an odd flush burnished her cheek. 
 
    Markham reached across and took her hand. 
 
    She took a gulp of wine and continued. ‘Pregnancy changes the stomach muscles and takes a dancer away from the stage for too long. So they don’t have children … or they have abortions.’ 
 
    It had emerged in the aftermath of his last investigation that Olivia had herself undergone an abortion and was unable to have children in consequence. The secrecy and mistrust surrounding this episode in her past had very nearly shattered their relationship, so he knew what it cost his girlfriend to talk with such apparent casualness of the unholy bargain which underpinned a dancer’s career. 
 
    He wondered if any of Baranov’s women had undergone an abortion at his behest. That might well provide a motive for murder… 
 
    Lightly, he turned the subject. ‘Kate Burton’s sure to be nose-deep in a bulging file of press cuttings as we speak. You know what she’s like when it comes to research.’ 
 
    Following his lead, Olivia laughed. ‘She’ll be the nonpareil of balletomanes… I wouldn’t be surprised if she doesn’t set you up with a subscription to the Dancing Times!’ 
 
    ‘God forbid,’ Markham replied in tones of mock horror. ‘Can you imagine Noakes’s reaction to that!’ 
 
    They sat in companionable silence sipping their wine. 
 
    ‘It’s been a strange sort of day,’ Markham said finally. ‘I feel as if I’m learning another language … not just all those strange new words … entrechats, port de bras, fouettés and all the rest of it … but as if I’m descending into some mysterious netherworld.’ 
 
    Olivia smiled. ‘There’s a story that after seeing Baranov’s version of Faust, a man in the audience commented, “If that’s hell, I want to go there.”’ 
 
    Their meal ended with shared laughter, but all through the evening Markham’s mind kept running on the same themes, like a record jammed in its groove. 
 
    Hell. Death. The Devil. 
 
    And outside the darkness waited… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4. Beyond the Footlights 
 
    WHEN MARKHAM ARRIVED IN CID on Tuesday morning, he found Kate Burton – as predicted – knee-deep in reference books, magazines and folders of press cuttings. 
 
    ‘Oh God, look at Anna bleeding Pavlova,’ DC Doyle muttered to Noakes as the two men contemplated her overflowing desk. ‘Shoot me now.’ 
 
    Suppressing a smile, the DI looked at the evidence board, with its array of pictures and arrows, erected on one side of the office. In the middle was a striking black-and-white picture of George Baranov in his younger days. 
 
    What an imposing man, he thought, taking in the penetrating eyes and aquiline profile. Even the slightly beaky nose, rodent-like front teeth and hair receding to a widow’s peak could not detract from his charisma. From beneath haughty eyebrows, his gaze met Markham’s with an implacable challenge. Find my killer, it seemed to say. 
 
    Amongst the other pictures, one which caught his attention showed a woman in dance clothes, like a hesitant gazelle, with blue-black hair coiled over her ears and large plaintive eyes. 
 
    Burton moved to stand beside him. ‘That’s Marguerite Aroldingen,’ she said. ‘She was Mr Baranov’s … er … she was closest to Mr Baranov when he died.’ Noakes and Doyle were paying attention now. ‘That’s a publicity shot taken when she was still performing. She’s the ballet mistress.’ 
 
    Noakes cleared his throat. Markham noticed that he was looking somewhat more dapper, dark flannels, sober blue shirt and jacket having replaced the garish square dancing outfit of the previous day. Perhaps exposure to all those finely honed athletic bodies was the kick-start he needed…. 
 
    ‘I’ve set up a meeting with Miss Thing, the ballet mistress at 10 a.m., Guv.’ The DS’s mutinous expression clearly conveyed he was having no truck with unpronounceable surnames. ‘The rest of them will be available after the rehearsal.’ 
 
    ‘Any luck with Paul Gayle?’ 
 
    ‘He was at some workshop event in Birmingham most of Saturday. I checked it out with the organizers. All kosher. It finished around 8 p.m.’ 
 
    ‘So Gayle’s off the hook, then?’ Doyle sounded disappointed. 
 
    ‘Actually, no, he isn’t.’ 
 
    Three pairs of eyes were riveted on Markham. 
 
    ‘I have it unofficially – unofficially, you understand – that time of death was somewhere close to midnight on Saturday night. Plenty of time for Gayle to get to Bromgrove after his show.’ 
 
    ‘What was Baranov doing in the Royal at that time of night?’ 
 
    ‘You have to remember theatre folk don’t keep regular hours, Doyle.’ 
 
    ‘But there wasn’t a performance or anything…’ The young DC was bewildered. 
 
    ‘That wouldn’t have mattered,’ Burton piped up. ‘Apparently, Baranov was in the habit of going to the theatre alone at night and rehearsing moves by himself. Had his own pass key and everything.’ 
 
    ‘But how could the killer know he’d be there on that particular night?’ 
 
    ‘I think he met his killer by appointment, Doyle,’ the DI said quietly. ‘Dimples,’ this was the pathologist Doug ‘Dimples’ Davidson, ‘thinks Mr Baranov was killed onstage and the body then moved to the basement.’ 
 
    ‘So we’re looking for a bloke, then?’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily, Noakes. A strong woman could’ve done it.’ The DI looked thoughtfully at the choreographer’s picture. ‘Mr Baranov was as lean as most of his dancers … gaunt almost.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently he’d been losing weight for a while too, boss,’ Burton chipped in again. ‘They were all quite worried about him. Reckoned it was the fall-out from the break up with Alexandra Fairlie … deep down, he couldn’t accept that she was married.’ 
 
    Markham’s gaze shifted to a picture of the young ballerina, stunning in repose with her waterfall of red-gold hair, coltish grace and lambent eyes, the minor imperfection of an overbite only serving to enhance her charm. Was she the key to all of this? 
 
    The DI smiled at Burton. 
 
    ‘Right, Kate, I’ll have a look at some of those press cuttings. In the meantime, I’d like you and Doyle to get down to the Royal—’ 
 
    He broke off and turned to Noakes. ‘Have we got an incident room set up at the theatre?’ 
 
    ‘More like a cubbyhole.’ The DS’s face darkened. ‘The smarmy stage manager made a right to do about it. Grade A creep that fella, and dead shifty with it.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t care much for him myself,’ Markham admitted. ‘But the young lad, Jake Porter, looked decent enough. Have a word with him, Kate, and see if you can get hold of a map … the Royal’s a warren, so I need to know where all the nooks and crannies are.’ 
 
    ‘Right, sir.’ She looked at the evidence board, wide-eyed. ‘They’re so, well, glamorous and other-worldly … to think that one of them could be a murderer seems all wrong somehow…’ 
 
    Her gauche reverence reminded Markham of Jake Porter’s star-struck fervour. Tread softly because you tread on my dreams. 
 
    ‘Oh, I think we’ll find a few fissures in the fairy tale,’ he said grimly. 
 
    Forty minutes later, Markham sat back in his chair, ruminating on what he had read. 
 
    He felt an odd sort of kinship with George Baranov. The man had encountered lots of adversities, uprootings and rejections, including semi-starvation and TB in his youth, with the result that, as one correspondent put it, he was ‘absent as a tangible personality when not labouring, on stage or in rehearsal.’ Working to outpace the phantoms. Markham knew all about that. 
 
    There was something almost frightening about the choreographer’s belief in woman as the goddess, the poetess, the muse. ‘Everything man does, he does for his ideal woman,’ he was quoted as saying. ‘You live only one life and you believe in something and I believe in that. It has worked so far. It will last me.’ The DI felt unspeakably sad when he thought of the outcome of Baranov’s defiant manifesto. The choreographer’s story also struck uncomfortably close to home, since Markham’s deep-rooted need to place Olivia on a pedestal – the result of his own dislocated childhood – had distorted their relationship for a long time and, the previous year, come perilously close to destroying it altogether. 
 
    In the event, there had been nothing ethereal or – what was Burton’s word? – other-worldly about Baranov’s pursuit of the unattainable Fairlie. Their complex relationship had apparently tormented the ballerina so much, that she once woke up screaming in physical pain from a nightmare where she felt herself being dismembered. ‘He was unrelenting,’ she told a sympathetic interviewer. ‘He was determined to possess me physically, timewise, every which way. I worried if I didn’t get out, I was going to end by doing something drastic.’ 
 
    Something drastic. 
 
    How far would Alexandra Fairlie have gone if pushed? To what extremes might her husband have resorted? 
 
    Markham exhaled deeply. There was something deeply troubling about this case. 
 
    He glanced down at one press cutting he had pulled out from among the rest. Baranov had apparently been working on a new ballet dominated by a figure in black representing Death. Had the choreographer experienced a presentiment – some foreknowledge that he was doomed? Had he decided to trust himself to God? 
 
    For all the choreographer’s carnal drives, there was clearly a marked religious strain in his makeup, the press cuttings abounding in amusing anecdotes about his habit of offering prayers to various composers when he ran into difficulties. ‘Let us pray to Tchaikovsky,’ he said, convinced that the maestro would hear his prayers and help him over the creative hump in suitable style. 
 
    On the other hand, when asked how he felt about his mortality, Baranov’s irrepressible impishness won out. ‘Death is a beautiful girl, who is going to come and take me in her arms. I look forward to the experience.’ 
 
    Markham stood up impatiently and walked over to the glass window of his corner office, staring intently at the evidence board. 
 
    When Death came for George Baranov, was it in the form of a woman? A woman who wanted revenge? 
 
    Time to go and meet Marguerite Aroldingen. Perhaps the ballet mistress held the key to the mystery. 
 
    The DI strode into the office. 
 
    ‘Get your face out of that Advent Calendar, Noakes,’ he said drily, observing the DS’s portly form hunched at his workstation, stealth written all over him. ‘I won’t cover if Jean comes after you.’ 
 
    The DS whirled round. ‘I was jus’ looking,’ he protested. ‘No harm in that.’ 
 
    ‘Not the least,’ the DI agreed amicably. ‘But if I were you, I’d get rid of the chocolate round your mouth before we head out. You know what nasty suspicious minds people have.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Once admitted by the gnarled old doorman, they found the theatre cold and comfortless. On stage a technician was rolling something that looked like a metal detector back and forth. 
 
    ‘What the heck’s that?’ Noakes wondered. 
 
    ‘It’s a magnet, mate.’ One of the overalled props staff had come up behind them, smiling broadly. ‘He’s checking for any nails or tacks – anything that could hurt one of the dancers.’ 
 
    At that moment, there was an ear-splitting whistle from high above them. ‘Oi, Charlie, I need you to clear any dead stuff so we can work on the flats. I’m gonna kill the lights now an’ we c’n test them later.’ 
 
    The friendly worker smiled at their confusion. ‘You’re the fuzz, ain’tcha?’ he said, quite at his ease. ‘Don’t mind all that stuff ’bout killing things an’ dead things. It’s just stagehand talk.’ His voice suddenly more serious, he added, ‘But it can be quite dangerous round here, so you need to look lively.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose there’s lots of machinery for a ballet like The Nutcracker,’ Markham said. ‘Special effects and so forth.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah.’ The man’s voice was proud. ‘We’ve got it all – explosions, magic tricks, levitating kids, even a Christmas tree that grows on stage.’ He grinned. ‘Not to mention the snow machine an’ all the rest of it.’ Suddenly, his face fell. ‘That Mr Baranov was always proper chilled out ’bout everything. Never got wound up when things went wrong.’ He gazed reminiscently up at the rigging above them. ‘I remember one time, there was some big pipes or summat crashed from up there onto the stage. Nearly killed one of the stage crew. It was absolute bleeding chaos, one of the pipes split open and begin to stink the place out. No-one knew if we’d be ready in time. But Mr B just stood there cool as you like, with all this blinking hysteria going on round him sorting out one of the dancer’s tiaras. He didn’t let nothing faze him.’ 
 
    ‘You liked him.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we all did.’ The man’s expression was fond. ‘He was down to earth, no nonsense.’ He looked balefully over his shoulder as though nervous of being overheard. ‘Not like that high an’ mighty Romanian poof who looks down his nose at us like we’re dirt and won’t even give us the time of day.’ He scowled. ‘I remember when one of my mates saw him practising and called out for a joke, “Fuck me, Ivan. Can’t you get your leg higher than that?” Next thing we knew, he’d been reported to Ted Murphy and given his P45.’ An emphatic shake of the head. ‘Nah, there was nothing like that about Mr B. We knew he was famous like, but he didn’t put on no airs ’n’ graces.’ With a wheezy chuckle he concluded, ‘I remember when some of the orchestra were striking, one of them asked Mr B, “Why should a garbage collector get more than a musician?” Mr B looked at him like he were mad. “Because garbage stinks,” he said.’ 
 
    ‘Hey you, what do you think you’re doing annoying these officers! Get on with your work!’ 
 
    Ted Murphy bustled up self-importantly, his great fat double chins wobbling with the unwonted exertion. With a look more eloquent than words, the stagehand sidled away. 
 
    Markham contemplated the new arrival with thinly veiled antipathy. 
 
    ‘I believe we have an appointment with Marguerite Aroldingen.’ 
 
    The stage manager frowningly consulted a clipboard. 
 
    ‘She didn’t say anything to me about that.’ 
 
    ‘Nevertheless…’ It was the deep freeze. 
 
    Bad-temperedly, with much tutting and sighing, they were ushered along the covered passageway next to the side door and down a corridor to a door marked ‘Principals’. Murphy’s hand was raised to knock when the door was flung open. 
 
    A striking, raven-haired woman stood in the doorway, her dramatic Slavic features emphasized by heavy make-up, hooded eyes scrutinizing the visitors with some amusement. Somewhat bizarrely attired in what looked like a brightly-coloured chiffon dress, she nevertheless held herself as if she was dripping in diamonds, her elegant updo and crimson lipsticked mouth conveying an impression of cast-iron glamour. This was a woman who would never lose poise or pose. 
 
    ‘Come in, gentlemen,’ she said in a husky ginny voice which hinted at Eastern European origins, regally dismissing Ted Murphy with a wave of the hand. Observing the elephantine stage manager’s face darken, Markham observed that he did not care for this at all. 
 
    With the door firmly shut, she motioned them to two canvas chairs before sitting, bolt upright, in her own. No lolling was probably her motto, Markham reflected with wry amusement as he and the DS vainly tried not to slouch. Catching Noakes admiring her lovely legs, she winked, causing him to colour to the roots of his hair. 
 
    ‘What can I do for you, officers?’ the ballet mistress purred, making it sound like an indecent proposal. 
 
    Seeing that Noakes was still covered in confusion, Markham made the introductions and politely enquired where the ballet mistress had been on Saturday night. 
 
    ‘My flat in Carnaby Terrace,’ she answered readily enough. One of the smarter districts just outside the town centre. ‘On my own,’ she added unapologetically. 
 
    No alibi. 
 
    ‘Look,’ she said, with an audible catch in her throat. ‘You want to know about me and George Baranov.’ She sighed expressively. ‘He was very nice, I was very nice, it was very nice.’ 
 
    Noakes was staring at her as though hypnotized by a snake, but somehow forced the words out. ‘But you weren’t … exclusive, like … I mean to say, he had other, er, girlfriends as well…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, George was like a puppy dog sniffing round lots of trees,’ she said with magnificent disdain. ‘But we were friends for all that.’ An impatient gesture of the beautiful beringed hands. ‘The sexual side was pretty much over between us… George had moved on to young athletic types. Less dying swan, more drum majorettes.’ 
 
    ‘How did you feel about that?’ 
 
    ‘Relieved more than anything else, I suppose.’ Aroldingen met the DI’s eyes frankly. ‘Look, Inspector, we came together in our devotion to the ballet. As far as I was concerned, that’s what counted.’ 
 
    From the bemused expression on Noakes’s face, she might as well have been speaking Esperanto. 
 
    With an air of long-suffering patience, she endeavoured to explain. ‘Look, gentlemen, if you think about it, ballet is thoroughly unnatural and artificial.’ A vigorous nod of assent from the DS. ‘Quite sinister too, given the way a choreographer moulds human bodies like plasticine.’ She paused impressively. ‘But, when shaped by a genius, dance can become a technique for transcendence … something for lifting clay into the clouds.’ 
 
    Bugger me, thought Noakes, I wish the silly bint’d come down from them clouds for a moment. She must be on summat, banging on like that. 
 
    ‘And Baranov was a genius?’ Markham knew the answer but wanted to draw her out. 
 
    ‘Unquestionably.’ Aroldingen’s eyes were suddenly bright with pain. ‘Watching him choreograph was like watching light pass through a prism. The music passed through him and he refracted the music into dance.’ 
 
    Eh? Yeah, deffo high on summat. Prob’ly had a stash squirrelled away somewhere. Ketamine, bennies or some such… 
 
    Noakes noticed the intrigued expression on the guvnor’s face. Surely he couldn’t be buying this load of cobblers. But that was the problem with the guvnor, he was a sucker for anyone who started spouting poetry or quoting la-di-dah gibberish… 
 
    ‘…I understand he favoured the ballerinas.’ 
 
    ‘Well, George needed men, if only as partners.’ She was coolly offhand. ‘But there was always an area of competition. Obedient sons were okay, rivals weren’t, either professional or sexual.’ 
 
    What if a member of Baranov’s troupe had declined his assigned role of obedient servitor? What if docility had curdled to deadly hate? 
 
    ‘Did Mr Baranov ever dance himself?’ Noakes asked curiously. 
 
    ‘He had an operation after an injury to his knee, and mostly limited himself to character roles after that.’ 
 
    ‘What’s one of them, then?’ 
 
    ‘A part that doesn’t require full-put dancing … you know, like a wicked magician or a nobleman or party guest…’ 
 
    ‘Kinda like panto.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think George would have put it quite like that, Mr Noakes,’ the ballet mistress said after a pause. ‘But you’re right, it’s more about dramatic roles with less actual dancing.’ 
 
    Visibly pluming himself on his acquisition of a classical dance vocabulary, Noakes sat back in his chair. Over to you, Guv. 
 
    ‘I imagine in some ways a ballet company must resemble a family, Ms Aroldingen.’ The DI’s eyes were keen. ‘A dysfunctional family perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘Look, choreographers and directors are human like anyone else. And yes, fairness sometimes goes by the board.’ She looked as though she was willing them to understand. ‘You might have the talent, work ethic or whatever and be a sure bet for a role, but if you don’t play the game of the week – whatever that happens to be – you can get passed over or replaced.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘Out, just like that!’ 
 
    ‘Survival of the fittest.’ 
 
    ‘Something like that, Inspector… No explanations are offered when the bad news arrives. Just a rehearsal sheet on a bulletin board. You either jump for joy or run away to drown your troubles with too much red wine.’ She gave a brittle laugh. ‘Hell, George even taught us what and how to drink!’ 
 
    ‘What about Alexandra Fairlie?’ 
 
    ‘What about her?’ From a capacious pocket, Aroldingen produced a lacquered cigarette holder and proceeded to light up. The DI noticed her hands were shaking. 
 
    ‘Er … I’m not sure as you c’n do that in here, luv,’ Noakes ventured. ‘There’s health an’ safety, you know. An’ happen your stage manager’ll have summat to say.’ 
 
    ‘Ted Murphy can go screw himself.’ 
 
    As there seemed to be no answer to that, Markham ignored the interruption. 
 
    ‘How did you feel when Mr Baranov succumbed to an infatuation for Ms Fairlie?’ 
 
    The ballet mistress had herself well under control now. ‘Naturally it hurt at first.’ An elegant shrug of the shoulders. ‘But Alex is a wonderful dancer – she has coolness which burns, George used to say – and he had what he wanted most. A muse who would always dance.’ Another shrug. ‘Of course, she played him brilliantly.’ 
 
    ‘Played him?’ 
 
    ‘She had marvellous instincts for that. You see, George liked elusiveness in a woman. He used to say, “I don’t need a housewife. I need a nymph who fills the bedroom and floats out”. He always wanted romantic elusiveness. In his ballets, the man always seeks and the woman flees. He wanted women who were cool – guarded, emotionally unavailable.’ 
 
    A porcelain princess. 
 
    ‘But then she walked out on him,’ Markham prompted. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she whispered. 
 
    ‘And he turned to you again.’ 
 
    The expressive eyes were shadowed. ‘He turned to all of us again, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘It must have been unsettling for everyone when she came back.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it caused tremors for sure.’ She took a long drag of her cigarette. ‘But Alex and George were a force of nature.’ She smiled sadly. ‘George had to be in love to do his best work. There was nothing to be done but to accept the inevitable.’ 
 
    She made it sound so neat, so logical. But Baranov’s surrender to Fairlie’s powers could have been the tinder which kindled a murderous blaze, Markham reflected. 
 
    The ballet mistress sensed his scepticism. 
 
    ‘Offstage, dancers can be confused, sometimes stupid emotional human beings. But on stage we’re bigger and better than ourselves. That’s the miracle of dance.’ 
 
    The DI decided to leave discussion of the ballet totem pole. 
 
    Glancing at his watch, he said courteously, ‘I believe you have a rehearsal now, Ms Aroldingen?’ 
 
    Clearly grateful for the reprieve, she glided to her feet, extinguishing her cigarette. ‘Why not come and watch? Then you can tell me who you need to see and they can go off one at a time.’ 
 
    Noakes flourished a smudged crumpled list and cleared his throat. ‘P’raps you c’n use this, luv.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent, Mr Noakes. Nothing like teamwork, I always say.’ 
 
    Markham was amused to note that the DS seemed somewhat alarmed at the prospect. 
 
    ‘Right,’ she said briskly, ‘let’s go round to the auditorium. I’m starting with Isobel Kent and some of the corps. I can let you have them once we’ve practised the opening of act two.’ 
 
    From seats in the stalls, Markham and Noakes watched proceedings onstage with interest. 
 
    Isobel Kent appeared to be warming up, though still clad in coat, leggings and leg warmers. 
 
    ‘Looks more like Scott of the Antarctic than the Sugar Plum Fairy,’ Noakes observed jovially. Then he spied another dancer. ‘Hey up, what’s that lass over there doing with a cheese grater?’ 
 
    ‘It’s to level off the tip and bottom of her pointe shoes,’ came a quiet voice from behind them. ‘Gives the shoes extra grip so they won’t slip.’ 
 
    Brian Shaw, the Royal’s ballet master, smiled at Noakes’s wide-eyed wonderment. 
 
    ‘Oh yeah, like the powder in that box.’ The DS was keen to show he was a quick learner. 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Shaw confirmed approvingly. ‘She’ll cover the soles and heels of her feet with it.’ 
 
    ‘An’ what’s the other one doing with all the sticking plaster?’ 
 
    ‘That soloist? Oh, she’s creating insteps – to make her feet look more highly arched.’ The ballet master chuckled at the expression on his interlocutor’s face. ‘I’m destroying all your illusions, aren’t I? You see, it’s all done with smoke and mirrors, gents.’ 
 
    With his customary suavity, Markham identified himself and Noakes. 
 
    ‘You’re very welcome, officers.’ There was something very winning about Brian Shaw’s gentle self-effacing manner, the DI concluded. He wondered how the ballet master had coped with that ‘force of nature’ George Baranov. 
 
    At that moment, a piercing scream thrilled through the cavernous space. 
 
    It felt to Markham as though the temperature had suddenly dropped by several degrees. 
 
    He jumped to his feet, every nerve end tingling, and looked at the stage. 
 
    At first he saw nothing, but then, following the white-faced look of terror on the little soloist’s face, he saw it. 
 
    A puppet or marionette was slowly zigzagging its way along a wire which extended diagonally from high in the wings to the left of the stage and down to the other side. 
 
    There was no sound save the eerie squeaking of the wire with its crumpled cargo. 
 
    The dancer screamed again. And again. Scream upon scream as though she would never stop. 
 
    Moving up the aisle towards the stage, Markham realized his mistake. 
 
    This was no puppet. 
 
    Sheila Bloom’s body spun gently in its cruel harness, a livid weal across the neck. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    5. Gathering Storm 
 
    AFTERWARDS, THINKING BACK TO the ghastly apparition that he had witnessed, Markham recalled a long-forgotten event from childhood. He had gone on a school trip to see the ballet Petrushka, a winter fairy tale about the loves and jealousies of three clown puppets who mysteriously came to life. His classmates hadn’t thought much of it. ‘Punch and Judy on tiptoes.’ But Markham had been haunted by the climax where the leering ghost of the brutalized Petrushka, murdered by one of the other marionettes, suddenly appeared above the roof of the little puppet theatre. For an appalling moment, contemplating the ballet mistress’s corpse dangling from its hook like a sawdust-filled doll, it had seemed to him that Sheila Bloom’s face floated there in the air above her broken body, mouthing imprecations against her killer… 
 
    Moving swiftly, Marguerite Aroldingen put her arm around the hysterical soloist and escorted her offstage. Other dancers, who had rushed to the auditorium from all corners of the theatre at the sound of their colleague’s piercing screams, stood gazing at the wardrobe mistress’s body with horror-stricken faces, shocked past speech, huddling together as though they felt there might be safety in numbers. 
 
    Quietly and competently, Brian Shaw helped the DI and Noakes to evacuate the stage which, in what seemed like no time at all, was swarming with SOCOs. 
 
    ‘Bromgrove Dance Academy’s just round the back of the theatre, Inspector, in Renton Street,’ the ballet master told them as the dancers clustered around him and Marguerite Aroldingen in a frightened huddle. ‘We do quite a lot of work with their kids, so they’ll let us use the studios over there. They’ve broken up for Christmas, so there aren’t any youngsters around.’ 
 
    A sudden commotion onstage heralded the erection of screens around the corpse in anticipation of the pathologist’s arrival. Meanwhile, SOCOs, fanning out across the auditorium with spools of crime scene tape, began to cordon off the auditorium. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Mr Shaw. There’s nothing more we can do for Ms Bloom,’ Markham said quietly, ‘so we’ll continue with interviews in the Academy as you suggest.’ 
 
    With the unfussy elegance which seemed to characterize all his movements, the ballet master led his troupe towards the side door. Noakes eyed the retreating figure approvingly. 
 
    ‘Got a sound head on him that bloke. ‘No hoo-ha, he jus’ gets on with it.’ Clearly good NCO material. 
 
    Noticing Kate Burton and DC Doyle waiting at the back of the auditorium with the ashen-faced Jake Porter and Ted Murphy, his pudding features for once wiped clean of all bombast, the DI gestured his two subordinates forward. 
 
    ‘I need checks on them all, Kate – movements for the last forty-eight hours.’ Glancing towards the stage manager, he added firmly, ‘No exceptions.’ 
 
    ‘On it, sir,’ she said quietly. 
 
    ‘No-one to leave until everyone’s been seen.’ He pivoted on his heels, scanning the tiers. ‘Have you located an up to date map yet?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, boss.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. Doyle, I want you to check the building’s secure.’ He frowned. ‘Take the assistant stage manager with you … more likely to co-operate, if you get my drift.’ 
 
    The young DC cast a sardonic look in Ted Murphy’s direction. ‘Understood, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Noakes and I will take Eddie Bissell, Brian Shaw and the male principal…’ 
 
    ‘Ivan Plucis,’ Burton prompted. 
 
    ‘That’s him. After that, Kate, I need you there when we tackle Isobel Kent. From what I’ve seen of the lady, I don’t think she’d be above crying police harassment, so I want her interviewed by a woman.’ A brief pause, then he added casually, ‘Plus all that research gives you authenticity as a balletomane, whereas Noakes and I…’ With an eloquent shrug, he left the sentence unfinished. 
 
    A rush of colour streamed into Burton’s cheeks so that she looked almost pretty. 
 
    ‘Thanks, sir. I’ll do my best.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no doubt of it, Kate.’ Markham’s smile was kind. 
 
    ‘What about Ted Murphy?’ the DC enquired. 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Markham thought for a moment. ‘Get him to round up all the technicians, stagehands, domestic staff and what have you. They need relocating to the Dance Academy round the back. Murphy’s to … supervise them until you’ve had a chance to take statements.’ The DI’s mouth quirked. ‘That should satisfy his Napoleon complex.’ 
 
    Doyle grinned broadly. ‘He said we can use his office for the incident room, boss. It’s a bit basic, but,’ he glanced at Noakes, ‘it’s got the essentials – fridge, kettle, biscuits…’ 
 
    ‘An army marches on its stomach,’ Markham said caustically. ‘Once the SOCOs have finished in there, we’ll get set up.’ 
 
      
 
    Some time later, after the removal of Sheila Bloom’s body, they sat in the windowless galley-cum-kitchenette where three sagging armchairs had somehow been squeezed into the narrow space. A faint odour of turpentine jostled uneasily with other food-related smells. 
 
    Altogether an unpropitious venue for interviews, but Markham was anxious to be away from the auditorium and forensic teams. Equally, he was keen to remain within the theatre in the hope that any vibrations from the scene of two murders might serve to unsettle their killer. 
 
    Having assigned Doyle to act as a ‘runner’ between the theatre and neighbouring Dance Academy, the DI impatiently awaited the company administrator. 
 
    There was a gentle knock and the man Markham recognized as Eddie Bissell appeared at the door. High-shouldered, bony, ungraceful and sallow-complexioned, with eyes that seemed to have dug themselves a cave to hide in, he appeared a far cry from the classical dancer he had once been. 
 
    ‘Come in and take a seat, Mr Bissell,’ Markham said. Observing the man’s shattered looks, he added, ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing for me, thanks,’ the other replied softly. 
 
    Introductions were duly made and Bissell’s movements noted: alone in his terraced house Saturday night; back in the theatre Monday and Tuesday, drifting in and out of rehearsals or, as he put it, ‘getting in the stagehands’ way’. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t much use in terms of raising morale,’ he said sadly. 
 
    ‘Tell us about George Baranov,’ Markham prompted. 
 
    The other’s face twisted so violently, the DI feared he was about to break down. But the spasm passed. 
 
    ‘George was a genius, Inspector.’ A gleam animated the exhausted eyes. ‘His life was a rollercoaster of success and disappointments, loves and losses, but the centre of him was unshakeable, not a tremor. He had no doubts. He knew himself.’ 
 
    ‘Made enemies, though.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he did, Sergeant.’ The uninflected monotone gave way to eagerness. ‘He had his streaks of pettiness like all of us. But he was such a great man, that if he revealed jealousy or small-mindedness, you’d want to deny it, walk away, tuck any criticism of him in the bottom of the drawer and forget it.’ 
 
    His face crumpled. ‘Sheila always made allowances for him.’ 
 
    ‘She knew him well.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, Inspector … loved him even.’ 
 
    The haggard features softened with remembrance. ‘On Christmas Eve last year, she brought him a small tree encrusted with hanging fruits. She remembered him speaking of his struggling Russian childhood and how they hung fruit from the branches of their trees because they had no ornaments.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t approve of him being a control freak by all accounts.’ The beady stare with which Noakes favoured Bissell was worthy of Lady Bracknell. 
 
    ‘It’s true, Sergeant, Sheila was disturbed by all of that, and yes,’ he sat more upright in his seat, ‘it was disturbing.’ 
 
    ‘What did you make of it all, Mr Bissell?’ Markham’s tone was curious. ‘After all, you knew Mr Baranov better than anyone else.’ 
 
    A deep sigh, then the words came out in a tremulous flood. 
 
    ‘There’s no denying George longed to be the sole sculptor … resented his muse going off to study with other teachers or being influenced by other choreographers, and ballerinas were uncomfortable having boyfriends or husbands hanging round the theatre. It was unspoken but understood. He didn’t want his favourites running off after performances to another man, husband or child. No distraction. Only his ballets and him.’ 
 
    Noakes made a sound halfway between a snort and a growl but said nothing. 
 
    ‘It disturbed George, his muses having another man. Apart from anything else, motherhood would have affected the shape of their bodies and deflected attention from their art and him.’ 
 
    Bissell’s voice rang with conviction. 
 
    ‘He was inspired by the image of the aloof, elusive woman. If she was married or already had children, he felt hobbled. He needed to believe and hope that he could attain the muse and wooed her through his ballets. If they had married, it would never have worked. At home, an ordinary woman would be revealed and the spell broken…’ 
 
    The DS was unimpressed. ‘But Baranov did get married, didn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he did, Sergeant, and it was pretty much a disaster … curtains for his creativity … at least until they split.’ 
 
    ‘So, he jus’ went on chasing pretty young lasses who thought he was an old perv.’ 
 
    Bissell flared up, an angry flush staining the lank cheeks. ‘It wasn’t like that at all.’ Clearly despairing of Noakes, he fixed his gaze on Markham. ‘In his own realm, George was peerless. But competing with another man in the bedroom … that was another matter altogether… He was supremely confident wooing his muse in classes, rehearsals, and through his choreography, but when it came to courtship rituals, it was almost like he needed a surrogate – could be the male dancer, could be me… He used to ask me to supper with whoever was the latest idol…’ 
 
    ‘As a foil … because he feared rejection?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that, Inspector.’ 
 
    Markham was intrigued and oddly touched by the narrative of Baranov’s eternal quest for a May to December romance. 
 
    ‘You make him sound quite vulnerable, Mr Bissell.’ 
 
    A muscle leaped next to the bony jaw. 
 
    ‘In many ways, he was, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘Alexandra Fairlie eluded him.’ 
 
    ‘George used to say, “She’s a witch inside me. I’ve got to get her out.”’ Bissell’s voice was the merest thread. ‘But he never did exorcise her.’ 
 
    ‘“Exorcise.” Strong language, Mr Bissell.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, George was a passionately religious man, Inspector.’ Again, an almost tender smile of reminiscence. ‘Once, when the conductor turned up in his white tie and tails, one of the stage crew said, “Great, the wine waiter’s here. Now we can start.” George thought that was very funny, but afterwards he turned quite philosophical… I’ll always remember what he said. “I am like that. I’m God’s waiter. He’s told me to teach and make them dance, and nothing could prevent me from doing what He wants me to do. But as soon as He says Fini, that’s enough, then I will go.”’ A pause. ‘So God took him away.’ 
 
    Not God, thought Markham fiercely. Another agent entirely. 
 
    But seeing the ravaged expression on Bissell’s face, he let the epitaph stand uncorrected. 
 
    ‘I can see this has hit you hard, Mr Bissell, so I won’t keep you much longer.’ The DI was calmly reassuring. ‘Can you remember when you last saw Ms Bloom?’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday afternoon, I think … just for a minute. There was a problem with one of the costumes…’ 
 
    ‘How did she seem to you?’ 
 
    ‘Subdued. Turned in on herself.’ The very bones in his face seemed to tighten. ‘I should have checked that she was all right … but I was in a bad way myself.’ 
 
    ‘Did she strike you as suicidal?’ Until the PM, cause of death wouldn’t be precisely established, but Markham wanted some insights into the dead woman’s state of mind. 
 
    Bissell looked wretched. ‘She seemed depressed, Inspector. But she and George went way back. He used to call her his good luck charm.’ He swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing almost painfully beneath his skin. 
 
    ‘Chuffing hell,’ was Noakes’s verdict afterwards. ‘Talk about loony tunes. All that guff about muses an’ charms… He and Baranov sound a right pair.’ 
 
    Brian Shaw was a very different proposition, but in his own way no less impressive, thought Markham when the ballet master joined them. Like Bissell, he paid homage to the choreographer’s genius. 
 
    ‘His musicality and creativity were extraordinary, officers … he seemed to be inventing worlds outside the ordinary, as if he had conjured up other moons outside of our galaxy.’ 
 
    Observing the DS’s boot-faced expression, he chuckled. ‘Oh, I know, Sergeant. He could be jealous, devious and vindictive too.’ Another rumble of laughter. ‘I remember when Paul Gayle first asked to be a principal, he rattled off a number of ballets he wanted to dance. With that leprechaun expression of his, Mr B told him, “Why don’t you make a list of things you want to do … and you can add to the list, l Leave The Company!”’ [caps for emphasis – Mr B is making a point] 
 
    Paul Gayle again. Markham looked at Noakes. We need to get hold of him. 
 
    ‘Sheila Bloom sided with Gayle when it came to Baranov’s obsession with Alexandra Fairlie?’ 
 
    ‘Oh undoubtedly, Inspector. Being relegated to Mr B’s limbo could be very painful, and she knew he was being unjust.’ His face was troubled. ‘She tried to be a friend to them all, but it was hard for her.’ 
 
    ‘One hears such differing accounts of Mr Baranov that it’s difficult to know what to think.’ Markham weighed his words carefully. ‘There’s that story about him giving female dancers specific perfumes so he could track their whereabouts…’ 
 
    The ballet master’s habitually mild face was indignant. 
 
    ‘That’s ridiculous!’ he expostulated. ‘Mr B gave them scents to match their personalities. You know, “This one is elegant or gentle. Good for Isobel.” That kind of thing.’ 
 
    Noakes looked far from convinced. 
 
    ‘Look, gentlemen, believe me, Baranov was essentially a fine man. He rose from the ashes of dozens of missed opportunities, a failed marriage, broken love affairs, disappointments, unrealized dreams… He was what you might call gutsy.’ A quick rising light and fire crossed Shaw’s features. ‘And he never worried much about money and royalties. Not tight-fisted like some of them. The god of dance touched him. He was blessed, so he gave. “You diminish yourself by putting a price tag on your work,” he used to tell me. “One does not own dance.”’ 
 
    As with Bissell, it was clear that they had in front of them a devoted adherent. 
 
    Or something more, Markham wondered… 
 
    ‘In many ways, Mr B was such an unworldly character. Almost childlike,’ the ballet master continued to reminisce. ‘I’ll never forget when Ralph Henze, the young German choreographer, died on a transatlantic flight from Philadelphia to Berlin. Mr B had fallen out with him big time over his work on Eugene Onegin – couldn’t bear the way he’d messed around with it. Well, when we heard that Henze had died mid-flight, Mr B insisted, “Tchaikovsky got together above with Pushkin and Stravinsky and yelled BANG! They stopped him!” It was no good telling him Henze had choked on a sleeping pill … he wasn’t having any of it … as far as Mr B was concerned, his mates in heaven had fixed it!’ 
 
    ‘A religious man, then.’ 
 
    ‘Definitely, Inspector, in his own inimitable way. Told Sheila he read the Bible a lot. He found it entertaining, what with all the wars and prophesies.’ Shaw looked down at the ground before concluding, ‘I’ll miss listening to him, Inspector… When we had the local children in to work as extras, he held them spellbound with stories about Nijinsky. How in Russia, after his performances, fans would crowd round the stage door to wait for him and unhitch the horses from his carriage so they could take the reins themselves and pull his carriage through the snow to honour him…’ 
 
    ‘Clearly Mr Baranov was an acquired taste.’ 
 
    A wry smile greeted this observation. 
 
    ‘Yes, Inspector. He had enemies and fans in equal measure.’ 
 
    ‘What about Sheila Bloom?’ 
 
    ‘A gentle cultivated woman, Inspector.’ He shook his head helplessly. ‘It makes no sense at all.’ 
 
    ‘How did she seem to you after Baranov’s death?’ 
 
    ‘Shocked. Preoccupied.’ 
 
    Preoccupied. An interesting word. Preoccupied with what? the DI wondered. 
 
    ‘Was she in love with Baranov herself?’ 
 
    Shaw looked levelly at them. ‘I think she may have been at one time, yes,’ he said quietly. ‘Much like myself.’ 
 
    Clearly, Markham reflected after Shaw’s departure, the ballet world was something of a sexual merry-go-round, with relationships and romances erupting and evolving in complicated patterns. 
 
    This impression of a complex kaleidoscope was only heightened with the arrival of Ivan Plucis. 
 
    The Romanian principal was wonderfully handsome, with dark hair, sharply chiselled face, and a rather supercilious way of holding his head back and looking down his nose – though perhaps this was something to do with the way a danseur noble was supposed to carry himself on stage. 
 
    Markham felt an instinctive dislike of the man. There was something too vulpine about him, a sibilant lisp and languid smirk conveying a sense that something unpleasant lay behind the studied nonchalance. 
 
    ‘Baranov was not a nice man,’ the dancer told them. ‘Told me I was too stiff … too prissy … too formal.’ The handsome features hardened into a grim mask. ‘I almost left the ballet because of him.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you think he was so hostile?’ 
 
    ‘All that “Ballet is woman” talk. Pah! Men were always second best for him … always!’ 
 
    ‘Why was that?’ 
 
    ‘Who can say?’ An impatient flick of the wrist. ‘Perhaps we were a threat … rivals, you know. Only he could be the male star…’ Plucis looked complacently down his long lean length, at the elegant limbs encased in skin tight leggings. ‘And he was past the age for performing, you see. He wanted to be up there onstage with the ballerina, rather than just making dances. Yes, I think he hated me for that.’ Plucis placed a hand over his heart with studied theatricality. ‘And I challenged him, asked questions.’ A disdainful sniff. ‘Not like those perfect little corps girls with their tight ballerina buns, putting on their ballerina airs. “Yes, sir; no, sir; I’ll slit my throat, sir.”’ It was the perfect approximation of an adolescent whine. Plucis added soberly. ‘I met him as an equal. He didn’t like that.’ 
 
    ‘You felt excluded.’ 
 
    ‘I was outside the magic circle, always. It was like Do Not Disturb.’ 
 
    ‘When you say magic circle—’ 
 
    ‘The cosy threesome. Baranov, Bissell and Bloom.’ A mirthless snicker. ‘In the company, we called them The Royal Family.’ 
 
    Abruptly, Markham changed tack, anxious to keep this smooth customer on the back foot. 
 
    ‘Can anyone vouch for your whereabouts on Saturday night?’ 
 
    ‘I was with a lady.’ 
 
    ‘We will need her contact details, Mr Plucis.’ 
 
    ‘But of course.’ 
 
    A partner’s alibi. Worse than useless. 
 
    ‘You talked about a threesome … how so?’ 
 
    ‘Well, Baranov always brought someone else along on his “dates” with Alex. To keep up appearances. Bissell or Bloom was always around.’ 
 
    Plucis’s proud face twitched. ‘They were like some sort of bodyguards,’ he said. ‘Poor Alex. No room to breathe. Awful.’ His tone contemptuous, he continued, ‘You know, sometimes they went to dinner straight after Alex finished dancing. Did not even wait to see the rest of us finish the performance. Can you imagine?’ 
 
    ‘What did Ms Bloom get out of it?’ 
 
    Plucis looked at the DI as if he was simple-minded. 
 
    ‘She was in love with Alex.’ 
 
    Markham was starting to feel light-headed, while he felt, rather than saw, Noakes’s jaw hit the floor. 
 
    ‘Are you saying there was some sort of relationship between Alexandra Fairlie and Sheila Bloom, Mr Plucis?’ 
 
    ‘Heavens no, nothing like that.’ A curl of the lip. ‘Sheila just liked to worship from afar, but anyone could see how it was.’ 
 
    Markham felt his dislike of the man intensifying by the minute. 
 
    ‘Sheila and Alex are Roman Catholics, Inspector.’ A dramatic pistol-shot clap of the hands. ‘Took their faith seriously. It was a bond between them. Baranov was married, which created problems.’ 
 
    ‘So Ms Bloom disapproved of Mr Baranov’s pursuit of Alexandra Fairlie?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. She felt Baranov should not have thought of Alex in that way. I remember she used to cringe when it sounded like he was outlining a romantic situation. “I’ve got a new solo for you,” he would say to Alex. “Just a chaste little love bite.” Ugh!’ 
 
    Markham had heard enough. Somehow, he felt tainted by the entire exchange. Having established that Plucis last saw the wardrobe mistress at Monday’s company class, he told the dancer he was free to go. 
 
    Afterwards, he and Noakes sat ruminating on what they had heard. 
 
    ‘Well, what do you make of it all, Sergeant?’ 
 
    The DS scratched his head in bafflement. ‘Beats me, Guv,’ he said, before taking refuge in a packet of Jaffa Cakes. 
 
    Markham was grateful when Kate Burton arrived escorting Isobel Kent. As elongated and stretched out, and fascinating to watch, as a praying mantis… 
 
    A veritable ice maiden, the ballerina thawed somewhat as it became clear that Burton had done her homework. 
 
    ‘You follow the ballet, Sergeant?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve always been interested, Ms Kent,’ was the modest reply. ‘Your interview in the Gazette last year was fantastic. I loved the bit where you talked about ballet being the most beautiful art because it was gravity-less.’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t always beautiful, Sergeant.’ She permitted herself a tiny smile. ‘I used to make Mr B angry because of the way I used to get my adrenaline up.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ Burton’s interest was unfeigned. 
 
    ‘Well, if I didn’t feel at my peak, I used to pick a fight.’ The woman smiled at Burton’s startled expression. ‘As the music was counting down, I’d go up to one of the stagehands and say something like, “Hey! I have to make an entrance here. Move your ass!” I’d be arguing like crazy with some poor guy who was furious with me. He’d be opening his mouth to call out “BITCH!” … then suddenly I’d be off and away, transforming the conflict into riveting drama… At the end, after the curtain came down, I’d be yelling, “Where’s that wonderful man? I owe it all to him!” Kiss and make up time.’ 
 
    Burton burst out laughing. ‘Wonderful! How did Baranov react?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he loathed it, Sergeant. He hated that kind of flamboyance. All that mattered to him was his choreography… They had to shove him offstage sometimes – at the very last minute, the stage manager would take him by the arm and lead him off… And even then, he’d still be working away with dancers in the wings.’ 
 
    ‘Dancers? As in Alexandra Fairlie?’ 
 
    A tight smile. ‘Alex was his muse, certainly. But the rest of us had our chances.’ 
 
    ‘The Sunday Times reported one of the corps as saying that Alexandra Fairlie’s coming back was the best thing that happened since she left.’ 
 
    ‘There was lots of speculation, Sergeant. But the company continued to thrive. There was a grant from English National Ballet and enough roles to go around.’ The tension was palpable. ‘But I had to raise my game. We all did.’ 
 
    Carefully, correctly, Burton established Isobel Kent’s whereabouts on Saturday night. The ballerina had been alone, so there was no-one to vouch for her movements. 
 
    With tact and sensitivity, the DS probed Kent’s affair with Baranov. ‘Over long since, Sergeant,’ she laughed. 
 
    A mischievous roll of the eyes. 
 
    ‘By the end, passion and romance didn’t play a big role in our relationship. We saved our emotion for the classroom. George saved all his energy for work. He made sure we slept in twin beds, perhaps to conserve his energy.’ 
 
    Kent offered nothing new regarding the wardrobe mistress – ‘hadn’t clapped eyes on her since Monday afternoon’ – though she confirmed the closeness of what she called the ‘troika’ – Baranov, Bissell and Bloom. With polite discomfort, she added, ‘I did not understand the dynamic, Sergeant.’ Her confusion sounded like the genuine article, but Markham hastened to remind himself that appearances counted for nothing in this most unnatural of worlds. 
 
    Wandering back to the auditorium, the little group was startled by the sound of a harsh pattering overhead. 
 
    Sleet, thought Markham. 
 
    As they stood in front of the stage, a breeze swept in from the streets outside – sharp, dense and icy cold – rattling the boards on either side of the proscenium arch, a relic from the days of variety shows, when numbers were slotted into them to show the audience who was on next. 
 
    Outside the theatre, it sounded as though the wind was getting up with a sort of hoarse roar, and a whirl and tumult that made the air seem mad. Onstage, the props and sets grew indistinct and shadowy in their many shapes, assuming a doubtful and mysterious character, frowning on spectators with a spectral aspect. As he stood, indecisive, Markham felt he could not separate the theatrical paraphernalia from the phantoms which populated his mind and seemed momentarily to glide out of sight only to lurk in the wings, ready to accost him in some new and alarming guise. 
 
    ‘Sir.’ DC Doyle’s voice interrupted the DI’s reverie. ‘You need to get back to the station. The DCI wants to see you.’ 
 
    Markham’s heart sank. Just what he needed! 
 
    Suddenly a diminutive dark-haired figure in leotard, baggy cardigan and leg warmers came hurtling down the theatre aisle towards him, having somehow managed to circumvent security. At a meaningful look from the DI, Doyle scuttled off to investigate. 
 
    Even in baggy practice clothes, the intruder looked curiously exotic, like some sort of kewpie figurine. There was something eerie, almost sinister, about these ballerinas, he decided, with their painted-on faces and the solid little lump at the top of their heads. At that moment, he badly wanted to be away from the lot of them. 
 
    ‘You can’t just keep us locked up in that Academy all day!’ she hissed. ‘We haven’t done anything wrong. We want to go home.’ 
 
    Clearly the natives were growing restless. 
 
    Markham turned to Burton. 
 
    ‘Kate,’ he said quietly, ‘I want you to complete all interviews with the dancers and teaching staff. Once that’s done, they’re free to leave. Full contact details, mind.’ 
 
    He turned to the dancer. ‘The sooner my officers are able to finish their interviews, the sooner you can all go home.’ Courteous, but a manner that brooked no opposition. The iron fist in a velvet glove, thought Burton admiringly as she ushered the dancer, waddling and ungainly when not on pointe, towards the foyer exit. 
 
    Her colleague had returned, flushed and panting. 
 
    ‘Doyle.’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ The young DC sprang to attention. 
 
    ‘See to the technical staff as soon as possible, please. In the meantime,’ he said tonelessly, ‘Noakes and I will liaise with DCI Sidney.’ 
 
    Suddenly, there was the sound of a lively altercation at the rear of the auditorium and a tall, slim dark figure burst through the swing doors leading to the foyer with Ted Murphy and a SOCO in hot pursuit. Behind them fluttered a distressed looking Alexandra Fairlie. 
 
    ‘I’ve had just about enough of you!’ the stage manager bellowed, grabbing hold of the young man’s arm on one side while the burly SOCO took the other. ‘Miss Fairlie don’t want you bothering her, capeesh? Now move it!’ 
 
    Markham raised his hand. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ he said calmly. ‘What’s this all about?’ 
 
    The young man shrugged himself free and Alexandra Fairlie came forward. 
 
    ‘This is Roger,’ she said awkwardly, as though uncertain how to proceed. 
 
    The DI waited. 
 
    ‘Roger’s a fan.’ There was a rising heat in her face. Meanwhile the young man stood and listened with quiet dignity. 
 
    ‘I got to know him after I came back to ENB. He left notes for me at the stage door … very respectful and complimentary about my dancing.’ 
 
    ‘Anonymous notes?’ 
 
    The dancer looked uncomfortable. 
 
    ‘Yes, at first. But I soon worked out who he was because he came to all my performances and always sat in the first row right next to the stage … he commented on my facial expressions in particular roles … the kind of thing only someone sitting so close would notice.’ 
 
    As she continued with her narrative, the ballerina regained her poise. 
 
    ‘He wrote me some poems.’ There was an incredulous snort from the stage manager. ‘Then he sent me a bottle of Givenchy perfume and a beautiful book about Russian ballet.’ Her tone defensive, she added, ‘It was all perfectly polite and above board … eventually he introduced himself one evening when I came out from the stage door… I explained that I was married and he was a perfect gentleman about it…’ 
 
    ‘I simply wanted to show my appreciation of great artistry.’ It was a cultured resonant voice. 
 
    ‘How come you’ve turned up here today?’ Noakes asked suspiciously. Today of all days. 
 
    ‘I just happened to be in the area … did some window shopping in the town centre earlier and wandered out this way.’ 
 
    Hoping to catch a glimpse of the ballerina no doubt, Markham thought uneasily. 
 
    ‘You aren’t at work?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a lecturer at the university,’ came the easy reply. ‘We broke up last week.’ 
 
    ‘Roger saw all the police activity and realized something must have happened. He went round to the Academy to see if I was all right.’ The dancer looked sideways at Ted Murphy. ‘Security got the wrong end of the stick,’ she said with something approaching venom in her tone. ‘I heard lots of shouting and then one of the others told me Roger was heading to the theatre … so I followed him.’ 
 
    ‘Well, now you’ve satisfied yourself as to Ms Fairlie’s safety, I am going to ask you to leave the premises, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    The man was devouring Alexandra Fairlie with his eyes. He was undoubtedly good-looking but somewhat cadaverous, as though his thinness was the effect of some wasting fire within him, which found a vent in that piercing gaze. 
 
    Uneasiness lanced through the DI once again. 
 
    ‘If you would be kind enough to leave full contact details with Sergeant Noakes here before you go…’ 
 
    Markham nodded to Noakes who advanced grimly upon Roger, swatting away Ted Murphy and the SOCO like importunate flies. 
 
    In a matter of minutes the auditorium was deserted once more. 
 
    Save for the observer who stood unnoticed at the back of the dress circle. Silently watching and waiting. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6. Unravelling the Threads 
 
    WHEN KATE BURTON PUSHED open the door of the ‘Martha Graham Studio’ in Bromgrove Dance Academy, she was taken aback by the sight which met her eyes. Dancers in tracksuits or leotards and leg warmers stood at the barre practising impossibly sinuous movements in slow motion, their eyes fixed intently on the full-length mirrors, scrutinizing themselves from all angles. 
 
    It was not what she had expected to see after the hideous discovery of Sheila Bloom’s body. 
 
    Suddenly, Marguerite Aroldingen was beside her, discreetly drawing her away from the studio up to the little gallery overhead. The DS took everything in with inquisitive eyes. The whole set up, down to the viewing balcony, was a mirror image of the rehearsal rooms in the theatre across the way. Home from home. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ the ballet mistress said, ‘the rest can’t hear what we say up here.’ The world-weary eyes were shrewd. ‘You’re a bit shocked at us, aren’t you?’ 
 
    Burton groped for some suitably polite denial. 
 
    The other broke into her trademark throaty laugh. 
 
    ‘They mean no disrespect, Sergeant. It’s their way of coping.’ She smiled an enigmatic sphinx’s smile. ‘For dancers, speech is pared down as much as their bodies… They can live hours a day without speaking at all… They’ve internalized their horror at what they saw back there and are dealing with it in the only way they know how.’ 
 
    Burton lent over the rail and looked at the figures below. Now that the ballet mistress had pointed it out, she could detect signs of trauma in the grimly focused expressions and glazed eyes. 
 
    ‘They’re obeying their instincts, Sergeant.’ Marguerite Aroldingen could see that the young policewoman with the serious brown eyes was genuinely trying to understand this strange new world which seemed to be populated by devotees of some arcane cult. 
 
    ‘Put any of us in front of a mirror and the familiar rhythms take over… We’ll start twisting from side to side and pawing the ground.’ Another husky chuckle. ‘But our eyes will never leave our reflections.’ Burton could see that it was true. ‘The choreographer Jerome Robbins even made a ballet about it…’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    Aroldingen clearly enjoyed having an appreciative audience. ‘Afternoon of a Faun,’ she continued. ‘In the ballet, the audience itself is the imaginary mirror-wall for two young dancers falling in love. The boy and girl are so entranced by themselves that even when they finally come together to kiss, they never, not even then, look away from their reflections… Narcissistic or what?’ Put in such terms, it did sound unattractively solipsistic. ‘Don’t be too hard on us, Sergeant.’ The ballet mistress’s voice was wistful, almost sad. 
 
    The DS noticed that she was watching the whirling delicate figure of Alexandra Fairlie, who had moved to the centre of the room, with avid intensity. 
 
    ‘It really has nothing to do with vanity. It’s just that we’re never satisfied with what we see in the mirror…’ 
 
    ‘I need to interview them,’ Burton said slowly, almost mesmerized by this alien breed of beings who all had the same chicken-breast white skin and androgynous appeal, as if they were another type of sex altogether – some kind of dancing creature. 
 
    ‘Give them five more minutes,’ the other countered. ‘Then Brian and I will get them ready for you.’ 
 
    Until then, the DS had failed to notice Brian Shaw sitting unobtrusively in a corner, looking withdrawn and abstracted from what was going on around him. 
 
    Burton decided to take the bull by the horns. ‘Can you think of any reason why someone would have wanted to kill Sheila Bloom?’ 
 
    ‘None whatsoever, Sergeant,’ was the calm reply. 
 
    ‘When did you last see her?’ 
 
    ‘Let me think… I believe it was when she brought your colleagues into company class yesterday…’ Aroldingen’s manner was quite unruffled, no telltale signs of strain. 
 
    ‘Did you notice anything out of the ordinary?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing at all. Sheila seemed her usual calm, efficient self.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Of course, what happened to George will have hit her hard.’ 
 
    ‘She was close to him?’ 
 
    ‘I think perhaps she was his best platonic woman friend.’ An elegant hand smoothed out a non-existent wrinkle in her dress. ‘You see, he treated women in general as females rather than great friends, and certainly not as intellectual companions.’ Aroldingen’s face had a faraway look. ‘Sheila planned to teach him friendship… She knew that every woman he had an affair with was discarded sooner or later, so she told him she didn’t plan to be one of the discarded ones. She laid it on the line with him. “This way I might be your friend for life,” she told him. “You’re so great, you can teach us everything when it comes to the ballet, but I might be able to teach you how to be a bigger and better human being.”’ 
 
    A platonic friendship. 
 
    Could Sheila Bloom have ended by wanting something more? 
 
    ‘I know what you’re thinking, Sergeant.’ The ballet mistress was gently reproachful. ‘But believe me, they were just friends… Sheila was always there for his Easter suppers, late at night after church on Sunday. He’d spend the entire day preparing all kinds of food and bossing us around like crazy… She gave him a beautiful icon of St George for his saint’s day and he was thrilled with it… His saint’s day meant more to him than his birthday, you see. It had some sort of inner meaning for him – a private one – and Sheila understood that. She was what you might call simpatico.’ 
 
    ‘A confidante?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, something like that.’ 
 
    ‘He regarded you in that light too?’ Burton paused delicately, considering how best to broach the subject of George Baranov’s roving eye. 
 
    Marguerite Aroldingen made it easy for her. 
 
    ‘Look, Sergeant, I can see now how George loved women – not real women in full-blown adulthood, but girl-women just tipping over into womanhood. In the ballet world, full blooming womanhood is not prized.’ She sighed deeply. ‘George wanted someone like Alex, a half doll whom he could feed and whose limbs he could manipulate, who never rebuffed him or cried and who looked to him for everything.’ 
 
    But what if Alexandra Fairlie had rebelled against that role? What would have happened then? 
 
    ‘Mr Baranov’s attitude to women must have hurt you,’ the DS said finally, ‘given that you’d been … close at one time.’ 
 
    ‘Time is a great healer, Sergeant.’ Aroldingen’s tone was contemplative, ‘and I’m more detached about our liaison now.’ 
 
    A fleeting expression of pain suggested the woman’s composure had been bought at some cost. 
 
    ‘It’s true that I did love him … even hoped to marry him at one time. But George just wasn’t cut out for matrimony. Although in the ballet classroom it was all blood, sweat and tears for the girls he schooled and loved – “making the beautiful more beautiful,” as he put it – at home he expected women to recline in a perfumed paradise, fanned by eunuchs. He liked to do his own ironing, but he would be irritated if I scrubbed the floor and asked him to walk on newspaper.’ 
 
    It was an arresting cameo. 
 
    The ballet mistress reached into a fold of her gauzy dress and withdrew a photograph carefully preserved in its leather holder. 
 
    ‘Look at that face,’ she said dramatically. ‘Does he look like Mr Suburbia to you?’ 
 
    Respectfully, the DS scrutinized the picture. The high forehead, from which the dark brown hair was brushed back. The Roman nose and razor-sharp cheekbones. The expression of ironic amusement in the dark eyes… A pale Russian face, almost Mongolian, with the hint of a great deal withheld… 
 
    ‘No,’ she agreed quietly, thinking that Marguerite Aroldingen must be somehow in thrall to the dead choreographer to keep his image in her pocket. 
 
    Could obsession be the key to this case? 
 
    At that moment, the door banged and a tall figure in scarf and overcoat burst into the classroom. Alexandra Fairlie stopped mid-pirouette and went over to embrace him. 
 
    ‘Paul Gayle,’ the ballet mistress said quietly. 
 
    ‘Alex Fairlie’s husband?’ 
 
    ‘The very same.’ 
 
    Excellent. Burton swiftly revised her running order. 
 
    ‘I’d like to speak to Mr Gayle before the rest, Ms Aroldingen. Could you bring him up here please? I’ll try not to take too long about it… Perhaps you and Mr Shaw can keep the other dancers occupied in that time.’ 
 
    The ballet mistress uncoiled herself gracefully. 
 
    ‘Certainly, Sergeant.’ 
 
    The DS retrieved her notebook and waited with some anticipation to see the man whose marriage to Alexandra Fairlie had caused such ructions in the ballet world, leading George Baranov to turn them both out of the English National Ballet. While Baranov had eventually allowed Fairlie to return to the fold, she knew he had remained implacably opposed to any rapprochement with Gayle. 
 
    The man had to have hated the choreographer. 
 
    Paul Gayle had a gentle sensitive face, expressive black eyes and handsome features only slightly marred by a prominent nose. Burton knew that he was half-Peruvian on his mother’s side, which no doubt accounted for his strikingly exotic looks. 
 
    After taking contact details for the organizers of the choreography workshop Gayle had attended on Saturday evening, and ascertaining that he had spent the rest of the evening alone – ‘I was absolutely wiped out, went straight home to bed’ – the DS moved on to the question of his relationship with Baranov. 
 
    The young soloist was disarmingly enthusiastic about the dead man. 
 
    ‘Oh, he was a genius, Sergeant. You would see him stand there and stand there, and seem to be thinking, listening to his inner music, anxious to move but unable to take a step that didn’t flow out of the step before. He’d have his arm around someone as a partner, his fingers moving, almost as if he were giving himself over to some kind of inner prompt… He wasn’t eliminating a dozen ideas, he wanted to know what felt right to do. It was incredible to watch. It was heady stuff… You were on top of your capacities and he had taken you there… You were going into an unknown future.’ 
 
    ‘But he didn’t take you all the way with him, did he, Mr Gayle?’ Burton decided there was no point pussyfooting around the issue. ‘He didn’t let you develop your capacities in the way you wanted … booted you out.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Alex and I worked with smaller outfits after we left ENB.’ Gayle seemed unperturbed. ‘It’s understandable that the major companies didn’t want to risk hiring us and alienating Mr B.’ He met Burton’s gaze frankly. ‘When she rejoined him, I managed to get work with a new innovative company that was just starting up. Ballet For All.’ Almost defiantly, he added, ‘It’s a satellite touring company which introduces ballet to kids in schools and colleges… I’m their choreographer as well as a soloist.’ 
 
    Schools and colleges. A far cry from partnering Alexandra Fairlie under the glamorous auspices of the ballet establishment. 
 
    ‘If it wasn’t for Mr B, I probably wouldn’t have thought of choreography. He gave me quite a lot of encouragement in the early days.’ 
 
    Before you made the moves on his muse. 
 
    ‘Look, Sergeant.’ Gayle’s voice was sad. ‘I loved him too, believe it or not.’ His eyes were suddenly misty, as though he was looking nostalgically back down the years. ‘I always struggled with tours en l’air… There was one performance when I just couldn’t finish a sequence and went on one knee and waited for the conductor to finish the music. It was so embarrassing, an awful moment to live through, one of those things you would rather never remember, but which, of course, you remember burningly well. The next day Mr B said, “Oh, this isn’t right for you.” Very kind. “Let’s do a little something nice.” He then gave me a wonderful step which I was able to execute perfectly well… Yes, he could be really kind when he chose.’ In the same dreamy manner, as if conjuring the choreographer’s presence, he continued, ‘I was terribly quick to pick up any sort of mannerism and there he was one day, sniffing away. “Look, dear, you must go up. And you go tremendously up. But then you must be sure to get out of ballerina’s way.” Watching his nose, I began imitating him unconsciously. He said, “You don’t do this nose, I do this nose. You dance.”’ 
 
    Burton was charmed listening to these anecdotes. So much so, that she had to remind herself to stay objective and stick to her brief. 
 
    ‘But he wasn’t always kind, was he?’ 
 
    ‘God no. He could be really brutal. He said to one poor little girl, “You know, dear, I know you someday might want to dance Swan Lake, but you know if you ever do Swan Lake I will never come to see you, because you will be terrible.” When you’re that vulnerable and your ego’s out there, you would feel he was being cruel. But looking back, you realize he just couldn’t compromise his creativity. If a dancer was not what he felt he needed for his creative juices, then he would just eliminate the dancer. As soon as that dancer was no longer what he felt he could use, that dancer had to be eliminated. From the creative point of view, you can’t be human.’ 
 
    Gayle’s empathy was impressive. But was it the genuine article? 
 
    ‘What Mr Baranov did to you didn’t have anything to do with his creativity, though, Mr Gayle. It was jealousy, pure and simple.’ 
 
    ‘Not in the ordinary sense of the word, Sergeant. The real meaning of the relationship between Mr B and Alex wasn’t about whatever ties they formed or didn’t form as human beings … it was all about the release of art and imagination they gave to each other.’ A wry smile. ‘He was Pygmalion with his hammer and chisel and she was his masterpiece… Of course he was bound to react in the way that he did.’ 
 
    ‘So, you’re saying there was nothing sexual about it?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, there’s something very erotic – almost sadomasochistic – about the teacher-student relationship in the closed world of a ballet company, Sergeant … it’s all about threat and surrender.’ 
 
    Burton’s discomfiture must have shown in her face because he added, ‘There’s a culture of physical correction in the Russian tradition. If a teacher hits you, it means they’re paying attention to you … that you’ve got promise.’ 
 
    ‘Unhealthy, surely.’ 
 
    ‘To the outsider, yes. Like one of those child sex-rings we’re all so appalled to discover existing under our very noses … with that talented scout-master, that grandfather so devoted to young children, that priest, that charismatic director of a children’s theatre group … that ballet master.’ 
 
    After the stream of affectionate reminiscence, this unexpectedly brutal observation had the effect of a slap in the face. 
 
    The policewoman and dancer regarded each other in silence. 
 
    At that moment, there came the sound of raised voices below. 
 
    Looking down curiously over the balcony, Burton saw Brian Shaw furiously berating Ivan Plucis in a fierce undertone while the Romanian dancer stood regarding him haughtily, a contemptuous smile hovering about his lips. The other dancers stood round them in a circle. In that instant, these waif-like creatures appeared to the DS as almost wolfish, waiting to see which man would strike first. 
 
    Then the moment was over, Plucis stalking across to the barre, his back to the rest. 
 
    Burton wondered what he had said to get under the ballet master’s skin… 
 
    ‘Shall I send him up to you, Sergeant?’ Paul Gayle interrupted her speculations. 
 
    ‘I’m not quite with you…’ 
 
    ‘Brian. Shall I fetch him up here … get him away from Ivan before there’s blood on the floor.’ The young man flushed. ‘I’m sorry, that’s tasteless after what happened with poor Sheila.’ 
 
    It was just what she herself had been thinking. 
 
    ‘No matter, Mr Gayle. I think everyone’s a little off kilter right now.’ 
 
    He smiled gratefully at her. 
 
    ‘Did you know Sheila Bloom?’ 
 
    ‘Not as well as Alex. They were great buddies. But I liked her… She was absolutely devoted to Mr B… I remember the two of them nattering away together in St Cyril’s – that’s the church he went to. “Look,” he kept telling her, “I want to show you the difference between Russian angels and Roman angels. The wings on the Roman angels go out and down, and the Russian angels go straight up and down.” Typical Mr B. Always had to have the last word.’ 
 
    And with that he was gone, disappearing down the staircase with loose-limbed grace. 
 
    Burton just had time to scribble a few notes in her pocketbook before Brian Shaw appeared, his face still flushed from the encounter with Plucis. 
 
    The DS smiled cordially and motioned to him to sit down. After introducing herself, she said, ‘I believe my boss DI Markham has already spoken to you, Mr Shaw, so I won’t keep you long.’ Her voice was sympathetic. ‘This has to have been the most awful time for you.’ She paused, before adding carefully, ‘I imagine emotions are running high in the company.’ 
 
    ‘You’re very tactful, Sergeant.’ 
 
    The bald stocky ballet master didn’t look like a former dancer, Burton reflected, with his white shirt and tie, dark trousers and soft-spoken manner. More like a bank clerk, in fact, though she knew from her research that he had been a notable danseur noble in his day. 
 
    The DS decided not to ask straight out what had happened with Plucis. She would come round to it by degrees. 
 
    ‘Tell me how it was between Mr Baranov and Paul Gayle. Mr Gayle seems remarkably well-adjusted, but the personal dynamic sounds, well, complicated.’ 
 
    Shaw looked relieved. 
 
    ‘There was a great liking between them at one time. Paul was his favourite among the boys for a while.’ 
 
    ‘But it didn’t last.’ Burton glanced down at her notebook. ‘He got in the way of Mr Baranov’s Pygmalion complex.’ 
 
    The ballet master laughed. 
 
    ‘Is that how Paul described it? Yes, it’s quite true. George was a great romantic. He would get these crushes on girls who were very unlike what one would think he would like… But I wonder if he didn’t just use all the women as a means of further building his fantasy ideal of what womanhood was about.’ 
 
    The DS struggled to keep her expression neutral, but Shaw intuited her disapproval. 
 
    ‘It was healthy enough because, when the girls became mature and developed their own personas, that released him to find another young one who was developing. And every time he found a young one, it released a new spurt of creativity on his part. It was as if he were building these perfect female creatures, and the minute they were done, he would find another one. It sounds cruel, but in a way don’t all artists do that? At the time, I felt George was in love with each woman. But there was always a reserve there that indicated he knew he was going to be on to the next…’ 
 
    Ballet’s answer to Bluebeard. Burton decided she didn’t like the sound of it at all. 
 
    ‘Mr Gayle put it in similar terms,’ she said levelly. ‘To be honest, I was surprised he was able to speak about Mr Baranov so objectively… Wasn’t there some story about the two of them walking into an ENB fundraiser when Mr Baranov suddenly turned around and slapped his face? Neither of them said a word, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, the press made all sorts of mischief.’ Shaw looked as though there was a bad smell under his nose. ‘It took a few years but I think they each understood where the other was coming from.’ The ballet master’s lips quirked. ‘When Paul was a student, one of the male principals found him very attractive. George noticed this and was worried he’d be steered into a homosexual groove before he knew where his inclinations lay. So he told Sheila to have a quiet word with the principal in question and warn him off. After that, the man left Paul alone. Whenever he remembered this, George used to say, “No good deed goes unpunished.”’ 
 
    The homosexual groove. 
 
    ‘There were rumours about Mr Baranov’s own orientation, I believe.’ Burton looked keenly at the serene, almost hieratic, man. ‘Did he move in homosexual circles?’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t bisexual if that’s what you mean, Sergeant.’ Shaw’s expression was wistful. ‘No, George was incorrigibly heterosexual.’ 
 
    ‘You had feelings for him?’ The DS was very gentle, strangely reluctant to probe the wound. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ A long silence. ‘But George was only interested in women. He wanted a sort of Svengali relationship with them, so that he could run their lives and there would be no distractions. “Being a dancer is like a nun,” he used to say.’ 
 
    This sounded distinctly at odds with the press reports that Baranov had given young ballerinas amphetamines and was always snapping at them for sex. But perhaps the truth was too painful for Shaw to handle. 
 
    ‘The argument downstairs?’ she ventured. 
 
    ‘Ivan Plucis… That’s one of our male principals… Never liked George… Was making snide digs. Even suggested George and Sheila were fighting over Alex.’ 
 
    The eternal triangle. 
 
    A flush slowly mounted up the ballet master’s neck. ‘I was having none of it, Sergeant. Told him to stop dragging everyone down to his own disgusting level.’ His passion subsiding, Shaw rose to his feet. ‘I’d better get down there and help Marguerite organize things,’ he said. He walked to the top of the staircase then stopped. 
 
    ‘What is it, Mr Shaw?’ 
 
    ‘A strange thing happened to me this morning, around the time George used to come and check in with me. The little elevator to the men’s dressing rooms upstairs came up and the door opened, but there was no-one there.’ 
 
    An hour and a half later, Burton was back in the theatre auditorium, desultorily flicking through her notes. 
 
    What to make of what she had heard? The whole set-up was beyond complicated. 
 
    The DS didn’t feel she had learned much from Alex Fairlie, who just rattled on in an irritatingly fey manner about how Baranov had given her ‘strength, technique, line and musicality’. The DS had felt somewhat nauseous when the young ballerina, eyes downcast, declared, ‘My last curtsey will always be to Mr B.’ No, she hadn’t much taken to the coltish star. But perhaps, she told herself ruefully, that had something to do with the contrast between their respective physiognomies. I’m a right Plain Jane next to that one, she thought. 
 
    Still, there had been some interesting nuggets. Some of the syrup dissipated when Burton pressed her on the rupture with Baranov. 
 
    ‘I told him one day that I loved him as a master rather than as a man. That was a huge mistake.’ And it was clear there had been tension with Sheila Bloom. ‘Sheebie,’ Sheebie? ‘didn’t get it,’ Fairlie said testily. ‘Even when things were tense with Mr B, the emotional friction disappeared beside what was really important to both of us, and that never changed… Even if we’d rowed, there would be a knock on my dressing room door after the performance and Mr B standing there, saying how well it had all gone, or how he liked the way I had done a certain step that night … and I’d tell him what a wonderful ballet it was, and what a wonderful step he’d devised, and we’d be just as close as ever.’ No, with an emphatic shake of the head. ‘Sheebie didn’t get all that.’ 
 
    One of the older women eschewed the moonshine. 
 
    ‘Mr B loved his female dancers, so you’d have to decide whether you could trust him in a relationship. Personally, I always questioned his intentions. I suppose I was suspicious because I had seen the ploys and games… I had quite a thick skin about that. It was just water off my back when all the new young girls came in and became the apples of his eye, or when there would be only one apple that he could look at and other people left – sometimes very talented people… In rehearsals for Swan Lake last year, he couldn’t take his hands off me. When a group of us were dancing together in the finale, he’d be caressing my neck, and I would look at him and think, what’s he going to do now? Everybody else is watching. Oh, he was just irrepressible. I loved it, even though he was making me nervous. I didn’t want that kind of liaison with him.’ 
 
    Perhaps this was what Sheila Bloom ‘didn’t get’. Was it enough for her to flip and confront Baranov? Enough for someone else to lose patience with the choreographer? Paul Gayle perhaps, or Brian Shaw? 
 
    But why did the wardrobe mistress have to die? 
 
    Burton rubbed her temples wearily. 
 
    She wanted to show Markham she was on top of this case, but the ballet world was unlike anything she had ever encountered – a world where normal values seemed to be reversed, where brutality was seen as a gift, fear as devotion, sadism as love… 
 
    Suddenly, she had a vision of herself as a child. Chunky and awkward, pointing her toes and flapping her arms in those after-school dance classes her mum had insisted she take. There had been nothing even vaguely sexual about that … not even when they danced with the lads from the boys’ school. 
 
    But in Baranov’s ballet universe, touching was full of signs … meanings understood by dancers, each in its own context. The ballet master could touch you, anywhere. The way you were touched, and when, and by whom, was a code. Every dancer knew it and was alert to it. 
 
    ‘He was a letch and vain too,’ Ivan Plucis told her flatly in his heavily accented English. ‘The fact that he was quite a mediocre dancer is what made him such a brilliant choreographer. The premier danseur is always in the wings watching to see which rival may take his place. As a choreographer, Baranov was more in control, more the centre of attention than he would have been as a dancer. Ballet for him was a question of ego.’ Insinuatingly, he added, ‘And a chance to grope young girls.’ 
 
    And yet, both Alexandra Fairlie and Isobel Kent had been insistent that Baranov saw ballet partnerships as altogether more spiritual than those of everyday life. 
 
    ‘I’m blessed if I understand it,’ she muttered. Just then, Burton felt herself perilously in sympathy with that other George’s perspective on the ballet. She could only imagine the derision with which Noakes would have reacted to Fairlie’s declaration that ‘ballet provides a higher plane for us to live on’. But then, like most men, he’d be susceptible to a pretty face, she reflected glumly. 
 
    She’d better start thinking about heading back to the station to write up her report … such as it was. At least Doyle would have taken care of the technical staff and got rid of that odious stage manager. 
 
    The DS shut her eyes… 
 
    When she opened them again, the darkness of an hour seemed to have gathered in a second. 
 
    She started at a noise behind her, then relaxed. 
 
    ‘Sorry to wake you.’ Eddie Bissell sounded embarrassed. ‘You’ve obviously had quite a day of it. I met Inspector Markham and Sergeant Noakes earlier, but I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure… The officer outside let me in.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ There was something endearing about the man’s old-fashioned courtliness. 
 
    Introductions followed. 
 
    ‘You look all done in.’ Bissell gave a shy smile. ‘I can make you a hot drink if you’d like.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, she declined. ‘I’ve got to be getting back,’ she said, surreptitiously massaging the small of her back which, along with her head, was beginning to ache. 
 
    Then she remembered that this tall bony man was Baranov’s devoted lifelong shadow. Ivan Plucis had been dismissive. ‘“Steady Eddie,”’ he yawned with an air of assumed boredom. ‘If Baranov needed a removals man, Eddie would carry the furniture up and down stairs. A chef? He’d cook giant pots of spaghetti and supply the vodka. Chianti or Scotch. A playmate? Canasta, poker or bridge, he’d be sure to oblige. A beard—’ And then, tantalizingly, Plucis had broken off with a tight little sneer, concluding, ‘In service his whole life.’ 
 
    The man looked wrecked, she thought compassionately. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said softly. ‘I know you were with Mr Baranov from the earliest days…’ 
 
    ‘He was quite superstitious and fatalistic,’ came the unexpected reply. ‘He had an attitude to life that he was going to play the game full out no matter what, and whatever happened to him was the hand of Fate – or God, if you like – reaching down.’ 
 
    Burton didn’t know what to say, but she was saved from having to answer by the insistent trill of her mobile phone. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I’ve got to take this.’ 
 
    ‘No worries. See you around, Sergeant.’ He shambled away with the almost tottering gait of a much older man. 
 
    The caller was Markham. 
 
    ‘How’d it go with the DCI, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just say our meeting followed a predictable pattern, Kate.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s not why I’m ringing… There’s been a development.’ 
 
    Her whole body tensed. 
 
    ‘A burglary at Baranov’s country house.’ 
 
    ‘But wasn’t that address secured, sir?’ 
 
    ‘It was meant to be, yes.’ The DI’s tone was more than usually chilly. Christ, she thought, someone’s for the high jump. 
 
    ‘What’s the plan, boss?’ 
 
    ‘Noakes and I are heading over there now. Malkins Way. I’ll brief you and Doyle soonest, but you should wrap things up at the theatre for now.’ 
 
    ‘Pretty much done, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ Ever succinct, he rang off. 
 
    The DS stretched languorously. She felt curiously lethargic and disinclined to move, her limbs heavy … as though the theatre had placed her under a spell. 
 
    Somewhere in the distance a fire door clanged. 
 
    Time to make tracks before she ended up locked inside. 
 
    Finally, no more sounds. 
 
    Only the stage wire twisting and jangling crazily as though stirred by an unseen hand. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



7. Pastorale 
 
    THE DI’S THOUGHTS, AS he sat in his office that Tuesday evening waiting for Noakes, were none of the pleasantest. 
 
    It transpired that DCI Sidney’s other half – a formidable blonde Valkyrie whose telephone calls invariably sent his timid PA Miss Purcell into a tailspin – was an avid ballet fan, as well as belonging to the Friends of the Royal Court. 
 
    Glancing round Sidney’s Hall of Fame, so called because the walls of the inner sanctum were festooned with blow-ups of Sidney schmoozing the great and good (even the odd minor royal), Markham felt he could safely assume the roll call included VIPs from the theatre’s Board of Trustees, as well as members of Bromgrove Arts Council. Yes, there was Dame Margaret Tappertit, President of Bromgrove Ballet, whose equine features suggested she would be more at home with gymkhanas than Giselle. 
 
    Sidney himself – with his buzz cut and designer goatee – hardly looked like the DI’s idea of a ballet groupie, but it was clear from the self-important peroration to which he treated them, that he fancied himself as a patron of the arts. Markham mentally tuned out for most of the self-aggrandizing spiel, an ear cocked for the moment when the DCI finally ground to a halt. 
 
    Yep, here it was. 
 
    ‘…Two tragic casualties of the random violence which blights the metropolitan landscape.’ 
 
    God, that conference on knife crime had inspired Sidney with delusions of adequacy. He’d probably used that exact same phrase in his keynote speech. Only problem being, there was nothing remotely random about the murders of George Baranov and Sheila Bloom. 
 
    ‘Well, sir, it’s surprisingly political, the world of ballet. Clashing personalities, artistic temperament … a real mesh of loyalties and resentments.’ 
 
    Sidney gave a harsh bark devoid of real merriment. 
 
    ‘Artistic temperament, you say… Well, George Baranov had plenty of that by all accounts. According to Dame Margaret,’ there it was, the name-dropping, bang on cue, ‘when they did Swan Lake, he put his foot through a canvas. But did he break stride? Not a bit of it … just pointed and said, “To be restored.” Meh, meh.’ 
 
    Having established that he was on first-name terms with denizens of the dress circle and au fait with celebrity gossip, the DCI adopted what he presumably considered to be an appropriately mournful demeanour, though to Markham’s jaundiced eye, this made it look as if he had piles. 
 
    ‘A sad loss to the arts … tragic that a very sick and deranged individual has extinguished such a great talent.’ 
 
    Markham felt a groan rising from the core of his being. With difficulty, he suppressed it. 
 
    ‘I think we may be looking at an inside job, sir.’ 
 
    Sidney’s bonce, gleaming sweatily like cheese on the turn, underwent a subtle change of hue from pasty white to pink. 
 
    It was a bad sign. 
 
    Nevertheless, Markham persisted. 
 
    ‘You see, with the wardrobe mistress Sheila Bloom also being murdered, sir, this makes it less likely that the assaults were random.’ 
 
    An ominous silence. Next to him, Noakes shuffled his feet in sympathy. 
 
    ‘I’m inclined to think the answer may lie somewhere in the dancers’ personal lives, sir.’ 
 
    Sidney’s louring expression offered no encouragement. 
 
    ‘We’re looking at some … colourful … unconventional … relationships.’ 
 
    Oh God, he could see he’d lost it. No way was Sidney going to have his wholesome wife’s favourite charity tarnished by any suggestion of sexual scandal. Nor did the DCI wish to hear anything that suggested the ‘jewel’ in Bromgrove’s civic renaissance was about to lose its shiny lustre. 
 
    Time to retrench. 
 
    ‘But of course, as you say, sir, we’ll also be looking at the theatre’s vulnerability to intruders and the possibility of obsessive fans … fixations, harassment, local oddballs.’ 
 
    That was more like it. 
 
    Sidney smiled his crocodile smile. 
 
    ‘Excellent, Inspector, excellent. The ballet is bound to attract its share of unbalanced emotional types.’ As opposed to the well-heeled ladies who rattled their jewellery in the stalls. ‘A pound to a penny you’ll find anonymous letters and stalkers somewhere in the mix.’ 
 
    Thank you, Perry Mason. 
 
    Aloud, Markham said, ‘Apparently, there’s been a burglary at Mr Baranov’s house, sir.’ 
 
    The DCI was all solicitude. 
 
    ‘I mustn’t detain you then, Inspector.’ He showed all his teeth this time. ‘Burglary … perfectly in keeping with a crazed vendetta… Very sad.’ 
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake. The DI was not wont to be profane, but Sidney’s wilful obfuscation made him want to smash everything in sight and impale his boss on the nearest available paperweight. Did he seriously think Markham was going to waste time and resources on the mad fan theory? With a sinking heart, he realized he would have to resort to his usual ploy: run a dummy investigation in tandem with the real thing, feeding Sidney phoney bulletins to keep him at bay. 
 
    ‘Will you be wanting a press conference, sir?’ he enquired with well-practised obsequiousness. 
 
    The DCI stroked his pips by way of Pavlovian response. His boss was catnip to PR, Markham thought grimly. Hopefully the prospect of TV exposure would serve as a diversionary tactic. 
 
    ‘Good idea, Markham,’ came the approving response. ‘Get Barry Lynch to set it up for tomorrow morning.’ 
 
    One for Kate Burton, the DI decided. At their last encounter, Noakes had called the PR man a ‘smarmy tosser’ (with which assessment Markham was privately inclined to agree), so best let her handle the media team. 
 
    And with that, they salaamed their way out of Sidney’s presence. 
 
    Miss Peabody was hovering in the outer office, making the beaver-like noises which generally indicated she wanted a confidential word. 
 
    ‘Anything I can do for you, Miss Peabody?’ the DI enquired courteously. 
 
    ‘I wonder, Inspector, if you don’t think me very forward … that is to say…’ 
 
    ‘Spit it out, luv. We’ve got criminals to catch,’ Noakes urged her. 
 
    ‘I have a niece who’s taking dancing lessons … won some prizes too…’ 
 
    Markham smiled encouragingly. 
 
    ‘She’s a huge fan of Alexandra Fairlie…’ The PA looked nervously in the direction of the inner sanctum. 
 
    The DI saw where this was going. 
 
    ‘She’ll be a die-hard autograph-hunter then, I expect,’ he said with blithe disregard for police protocol. ‘I’ll be sure to scoop up a couple of ballet signatures, never fear.’ 
 
    The PA beamed and disappeared into Sidney’s office. 
 
    Noakes stared disbelievingly after her retreating figure. 
 
    ‘Look no further, Guv,’ he grunted. ‘There’s our mad stalker… Peabody’s niece.’ 
 
    ‘C’mon Noakesy, we’ve got a burglary to check out.’ 
 
    ‘I jus’ need to…’ The other gestured vaguely in the direction of the stairwell. 
 
    ‘Let me guess – a refuelling stop?’ The DI sounded resigned. ‘I’ll give you ten minutes tops, Sergeant.’ 
 
    Passing though CID on the way back to his own office, Markham had paused by Kate Burton’s desk and picked up a few copies of Dancing Times. Wouldn’t hurt to see if anything could be gleaned… 
 
    As it happened, there was a feature on Alexandra Fairlie accompanied by glossy photographs showing her barefoot, splitting her legs like compasses and performing other violent acrobatic contortions. Porcelain brittle, red-gold hair hanging loose about her like a cloak, her appearance was far removed from that of the conventional ballerina. Scrutinizing the caption, Markham read: Alexandra Fairlie rehearsing Movements, an experimental work by George Baranov. The facing page offered Fairlie’s insights on the highs and lows of a dancer’s life. 
 
    No sign of Noakes yet. He’d see what Ms Fairlie had to say. 
 
      
 
    Anxiety over being asked to join the company is only the first in a series of lifelong dance worries. Once in the company – and you usually enter as a corps member – you worry about whether you are going to be cast, and then when you are cast you wonder if your talents have been misunderstood and if this role is really right for you, or if you are capable of doing it and whether you will ever get any more roles. 
 
    How can you call attention to yourself? By attending company class every day, by taking more classes, by watching all rehearsals, even those you haven’t been called for? By smiling at the choreographers? By being friendly with the “right” people? By not being friendly with the “wrong” people? And wondering what the hell does this have to do with dancing, and why am I driving myself crazy about all this nonsense? 
 
      
 
    Intrigued despite himself, Markham read on. 
 
      
 
    It’s such a treadmill. You never stop wondering will you ever make it to soloist. But you’re terrified to ask, in case someone tells you you’re only a very limited dancer or tells you to be patient. You start to resent people who get promoted over you, who aren’t as talented but know how to push themselves forward. 
 
    Even when you’re made a principal, the insecurity never goes away. Why is she learning my role? Should I ask for that juicy part I want or, if I ask, does that guarantee I’ll never get it? If I’m not getting enough performances, what should I do? Try for guest appearances? Make more money? 
 
    And the biggest worry of all. Will Mr B make a ballet for me? 
 
      
 
    Hmm. Well, it didn’t appear she’d had much to worry about on the score of new ballets if those pictures were anything to go by. 
 
    But as Markham looked up from the magazine, his eyes were thoughtful, his mind teeming with questions. 
 
    How did those other ballerinas feel about Fairlie’s predominance? How did Isobel Kent feel when the younger dancer arrived back on the scene, ready to reclaim George Baranov’s undivided attention and adoration? How did Marguerite Aroldingen feel about being consigned to the back burner? To say nothing of Paul Gayle’s feelings – forced to ride the carousel of the choreographer’s whims, losing his own professional identity in the process… For all the casual insouciance, he must have been bitterly hurt. 
 
    Idly, the DI continued to flick through the pages until something else caught his eye. 
 
    Talking Heads: An Interview with Ivan Plucis. 
 
    Quickly he skimmed what appeared to be a discussion about the qualities required to be a good partner. From what he’d seen of Plucis, Markham was willing to bet the Romanian considered he possessed them all in abundance. Then a few lines that Burton had circled caught his eye. 
 
      
 
    Ballerinas come in all shapes and sizes. Some are nice, some not so nice. But they all possess the elements necessary to make a ballerina. They are all tough, self-centred, and without any interest in the needs of their male counterpart. As far as they are concerned, he is just there to display them to maximum advantage. 
 
      
 
    Miaow. 
 
    Did Plucis have Alexandra Fairlie in mind when he offered this withering assessment? he wondered… Food for thought. 
 
    Noakes appeared at the door clutching a greasy looking paper bag and eyeing the DI’s reading material apprehensively. 
 
    Markham laughed at his expression. ‘Just boning up on bitchy gossip in the ballet world, Sergeant. No need to worry, I won’t be going all Melvyn Bragg on you.’ 
 
    The other’s expression suggested that one of those in the team was more than enough. 
 
    ‘Right, Noakes. Before we head off, get one of the DCs to put out a call to Brian Shaw and then sort a car to take him to Malkins Way.’ 
 
    ‘The ballet master?’ The DS looked doubtful. ‘Ain’t he a suspect, Guv?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he is,’ came the crisp retort. ‘But he’s an old friend of Baranov’s and I want someone who knows him to walk us through the place … tell us what’s missing rather than have some nosy neighbour trampling about.’ 
 
    ‘You think chummy was after summat in particular, boss?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the timing’s suspect and I—’ 
 
    ‘Don’ like coincidences,’ Noakes finished the sentence for him. ‘Doyle c’n get Shaw sorted while I bring the car round.’ 
 
    After a swift call to Kate Burton to update her on developments, Markham headed for the station car park. It was a clear frosty evening, and he felt a frisson of anticipation stir. Perhaps Malkins Way would give them the break they needed. 
 
    With it being night time, the rural charm of Malkins Way went pretty much unappreciated by the two policemen. 
 
    George Baranov’s village retreat, Tunstall Lodge, was in fact more a cottage than a country house. But for all that, the compact whitewashed two-storey Georgian residence, set back from the road at the end of a winding gravel path, was an attractive property. With topiary clipped into swirls, pom-poms and crinolines, the garden that surrounded the cottage – illuminated by floodlights – resembled a ghostly corps de ballet. Markham shivered slightly as he surveyed its ordered precision. 
 
    Brian Shaw was waiting for them under the pillared portico at the front of the house next to a tall spindly figure with sepulchral features and close cropped grey hair, like an old bishop. 
 
    ‘This is Mrs Dade,’ the bored-looking DC said, eyeing her with disfavour. 
 
    ‘Mr Baranov’s neighbour,’ she put in with some asperity. ‘My property borders his at the back. Willowmead.’ 
 
    ‘Er, yes, Mrs Dade called in the burglary, sir.’ The expression on the officer’s face suggested he’d had an earful on the subject of response times. ‘Looks like they got in through the study on the ground floor. We’ve got two uniforms checking round the back.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Constable.’ Markham’s tone was distinctly wintry. ‘How come the intruder was able to breach the perimeter in the first place?’ 
 
    Mrs Dade crossed her arms and leaned back on her heels. Hah, get out of that if you can, young man, her attitude seemed to say. 
 
    ‘We’re looking into that, sir,’ was the mumbled response. ‘I’ll make out a report.’ 
 
    ‘You do that, Constable. PDQ.’ Markham inclined his head in dismissal. Clearly relieved that the anticipated bollocking was deferred for the time being, the DC scuttled off to join his colleagues, footsteps crunching noisily on the gravel, their sound almost shocking in the serene stillness of the landscape. 
 
    ‘Perhaps you wouldn’t mind showing us around, Mrs Dade,’ Markham said politely to the formidable neighbour. ‘As you and Mr Shaw are both familiar with the place, you can point out anything that particularly strikes you as being out of place.’ 
 
    With a mollified sniff, their gaunt guide preceded them into the cottage. 
 
    Afterwards, Markham’s overriding impression was one of a profusion of styles, from charming Victorian clutter – tea-stained chintz and worn Aubusson carpets – to gloomy Jacobean bedrooms and the Gothic formality of the dining room, with its tapestries, medieval leather-covered furniture and bronze candelabra, like something out of Beauty and the Beast as the DS later told Mrs Noakes. 
 
    Informed by Mrs Dade, who rapidly became confidential, that the long low conservatory was where Mr Baranov liked to sit chain-smoking and drinking vodka martinis, Markham found it easy to imagine the choreographer there, listening to music and projecting visions of filigree arms and Garbo-esque profiles – love-smitten heroines and swains – on to the backdrop of his darkening garden. 
 
    ‘My charlady Doris did for Mr Baranov as well, and sometimes stayed the night if he was entertaining,’ Mrs Dade told them as they finally entered Baranov’s small red-papered study, crammed with Regency antiques and books, CDs, prints and statuettes of dancers on every available surface. ‘He used to take her to see his ballets. Put her in his private box. Can you imagine!’ Clearly, the good lady was piqued that a similar invitation had never come her way. In a tone which suggested there was no accounting for taste, she continued, ‘Quite doted on Doris… Mind you, he could count on her to turn a blind eye to any goings-on.’ 
 
    Markham noticed that Brian Shaw looked ill at ease. Had he been a participant in ‘goings-on’ at Tunstall Lodge? 
 
    There was something endearing about the story of Baranov squiring his cleaning lady to the ballet, Markham reflected. Pleased to have an attentive audience, Mrs Dade became expansive. 
 
    ‘Doris spoiled him, of course. Always baking him those lemon curd tarts he loved and helping him with the crossword, when she should have been getting on with the cleaning.’ She clicked her tongue impatiently, running a critical finger along the bay windowsill. ‘I’m not sure why he ever bothered with a daily in the first place. All that sitting around!’ Baranov’s neighbour clearly structured her own household along more feudal lines. ‘Whenever Doris asked if there was anything she could do, he would just make a joke. “Clean the silver!” he’d laugh, “And then scrub the kitchen floor!” But he didn’t mean a word of it.’ 
 
    She folded her arms with a censorious expression. ‘Oh, he was a charmer. But he could be very rude to his friends. Doris said he used to ask her if one of them had been fingering the silver – no matter that the poor man stood there cringing with embarrassment.’ She pursed her lips. ‘I remember coming to dinner.’ Markham doubted there had been any bacchanalian frolics on that occasion. ‘Mr Baranov said to one young chap, “You know, you’ve really taught me something.” I thought he was going to say it was something technical about ballet, or how to manage all those tricky ballerinas, but would you believe what he came out with? “You taught me always to pile up the dinner dishes in the sink and run water over them before the daily arrived.” The poor lad looked so crushed.’ 
 
    She paused, but only to get her second wind. 
 
    ‘Doris was the soul of discretion, of course.’ Markham suspected this had proved something of a disappointment. ‘But she did say there was screaming and shouting at odd times of the day and night. Scared the living daylights out of her, she said.’ 
 
    ‘Did she ever tell you what it was about, luv?’ 
 
    Mrs Dade bristled at this lèse-majesté, but the invitation to gossip proved irresistible. 
 
    ‘Oh, there were all kinds of histrionics … folk ranting about being fobbed off and taken for granted and Mr Baranov calling them leeches.’ 
 
    Her voice sank to a dramatic whisper. ‘Mr Baranov’s wedding ring finger was fractured, you know, when someone tried to wrench a ring off it… Doris said he used to sit there with the bent finger hovering against his lips, like he wanted to make them feel guilty.’ 
 
    ‘Who was it did that, Mrs Dade?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it was just a story Doris heard. Something blown up out of all proportion, no doubt. You know what theatre people are like.’ 
 
    There was a restless movement, quickly checked, by Brian Shaw. Again, Markham sensed that Mrs Dade’s commentary was unwelcome. Why? Did it touch on something he preferred to forget? 
 
    Surreptitiously, the DI observed Shaw – the sinewy, perfectly proportioned body which belied his bank manager’s appearance. Had Tunstall Lodge featured somewhere in the romantic hinterland of the ballet master’s past? Something in his almost painful air of self-constraint suggested such might have been the case. 
 
    ‘Have you noticed owt amiss yet?’ Noakes’s tone suggested that when it came to country houses and antiques, you could have too much of a good thing. So far neither Mrs Dade nor Shaw appeared to have noticed any disturbance of the choreographer’s possessions. 
 
    ‘Over there, Sergeant,’ said Brian Shaw in sudden agitation. ‘His writing desk – the lock’s been forced.’ 
 
    The four-legged roll top mahogany desk had indeed been plundered, its clover-shaped silver lock dangling uselessly from the splintered surround. 
 
    Carefully, Markham lifted the lid. 
 
    There was nothing inside. 
 
    The DI turned to Shaw. 
 
    ‘You would expect there to be correspondence?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ The ballet master’s face looked grey. ‘He kept all his … special … letters and mementoes tied up in ribbons in those little dockets.’ 
 
    ‘So, this was just for personal stuff?’ Noakes asked. ‘Where’d he keep business papers an’ that kind of thing?’ 
 
    ‘He never brought paperwork back here. Iris Law at ENB took care of it. “Tunstall’s where I come to replenish my soul,” George always said.’ 
 
    Shaw stumbled across the room and gently stroked an inlaid ivory checkers board. ‘He loved draughts,’ he whispered as though to himself. ‘Said it reminded him of his art… He enjoyed the way everything got in a muddle and then resolved itself.’ 
 
    The ballet master wandered round the room, apparently in something of a daze, reminiscing. 
 
    ‘George loved this place, really loved it.’ Gesturing to a dusty stereo system in the corner of the room, ‘As soon as he got here at the weekend, the first thing he’d do would be to play the first movement of Beethoven’s “Pastoral” Symphony… Sort of announcing his arrival. Then there’d be lots of pottering round the garden, followed by endless staring and dreaming.’ Shaw’s tone was rueful. ‘He didn’t really have a clue about ordinary country life … it was always idealized … more romantic than the Romantics. Everything in the grand style.’ Oblivious to his companions, Shaw continued. ‘Mind you, he was hardly a bon viveur. Haute cuisine was wasted on him really. All he ever wanted was scrambled eggs and bread and butter pudding. Eddie’d cook him a marvellous roast chicken lunch with all the trimmings, but he was always saying, “Fuck the food, let’s have another drink.”’ 
 
    ‘Ahem,’ Noakes interjected with a sideways glance at Mrs Dade. Nothing to worry about there, thought Markham. Those starchy types invariably turned out to enjoy a spot of mildly scabrous gossip. 
 
    ‘Please excuse me, Mrs Dade.’ Shaw suddenly recollected himself. ‘This has been the most terrible shock,’ he said, looking suddenly pale and shrunken. 
 
    ‘It’s quite all right, Mr Shaw.’ Markham detected genuine kindness behind the woman’s stately demeanour. ‘I know you and Mr Baranov were old friends.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, isn’t that the other ballet teacher? The Norwegian one … or Swedish or summat…?’ 
 
    Noakes pointed at a picture in a silver frame adorning a nest of tables in the corner of the room. 
 
    ‘Marguerite Aroldingen?’ 
 
    The DS picked it up for a closer inspection. 
 
    ‘Nah, I must’ve got it wrong,’ he said. ‘This one’s got red hair.’ He sounded puzzled. ‘Looks just like her, though.’ 
 
    ‘No, you were right the first time, Sergeant,’ Brian Shaw said quietly as they looked at the heavy-lidded Dietrich eyes. ‘That’s Marguerite.’ He hesitated. ‘Actually, she quite often wore wigs and headpieces … never much of a one for convention.’ 
 
    Mrs Dade was stiff with disapproval. ‘Oh, there were women in and out of here by the minutes,’ she observed acidly. ‘Quite a revolving door it was … like Mr Baranov was some sort of Casanova … and him with a little tummy on him…’ 
 
    ‘Must’ve been all them lemon curd tarts, luv.’ 
 
    Mrs Dade chose to ignore this contribution and assumed a pious air. 
 
    ‘Of course, one mustn’t speak ill of the dead.’ 
 
    Bit late for that. Luckily, Noakes didn’t say it out loud. 
 
    Afterwards, once they had seen Mrs Dade and Brian Shaw off to their respective homes, Markham and Noakes watched as the DC and uniforms secured Tunstall Lodge for the night. 
 
    ‘Don’t reckon much gets past the old biddy,’ Noakes said laconically. 
 
    ‘Well, thanks to her we know that someone jemmied that study window because they wanted to lay their hands on something incriminating…’ 
 
    ‘Letters.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Sergeant. The paper trail to a killer.’ 
 
    ‘Why d’you think he didn’t get rid of ’em the same night he murdered Baranov?’ 
 
    ‘Good question.’ Markham looked thoughtfully back at Tunstall Lodge, mysterious and inscrutable beneath the gibbous moon. 
 
    ‘I think the killer may have acted in a frenzy … a sort of fugue state, Sergeant … so it was only later that he realized the danger.’ 
 
    ‘D’you think Sheila Bloom knew? Or did the killer have some reason to hate them both – her and Baranov?’ 
 
    The DI sighed, watching his breath steam in the night air. 
 
    ‘Could be she tried blackmail … said or did something which flipped a switch…’ Markham stamped his feet, suddenly conscious that his legs were turning to ice. ‘Drop me back at the station, will you, Noakes, and then you can get off home.’ 
 
    ‘OK, boss.’ Despite the siren call of jam roly poly and Sky Sports, the DS felt some compunction about deserting his post. ‘I c’n stay an’ help for a bit if you like,’ he said, conscious that he was behaving heroically. 
 
    ‘No need, Sergeant. I’m just going to take another look at those magazines and press cuttings Kate dug out for me.’ 
 
    In that case he was well out of it, Noakes concluded, and made no further resistance. 
 
    ‘What’ll happen to this place, Guv?’ he asked with one last look at the choreographer’s former home. 
 
    ‘I believe the house goes to the Baranov Trust … that’s some sort of choreographic foundation.’ 
 
    ‘Shame,’ the DS said unexpectedly. ‘It’d make a nice little ballet school.’ 
 
    * 
 
    That night, Markham dreamed he was watching the ballet company in performance. But the principal dancers were wearing black masks and white gloves, while more gloved hands menaced them from the wings. When one of the principal men grabbed at a hand, a body fell dead at his feet. The rest then watched as though turned to stone while the corpse was carried across the stage in a mock funeral procession. The only sound was the tolling of a bell. 
 
    It felt like a premonition. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



8. Gordian Knot 
 
    THE NEXT MORNING, MARKHAM arrived early at the station. 
 
    Early as he was, however, Burton was earlier – almost submerged by a snow drift of magazines, books, and assorted ballet memorabilia. 
 
    ‘Morning, Kate, how’s it going with the research?’ 
 
    ‘Well, Guv, there’s some intel on Isobel Kent which could be relevant.’ 
 
    ‘Bring your drink into my office and tell me what you’ve got.’ 
 
    A rush of colour streamed into Burton’s cheeks. Clearly delighted at the prospect of a coffee klatch with the boss, she needed no second urging. Grabbing her notebook and styrofoam cup, she sat down opposite the DI. 
 
    ‘What’s this about Isobel Kent, then?’ he asked, intrigued. 
 
    ‘I found some stuff about her from a website on the Internet – one of those run by ballet fans who send each other gossip and information.’ She grimaced. ‘It’s like a secret cult, to be honest … quite obsessive and a bit creepy.’ 
 
    Perhaps the DCI’s crazy fan theory wasn’t so far-fetched after all. Markham made a mental note to keep a closer eye on Roger Miller. 
 
    ‘There was a story on there about how a guest artist came to ENB a while back to partner Isobel.’ The DS frowned. ‘This is where it gets weird…’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the guest artist – a Hungarian, I think – got very passionate … kissing her for real, which is something dancers normally never do in rehearsals.’ The frown deepened. ‘The strange thing was that Mr Baranov apparently loved it and taunted Isobel for being too cool when she didn’t respond with the same heat… He kept goading her to be more passionate – asking her if she’d ever been truly in love … if she had the faintest idea what sexual passion actually meant.’ 
 
    Markham raised his eyebrows. ‘Weren’t Ms Kent and Baranov involved at one point?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but this happened round the time when they split up. Alexandra Fairlie had just come on the scene. She was fifteen – Baranov’s latest discovery – and Isobel twenty-three.’ 
 
    So, Isobel Kent was now thirty-two. Getting on for a ballerina. 
 
    ‘Apparently, there was usually a time limit to Baranov’s, er, crushes… They followed a sort of pattern.’ Burton’s voice was disapproving. ‘He’d be fixated on female dancers between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five or so, and then move on to the next one.’ 
 
    The ages of the choreographer’s amours stayed roughly the same while he grew older. 
 
    ‘Isobel was on her way out while Alexandra was the next hot ticket.’ The DS had a theory. ‘Taunting her like that in rehearsals was his way of ensuring she – and the company – got the message.’ 
 
    Markham was thoughtful. ‘She sounded well over Baranov when we interviewed her…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she always raved about his genius, sir.’ Burton consulted her notebook. ‘“He knew how to send his ballerinas up like rockets, one after another, higher and higher. He knew how to ignite spirits and careers and send his chosen girls into ballerina space.”’ 
 
    ‘Hmm… Very poetical… Doesn’t mean she wouldn’t have hated his guts for making Ms Fairlie the next Lolita in his ballerina gallery.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there was no love lost between the two women, that’s for sure. Lots of one-upmanship and hissy fits.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Isobel’s quite tall for a ballerina – five foot seven – so the wrong partner can make her look ungainly, like a giraffe. She formed a good relationship with Ivan Plucis while Alexandra was away from ENB.’ Another check of the notebook. ‘When Alexandra returned to the company, her partner was a guy called Stewart Cassidy. But he developed an injury which kept him out of dance long-term.’ 
 
    Markham saw where this was leading. ‘So, Ms Fairlie needed to find another partner … did her eye fall on Ivan Plucis, by any chance?’ 
 
    ‘Got it in one, boss.’ Burton grinned. ‘He couldn’t rehearse and perform with both Isobel and Alexandra, so – no surprise, knowing the kind of guy he is – he hitched his wagon to the rising star.’ 
 
    ‘Ouch.’ 
 
    ‘Even worse, Baranov backed Alexandra when she poached Ivan… Must’ve been a bitter pill for Isobel to swallow, especially when she ended up with someone who didn’t make her look anywhere near as good as she should.’ 
 
    ‘While in the meantime, Ms Fairlie waltzed off with all the plaudits.’ 
 
    ‘That’s about the size of it, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Another reason for Isobel to hate Mr Baranov.’ 
 
    ‘Sheila Bloom was on her shit list too.’ 
 
    Markham was instantly alert. ‘Where does she fit in?’ 
 
    ‘Word on the Internet grapevine is that Isobel suspected Bloom was lobbying Baranov for Alexandra to get preferential treatment.’ 
 
    ‘Why would Ms Bloom do that?’ 
 
    Burton looked embarrassed. ‘Cos she had some sort of thing for her, sir.’ 
 
    ‘A lesbian relationship?’ The DI was startled. Then he remembered something. 
 
    ‘Ivan Plucis told me and Noakes that Sheila Bloom was in love with Alex… “Liked to worship from afar”, was how he put it.’ 
 
    The DS leaned forward eagerly. 
 
    ‘That fits with the word on the net, sir.’ She thumbed through her notebook once more. ‘Isobel and Bloom had a spat too… Oh yeah, here it is… Isobel was standing in the wings waiting to go on in Sleeping Beauty. She placed her hands on the waist of her tutu – just resting really. Anyway, Bloom came up to her and asked if she was comfortable. Isobel didn’t detect any undercurrents and just said yes. Apparently, Bloom suddenly exploded and started shrieking, “Well, get your hands off the costume then.” It gave Isobel such a shock she blew her entrance and made a total hash of the solo. The critics were in that night, so it was make or break for her and she was absolutely furious.’ 
 
    Markham recalled the intense way the wardrobe mistress had described her passion for costumes. Like a dope addict, she had said. 
 
    ‘She saw the tutu as a sacred thing,’ he said musingly. ‘Something that would generate theatrical magic… So it didn’t matter to her about Isobel’s nerves being bad before a gruelling performance. All she cared about was fabric fatigue, not the ballerina’s.’ 
 
    ‘Well, after the performance they had some sort of screaming match… What made it worse was that Baranov wouldn’t hear a word against Bloom – just closed down the whole argument. It was a real put-down, in front of the whole company. After that, the temperature between Isobel and Baranov,’ Burton air quoted vigorously, ‘“might as well have been ten degrees below zero”.’ 
 
    ‘We know that Mr Baranov could be cruel, sadistic even,’ the DI observed. ‘His colleagues seemed to see it as the flip side of his genius.’ 
 
    ‘God yes, Isobel must have been a masochist,’ Burton agreed with feeling. ‘Even when he told her that her hands were like spatulas, or she wasn’t “nubile” enough, she just kept on coming back for more.’ 
 
    But everyone has their tipping point. 
 
    The DS sniffed. ‘He was a rude bastard. Apparently, there was a visiting teacher who came over from America and gave Isobel some fibre pillows as a present to help her from creasing her forehead as she slept. Guess what Baranov said? “Maybe face-lift would work better.”’ 
 
    Markham smiled affectionately at Burton who glowed in the warmth of the boss’s regard, relishing the moment of complicity. 
 
    He’s letting me in, she thought happily. I belong in the club. 
 
    ‘You’re a mine of information, Kate.’ 
 
    ‘I did dance classes at school, sir,’ she said shyly. ‘Too awkward to be any great shakes, but my mum kept hoping … fancied me as a real twinkle toes until the teacher put her straight.’ The DS flashed an endearingly wistful smile. ‘I was a bit hooked for a while and this case is bringing it all back.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’ve certainly given me food for thought with all this about Isobel Kent.’ 
 
    He recalled the ballerina’s sleek dark hair and remote crystalline beauty. Had that glacial impassivity finally cracked, he wondered. 
 
    Succinctly, the DI updated Burton on the previous evening. 
 
    ‘Sounds like they were up to all sorts at Baranov’s, sir,’ she said when he had finished. 
 
    ‘Well, from what the neighbour said, it certainly got nasty from time to time. Rows and scenes. Maybe even violence… Brian Shaw definitely knew more than he was saying.’ 
 
    ‘D’you think we’re talking … orgies … that sort of thing, sir?’ 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t surprise me, Kate,’ Markham replied drily. ‘I had a look at some of those press cuttings when I got back to the office last night. The reviewers said that Baranov’s recent “neoclassical” choreography was X-rated stuff … turning legs into phalluses … all highly erotic.’ 
 
    He was amused when the DS blushed. For all that she had done a stint in Vice, it was very easy to fluster her. ‘Easy pickings,’ as Noakes was wont to say. 
 
    ‘Ivan Plucis thought Baranov was a randy old goat,’ she said. ‘Told me he was always catching female dancers sitting around with Baranov in their underwear smoking cigarettes while he was told off for skulking around as though he was a teenage Peeping Tom.’ 
 
    ‘Droit de seigneur,’ chuckled Markham, but he had a speculative gleam in his eyes. Restlessly, he got up and began to pace the office, a habit when he was turning over possibilities in his mind. 
 
    ‘But Alexandra Fairlie was “The One”, wasn’t she? And Baranov didn’t have it all his own way with her. She carried on giving him the run-around – even when she came back after her marriage.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Burton agreed. ‘Brian Shaw was quite upset by it, actually. He said Alexandra just accepted everything as if it was her due. He never heard her give Baranov a word of thanks for anything… What really pissed Shaw off was the way Baranov messed around with company class depending on Fairlie’s whims. So, if she came along with a bandage on her knee, Baranov would insist they cut the pliés – they’re like deep bends – and then once the bandage was off it was okay now, we can do pliés today.’ 
 
    ‘So there were mutterings.’ 
 
    ‘They all thought Baranov’s judgement was skewed, sir. Marguerite Aroldingen said it was jeopardizing the structure of the entire company.’ 
 
    Markham paused in his pacing. ‘Did she indeed.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s obvious she was really unhappy about it – said her and Brian’s authority was being undermined.’ Burton consulted her notes. ‘She said there was one time Brian was choreographing a small piece and he ended it with Ivan lifting Alexandra over his head then sort of throwing her up and catching her mid-spin before she touched the ground.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds athletic.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Shaw was experimenting you see… Anyway, Baranov came in and went berserk. Started yelling, “You must change ending. Alex is too precious. She could be hurt. If you don’t want to change step, use someone else. Isobel or one of the others.”’ 
 
    ‘Charming.’ 
 
    ‘And yet they all revered Baranov at the same time… You should’ve heard the way the bunheads raved about him, like he was some sort of guru … drivelling on about him being able to see into their souls.’ 
 
    ‘Bunheads?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, sir. I’m slipping into ballet slang now … that’s what they call the female dancers.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ 
 
    Burton rumpled her pageboy with an exasperated air. 
 
    ‘It was a bit like one big family, sir. With Baranov as the father figure.’ 
 
    Only someone had committed patricide. 
 
    ‘They all said he was very kindly and democratic where it wasn’t a question of his ballets and casting… I mean, when they travelled, he was always giving up his taxi to a dancer before himself, because he said it was more important for them to get to the theatre than for him… And Eddie Bissell said he was just incredible with children – had a great rapport with them. Made all the little hobbledehoy boys feel like princes.’ 
 
    Interesting, given his clear preference for the ballerina. 
 
    ‘Did you get much out of Mr Bissell?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, sir.’ She screwed up her features. ‘Too loyal. Mind you,’ she looked as though a thought had struck her. ‘Bissell did mention something a bit odd… Now what was it? Oh yeah.’ Her expression cleared. ‘He said he’d been passing outside the men’s dressing rooms when he heard Baranov shouting at someone. “You are sinister,” or something like that.’ 
 
    Sinister. Evil. 
 
    ‘Did he see who it was?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, didn’t want to eavesdrop – too honourable – so just went on his way. But it stuck in his mind cos Baranov wasn’t the type to be afraid of anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Did Doyle have any luck with the technical people?’ 
 
    ‘I had a look at his notes, sir, but nothing juicy… The stagehands seem to have got on well with Baranov, enjoyed joshing him … and swapping dirty jokes.’ 
 
    ‘What about the stage managers?’ 
 
    ‘Baranov didn’t much care for Ted Murphy by all accounts, but the young lad—’ 
 
    ‘Jake Porter?’ 
 
    ‘That’s him … the assistant stage manager … seemed to like Baranov. Said he fought his corner in some sort of dispute with Ivan Plucis…’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Plucis was angry cos he thought Jake brought the house lights up too early at the end of a performance and he could have had another bow… Anyway, he was ranting at Jake and Baranov heard it. He ordered Plucis to apologize – said he couldn’t speak to Jake that way. Told him, “Maybe you will be running a company one day, and you will need people like Jake to make you look good.”’ 
 
    ‘I bet Plucis loved that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Jake said he looked like he wanted to take a pop, but Baranov leaned back and tilted his chin up … sort of looking down his nose at Plucis.’ To Markham’s amusement, the DS broke off to do an imitation of an imperious stare. ‘He wasn’t a tall man, but he had this snooty way of putting people in their place… Did the trick, apparently. Plucis got back in his box after that.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm… What about Sheila Bloom … any stories about her?’ 
 
    ‘Liked to play the grande dame … plumed herself on being Baranov’s confidante.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t that Marguerite Aroldingen?’ 
 
    ‘Well, she was his best friend in the company, and he left most of his ballets to her.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean, “left his ballets to her”?’ 
 
    ‘In his will, sir. You can do that with ballets … something to do with them being intellectual property.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a new one on me.’ The DI smiled at her. ‘You’re broadening my horizons with a vengeance, Kate.’ 
 
    Burton grinned. ‘Now Marguerite Aroldingen really is grand. In the days when she was still dancing at ENB, the company loved it when she came to class wearing a mink coat over her practice clothes. As they all started warming up, she’d slip off the mink and casually let it trail to the floor so it usually ended up in the resin box.’ 
 
    ‘Mink, hey?’ Markham’s expression was quizzical. ‘She wouldn’t get away with that now … the animal cruelty mob would be picketing the stage door.’ 
 
    The DI pondered for a minute. ‘So, Ms Aroldingen’s a lady of means?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Married a banker. Separated now, but she’s comfortably off.’ 
 
    ‘Anything to be gleaned about her relationships with our victims?’ 
 
    ‘The affair with Baranov seems to have settled into something less romantic but far more comfortable… They were arm-in-arm buddies according to Brian Shaw.’ 
 
    ‘So it must’ve hurt when Alexandra Fairlie came back and she was cast aside like an old glove.’ 
 
    ‘She says it only made Baranov more loveable – humanized him.’ 
 
    ‘Then she’s a remarkably tolerant woman given what we’ve heard about his servility towards Ms Fairlie.’ Like Odysseus captivated by the sirens, Baranov had seemed helpless to resist her. 
 
    ‘Maybe Baranov wasn’t quite as infatuated as everyone seems to think, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘Brian Shaw had the feeling that Baranov had decided not to allow Fairlie to wield the same power over him again.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Could be wishful thinking on Shaw’s part.’ 
 
    ‘Bloom and Baranov definitely weren’t such good mates at the end. One of the corps said she saw them together once when it seemed very awkward… Baranov’s head was down and he looked like a wet dog being told off.’ 
 
    It was a vivid cameo. 
 
    ‘At least someone was fighting Paul Gayle’s corner, whatever her motives might have been.’ He laughed. 
 
    His thoughts turned to Alexandra Fairlie’s husband. 
 
    ‘What did people have to say about Gayle?’ 
 
    ‘Sort of sympathetic and contemptuous at the same time.’ 
 
    ‘Contemptuous?’ 
 
    ‘Well, they nicknamed Alexandra “Princess” and called him “the Consort” behind his back … as though he’d let himself be pushed around … like he was pathetic.’ 
 
    ‘If he wanted to save his marriage – not to mention his career – he probably had no option but to suck it up.’ 
 
    ‘Had to have hurt, sir.’ 
 
    Enough to kill? Markham asked himself. Baranov’s ruthless sidelining of the young soloist must have left him feeling blanked out – as if the choreographer had simply passed an eraser over him. But that still left Sheila Bloom… 
 
    The DI became aware that the DS was looking at him expectantly. 
 
    ‘Well done, Kate,’ he said warmly. 
 
    She smiled so delightedly, it was almost sad. In that moment, he reproached himself for having failed to give her his full confidence and vowed to make amends. Starting then and there. 
 
    ‘How do you feel about tackling the press conference?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Won’t the DCI want you, sir?’ 
 
    Sidney – antennae permanently alert to the nuances of political correctness – would far rather have a young female subordinate as his foil than Markham (pale, male and stale). 
 
    ‘No, I think you can handle it, Kate. When it comes to summing up George Baranov in a few well-chosen words, I reckon you’ll do a better job than anyone else. I’m impressed by your grasp of the company dynamics.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if you think I’m up to it, sir.’ 
 
    A glow of pleasure so improved her looks in that instant, no-one looking at Kate Burton would have thought her at all plain. 
 
    A short time later, the DI sat in the ‘sauna’ at Doggie Dickerson’s Gym where Bromgrove Police Boxing Club had its unofficial headquarters. 
 
    He knew full well that membership of Doggie’s probably constituted Exhibit A in his professional ‘rap sheet’, but the place was somehow indispensable to his well-being. Dingy, dilapidated, and of dubious hygienic integrity, its rough authenticity suited him perfectly. There was something soothing too in the peculiar freemasonry of the place, villains and policemen slugging away at each other in comfortable anonymity before returning to their usual avocations. 
 
    The proprietor himself looked like something out of central casting – dead ringer for a Dickensian crook or denizen of the criminal underworld – with his crooked yellow teeth, lopsided leer, and eyes that were bloodshot from a surfeit of Jack Daniels. 
 
    Yet he knew the respect due to his patrons, did Doggie. On hearing that his ‘fav’rite ’spector’ was on the premises, he rammed down his straggling grey toupee, adjusted his grubby cravat and – toilette duly complete – adjourned to the mildewed back room (steam guaranteed through lack of a functioning window) for a few minutes of congenial chat. 
 
    ‘Who’s in today, Doggie?’ 
 
    ‘Young Mr Carstairs from Vice just dropped by. An’ there’s a couple of likely lads from out of town.’ No need to enquire too closely into the antecedents of the latter group. All Markham craved was some mindless exercise to help him shake off the curious sense of oppression… 
 
    ‘’Ope you don’t mind me sayin’, Mr Markham, but you’re lookin’ a bit peaky.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you know how it is, Doggie…’ 
 
    This empty formula seemed to satisfy his blissfully incurious interlocutor. ‘Come with me, Mr Markham, an’ we’ll soon ’ave you feelin’ more like yourself.’ 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, towelling off alongside Chris Carstairs, Markham felt satisfied he had acquitted himself with honour. 
 
    ‘Nice one, Gil. You made me work bloody hard.’ Carstairs grinned. ‘Imagining I was Sidney, were you?’ 
 
    ‘Mind reader,’ was the laconic reply. 
 
    The other eyed him shrewdly. ‘Under the cosh with that theatre investigation, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Mmm.’ 
 
    Carstairs was unperturbed by his colleague’s abruptness, Doggie’s being pretty much the detectives’ last bastion against the horrors of the job and a refuge where shop-talk was generally avoided. 
 
    ‘Follow the ballet do you, Chris?’ 
 
    ‘God no.’ The other waggled his eyebrows lecherously. ‘At least not unless I’m on the pull and think it’ll impress the birds.’ 
 
    Carstairs yawned. ‘Can’t for the life of me see what’s so special. I mean, it started out as blokes wanting to look up girls’ skirts, didn’t it?’ 
 
    Markham strongly suspected that George Baranov would not have approved this definition of a balletomane… 
 
    Arriving back at the station, Markham had to admit that he was feeling more like himself. The clean crisp smell of winter was in the air, and every breath had a cool freshness, a vibrancy that invigorated him. 
 
    And yet he couldn’t shake the uneasy sensation that he had missed something – something crucial – buried in what Kate Burton had said. If he managed to stay out of the DCI’s way for long enough, he might be able to remember what it was. 
 
    He made it up to his office undetected and settled down behind his desk, conference pad to hand. 
 
    The door banged open and Noakes ambled in. 
 
    ‘’Lo, Guv. Burton did well with the journos,’ he said without preamble. ‘Kept that scrote from the Gazette in his place and made all the right noises.’ Slumping into the chair opposite Markham, he added, ‘Scrubbed up well too.’ 
 
    This was George Noakes at his very best, Markham reflected affectionately. Generous enough to give credit where it was due despite all his entrenched prejudice against ‘fast track clever dicks’. 
 
    ‘And the DCI?’ 
 
    ‘The usual. Made it sound like we’re about to make an arrest when—’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got bugger all,’ Markham finished gloomily. 
 
    ‘The PM report’s in, though, Guv.’ 
 
    ‘At least that’s something.’ 
 
    ‘The wardrobe lady was strangled then strung up on that wire thing.’ 
 
    Markham flinched at the memory of Sheila Bloom’s body sagging like some sawdust puppet. 
 
    ‘Time frame?’ 
 
    ‘About an hour before the body showed up onstage Tuesday morning.’ 
 
    ‘So any of them could have done it.’ The DI sounded despondent, his new-found energy leaching away. With his usual concision, he ran through what Burton had told him earlier. 
 
    ‘Christ, Guv. That’s not exzackly narrowing the field.’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’ Markham’s lips were tightly compressed. 
 
    A thought occurred to him. ‘What did you make of Alexandra Fairlie’s … admirer, Sergeant? Any chance he could be mixed up in this?’ 
 
    ‘Roger the Dodger?’ Noakes gave a grim chuckle. ‘Mr Roger Miller. No alibi for Baranov or Bloom, but he’s jus’ one of them saddos who likes tagging along with ballet folk.’ Another malevolent snigger. ‘The administrator bloke … or office manager … or whatever he is—’ 
 
    ‘Eddie Bissell.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the fella. Well, he said our Roger’s basically harmless. Just a bit … obsessed… Has this idea he’s Fairlie’s white knight or summat like that … on a mission to keep her safe.’ 
 
    ‘Very chivalrous.’ 
 
    Noakes grinned evilly. ‘Baranov didn’t see it like that. Called him a nut job and went ballistic when Fairlie turned up wearing a pearl ring he’d given her. Baranov told her to give it back and she did.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Maybe we shouldn’t be too quick to discount the DCI’s mad fan theory after all.’ 
 
    ‘Bloom didn’t like Roger either. She an’ Baranov were singing from the same hymn sheet when it came to that.’ 
 
    ‘Anything logged against him?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, he’s clean.’ The DS frowned. ‘Apparently, Baranov was dead antsy about some anonymous letter warning him that he’d be getting a letter bomb. In the end, there was a parcel delivered but there wasn’t anything like that in it … jus’ some photos of Fairlie with Baranov, only Baranov’s face was cut out.’ 
 
    ‘I take it they couldn’t make anything stick against Roger?’ 
 
    Noakes shook his head sorrowfully. ‘Nada, Guv. Bissell wanted Baranov to get the police involved … you know, have a word in Roge’s shell-like … but he wasn’t having it … some Rusky hang-up about not showing fear.’ 
 
    ‘I want Roger Miller checked out, Sergeant. Maybe Social Services has something.’ 
 
    ‘Righto, boss.’ 
 
    Again that spasm of unease as Markham recalled the curiously avid expression on Roger Miller’s face while he watched Alexandra Fairlie … almost as though he was stripping the flesh from her bones. He’d seen that look on a man’s face before and it rarely ended well. 
 
    Suddenly he rose to his feet. 
 
    ‘Let’s get down to the theatre, Sergeant. Has to be better than stewing here driving ourselves mad.’ 
 
    There was a smart knock at the door and Doyle appeared. 
 
    ‘Afternoon, sir.’ The young DC looked worried. ‘Sorry to interrupt, but—’ 
 
    ‘I take it there’s been a development, Constable.’ 
 
    ‘Kind of…’ 
 
    ‘Try to be more precise.’ 
 
    The bracing rejoinder had its effect. 
 
    ‘Well, sir, it’s Brian Shaw. He hasn’t turned up today… They planned to do rehearsals this afternoon – keep things as normal as possible – but he never showed… It’s not like him, so folk are worried…’ 
 
    Markham felt a terrible chilling sense of déjà vu. 
 
    In his mind’s eye, he saw the ballet master standing in Baranov’s study at Tunstall Lodge the previous night, his face strangely drawn and grey. 
 
    Nerve ends tingled. 
 
    ‘Get a squad car over to Shaw’s address now,’ he rapped. 
 
    Galvanized, Doyle hurried out. 
 
    ‘I should have known last night, Noakes.’ The DI’s voice was anguished. ‘Should have known there was something wrong. Shaw made a connection when he realized those letters had been stolen… Don’t you see,’ Markham struck his forehead distractedly, ‘he made a connection between the burglary and someone at the Royal…’ 
 
    ‘You think he wanted to give ’em a chance to turn themselves in?’ 
 
    ‘God knows what was in his mind, Noakes. But I think he may have signed his own death warrant.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



9. Enigma 
 
    MARKHAM WAS NEVER TO forget the sight that met them when they arrived at Brian Shaw’s little terraced house in Pelham Place close by the theatre. 
 
    Taking the stairs two at a time, with Noakes at his heels, he raced up to the landing which was crowded with stretchers, uniforms and neighbours. 
 
    Everywhere was the strong smell of gas. 
 
    A uniform motioned towards the master bedroom. 
 
    ‘Get rid of the gawpers,’ Markham instructed him in a fierce undertone. 
 
    Noakes lingered to exchange a few words with a white-haired plumpish woman before following him. 
 
    Papered in burgundy striped wallpaper, there was something theatrical about the baroque décor. A dancer’s taste. 
 
    But the DI only had eyes for the mahogany half-tester bed, with cream swagged canopy, where Brian Shaw lay in pyjamas and dressing gown under an ivory counterpane, his eyes closed and a half smile playing about his lips. Strewn across the bed were half a dozen or so sheets of paper covered in flamboyant looped handwriting. 
 
    An old-fashioned tallboy next to the bed held a glass of what Markham took to be whisky. An empty blister pack of diazepam was next to the tumbler. 
 
    The bedroom curtains were half open, allowing an unexpected shaft of winter sunshine to stream in like a benediction across the placid face whose expression was so full of painless peace as to give the impression that Death had come to him as a friend. 
 
    Noakes, having slipped on plastic gloves, was scrutinizing the sheets of paper. 
 
    ‘Chuffing Nora,’ he whistled. ‘Think you may want to take a look, Guv. We’ve got a bunch of Shaw’s old love letters here.’ 
 
    With a decisive gesture, Markham pushed the bedroom door closed. SOCOs, medics, pathologist, the whole damn lot of them could wait, he thought angrily. Brian Shaw had struck him as a quiet, dignified man whose privacy he intended to safeguard for as long as possible. 
 
    Silently, the DI slipped on his own gloves and held out a hand to Noakes before removing the correspondence to a straight-backed chair over by the window. Outside in Pelham Place, a row of tall poplars bent sorrowfully in a breeze that had whipped up from nowhere. 
 
    Markham’s eyes skimmed the sheaf of letters that bore an appearance of having been endlessly smoothed, folded and refolded. 
 
    It was the age-old story. 
 
    Unrequited passion. 
 
      
 
    Dearest Beloved George, 
 
    My thoughts turn constantly to you – you who hold the prize, the gift of happiness, the realization of bliss, of misery, of fruitfulness. I fear you and long for you. 
 
    I have suffered such anguish as I hope you will never know. 
 
    I laid my heart at your feet with all the ardour, the faith, the fullness of passion. It was trampled, mutilated, distorted and crushed. And now it is shrivelled and gone underground. 
 
    How I have longed for someone to bring my heart to life in a happy way. Only you could have done it. 
 
    Very often I am on the edge of madness and want to scream. I am missing you so terribly hard and tearing myself to pieces… 
 
    And yet I am glad at least to have moved you. The most important thing in life is to be moved. Nothing – nothing else matters. 
 
    Love to my only love. 
 
      
 
    Markham was momentarily overcome by a tidal wave of rage so strong that he felt he must choke. 
 
    For all their middlebrow sentimentality, he had no doubt that genuine suffering lay behind Brian Shaw’s letters to George Baranov – a suffering never intended for exposure to the common gaze. It was sacrilege to drag this long-concealed trove, presumably returned to Shaw by Baranov, into the light of day… 
 
    ‘Poor sod.’ Noakes’s voice was compassionate. ‘Didn’t look the type to commit suicide … the guilt must’ve got to him in the end.’ 
 
    ‘This was no suicide, Sergeant.’ The DI’s face was darker than his subordinate had ever seen it. 
 
    ‘But, Guv,’ the DS gestured to the bed. ‘He was obsessed with Baranov, that’s clear enough… And then you’ve got booze, sleeping pills and the gas full on. Next door neighbour said he wouldn’t modernize the kitchen even though the builder told him it was a death trap.’ Another furtive look at the peaceful face on the pillow. ‘He’d not have known owt about it, boss … better’n facing a trial or ending up in the loony bin.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not buying it, Noakes.’ Markham’s dark gaze comprehended the whole room. ‘It doesn’t feel right… Too bloody convenient by half… Too stagey … too posed.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you gotta remember how he was, Guv … you know, very, er, genteel an’ that… Wouldn’t want anything ugly…’ 
 
    ‘That’s just it, Noakes.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘Think about the way those bodies were displayed … that Rat headdress and poor Sheila Bloom swinging like some sort of ventriloquist’s dummy… Those were cruel murders. Ugly. But Brian Shaw wasn’t that kind of man.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that, Guv,’ Noakes ventured, mastiff’s head on one side. ‘It’s always the ones who look like they couldn’t hurt a fly… I mean, in the beginning no-one thought Fred West was a serial killer.’ 
 
    There’s no art to find the mind’s construction in the face. 
 
    There was a discreet tap and a nervous looking uniform appeared at the door. 
 
    Noakes disappeared onto the landing while the DI gazed sightlessly out of the bedroom window, wondering what it was Brian Shaw beheld as he sighed his last. The face of a killer? 
 
    ‘Dimples is downstairs, Guv.’ 
 
    Markham suddenly felt he couldn’t bear to watch the bluff, cheerful police pathologist Dr Doug Davidson poking and prodding Brian Shaw. It would feel like the worst violation. 
 
    ‘S’all right, boss. I’ll deal with it.’ Noakes was quick to catch the DI’s mood. ‘There’s a little box room the other side of the bathroom. Jus’ poked my head in before. Mebbe there’s more papers ’n’ stuff in there…’ 
 
    ‘Right, Sergeant.’ Stiffly, Markham got to his feet. ‘I’ll be just across the way.’ 
 
    With one last look at the dead man’s tranquil face, he quietly left the room. 
 
    Unlike the understated elegance of Shaw’s bedroom, the ballet master’s cluttered little study at the back of the house looked like a student’s, with books, CDs and DVDs strewn across a distinctly threadbare carpet. In front of the window, there was just room for a padded swivel chair and modest pine desk unit. 
 
    There was only one picture on the wall. A black-and-white head and shoulders portrait of a wonderfully handsome George Baranov, the proud hauteur of the budding choreographer apparent in every lineament. 
 
    Markham looked around him and sighed. 
 
    It would all have to be processed. 
 
    Where would Shaw have hidden his journal? That there was one somewhere he had no doubt. 
 
    Then his policeman’s eye noticed an unevenness in the shabby carpet over by the bookcase. 
 
    Lifting up a corner of the rug, he found what he was looking for. 
 
    A loose floorboard easily prised up. 
 
    Underneath, a dark green clothbound notebook. 
 
    The DI moved to the desk, sat down and began to read. 
 
    It was an hour later when Markham closed Brian Shaw’s journal. 
 
    No-one had disturbed him and the house was now quiet. Peering out of the window, he saw a PC standing guard on the pavement from which the gaggle of bystanders had now dispersed. Noakes was doubtless somewhere about, running interference. Markham could always count on him for that. 
 
    The DI leaned back in the chair, thinking hard. 
 
    Shaw’s journal – shrewd and gossipy in tone – had presented a complete contrast in style from the unrestrained romanticism of his correspondence with Baranov. 
 
    Although piecemeal and largely undated, it vividly depicted a company where jealousy was rife and tensions ran high. 
 
    With steepled fingers, the DI reviewed his discoveries, looking at the extracts he had bookmarked with slips of paper. 
 
    First Marguerite Aroldingen, who had clearly been bitterly hurt by Baranov’s defection to Alex Fairlie. 
 
      
 
    After the performance of Winter Dreams, when George came down the staircase from his usual vantage point at the back of the dress circle, instead of going to Marguerite as he had done all the time Princess was away, he went straight backstage to Alex. This seems to me a great drama and Marguerite a great heroine… 
 
    Poor Marguerite, I really feel for her. No wonder she decided to retire. With Alex back on the scene and George infatuated again, it was so hard for the older women to hold their own… No one else got his full attention. There was no transition … just as though George had closed a book of his life and picked up another book, turned to the first page, and suddenly there was Alex… Marguerite and the rest reduced to back numbers. Talk about being “on the shelf”! 
 
    Marguerite and I never really talked about George’s relationship with Alex … partly out of good manners and partly because I didn’t want her to see how enthusiastic I was about Alex’s dancing … it would have been too painful for her… 
 
      
 
    Interestingly, it appeared that Aroldingen too had her run-ins with Sheila Bloom while she was still a performer. 
 
      
 
    People more and more fed up of Sheila who carries on like Mother Goddamn … gets away with it cos she knows where the bodies are buried. An ill-omened turn of phrase. 
 
    Marguerite finally lost it when Sheila barked at her for flopping down on the stage floor and getting her costume dusty. No backup from George, needless to say. M really let the two of them have it with both barrels. “I don’t give a fuck about this costume and I don’t give one fuck about this fucking production.” Priceless. She deliberately yawned her way through every performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Furious rows with George. 
 
      
 
    Then there was Isobel Kent. 
 
      
 
    Izzy is barely able to mention George’s name without spitting it out. Problem is, he hates her intense method-acting approach. Today he mocked her when she asked him why she was doing a chaîné by asking, “Why are you dancing?”, mimicking her frantic tone. Cue sniggering from the corps. She was looking daggers… 
 
    Yet another clash between George and Izzy over costume alterations. Izzy shrieked, “Who d’you think you are – a bigger star than the ballerina?” George’s response was unprintable. You could hear it all over the building. The stage crew were cheering… 
 
    ‘It’s too bad that George has consigned Izz to oblivion, taking role after role off her… Just like with Marguerite… 
 
    Steady Eddie tackled George about being unfair by giving so much attention to Alex… Very calm and reasonable as always – told George it was unbalancing the company. G nodded and pretended to listen… 
 
    I kind of “get” what’s going on between George and Alex… The connection with her inspires his choreography, so he can’t give her up. He devotes as much imagination, concern and attention as he can spare to the rest, but it’s all secondary to the main task – fanning Alex’s flame onstage… 
 
    Ballerinas can be such bitches. “You can’t lift worth a damn. Don’t hold me there. Touch me. Don’t touch me. Put your hand right on my tits. Come on, don’t be afraid cos there isn’t much of them anyway.” Yadda yadda yadda. Sometimes I think Alex is just some professional cockteaser, but then onstage all the garbage drops away and it’s pure poetry. 
 
      
 
    Clearly, as Baranov’s rekindled infatuation and Alex Fairlie’s resistance intensified, there was fertile ground for trouble. 
 
      
 
    It’s awful watching George lose his self-control over Alex again… Eddie’s detailed to escort her everywhere, for “protection” – against fans maybe, rapists perhaps, suitors certainly! At least Consort’s out in the sticks with ENB, so George can pretend she isn’t really married… God, what a mess! 
 
    You have to feel for Paul Gayle … so insignificant despite being the bone of contention! Mind you, I enjoyed his dig in Dancing Times. “I’m sick of people rolling round the floor in all-over tights, because this has led to an awful muddle going on … I do not believe that when you mix ballet and modern dance choreographically you get the best out of either.” Trying to take the wind out of George’s sails and who can blame him… Even a nonentity’s entitled to his opinions! 
 
    I’m not wholly converted to George’s latest geometric stuff, and the critics are zigzagging all over the place. Alex came in with a bandage on her nose today … said she’d gone up too high in front and karate-kicked herself. Certainly spoiled the pouter-pigeon profile. Lots of false concern from the corps! 
 
    Ivan and George drew their metaphysical fencing foils today. Seconds out! Ivan just can’t see that G doesn’t “do” celebrities – at least not the male variety! “Stop milking applause … we don’t want noise of clapping to ruin sound of music… You’re a one-man show. I don’t like this… Everyone’s a star in my company.” 
 
    All very ironic, but Ivan zipped his lip and just put up with what George dished out, though he calls him “Fuckarov” on the sly. To be fair, there are some democratic touches. On the programmes for A Midsummer Night’s Dream, George insisted he be listed only as ballet master. “I am not big director. Just ballet master.” Of course, speaking alphabetically, his name is always going to come before mine! 
 
      
 
    Relishing the self-deprecating tone, Markham experienced a familiar sense of loss. 
 
    Any man’s death diminishes me. 
 
    Roger Miller got a mention too, Markham noted with quickening interest. 
 
      
 
    Alex’s lovesick swain is still hanging around the theatre like a bad smell. Endlessly bothersome but essentially harmless. At least it’s forced that fat slob Ted Murphy off his backside. G affecting not to notice but has put poor Eddie on extra guard detail. La Fairlie is lapping up all the attention, of course, and who can blame her? Mr Miller’s easy on the eye, if you like that under-nourished look, and at least he’s her own age. With Consort exiled to Siberia, it’s the nearest she gets to having any fun… Sobersides Eddie’s not happy – banged on at George about it in front of everyone with dire warnings of trouble ahead … wants G to get the police involved and frighten the living daylights out of our scrawny friend, but no dice. Murphy’s convinced Roger had something to do with that fire in the basement last month, but ten to one someone sneaked down there for a crafty smoke and didn’t put the butt out. It’s such a mess down there – all the turps and solvents – it’s a bloody miracle we haven’t been blown sky high long ago… 
 
      
 
    An accident or arson? 
 
    How secure was that theatre with all the comings and goings? Was there a lair somewhere in the bowels of the building where a stalker prowled by night? 
 
    Eddie Bissell was a man with his wits about him. If the administrator was alarmed by Roger Miller’s ubiquity, then he probably had good cause. The DI knew from what Kate Burton had told him, as well as from his own research, that fan mania sometimes verged on the unhinged with ballet devotees becoming ferociously possessive. Brian Shaw’s tone was ruefully amused, but the laser-like intensity of Miller’s unswerving focus had struck Markham as sinister. 
 
    The DI continued his perusal, trying to ignore the familiar gnawing anxiety that right there under his nose was a vital component of the puzzle and he had missed it… 
 
      
 
    Sometimes I hate George for making me feel so vile. When I was young, I could’ve done it with anything. Anything. I could have fucked a duck. If you’re a young person, you can do it – it’s no trouble. But he spoiled everyone else for me, and now I’m just a dried-out husk… 
 
      
 
    There were other scatological asides, and the journal’s tone became progressively darker, finishing on an enigmatic note with an entry undated like the rest but presumably of recent origin. 
 
      
 
    I’m worried… Can’t shake the feeling something terrible is going to happen … like a thunder storm about to break. “You did it up to the hilt and broke my heart.” What if— 
 
      
 
    But there the journal broke off as if the ballet master had been afraid to bring the nightmare to life. 
 
    Who was Shaw quoting at the end, Markham wondered. Could it be the murderer? 
 
    * 
 
    ‘How creepy,’ Olivia said with feeling as they ate baked potatoes and cheese together that evening. ‘So, you think Brian Shaw might have been on the point of confiding his suspicions to his journal?’ 
 
    ‘I think he’d heard the murderer say those words, yes. Something seemed to dawn on him when we were in Baranov’s house last night. He just seemed to shrivel.’ 
 
    ‘Poor man.’ She looked at him closely. ‘You don’t agree with George Noakes that it could be suicide?’ 
 
    Markham’s handsome face was unusually drawn. 
 
    ‘I doubt we’ll get anything conclusive from the PM. Whoever did this was forensically aware, so there’ll be no prints. Nothing useful…’ 
 
    He sighed heavily. ‘I think the likeliest scenario is that Brian Shaw arranged to meet the killer sometime late last night after he got back from the visit to Baranov’s place.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t that incredibly risky?’ 
 
    Her lover smiled sadly. ‘Yes. Incredibly risky,’ he repeated. ‘God knows what was going through his mind. Perhaps he thought he could persuade him or her to hand themselves in… Perhaps he wanted to confront them … understand the why and how…’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps in a sense it was suicide.’ Olivia’s voice was very gentle. 
 
    Markham’s dark head reared back. 
 
    ‘Perhaps he’d had enough of life now that George Baranov had gone… Perhaps he hoped that was how it would end… “In love with easeful Death.”’ 
 
    Markham recalled those searingly melancholy letters. 
 
    You have withdrawn your magic and left me empty… Only your love can lift the mists of doubt… You have tied me to you with the thread of Ariadne, so however far I wander, I will always be yours… 
 
    ‘You could be right,’ he replied, thinking of Shaw’s curiously secretive smile. ‘Come to think of it,’ he continued slowly, ‘there was something strange about the last entries in his journal just before the part where it broke off.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘In between a couple of references to class and rehearsals, there was a quotation. “The bright day is done and we are for the dark.” The writing was so cramped and distorted it was practically illegible, but I could just about make it out.’ 
 
    ‘From Shakespeare’s Anthony and Cleopatra, just before Cleopatra commits suicide.’ Olivia’s eyes gleamed with recognition. ‘Don’t you see, Gil? The quote must’ve been an unconscious lapse … his attention wavered and what was in the depths of his mind suddenly rose up to the surface.’ 
 
    Strange, incoherent, intruding words which shaped themselves into a vision of Shaw welcoming his visitor (one-time friend?) in the knowledge – the hope? – that this was the end. 
 
    ‘How do you think it happened, Gil?’ 
 
    He came to himself with a start. 
 
    ‘An overdose of diazepam in the whisky till he was unconscious, and then smothered with a pillow.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you say earlier that there was a gas leak and all the windows were shut?’ 
 
    ‘Window dressing, dearest.’ Markham’s face was grim. ‘All part of the mise-en-scène to manipulate plod into thinking that Shaw committed suicide from grief and remorse after murdering George Baranov and Sheila Bloom. Case closed.’ 
 
    ‘Only it isn’t?’ she ventured timidly. 
 
    ‘Not if I have anything to do with it.’ 
 
    Markham thought back to Shaw’s cosy bow-fronted living room filled with books and ballet mementoes. Leaning crazily against a cushion on the overstuffed sofa was a Petrushka doll with tragical features, mittened hands and turned in toes. Immediately he recalled the two lolling corpses with their grotesque accoutrements. 
 
    The gentle civilized ballet master could no more have perpetrated those murders than flown to the moon. And it was down to him to prove it. 
 
    With the luminous smile that never failed to lift his spirits, Olivia turned the conversation into less gloomy currents. 
 
    ‘I went along to a ballet class at the university today.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Markham was intrigued. ‘D’you know, Kate Burton told me she’d been a budding ballerina at school. Sounded like her mum was poised to become one of those irritating stage-school mothers, only Kate didn’t make the grade.’ 
 
    Olivia smiled at the image of Markham’s earnest colleague treading the boards. Who’d have thought the sensible prosaic detective harboured a Dying Swan. 
 
    ‘Just an elementary class, nothing too complicated, but the teacher was an ex-dancer.’ Olivia chuckled. ‘Well and truly destroyed my romantic illusions, I can tell you.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’d thought of ballerinas as somehow ethereal … angelic. Those beautiful painted faces.’ She giggled endearingly. ‘But you ought to have heard Angie describe what it’s like in performance … all the previous night’s over-indulgence in ciggies and cocktails comes streaming out of their pores while they’re doing the turns, jumps, glides and what have you.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds distinctly penitential.’ 
 
    ‘You bet… And as for glamorous post-performance parties, well, it’s all a myth. Your face is like a beetroot. Your hair is soggy. You can’t stop sweating and you’re so exhausted you can’t swallow any food.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be sure to tell Kate, just in case she’s still harbours any fantasies of tutus and pointe shoes,’ Markham rejoined with a grin. 
 
    ‘Isn’t Muriel Noakes something to do with the Friends of the Royal Court?’ 
 
    Markham grimaced. 
 
    ‘Fraid so.’ He sighed. ‘Which means I’ll be treated to her insights tomorrow afternoon at the run-through for The Nutcracker’s special effects.’ He shuddered. ‘Let’s hope it goes better than last time.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t the theatre out of bounds? I mean, don’t your forensics guys need to keep everyone out?’ 
 
    ‘The DCI’s come through for me for once.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Those were words Olivia never expected to hear. 
 
    ‘Sidney got the ACC to authorize extra manpower and resources for the forensics sweep – saturation coverage so the company can get back in there for the final rehearsals. His wife’s a patron, and I heard on the grapevine that the ACC’s missus belongs to the same coven.’ 
 
    ‘The show must go on.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Civic pride and all that. To say nothing of the good burghers of Bromgrove getting value for all that sponsorship money… The theatre’ll probably throw in some warm white wine and sausage rolls.’ 
 
    ‘I was going to ask if you could sneak me in to this impossibly glamorous occasion, Gil,’ Olivia gurgled, ‘but on second thoughts…’ 
 
    ‘Actually, there is something you could do.’ 
 
    ‘Name it.’ 
 
    ‘George Baranov’s funeral is tomorrow morning and I’d be grateful for your company at St Cyril’s.’ 
 
    ‘So soon?’ 
 
    ‘The Russian Orthodox clergy have pulled strings apparently. And given his celebrity status…’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    ‘I should warn you, there won’t be any pews or padded cushions. It’s a case of standing room only, but I’d say the great man will be guaranteed a full house.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I’ll come, Gil. Don’t think I’ve ever been inside St Cyril’s.’ She winked mischievously. ‘I bet it’s all very Last Days of the Romanovs. Don’t Russian services last for hours?’ 
 
    ‘God, I hope not,’ was the fervent reply. ‘With the DCI to placate and a ballet company in turmoil, I don’t want to be out of circulation for too long.’ 
 
    ‘How do you think Sidney’ll react to your theory about Brian Shaw?’ 
 
    Markham took a hefty slug of wine. 
 
    ‘Well, he wants a quick solve, obviously. But, on the other hand, he wants it scandal-free in terms of nothing untoward emerging about company members—’ 
 
    ‘Such as a middle-aged homosexual killing Baranov cos of his infatuation with a twenty-four-year-old ballerina then offing the wardrobe mistress who was blackmailing him.’ 
 
    Markham winced. ‘Something like that, yes.’ He looked at his wine glass as though surprised to find it empty. 
 
    Tenderly, Olivia came round the table and linked her arm through his. 
 
    ‘That’s enough shop-talk for tonight. Television, my love, then bed. We’re going to need all our stamina to cope with the Russian mafia tomorrow.’ 
 
    Outside all was still. But somewhere in the winter darkness a voice gloated, ‘Death is long and without music.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10. The Road to Nowhere 
 
    GEORGE BARANOV’S FUNERAL COMMENCED at 9 a.m. sharp on Thursday morning in St Cyril’s Russian Orthodox Church. 
 
    Even though Markham and Olivia had arrived at 8.30 a.m., the church was virtually already full. 
 
    After receiving a lighted candle apiece, they somehow wedged themselves in, and by 9 a.m. the congregation was virtually immoveable. 
 
    ‘At least if anyone faints, they won’t be able to fall,’ Olivia observed as the packed throng undulated gently like prairie grasses. Markham could almost swear the icons which seemed to cover virtually every inch of the walls and ceilings were rocking too. He could not distinguish individuals in the sea of black, but had no doubt Baranov’s Russian and ballet families were all present and correct. 
 
    The flickering candles and thick cloying incense made the church’s interior dim and hazy with a shimmering iridescence, so that Markham barely took in the jewelled frescoes and ornate robes of the officiating clergy. Chiefly he was concerned that he and his girlfriend should make it to the end of the proceedings in one piece, shifting his weight from foot to foot and glancing anxiously at Olivia’s slim figure. As the choir filled the church with the anthems of the Orthodox Church, she gave him a reassuring wink, totally unfazed by it all. 
 
    It was a long and beautiful service of choral singing and chanting in Russian, with the open coffin at the front of the church wreathed in clouds of incense spread from four bronze burners, each on a tall stand. A young priest, standing over six feet tall, officiated from the altar, reciting the liturgy in deep resonant tones. 
 
    Markham reflected that the power of ritual, communally shared, should have conveyed a sense of order and opened the road to healing. And yet, throughout the ceremony, he was aware of an undertow of loss, fearfulness and even anger, as though his brain heard only the bass line of an orchestral symphony. It occurred to him that probably the only person comfortable and at peace was the deceased… 
 
    Markham’s mind drifted. Then suddenly he became aware that the service was reaching its end, with mourners being invited to approach the coffin and pay their respects. He and Olivia waited inconspicuously in their places at the back of the church, more comfortable now that the crowd was thinning. 
 
    Morbidly, the DI wondered how George Baranov looked in his bier, that high forehead covered by the Orthodox funerary band. People were bending over, bringing their faces close to his, touching his hand … petting it. Some made clumsy obeisances which Markham doubted would have found favour with the choreographer. Others placed flowers around the body. 
 
    A poignant memory came to him as he watched, Paul Gayle describing how Baranov used to stand in St Cyril’s with Sheila Bloom discussing angels’ wings. With a fervour that took him by surprise, Markham sent up a silent prayer that the two friends were enjoying some form of celestial bliss with those same angels. Intuiting his sadness, Olivia gently squeezed her lover’s hand. 
 
    Suddenly there was a shriek. 
 
    ‘Didn’t you hear it? He sniffed! And his mouth twitched… Didn’t anyone else see it? I saw it!’ 
 
    A small apple-cheeked woman bundled up in a headscarf and long black shawl was gasping, backing up. ‘His nostrils moved, I’m telling you!’ 
 
    For a moment, everyone appeared paralyzed, frozen with shock. 
 
    Then Eddie Bissell, white-faced but composed, was next to the woman, an arm round her shoulders, practically carrying her out of the church as she continued to weep and moan. Eventually the cries died away. 
 
    The orderly procession resumed. 
 
    Finally, the tall priest placed an icon between Baranov’s hands (St George at a guess) and drew a shroud over his body before sprinkling it with holy water and closing the coffin. 
 
    ‘What happens next?’ Olivia murmured. 
 
    ‘Burial in the little cemetery behind the church. By special permission of the Bromgrove Metropolitan. I think that’s him over there.’ Markham gestured to an elaborately vested cleric whose mitre glittered with precious stones. 
 
    ‘D’you want to…?’ Olivia was hesitant, aware of Markham’s intense identification with his murder victims and concerned for him. 
 
    ‘Yes, I think so.’ He smiled at her. ‘Call it a gesture of respect for a remarkable man.’ 
 
    Although outside the weather was far from restful, the morning having turned tumultuously windswept, grey and watercoloured, the little cemetery seemed curiously tranquil, its silver birches bending gracefully over the weathered headstones like so many attendant ballerinas. Markham and Olivia stood a little way apart while the mourners formed a circle, clustered around the grave, huddling close as though trying to find solace in each other. A trio of lumpen gravediggers stood on the outskirts, leaning on their shovels. 
 
    The tall priest once again led the prayers, his long, curled hair and belly-brushing beard fluttered by the wind into black-brown streamers. 
 
    Then Eddie Bissell stepped forward, supporting Marguerite Aroldingen whose hands gripped his arm like eagle’s claws. 
 
    The ballet mistress’s voice, however, was unexpectedly strong, carrying clearly across the graveyard. 
 
    ‘“There is nothing left remarkable beneath the visiting moon,”’ she said, causing Markham to start as he recognized Cleopatra’s lament. How strange that Brian Shaw too should have turned in extremis to Shakespeare’s epic tragedy of love and loss. 
 
    Aroldingen paid moving tribute to George Baranov’s inspirational genius. Then, addressing the coffin directly, she said, ‘We count ourselves blessed at being able to transmit the magical qualities you have instilled in us. And so, dear George, the flame will never be extinguished and you are always with us.’ 
 
    A nirvana of pure dance, Markham reflected, was doubtless Baranov’s idea of heaven. 
 
    It was a fitting epitaph. 
 
    Three dancers whom he recognized from the corps went up to the hole and dropped their pointe shoes on top of Baranov’s casket. 
 
    As though this was some sort of signal, the mourners each threw on some soil and began to disperse. Markham and Olivia turned to leave the cemetery, filigree birch trees swaying overhead like a ghostly guard of honour. 
 
    Suddenly there was a minor commotion behind them. 
 
    Isobel Kent was sprawled out at the edge of the open grave, sobbing noisily, with her arms reaching down towards Baranov’s casket. The gravediggers stood nearby, uncomfortable, unable to shovel in the dirt. 
 
    ‘You need to get back, miss,’ one of them said finally. ‘It’s all over now.’ 
 
    The dancer did not budge. 
 
    There was general consternation as the departing mourners contemplated the scene in appalled embarrassment. 
 
    The dark-suited figure of Paul Gayle detached himself from the group, put his arms around the distraught woman and lifted her out of the way. 
 
    She looked at him like a sleepwalker and then locked together, the two figures began to dance a waltz right then and there on the dirt path next to George Baranov’s grave. Watching the surreal scene, Markham found the impromptu performance transcendentally uplifting. A moment of Elysian bliss, its setting Eternity. 
 
    Chalk-white and furious, Alexandra Fairlie, Titian hair streaming behind her like a banner, walked up to Gayle and slapped his face hard. 
 
    ‘From me to you,’ she hissed with real venom, her face contorted. ‘You must think me a real fool if you imagine I don’t know what you and that slut have been up to behind my back.’ 
 
    The air of wicked grace – of triumph mingled with something feminine and alluring – with which she regarded the couple was worthy of a cruel Princess in legend. 
 
    ‘Not here, Alex.’ 
 
    Gayle attempted to steer her away. 
 
    With an almost exultant light in her eye, she challenged, ‘Where better?’ Then, gesturing to the grave, ‘He knew, didn’t he? George knew.’ With a look of scorching contempt at Isobel Kent, as though spurning her for evermore, the ballerina added, ‘Sheila too, though she never said anything directly … she just looked as though she couldn’t bear to be near the two of you.’ 
 
    Eddie Bissell appeared at Fairlie’s elbow. 
 
    Poor sod, thought Markham, first the babushka and now this. Give the man a break! 
 
    ‘It’s all right, I’m done, Eddie,’ she said. ‘Get me out of here.’ 
 
    Shielding the slight fragile figure with his own bony frame, his expression stony, Bissell guided her away from all the staring faces. 
 
    ‘Phew!’ Olivia let out her breath slowly. ‘What was all that about?’ 
 
    ‘God knows,’ replied Markham. ‘With this lot, it’s like some sort of infernal Scottish reel where everyone keeps changing partners at the drop of a hat.’ 
 
    His girlfriend laughed. 
 
    ‘Spoken like a born choreographer.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. One thing’s for sure.’ Markham glanced back at the grave that was being rapidly filled in. ‘George Baranov would have loved every minute of that!’ 
 
    ‘Is there a wake?’ 
 
    ‘I believe the cemetery crowd are going to the Saint Petersburg.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, that rather chic Russian eatery in the town centre … you don’t fancy it?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m sure they’ll lay on an ample smörgåsbord, but I’m not sure I feel like guzzling vodka and borscht right now.’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised George – our George – didn’t volunteer for the job.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Noakesy’s quite withering about “all that foreign muck”. I think he’s got an idea it’s all horse radish and herrings.’ 
 
    ‘As opposed to good honest pie and chips.’ 
 
    ‘Wasted on that crew,’ Markham riposted, watching the last stragglers exit the cemetery. ‘All on diets. Wouldn’t know what to do with a plate of stodge – they’d probably try to inhale it.’ 
 
    Olivia laughed again, a joyous bell-like sound in the cemetery as it settled once more into its winter sleep. 
 
    ‘All this talk of food is making me hungry… Have you got time for lunch with me?’ 
 
    Markham looked regretfully at his watch. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid that run-through at the Royal requires my presence, sweetheart. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.’ 
 
    ‘See that you do,’ she said, punching him playfully. Then a thought occurred to her. ‘Won’t they be expecting you to make a statement about Brian Shaw?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ he said grimly. ‘I’ll be referring to a “tragic incident involving a member of the company”. From the spaced-out look on some of those faces, I’d say the word has already spread.’ 
 
    ‘You know it wasn’t an accident, though.’ Olivia’s heart ached for him. This was clearly going to be another of those cases where he was torn in two. 
 
    ‘Well,’ he said with a sigh, ‘incident’s vague enough to cover a multitude and should buy some time. Won’t stop the rumour mill, of course, but we can cope with that.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think the PM will come up with anything useful?’ 
 
    ‘Dimples knows I’ve got a bad feeling about this one, but even he can’t work miracles.’ A heaviness seemed to settle on Markham, the keen eyes despondent, the vital yet austere face downcast. ‘After Shaw took that whisky – whether under duress or otherwise – he couldn’t have put up a fight, which means no trace evidence.’ 
 
    ‘So they’ll decide he gassed himself … out of guilt…’ 
 
    ‘Most likely.’ Something like the resolute suppression of a pain in her lover’s manner suggested to Olivia that he would find such an outcome well-nigh unbearable. 
 
    He squared his shoulders. 
 
    ‘There was no suicide letter, and those love letters to Baranov don’t prove anything except that he once had feelings for the man… As for Sheila Bloom’s murder … well, I just don’t see him for it, Liv… Brian Shaw was essentially at ease with himself, but whoever did this was eaten up with malevolence and hate.’ 
 
    ‘What about the DCI? D’you think he’ll cut you some slack?’ 
 
    ‘With Sidney it’s all about damage limitation… I’ll just have to convince him we need some time to close the investigation discreetly – check out Shaw and his “associates” sub rosa … some BS like that should do the trick, especially if Sidney think it’s his own idea.’ 
 
    ‘You old cynic.’ 
 
    ‘Sidney has that effect on one. He might as well have No Sex Please, We’re British tattooed on his bonce.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you just carry on sleuthing, dearest.’ She endeavoured to sound light-hearted as, hand in hand, they headed towards the cemetery gates. 
 
    Just as they reached the exit, some instinct made Markham look back at George Baranov’s grave. 
 
    Roger Miller, his face leached of colour as though a force he could not control was taking over his body, stood motionless, staring with burning eyes in the direction the mourners had taken. 
 
    Olivia shrank closer to him. 
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ 
 
    ‘An obsessive fan,’ he replied grimly. And quite possibly a fire-setter. 
 
    ‘He looks murderous … sorry, unfortunate choice of word.’ 
 
    Eddie Bissell suddenly appeared on the path beside them. ‘It’s all right, Inspector, I’ve got this.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’ve just put Alex in a taxi, so she’s out of harm’s way,’ the administrator replied. ‘Roger no doubt wanted to see George well and truly buried.’ Bissell’s voice was flat, devoid of emphasis. With a polite nod to Olivia, he walked swiftly towards the grave where Miller stood oblivious of the gravediggers waiting to cover the coffin. 
 
    Poor Bissell, the DI reflected, once more steering Olivia towards the gates. Curious as he was to see how the administrator handled the situation, he concluded it was hardly a spectator sport. Baranov’s right-hand man would doubtless appreciate some privacy after the various dramas. 
 
    There had been something positively demonic about Roger Miller’s expression. He looked like a hungry vulture brooding over George Baranov in his coffin as though waiting to pick his bones clean. Markham wished he could share Brian Shaw’s conviction that the man was harmless… 
 
    Olivia sensed his disquiet. 
 
    ‘What did he mean about wanting to be sure that Baranov was buried?’ 
 
    ‘Who can say, dearest?’ He endeavoured to sound casual. ‘These theatre folks have their own lingo… I don’t follow the half of it.’ 
 
    Sensing that she was being warned off, Olivia dropped the subject. 
 
    But Markham’s thoughts kept wandering to that tall figure with the burning eyes. Even after he and Olivia had left St Cyril’s far behind, he felt Roger Miller’s hungry gaze scorching the distance between them like an invisible brand. 
 
    * 
 
    As Markham drew up outside the theatre, the first snowflakes of December were falling, heralding the start of Nutcracker season. 
 
    He found Noakes sitting in the stage doorkeeper’s shabby little office, framed by the half stable door as he perched on one of two ancient stools which were ripped and had foam sticking out. 
 
    ‘Afternoon, Noakes. Where’s our regular janitor?’ 
 
    ‘His back’s playing up apparently, Guv. More like he fancied a skive what with our lot running the show.’ 
 
    ‘You’re all heart, Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘How’d the funeral go? Everyone behave themselves?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ And Markham recounted the fracas at the graveside. 
 
    ‘Blimey.’ Noakes looked thunderstruck. ‘Lemme get this straight, boss… Isobel Kent and Paul Gayle were having it off an’ Alexandra Fairlie claims Baranov an’ Sheila Bloom knew about it.’ 
 
    The DI nodded gravely. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s motive for murder, ain’t it … if they panicked about their secret getting out?’ 
 
    ‘It’s one possibility.’ 
 
    ‘But hold on…’ Noakes’s hair now stuck straight up all over his head, for he was prone to rumple it wildly in moments of deep cogitation. ‘With ballet folk, sex is like musical chairs… They’re not going to get all steamed up about the odd shag… I mean, it’s no big deal to them, is it?’ 
 
    ‘It looked like a big deal to Alexandra Fairlie.’ 
 
    ‘Baranov would’ve been dead chuffed if her marriage was in trouble … meant he’d have her all to himself again…’ 
 
    ‘He also had a deep chivalric devotion to Ms Fairlie … it could have led to a confrontation with Paul Gayle and Isobel Kent.’ Markham’s tone gathered conviction. ‘And don’t forget there was already a history of bitterness between himself and Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘Plus Burton said he an’ Kent weren’t getting on.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, there were professional tensions… And now the risk of Baranov or Bloom spilling the beans about the affair.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t Fairlie already know? I mean, she said in the cemetery that she’d sussed ’em…’ 
 
    ‘I had the impression she’d only just put it together… They could’ve been terrified it was all going to come out. It suited Gayle to stay married to Alexandra – can’t imagine him wanting to lose her to Baranov. He and Isobel didn’t need that kind of negative publicity, so I reckon they’d have been desperate to keep the relationship under wraps.’ 
 
    Noakes puffed and blew like a labouring steam engine. ‘Where’d Brian Shaw come into it? An’ what about the letters that were stolen?’ 
 
    ‘Something upset Shaw when we were at Baranov’s house,’ the DI said musingly. ‘Upset him very badly…’ 
 
    ‘Summat to do with them two, Guv?’ 
 
    ‘Shaw could’ve been onto the affair and thought they’d broken into Baranov’s desk to remove anything personal.’ Markham weighed the hypothesis. ‘At any rate, we know the murderer – or murderers – called on him later the same night… “You did it up to the hilt and broke my heart”.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘Shaw quoted those words in his journal – they were practically the last thing he wrote.’ 
 
    ‘Could’ve been remembering summat Baranov or a boyfriend said to him. Or p’raps it was just a random line from somewhere…’ 
 
    ‘But he wrote that he was worried about something terrible happening … and that ties in with something Eddie Bissell said about overhearing a shouting match between Mr Baranov and someone who sounded like they had a grudge.’ 
 
    ‘Mebbe it was Alexandra Fairlie who said that stuff about being heartbroken … she could’ve pinched the letters an’ all.’ 
 
    ‘True. So could Ivan Plucis for that matter … or anyone who had “issues” with Mr Baranov and Sheila Bloom…’ 
 
    Markham summarized what he had learned from Brian Shaw’s diary. 
 
    ‘In other words, half the company could’ve wanted ’em dead,’ Noakes concluded gloomily. ‘What a frigging snake pit.’ 
 
    Markham saw no reason to dispute this analogy. 
 
    ‘I imagine we’re surprised because we think dancers are above that kind of nastiness,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Don’t you fucking believe it, mate!’ 
 
    The stagehand – short and grizzled – grinned at them. Markham couldn’t help grinning back. 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ he asked courteously. 
 
    ‘Well, we’re always there for ’em, right? But they treat us just like the furniture.’ 
 
    He leaned against the stable door for all the world as though he was about to order a pint, thought Markham. 
 
    ‘We chivvy ’em along when they’re nervous … tell ’em their new eyelashes are great … fetch and carry … hand out sweets … even catch ’em in the wings sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘I take it you feel underappreciated.’ 
 
    ‘Too right. All we ever get back’s complaints. The lights are too hot. There’s too much snow. The stage is too slippery. The props aren’t placed right.’ He sighed gustily. ‘An’ it’s not just the girls neither. That Romanian’s a right prat. I remember one night he wouldn’t stop practising onstage during the interval when me and one of the others wanted to move scenery. In the end, we just picked up the portable barre with him hanging on to it.’ His smile nearly split his face. ‘Mr Baranov thought that was hysterical, nearly died laughing.’ 
 
    Suddenly he recollected himself and said sheepishly. ‘Sorry, no disrespect, but it was really funny.’ He chuckled. It was the deep phlegmy laugh of a smoker. ‘Then there was another time when Harry dropped his trousers and mooned at him just when he was about to go on for some big love duet thing.’ 
 
    ‘Got a good view of Harry’s piles, did he?’ 
 
    The garrulous stagehand looked gratified that Noakes was entering into the spirit of the thing. 
 
    ‘Very good, mate,’ he barked. 
 
    ‘Presumably Mr Baranov tore a strip off this Harry.’ Markham was quite curious to know the answer. 
 
    ‘Not him!’ Another smile of genuine affection. ‘He got on really well with all us stagehands. Old sparring partners we were.’ 
 
    ‘What about Mr Murphy? Was there the same camaraderie with him?’ Markham asked. 
 
    The other pulled a face. 
 
    ‘You can speak freely, sir. This goes no further.’ 
 
    ‘That tub of lard,’ the stagehand said scornfully. ‘Looked like a side of half-cured ham whenever he put on his tuxedo.’ 
 
    ‘I take it you’re not a fan,’ Markham observed wryly. 
 
    ‘Dead slimy to Mr Baranov’s face he was … but I know behind his back he called him a perv.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ 
 
    ‘I heard him telling the other stage manager – the young lad – that he’d seen Mr B holding some young girl’s foot and stroking it. She was telling him it was weaker than the other one an’ he was slobbering over her. “Oh dear, but you know if it was a beautiful foot, you’d be perfect.”’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘An’ he complained Mr B was always holding the girls’ hands … gazing into their eyes an’ repeating their names like some sort of spell.’ 
 
    A tactic to make the other women in his life jealous perhaps? Or simply George Baranov’s way with women? Doubtless a combination of the two. 
 
    Romantic. Or dangerous. 
 
    ‘Did he raise his concerns with Mr Baranov?’ 
 
    ‘Most prob’ly. But he wouldn’t have got very far. Mr B would’ve told him where to get off,’ their informant said comfortably. ‘He couldn’t stand Murphy. Looked at him like he’d crawled out from under a stone… I can see him now tilting his head back an’ looking down his nose at him.’ 
 
    It sounded very much as though Ted Murphy’s days with the company might have been numbered. Clearly the stage manager resented Baranov’s extraordinary sway over women. The choreographer was commander, chieftain, caliph and sun king of a worshipful clique. Lesser mortals could never hope to emulate such charisma, Murphy least of all. 
 
    ‘What about the assistant stage manager … Mr Porter?’ 
 
    ‘Jake’s a nice fella. Good fun once he loosens up.’ A roll of the eyes. ‘The wardrobe lady and Mr B caught him gallivanting at the barre one time. One of the ballerinas – the one with the red hair – was putting him through his paces for fun. “Stand up in first position – heels together, toes pointed, bottom in.” They just collapsed laughing but you could see Mr B didn’t like it. She was his girl, see, that red-haired one. He had a go at Jake for that in front of everyone, the wardrobe woman too.’ The stagehand shrugged his shoulders philosophically. ‘Jake didn’t need telling twice.’ 
 
    ‘Any problems with over-enthusiastic fans?’ Markham enquired. 
 
    ‘You mean that bloke who’s got the hots for the redhead?’ The stagehand scratched his head. ‘In this game, there’s always fruit and nuts hanging round … you get used to ’em… If you’re asking me whether he might turn nasty … to be honest with you, I couldn’t say.’ He gave a cheeky wink. ‘She gets off on all the attention, if you ask me.’ 
 
    ‘Any issues with health and safety?’ Noakes enquired with elaborate nonchalance. ‘Scenery collapsing on someone? Lights fusing? Things going pop?’ 
 
    A wary expression came over their companion’s face. ‘Nothing to speak of, gents… I mean, now and again folk get a bit careless … but nothing major.’ 
 
    At that moment, there came the sound of a crash from inside the auditorium. 
 
    ‘Right, I’d better hop it. Sounds like they may be needing me in there.’ 
 
    With a cheery wave, their new-found acquaintance disappeared. 
 
    ‘Sounds like the serfs didn’t know their place,’ Noakes grunted. 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Markham ruminated. ‘I bet none of that found its way into Doyle’s interviews with the technical staff.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds as if it wasn’t just the dancers who had gripes.’ 
 
    ‘True.’ Wearily, Markham massaged his temples, feeling that he was sinking deeper and deeper into a quagmire. 
 
    ‘What if someone did a poison pen number on Baranov? Or was trying to blackmail him?’ 
 
    The DI stared. Overcome with confusion, Noakes turned red and mumbled, ‘Sorry, that’s a daft idea, Guv.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Markham said firmly, ‘you could well be onto something there, Sergeant. At all events, we can’t rule anything out and, as you say, there were rumblings “below stairs”.’ 
 
    He pinched his temples once again, as if by that means the way forward would become clearer. 
 
    ‘At least there aren’t any grieving families to visit.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Baranov’s ex, Diana Adams, is in a care home. Neither Sheila Bloom nor Brian Shaw had any family living … or at least none that we can trace.’ He sighed. ‘Sad, but I can’t help feeling grateful.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the plan now, Guv?’ 
 
    ‘I just need to show my face at this rehearsal or whatever it is and make a short announcement about Brian Shaw.’ 
 
    ‘My missus is in there.’ 
 
    Which doubtless had something to do with Noakes’s unusual altruism in manning the stage door. 
 
    ‘Excellent, Sergeant. I know her powers of observation are exceptionally acute.’ 
 
    Too bloody acute for comfort. 
 
    ‘Where’s Kate?’ 
 
    Noakes jerked a thumb in the direction the stagehand had taken. 
 
    ‘She’s in there too, drinking it all up an’ getting autographs,’ he said deadpan. 
 
    ‘And Doyle?’ 
 
    The DS smirked. ‘Not really his scene.’ At a sharp look from the DI, he hastily added, ‘I’ve got him checking Sheila Bloom’s finances. If she was hard up, then maybe she tried to blackmail the killer.’ 
 
    Good, that was more like it. 
 
    Noakes cleared his throat, usually the prelude to some dodge or other. 
 
    ‘There’s a buffet this evening in the theatre foyer, Guv. All very last minute. Sort of tribute. Ned Chester’s coming from the Gazette.’ 
 
    ‘We better drop in on that, then. Take the emotional temperature… See if we get any leads.’ 
 
    The DI didn’t sound optimistic, but Noakes visibly perked up at the prospect of free food. He couldn’t be doing with goulash or whatever weird grub they served at Baranov’s wake, but the theatre would most likely put on a half decent spread… 
 
    ‘And Noakes, I want some more uniforms around in case Roger Miller decides to show. According to Brian Shaw’s journal, there was a fire in the theatre last month.’ 
 
    ‘Arson?’ The DS patted his paunch complacently. ‘I knew that stagehand was keeping shtum about summat … looked dead shifty when I asked about health an’ safety.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently Ted Murphy was keen to finger Miller.’ 
 
    ‘Murphy!’ The DS sounded disgusted. ‘That lazy git doesn’t know his arse from his elbow… Like as not, it was all down to him in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not taking any chances. It’s only thanks to the DCI pulling strings that the theatre’s not been closed for the foreseeable. I don’t want any glitches tonight.’ 
 
    The two men made their way towards the auditorium. 
 
    Markham felt a whoosh of cold air as though somewhere behind them a door had swung shut. 
 
    But when he looked around, no-one was there. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



11. Behind the Footlights 
 
    INSIDE THE AUDITORIUM, IT looked as though the performers were on their break. 
 
    Figures in leotards and leg warmers leaned on portable barres, catching their breath and holding on grimly for support. Everywhere there were bodies stretching, kneeling, sitting and leaning, sprawled in splits, side splits and front splits. Legs were being pulled and pushed and massaged, or else twisted around necks and above shoulders. Muscles were shaken loose, realigned and retightened. Sweat-soaked costumes clung to glistening torsos. Clad in their practice clothes, the dancers were a surprisingly sexless blur of legs and limbs. The atmosphere felt downbeat and subdued. Hardly surprising in the circumstances. The three principals were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Clearly, Marguerite Aroldingen was less than happy with how the rehearsal had gone. 
 
    ‘Why were you jogging round the stage sixteen counts early while the rest were stationary?’ she snarled at a sheepish girl who looked all of sixteen. ‘You looked like a fucking escaped jumping bean… God Almighty!’ 
 
    And yet a magical transformation was underway. Onstage, what had been a black open space now boasted a colourful floor design while the wings had disappeared behind packs of tall scenic flats. The backcloth looked magnificent, its gossamer tissue, dusty and expensive, a fairy tale fabric which stretched from one side of the stage to the other. 
 
    Kate Burton certainly looked entranced. Watching her absorbed profile, the DI was struck by how vulnerable she looked with her guard down, as delighted by the novelty of it all as any four- or five-year-old. 
 
    ‘Any sign of the Friends yet, Kate?’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be in shortly, sir. Once the dancers have had a rest.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s have a quick briefing in our so-called incident room and get up to speed.’ 
 
    At that moment, Doyle appeared, looking guiltily relieved to have missed the dancers’ warm up and his colleague’s raptures. As their little procession left the auditorium, he noticed Noakes peeling off in the opposite direction, ‘Where’re you off to, Sarge?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t do a proper briefing without biscuits,’ came the phlegmatic reply. ‘Mr Bissell said to let him know when we needed a top-up.’ 
 
    Poor bloke, thought Markham. Having to deal with all those histrionics at the cemetery and now unofficial quartermaster for the police. God bless him. Never off duty. 
 
    Once they were settled with mugs of tea and digestive biscuits in their cubbyhole – which was such a tight squeeze that Doyle, being the most junior, had to stand – the DI summed up the latest developments. 
 
    ‘A three-hour funeral… Everyone standing up the whole time!’ Doyle was aghast. 
 
    ‘Yes, quite a marathon,’ Markham said drily. ‘It felt like everyone’s grief had consumed all the oxygen – not to mention the candles.’ 
 
    ‘Did anyone faint? Was your Olivia all right?’ Noakes’s bashful self-consciousness as he asked this question was a sight to behold. 
 
    ‘She was fine, Sergeant. Thank you for your concern.’ Markham suppressed a smile at this knight-errantry. ‘It’s the Russian Orthodox way of saying goodbye – saying how much you were loved – so they put on quite a show.’ 
 
    ‘Marguerite Aroldingen told me in Russia they don’t cry when someone dies. They throw rice with nice sweet things in it – vanilla and natural stuff – into the grave.’ 
 
    ‘Well, in this case it was pointe shoes, Kate.’ 
 
    Her jaw dropped as the DI went on to recount events at the burial. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell, sir.’ Doyle too was stunned. ‘You mean Paul Gayle and Isobel Kent did a jig right there on top of Baranov?’ 
 
    ‘More of a waltz than a jig, and it was a few yards from his grave, but yes, they performed a duet together.’ 
 
    ‘That’s sick,’ the young DC said with feeling. 
 
    ‘Alexandra Fairlie kicked off about them having an affair? And claimed Baranov and Sheila Bloom knew about it?’ Burton looked as though the universe had tilted on its axis. ‘God, that complicates things.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t it just.’ The DI’s sigh was heartfelt. 
 
    ‘You think they panicked and tried to shut Baranov up?’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible, Kate.’ Markham stirred his tea reflectively. ‘There could have been a fight. Given the bad blood that existed between the three of them – emotions running high by all accounts – it wouldn’t be surprising if an argument ended in violence.’ 
 
    ‘What about Sheila Bloom, sir?’ Burton frowned as she tried to visualize the scenario. 
 
    ‘I’m inclined to think she may have resorted to blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘Weren’t she an’ Baranov supposed to be bezzie mates? I mean, wouldn’t she have gone to the police if she knew who’d offed him?’ Noakes sounded impatient. 
 
    ‘She admired him greatly, Sergeant, there’s no doubt about that. But relations had soured … they’d been seen arguing, remember.’ 
 
    ‘Plus, Shaw and Plucis both thought Bloom was in love with Fairlie… Baranov’s death left the way clear for her…’ 
 
    ‘Exactly, Kate. So, she may have been prepared to do a deal with his killer or killers … for a price.’ 
 
    Markham turned to Doyle. ‘What did you discover about Ms Bloom’s finances, Constable?’ 
 
    The young detective flipped open his pocketbook. 
 
    ‘She was skint, boss. Iris Law – that’s ENB’s administrator – told me off the record that Bloom said she was scared of sinking so low economically that she’d never get out of it.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Interesting.’ 
 
    ‘And there’s more, sir. When Iris went round to Bloom’s flat last Christmas, it looked like she was on her uppers … no decorations and just a cheap tree with hardly any branches… It was so pathetic, that Iris went and bought two more and placed them either side … got her some baubles and lights while she was at it.’ 
 
    It was a sad little tale, made all the more poignant when Markham recalled Eddie Bissell’s story about the wardrobe mistress’s determination that Baranov should have a Christmas tree with hanging fruit. She was prepared to stint herself but not him. 
 
    ‘Surely she must have had a salary?’ 
 
    ‘Made some bad investments apparently, boss. Iris clammed up about those.’ 
 
    Blackmail was looking increasingly likely. 
 
    But were Paul Gayle and Isobel Kent killers? 
 
    The DI updated his team on the stagehand’s gossip about Ted Murphy and Jake Porter. 
 
    ‘That stuff about Murphy calling Baranov a paedo … d’you think there’s anything in it, sir?’ 
 
    ‘It’ll have to be checked out, Constable.’ Markham’s face was suddenly unusually tense, a fact not lost on Noakes who was watching him closely. ‘Look,’ the DI said finally, ‘genius inevitably attracts jealousy and toxic comment… And we have to remember that bodies are ballet’s currency.’ 
 
    ‘Well said, Inspector.’ 
 
    Marguerite Aroldingen had suddenly appeared in their midst. 
 
    Markham immediately vacated his chair and motioned her to take a seat. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to butt in,’ she said uncertainly as the DI stood next to Doyle, the younger man flattening himself against the sink in an effort to give his boss more room. 
 
    ‘You’re not, Ms Aroldingen.’ Markham smiled down at the elegant ballet mistress who somehow maintained her regal posture even in the sagging armchair. ‘I can’t help feeling Mr Baranov is pulling strings even from beyond the grave… To be honest, I’ve never felt a murder victim’s presence so strongly as his.’ 
 
    ‘That’s George for you.’ For a moment, she looked as though she was about to cry. ‘I could hear his voice in rehearsal out there. “Don’t think, just do!” That’s what he’d be telling them.’ 
 
    ‘He seems to have had a certain talent for causing offence,’ Markham observed carefully. 
 
    ‘Oh, he could be an absolute shocker.’ Her trademark elegant shrug. ‘When I was coming to the end of my career and doing Swan Lake, he made me feel less like a swan and more like a dead turkey – too old, too knackered … past hope, frankly.’ The sleek raven-black head came up proudly. ‘But the criticism put me on my mettle and I pulled it out of the bag in performance. I showed him.’ 
 
    ‘You strike me as very resilient, Ms Aroldingen.’ 
 
    ‘Had to be with George. Otherwise he’d have your balls on a plate,’ she said composedly. 
 
    ‘I understand some male dancers had a tough time with him…’ 
 
    ‘You mean Ivan Plucis. Look, Inspector, you have to understand that George learned his craft in a hard school. When he was training as a dancer in Russia, the teacher thought nothing of whacking students’ calves with his cane.’ 
 
    Doyle winced sympathetically. 
 
    ‘George had no patience with namby pamby coddling… But, if anything, he was easier on Ivan than me when we were partners… Treated me like an old heifer while Ivan was the prize bullock.’ 
 
    ‘There wasn’t ever anything between them … anything of a sexual nature?’ 
 
    ‘No, nothing like that. But being East European, I think deep down there was a sort of cultural affinity… Ivan was desperate to impress George … longed for his respect.’ 
 
    Almost like father and son. Could criticism and raillery have tipped Plucis over the edge? 
 
    ‘He resented Mr Baranov’s favouritism? I mean, in relation to Ms Fairlie…’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ For a minute, her eyes held a faraway expression. ‘Ivan never understood that special, well, kinship between a choreographer and his ballerina… Just didn’t get it at all.’ She sighed. ‘I think it made him bitter… When George gave Alex a beautiful necklace after an especially good performance, I remember him sneering, “That’s not generosity, that’s investment.” Really snide… Mind you, it wasn’t all plain sailing between George and Alex either… There was one day when I called on Alex and found her sitting on the floor with all the books George had given her scattered round her. She was tearing out all the inscriptions. All the pages where he had written from George to Alexandra.’ She shivered melodramatically. ‘It was like ripping out a heart.’ 
 
    Very interesting, thought Markham. He wondered whether Marguerite Aroldingen’s apparently casual drop-in had a deeper purpose – whether she in fact aimed to direct his attention away from herself towards the company’s young principals. 
 
    ‘I didn’t see Mr Plucis or Ms Fairlie out there in rehearsal, Ms Aroldingen.’ 
 
    ‘No, they’re taking some time out.’ She hesitated. ‘I’m not altogether sorry to be free of the pair of them so I can just concentrate on the corps.’ 
 
    ‘Sounded like you were really putting those youngsters through their paces.’ 
 
    Wryly, she agreed with Noakes. ‘Yes, I was, Sergeant, but that’s the best medicine for them right now. And at least they don’t have to put up with endless complaints from Ivan about English dancers being “too bummy, too titty, or too short in the neck”, unlike those paragons from the Eastern Bloc… Morale’s pretty low right now, but we’re all determined to get Nutcracker on. We’re just so grateful that the police have let us have the theatre back. The Academy’s got an auditorium, but it’s not a patch on the Royal, and George planned the choreography round this place.’ 
 
    The ballet mistress looked earnestly at Markham, throat convulsed, her eyes holding a veiled appeal. The signs of strain were clear on her face, and she suddenly looked old. 
 
    ‘Are you going to say anything about Brian … how he died?’ 
 
    ‘Not at the moment, Ms Aroldingen … at least, nothing beyond the fact that he appears to have died in a tragic incident at home.’ 
 
    Was it his imagination, or did the ballet mistress look relieved? 
 
    ‘This funeral must’ve been quite an ordeal for you, Ms Aroldingen.’ Burton sounded genuinely sympathetic. 
 
    For the first time, the ballet mistress slumped in her chair. 
 
    ‘Yes … yes, it was.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t go to the wake?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the dancers needed to get back here and I wanted to be with them… There were so many mourners, we won’t have been missed.’ Her face fell. ‘George said wakes were always a huge deal in Russia. “The body is gone – not needed – but we drink to his spirit.”’ 
 
    ‘Will you manage to do this ballet?’ Noakes sounded dubious. 
 
    ‘We have to, Sergeant.’ Her tone was fierce. ‘As a tribute to George.’ Her features were working. ‘I remember when I accused him of favouring Alex over the rest. He came back at me and said, “I have a right to love.”’ She gave a curiously strangled bark. ‘“You should love all thirty of us,” I told him. Because we were prepared to work our guts out for him, you see… Well, that’s what we’re going to do now.’ 
 
    Admirable, Markham thought. And no doubt the Royal’s finances urgently required it. The ballet company was only small, being a satellite of ENB, and no doubt many of the dancers were freelance. Unquestionably, the show had to go on. 
 
    ‘We’re doing it for Brian too,’ the ballet mistress said softly. ‘He really loved this production … gave it everything he had… Can’t let all his efforts go to waste.’ She straightened up. ‘And like I said, work’s the best thing for them right now.’ That dreamy look again. ‘When you dance, the outside world vanishes. You forget your name, your children, your friends … even what day of the week it is… For those two hours on stage, you’re like a thing possessed.’ 
 
    It sounded almost like an incantation. 
 
    ‘Amazing.’ 
 
    The ballet mistress bestowed a warm smile of approbation on Burton, who coloured up very prettily while her colleagues exchanged meaningful looks. The DI had no doubt that were it not for his presence, the two men would be miming throwing up. 
 
    ‘It is pretty amazing, Sergeant. D’you know, in ballet, dancers in the nineteenth century were little more than glorified prostitutes, but just look at us now.’ 
 
    Noakes’s expression suggested he wasn’t entirely sure this represented cultural progress. 
 
    Marguerite Aroldingen rose gracefully to her feet. 
 
    ‘Whenever George asked me, “Why do you want to dance?” there was only one possible answer. “Why do you want to live?”’ 
 
    Markham felt a sudden conviction that for the woman in front of him real life was what happened onstage – that she only truly existed through the medium of ballet. 
 
    The question was, did this make her dangerous? 
 
    ‘Right,’ she said, suddenly re-energized. ‘I must get back to them. See you in there, officers.’ 
 
    ‘Thank Christ for that.’ Noakes scowled. ‘Don’t know I could have stood another moment of her wittering on. Made me feel quite sorry for Baranov. What a pseud!’ 
 
    ‘I thought she was very interesting.’ Burton was distinctly frosty. 
 
    That figures. For a moment, Doyle worried that he had said it out loud. 
 
    ‘She’s certainly left us with plenty to digest,’ Markham observed mildly. 
 
    ‘Yeah, pointing the finger at Plucis and Fairlie for starters.’ 
 
    Burton looked indignant. 
 
    ‘She didn’t come across as bitching. More like it was a relief to get stuff off her chest.’ 
 
    ‘I’m jus’ saying, you don’ want to be taking it all at face value.’ Noakes was very much the old trouper. ‘I mean, ballet’s make believe. Princes an’ princesses … castles an’ magic tricks.’ He was warming to his theme. ‘It’s all about pretending, ain’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not sure that’s entirely true of contemporary dance, Noakes, but as far as classical ballet goes, you’ve got a point.’ 
 
    The DS looked smug. You just can’t beat experience, his face seemed to say. 
 
    ‘Right, folks.’ Markham did his best to inject some energy into his voice. ‘Let’s swing by the auditorium once again. The Friends – including your good lady,’ he inclined his head towards Noakes, ‘should be in by now.’ 
 
    They were just in time to witness a rather touching little display. 
 
    The portable barres had been repositioned on the stage in a square. Through the pass door came a wobbly crocodile, with attendant six- and seven-year-olds grasping their mothers’ hands for all their worth. Onstage, they slotted in between members of the corps, their fingertips barely reaching the barres and their furiously concentrating faces creasing and frowning. They wore long white socks in ballet slippers and their school uniforms. 
 
    Eddie Bissell made a solemn circuit of the little figures, carefully taking one small foot after another, gently pointing the toe and placing the leg back in first position again. It was done with such incredible care, yet seriously and with encouragement. Markham wondered if any of these wide-eyed prospective dancers would remember the moment. 
 
    A ripple of murmured laughter, cooing and smiles came from the stalls. 
 
    Markham flinched as Muriel Noakes trilled, ‘Good afternoon, Gilbert.’ 
 
    What on earth was the woman wearing? Some sort of dowager’s two piece adorned with so much costume jewellery, that she glittered like a Christmas tree. This self-conscious ‘artiness’ was decidedly at odds with the stiffly lacquered ash-blonde hair and Junoesque build. No doubt it represented the redoubtable lady’s nearest approach to bohemianism. 
 
    Strange to think that she and Noakes were leading lights of the ballroom dancing circuit, he thought. No illusion could be more remarkable than the transformation of these two into the Fred and Ginger of Bromgrove’s foxtrot brigade. 
 
    Being careful not to give any hint of his private thoughts, Markham detached himself from his colleagues, greeting his sergeant’s wife with the old-style courtliness which convinced Muriel she had made a conquest. (Simply tragic that he’d ended up with a shallow piece like Olivia Mullen.) 
 
    Before she could entrap him into conversation with Mrs Councillor Someone or Other, the DI managed to convey that police business regrettably prevented him from remaining glued to her side. 
 
    ‘Of course, of course, Gilbert. Say no more. We can compare notes about our favourite dancers another time.’ 
 
    Not if I can help it, he vowed. 
 
    His colleagues were watching the little ones with expressions of benign indulgence, and indeed the most obdurate ballet-hater could not fail to have melted at the spectacle. Even Doyle had a soppy grin on his face, while Kate Burton looked like a rather serious grown-up child herself. 
 
    Eventually Eddie Bissell left the children to Marguerite Aroldingen who moved them into the centre of the stage. 
 
    ‘Those are our toy soldiers and snowflakes, officers.’ Bissell’s gaunt features had shed some of their earlier strain. ‘I know the old saying goes “never work with children or animals”, but I think they’ll do us proud.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure they will, sir,’ Markham said kindly, pity stirring as he remembered the events of the morning. Bissell looked wiped out, but there were only days to go before curtain up. 
 
    He hated to puncture the mood, but there was no choice. 
 
    ‘Could you please gather the dancers together for me, sir? I’d suggest one of the studios… I have a brief announcement.’ 
 
    Bissell’s shoulders drooped as though he had the weight of the world on them, but he responded with his usual quiet courtesy. ‘Of course, Inspector. I’ll see to it right away.’ 
 
      
 
    In Studio 1 they found members of the corps busily whirling about, absorbed in their routines, many of them still swathed in multiple layers. Clearly dancers loved to sweat, Markham reflected. Presumably it lubricated the machinery. 
 
    As he watched, the DI pondered the question of sex. 
 
    Easy to see why Paul Gayle and Isobel Kent might have slipped into a liaison. 
 
    Dancers must breathe hard into each other’s faces, he thought, must bathe and slither in each other’s sweat. The girl has to split her legs for him without any false modesty, her partner’s hand burrowing wherever it will to secure the grip he needs to stall or haul or lift or propel or pivot her. Good dancers presumably become so familiar with the smell and feel and sheer proximity of one another that sex can seem, in the event, a mere detail – something already half enacted… 
 
    Unobserved by her boss, Kate Burton was watching him intently – the enigmatic DI with the lock of dark hair that fell over his forehead and the meditative poet’s gaze. 
 
    She felt a guilty pang at the thought of Colin, her fiancé, a DS in Fraud. Nice dependable curly-haired Colin of whom her parents (especially her father) thoroughly approved and whose rapid rise to the higher echelons of CID seemed assured. She knew he was a good man. She knew – everyone said it – they were a good fit. She knew that Markham would never think of her in that way… So why couldn’t she get the better of this crush? He was so reclusive, he would never let her into his life… She had to get the better of this … this obsession with her boss. The long-awaited professional rapport couldn’t be disturbed by her restless emotions, she swore. 
 
    Christ, she’s at it again. Noakes knew that look on Burton’s face. If the boss so much as chucked her a compliment, they’d need the resuscitation squad. 
 
    What was it about the ballet? Even Doyle had a gormless little-boy-lost look, and he usually had his head screwed on right. 
 
    Had to be sex, he concluded glumly. Dance giving folks ideas. Mind, it was never like that with the missus and himself… 
 
    The DS pulled himself up with a jolt, having travelled down a path where he had no desire to linger. 
 
    ‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ Markham’s authority was such, that he did not even need to raise his voice. ‘Your attention, please.’ 
 
    Compassionately, he told them that Brian Shaw had died ‘following a tragic incident at his home.’ Calmly surveying the youthful faces upturned to his, he added, ‘I’m not in a position to say more at the moment. I would urge you just to go on doing your best, as your colleague would have wanted.’ 
 
    He had struck the right note and Marguerite Aroldingen nodded approvingly. 
 
    ‘Right,’ she said to the corps, ‘we’ve got the orchestra coming in tomorrow, but for now we’ll make do with my boogie box.’ She gestured to the rather battered CD player she was carrying, eliciting laughter and some ironical cheers. ‘Positions for the party scene please.’ 
 
    The ballet mistress went across to the crop-haired pianist Markham had seen at the earlier class and said something. The woman walked over to them and introduced herself. ‘I’m Hilda Gaunt. The principals are practising next door in Studio 2. You might find it interesting to watch from the gallery. Shouldn’t be too long, because Marguerite will be needing them shortly.’ 
 
    They followed her up a flight of stairs recessed into the left-hand corridor alcove and found themselves in a loft space of the same dimensions as the gallery which overlooked the other studio. It had two rows of tip-up wooden seats, a bit like a lecture theatre. 
 
    They filed into the front row, Markham taking the seat next to the pianist who, rather off-puttingly, reeked of nicotine. He was willing to bet it wasn’t the high-quality brand Marguerite Aroldingen favoured. 
 
    For a few minutes, no-one spoke, content to watch Alexandra Fairlie and Ivan Plucis who were rehearsing to the somewhat tinny accompaniment of a CD soundtrack. 
 
    ‘She must have steel pins for legs,’ breathed Doyle eventually, dazzled by the ballerina’s sinuous athleticism. 
 
    ‘That’s a good way of putting it.’ Hilda Gaunt appeared gratified by his interest. 
 
    ‘He’s incredible too.’ Burton’s eyes followed the flashing streaks of vivid movement with something approaching awe. 
 
    ‘You’d never guess those two have an almost chemical dislike of each other,’ the pianist said with a wry smile. 
 
    ‘And yet they look so harmonious together,’ Markham observed, watching Plucis support his partner in arabesque. 
 
    ‘Well, they’re both professionals, and they try hard to make the performances work for people who’ve paid for their tickets.’ 
 
    ‘What was the problem between them, Ms Gaunt?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, competitiveness, immaturity … the usual. What made it worse was Mr B being such an outstanding partner. His skills in that respect were pretty much unparalleled despite his age. I can see him now saying, “Look how well Alex and I fit together”. Poor Ivan would stand there watching with a strained expression while Mr B demonstrated the partnering with greater ease, grace and confidence than even the tallest and strongest men… It must have been demoralizing.’ 
 
    Not least if Plucis managed to regain the ascendancy while Alexandra Fairlie was away, only to find himself right back at square one when she returned from exile. 
 
    ‘When it happened in front of the whole company, it made him a bit of a laughing stock. Mind you, laughing at Ivan Plucis was something you soon learned to do on the other side of your face.’ 
 
    Was Hilda Gaunt trying to hint at something dark lurking beneath the Romanian dancer’s handsome exterior, Markham wondered. 
 
    ‘What’s Alexandra’s role in Nutcracker?’ enquired Burton. 
 
    ‘Clara, the young girl who morphs into a princess.’ Hilda Gaunt laughed. It was a low unmusical chuckle with an almost malevolent inflection. ‘Alex can do virginity like no-one else.’ 
 
    Markham raised his eyebrows. 
 
    ‘It was the quality which made her so special to Baranov, Inspector … that freshness. It meant that she belonged to him on some sort of symbolic level – sort of frozen within the form he moulded for her.’ 
 
    Like the sculptor’s Galatea. Perhaps the only truly meaningful union someone like George Baranov could ever forge was with someone who shared not his bed but his dreams. And perhaps others could not fathom that rapture had a realm beyond the bedroom, and that for Baranov, whatever might have taken place behind closed doors could never compare with what happened on stage in front of their eyes. 
 
    The DI pressed together the tips of his long slender fingers, watching the dancers thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘Nutcracker’s a stuffy old period piece.’ Hilda Gaunt interrupted his thoughts. ‘Like aesthetic taxidermy really. But Mr B gave it new life… And now it’s down to Marguerite to pull it all together.’ 
 
    Show (must-go-on) business. 
 
    ‘Is Ms Aroldingen up to the job?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she’s tough as old boots. Deals with anyone who breaks company ranks as ruthlessly as any KGB commissar.’ 
 
    Ruthless. A new perspective on the company’s ballet mistress. 
 
    ‘I understand she and Mr Baranov were together for a time, but he didn’t treat her very well.’ 
 
    ‘She laughed it off, Inspector, but I’m sure she was very hurt by it.’ A pause. ‘Mr B could be very naughty. But the man was so great, one just put up with all the other stuff.’ 
 
    We all have our limits, Markham thought. The strongest of us can run out of emotional resources. Now seeming sweet, convert to bitterest gall… 
 
    ‘Marguerite’s got a great way of getting through life. If she can’t cope with something – a relationship, a problem, whatever – if she doesn’t solve it by the end of the day, it goes into a box, the box goes into a cupboard, the cupboard is locked and the key thrown away.’ 
 
    ‘I could do with some of that,’ Markham quipped charmingly. 
 
    They continued to watch, though from the way Noakes was wriggling, Markham deduced that the DS was growing restive. 
 
    ‘No sign of Isobel Kent,’ the DI commented. 
 
    ‘Oh, she’ll be along in due course. She and Alex are alternating the main and lead soloist parts, so she’ll need her practice time. They’re rivals, but Isobel thrives on the competition … she needs that flick of the whip.’ 
 
    ‘I believe she was another one of Mr Baranov’s girlfriends.’ 
 
    ‘Not in any serious sense … not like with Marguerite.’ The pianist was getting fidgety, rubbing her thumb and index finger together. No doubt she was desperate for a cigarette. ‘Though she certainly tried to capitalize on it … always badgering Mr B for roles.’ A harsh yelp. ‘He was more than a match for her. “Sorry, dear, God says no.”’ 
 
    ‘Were you at the funeral this morning, Ms Gaunt?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and I saw what happened between Isobel and Paul Gayle, if that’s what you’re driving at.’ Her lips twitched. ‘Mr B would have liked it.’ 
 
    ‘Alexandra didn’t seem too happy, though.’ 
 
    ‘No … but let’s face it, she was a semi-detached wife, so hardly surprising if Paul looked for comfort elsewhere. That whole weird set-up with Alex and Mr B must’ve messed with his head.’ 
 
    Could it have led to murder? The question hammered insistently in Markham’s brain. 
 
    ‘When you say Alexandra was semi-detached, could she have looked elsewhere … taken up with an admirer?’ 
 
    ‘You mean Roger Miller.’ The woman’s tone was matter of fact, though a small shudder escaped her. 
 
    Markham was quick to notice. 
 
    ‘You don’t like him?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t really know him that well, Inspector, but there’s something not right there… He’s a lecturer on nineteenth century history at the university. All wild, romantic, soaring, out of control – oceans booming, horses galloping… And Alex let herself be swept away by it all, though I’m not sure how far things went… He’s definitely crazy about her, but some of the behaviour’s quite freaky – copying her picture with tracing paper and bringing it to her to sign, stuff like that. Mr B laughed at it, but I know for a fact that Mr Bissell was worried. He asked me to keep an eye on Alex, but it wasn’t really my place and, to be honest, I could understand why she became reckless… The thing with Mr B made her resentful … fed up of having to account for her movements all the time. If Alex did get it on with Roger, then it was probably a one-off.’ She shuddered again. ‘He’d suck the life out of her.’ 
 
    It was a disturbingly vampiric image. 
 
    ‘Did you have much to do with Sheila Bloom?’ Markham asked obliquely. 
 
    ‘Not to speak of,’ came the breezy reply. The pianist was clearly relieved to be done with the subject of Alexandra Fairlie’s admirer. ‘Bit hoity-toity was Sheila.’ Hilda Gaunt broke off, looking embarrassed. ‘Sorry, Inspector, that just slipped out. I’m pretty much plankton level… Sheila was mostly off with Mr B and Mr Bissell.’ 
 
    ‘No harm done, Ms Gaunt.’ Markham liked her outspoken frankness. ‘Will you be at the buffet this evening?’ 
 
    ‘Not me,’ was the forthright reply. ‘I’ve got an urgent date with a nice bottle of red and a box set.’ 
 
    The pianist looked at her watch. 
 
    ‘Isobel really should have been here by now… Though come to think of it, I heard one of the corps saying something about an interview…’ 
 
    The DI’s antennae were instantly alert. 
 
    ‘An interview?’ 
 
    ‘I think she was going to let one of the local rags do some sort of feature … very low-key … a reporter had been pestering her to do an interview.’ Noticing the look on Markham’s face, she added uncertainly, ‘Though perhaps in the circumstances it wasn’t such a good idea.’ 
 
    Swiftly, he adjusted his features. ‘No doubt just giving the local newshounds a sprinkle of seasonal stardust,’ he said lightly. 
 
    Hilda Gaunt was reassured. 
 
    ‘Right,’ she said, ‘I’m off to see if Mr Bissell needs me for anything. Otherwise I’m calling it a day.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for talking to us, Ms Gaunt. Not least for giving us a flavour of the ballet world.’ 
 
    The woman was clearly pleased. ‘Any time, Inspector.’ She moved along the end of the row to the top of the stairs. ‘D’you know, in Victorian theatres they opened the grilles in the roof during the interval to let air in… When they were opened, everyone’s hats and programmes flew up in the air.’ It was an arresting picture and one that clearly tickled her fancy. 
 
    With a mischievous smile, the pianist was gone. 
 
      
 
    Down below, the music had stopped and the two principals were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    ‘I’m going to give Ned Chester a call,’ Markham said grimly, reaching for his mobile. 
 
    ‘You don’t think he’s got anything to do with this interview with Isobel Kent, sir?’ 
 
    ‘No, Kate, but hopefully he’ll know something about it. If we’re lucky, I might be in time to get it pulled.’ 
 
    ‘You reckon it might cause trouble, Guv?’ 
 
    Markham’s face was very sombre. 
 
    ‘More than that, Noakes, I’m afraid it might get her killed.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    12. Spectre at the Feast 
 
    BACK IN THE POLICE cubbyhole cum incident room, Markham put down his mobile with a thunderous expression. 
 
    ‘Spilled her guts then has she, Guv?’ 
 
    ‘It would appear so, Noakes. A gossipy two-page spread in today’s Courier.’ The DI’s eyes were emitting sparks. ‘Ned’s got a copy. He said he’ll send it through … just as soon as I give him a fax number.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a fax machine in Eddie Bissell’s office upstairs, sir.’ Burton was on her feet. ‘I’ll call Ned right now.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Kate.’ 
 
    The DI felt a wave of furious exasperation rise like nausea to his lips. 
 
    ‘What could have possessed the stupid woman?’ he muttered. 
 
    Noakes and Doyle looked at each other, uncertain whether this was a rhetorical question. 
 
    The DC cleared his throat. ‘You reckon this means trouble, boss?’ 
 
    ‘Undoubtedly, Constable. Let’s just say, I think Isobel Kent may have put a match to the pyre.’ 
 
    ‘Ain’t she a suspect, Guv?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Along with everyone else in this benighted company.’ Long fingers drummed an impatient tattoo on the arm of his chair. ‘But it’s complex … and something like this could be incendiary.’ 
 
    ‘As in send one of ’em over the edge?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely, Sergeant. To say nothing of whipping up a media storm which is the very last thing we need right now.’ 
 
    ‘Whatcha want us to do next, Guv?’ 
 
    ‘Chase the PM report on Brian Shaw for me, Noakes. It’ll say carbon monoxide poisoning rather than strangulation, but at least we’ll know where we stand.’ Markham’s head was beginning to throb alarmingly. Suddenly, he just wanted to be on his own so he could absorb Isobel Kent’s lunacy in private as opposed to bursting a blood vessel in front of his subordinates. 
 
    ‘C’mon, Doyle.’ Like a seasoned meteorologist, Noakes knew the signs. ‘Let’s check out the arrangements for this evening … with that doorkeeper pulling a sickie, we need to sort security.’ 
 
    ‘Here you go, sir.’ 
 
    Markham picked up the fax as though handling a lump of pure plutonium. 
 
    ‘Thanks, Kate. Just give me ten minutes or so to get my head round this and then we can have a think about the implications.’ He cocked an eyebrow. ‘I take it you’ve had a quick peek?’ 
 
    The DS blushed. 
 
    ‘From your apprehensive expression, I take it Isobel Kent hasn’t pulled any punches.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it looks like she’s been quite indiscreet, sir. The Courier played a blinder … must’ve caught her on the raw…’ 
 
    ‘And waved an open chequebook in front of her.’ The DI groaned softly. ‘Right, I’ll take a look. In the meantime, see if you can pin down Ms Kent’s whereabouts and make sure one of the stage crew stays with her at all times.’ 
 
    ‘She and Ivan Plucis are doing a turn this evening, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘After the buffet. Some sort of “entertainment”. They’re going first, and then Plucis is partnering Alexandra Fairlie. It’s just a couple of short pieces … you know, to give the sponsors their money’s worth.’ Burton drew herself up with self-conscious pride. ‘They call it a divertissement.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Well, I want eyes on the dancers at all times, is that understood?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Is Paul Gayle performing in this one-off or whatever it is?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Try to find out. I want tabs kept on him too.’ 
 
    ‘Got it, sir.’ 
 
    Burton moved smartly to the door, casting a last glance at the dark head bent frowningly over Isobel Kent’s exposé. Like the boss, she had a bad feeling about this… 
 
    Isobel Kent had certainly gone running off at the mouth. Her disclosures, racily entitled Doe-eyed Dancer Lifts the Lid on Baranov, fairly crackled with hissy subtext in a way that could only prove monumentally embarrassing to the keepers of George Baranov’s flame. To say nothing of the grandees at English National Ballet. 
 
      
 
    There was a complete empathy between Alexandra Fairlie and Mr B which made for a kind of hypnotic witchcraft. The problem is, he became obsessed with giving her characteristics to everyone and replicating his princess everywhere – even down to her pale complexion – which demoralized a lot of the dancers. He was so infatuated that he actually allowed her to choose which ballets would be on the programme and who would dance them. Understandable if it turned her head. 
 
      
 
    Kent certainly knew how to stick the knife in, thought Markham. The sound bites zinged along at such a rate that he fancied the Courier had been granted a fair degree of editorial licence. 
 
      
 
    Mr B had always played games in which he set the rules. He identified future stars very early, holding their hands and patting their heads. All these little ten-year-olds were breaking their hearts for him and he just lapped it up. A young dancer might receive lead roles if she allowed him to fondle her in private… But with Alexandra, it was a fixation. 
 
      
 
    There it was. The suggestion that Baranov was a sexual predator, if not a paedophile. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t really respect women. Didn’t think women were capable of engaging him with ideas, or understanding his Russian background. He was quite an autocrat and liked female dancers to look anorexic. He was always thumping on my sternum and down my rib cage. “I want to see the bones,” he used to say. It was a sort of concentration camp aesthetic. 
 
      
 
    Baranov cast as a misogynist and bully. 
 
      
 
    It was terribly sad because, you see, in some ways he was beyond superlatives. An absolute genius who performed an autopsy on what he saw as the corpse of classical ballet … though the jury’s still out on whether that was a good thing or not. His conception of dance aimed to replace personality with a more abstract ideal of physical movement. Even when he designed works with plot and character, the drama was distilled and passion suppressed. He didn’t want anyone stealing the thunder from his choreography, almost as though he aimed to make his ballets “dancer-proof”. No-one could be allowed to outshine him. 
 
      
 
    Damned with faint praise. 
 
      
 
    There was no free discussion. “Don’t ask why it must be like this. Don’t analyze. Just do it. Maybe better no rehearsal. Like cold water – just jump in!” Mr B was really difficult about dancers taking class with anyone except him, as if it was paganism and worshipping private gods! He could be terribly cutting and sarcastic too. Like when I was about to go on and he’d tell me I looked constipated or that he could see my moustache. I mean, there were times I just wanted to crawl inside one of my toe shoes and sleep forever. 
 
      
 
    She certainly had the mantra of victimhood off pat. 
 
      
 
    In general, I think male dancers had it easier with Mr B because men are less malleable and more inflexible. 
 
      
 
    A dollop of cod psychology to counterbalance the froth. 
 
      
 
    But the men were undermined too and then they coasted – either became injured or lazy. Mr B’s emphasis on the ballerina took a toll … it sort of emasculated them. 
 
      
 
    The DI could only imagine Ivan Plucis’ likely reaction to this castration in print. 
 
      
 
    Mr B had a real distaste for stars and “dream teams”. He saw himself as Icarus, the only one who could fly to the sun. 
 
      
 
    And we all know what happened to Icarus. 
 
      
 
    If Mr B took against you, that was it, you were finished. Paul Gayle got the big freeze after he married Alexandra Fairlie, and it very nearly destroyed him, even though all he’d done was fall in love and rescue Alex from an impossible situation. She was pretty much going out of her mind at the time because she felt caged and desperately needed to talk to someone who was outside the situation and could reassure her she wasn’t crazy… She was always being watched by Mr B’s goons, so everything had to be cloak and dagger. Paul had a very tough few years and Mr B wouldn’t take him back even though he eventually made up with Alex. 
 
      
 
    Pre-emptive strike. 
 
    At least the piece steered clear of the murder investigation, though there was some distasteful speculation about groupies. 
 
      
 
    Colleagues fell at Mr B’s feet like ninepins. I can think of several women who were desperate to have a romantic affair with him. Whenever he looked at them, they seemed to be rejuvenated as though they had splashed in the waters of a magic fountain. 
 
      
 
    The Mills & Boon purple prose elicited a reluctant chuckle from Markham. 
 
      
 
    Then there were the eunuchs. The men who never got over him. Pathetic creatures of thwarted dreams. All hoping to be “Mrs Baranov” while he played them like a fiddle. 
 
      
 
    Poor Brian Shaw. It was a cruel dismissal. 
 
    There was an extended panegyric to Isobel Kent’s qualities as a dancer which concluded thus: 
 
      
 
    No fey sprite this. It’s been said she’s the only ballerina who makes you restless for a woman. 
 
    With her sexpot credentials firmly established, the piece ended on a note of winsome vulnerability. 
 
      
 
    At the end of a performance, it’s off with the Sugar Plum Fairy’s tiara. Off with the mascara. The paint and powder. Then, with her practice bag slung over her narrow shoulder, the ballerina wanders off into the misty drizzle of Bromgrove. Stage people pay for coming out in the limelight by going home in the rain. 
 
      
 
    As Noakes might have said, pass the sick bag. 
 
    Next to the text were two grainy pictures of a tutued Kent, eyes modestly cast down, and George Baranov, looking into the distance as though his gaze would pierce space. 
 
    Perhaps the article wasn’t too bad, Markham thought, though a vengeful stench hung over it like a pall. 
 
    He scanned the print once again. 
 
    Had he missed anything in his lightning perusal? 
 
    No, that was it, apart from a survey of Kent’s “career highlights” and her thoughts on Baranov’s choreography for Nutcracker, plus a lame anecdote about some male dancer who’d cornered Baranov in a classroom, only for his passionate declaration to be ruined when the choreographer’s pet dog ran in and pooped all over the floor. Apparently, the hapless suitor had improvised a sweeping gesture and covered the unsightly mess with his scarf, but the mood was broken. 
 
    God, it was poor taste for the Courier to print this guff on the day of Baranov’s funeral, though no doubt helpful in terms of drumming up publicity prior to curtain up. 
 
    A gentle knock at the door interrupted his reflections. 
 
    ‘Come in, Kate.’ 
 
    ‘What did you make of it, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Well, she’s planted her stiletto between George Baranov’s shoulder blades all right.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s what I thought. Pretty nasty really. I mean, the man worked wonders with ENB – completely turned its fortunes around – and was incredibly generous to dancers who needed help. But this … well, it makes him sound like a creepy old letch with a taste for underage girls.’ 
 
    ‘And almost singlehandedly responsible for an outbreak of anorexia into the bargain.’ 
 
    ‘Isobel Kent’s a real bitch on wheels,’ Burton concluded. 
 
    ‘On pointe shoes at any rate.’ 
 
    They exchanged a smile of rueful complicity. 
 
    The DI looked down at the fax. 
 
    ‘There was something in here about Baranov’s production of The Nutcracker being controversial. Kent rabbits on about “sinister overtones” and “forbidden fantasies”.’ His expression was faintly quizzical. ‘What’s that all about? Presumably she’s having a dig.’ 
 
    Burton was touchingly delighted to turn pedagogue. 
 
    ‘In the traditional version of the ballet, there’s a character called Drosselmeyer. He’s the heroine’s elderly godfather as well as a doll-maker. He gives her a toy nutcracker and … well, to cut a long story short, the nutcracker turns into handsome prince and takes her off to the Kingdom of Sweets.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds pretty innocuous to me.’ 
 
    ‘But you see, sir, Baranov’s version has Drosselmeyer – the old man – turn into the dream hero … sort of makes his relationship with the heroine more incestuous and forbidden.’ 
 
    ‘Not to mention paedophiliac.’ 
 
    ‘Some critics think it’s much truer to the original source from The Tales of Hoffmann – apparently that’s pretty weird and disturbing… Baranov’s also done lots of clever stuff round the theme of childhood fears and dreams.’ 
 
    ‘But Isobel Kent’s not really highlighting the innovative choreography, is she?’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s more like shorthand for saying Baranov’s a paedo.’ 
 
    Markham was back to looking thunderous. 
 
    ‘Did you mean what you said earlier, sir?’ the DS enquired timidly. ‘That she might end up getting herself killed?’ 
 
    A draught suddenly whistled beneath the door, making them both shiver. 
 
    ‘We’re dealing with a dangerously unhinged personality here, Kate… By giving this interview, Isobel Kent may have opened the door to a devil.’ His voice very low, he added so softly that she could barely hear him, ‘I believe he’s inside already.’ 
 
    ‘What do you need me to do, sir?’ 
 
    Burton’s face suddenly looked curiously pinched and defenceless in the half-light. 
 
    ‘You’ve done well, Kate. Make yourself a hot drink and then rustle up Noakes and Doyle.’ 
 
    He glanced at his watch. 4.30 p.m. It felt as if the day would never end. 
 
    ‘What time does this shindig start?’ 
 
    ‘Six fifteen, sir. The dancers are due to do their stuff at seven.’ 
 
    ‘Right, I’ll just have a wander … stretch my legs,’ he said vaguely. 
 
    Outside the theatre, an icy wind blew. It was bitterly cold and the building behind him loomed quiet as a tomb. The earlier snow had not stuck, though the leaden sky seemed somehow swollen with the promise of more to come. Perhaps this would deter the good people of Bromgrove from leaving their firesides… 
 
    ‘If you can get through the twilight, you’ll live through the night,’ he muttered to himself as though it was a talisman. 
 
    Then, shoulders hunched as though to confront an invisible enemy, he re-entered the building by the stage door. 
 
    In the event, the buffet was well-attended. Markham recognized a sprinkling of local press. The sharks had scented blood in the water after Isobel Kent’s interview, he thought cynically. Ned Chester caught his eye but made no attempt to approach. Just as well given that DCI Sidney, exuding the usual oleaginous patina, was circling the canapés while dispensing well-practised pleasantries to Dame Margaret Tappertit and other local worthies. Heavy weather inside and out, thought the DI, watching the big wigs spray sausage roll over each other as they brayed comfortable inanities. 
 
    He felt little inclination to join the party in the theatre foyer, preferring to watch from the sidelines. The lower his profile the better. 
 
    At least the DCI’s presence was having a salutorily inhibiting effect on Noakes. Normally the DS behaved as though such events were an all-you-can-eat deal, but with Sidney in the offing, he was pecking away genteelly at assorted finger foods like a pensioner on an outing. Muriel Noakes, mercifully, left Markham alone, save for the bestowal of sundry significant winks and nods to indicate that she considered herself a favoured confidante. 
 
    Paul Gayle was present, in the same dark attire he had worn for the funeral. He and Isobel Kent, elegant in a cashmere jersey dress, studiously ignored each other, but it was an act that fooled no-one. Alexandra Fairlie’s face was set like flint; she stood in a huddle with Marguerite Aroldingen and Ivan Plucis, declining to mix with the hoi polloi. None of the dancers appeared keen to rub shoulders with the press. Well, that ship had well and truly sailed… 
 
    Markham felt tired and chill. Unnervingly, he couldn’t shake the impression that Baranov was there watching them… 
 
    Catching Kate Burton’s eye, he imperceptibly jerked his head towards the door which led to the administrator’s office upstairs and sidled out. 
 
    ‘Everything all right, sir?’ 
 
    ‘It all seems to be under control. Presumably Ted Murphy’s somewhere about?’ 
 
    The DS grimaced. ‘Busy terrorizing that poor assistant backstage and bawling at the technicians. Doyle’s keeping an eye.’ 
 
    ‘To be honest, I just fancied escaping for a few minutes, Kate.’ 
 
    Her expression was sympathetic, Markham’s distaste for the rubber chicken circuit being notorious. 
 
    ‘There’s some interesting pictures upstairs on the landing next to the administrator’s office, sir…’ 
 
    It was as good a way as any of killing time. 
 
    ‘Lead on,’ he said, thinking how waifish she was with her solemn brown eyes and tip-tilted nose. When her eager beaver approach to life in CID did not happen to be exasperating, she could be unexpectedly soothing company. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, they passed through double wooden doors which gave onto a corridor lined with framed photographs. Together they scrutinized the exhibits, Markham – despite himself – fascinated to see how the round-shouldered pudgy ballerinas in the early sepia pictures were gradually succeeded by far more streamlined specimens. 
 
    As they reached the end of the corridor, Eddie Bissell came out of his office. Come to think of it, the DI hadn’t seen him in the foyer. Must have sneaked away from the crowd for some peace and quiet. After the day he’d had, Markham couldn’t blame him. 
 
    They had come to the last two pictures in the line-up. 
 
    The engraved plaque under the first read: Swan Lake, Act One Polonaise. It showed groups of young men elegantly posed, watched from the side by a character who was obviously the prince. 
 
    ‘Isn’t the prince meant to have a thing for, well, swans?’ 
 
    Bissell laughed easily. 
 
    ‘In the original fairy story, yes, Sergeant. But George favoured alternative choreography depicting a Siegfried who was undecided about his sexuality. In his version, the prince’s tutor tries to draw him into an all-male alternative world but he resists and opts for heterosexuality in the form of the swan queen Odette. However, he’s unable to shake himself free of the tutor’s magnetic influence. The tutor eventually gets his revenge by tricking Siegfried into being seduced by the evil Odile and destroying his chance of true happiness.’ 
 
    He smiled at their raised eyebrows. 
 
    ‘So, not a fairy story but an allegory of latent homosexuality.’ 
 
    ‘It caused quite a stir at the time, Inspector, but that kind of psychosexual interpretation is pretty widely accepted now.’ 
 
    ‘There was an all-male Swan Lake, wasn’t there?’ Burton said eagerly. 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right. Matthew Bourne’s production. He drew on George’s ideas quite heavily… You may remember the posters – all those bare-chested men in feather pants.’ 
 
    As it happened, Markham did. 
 
    He looked back at the pictures with renewed curiosity. 
 
    The caption under the second was: Swan Lake, The Triumph of Rothbart. The huge painted backdrop showed a lake in front of which stood a tall figure wearing a voluminous cape and what looked like an owl head mask with bulging eyes and proboscis. This figure held the swan queen triumphantly in its claws while the prince looked on with a wild staring expression in his eyes. 
 
    ‘That’s Rothbart, the tutor’s evil alter ego,’ Bissell told them. ‘The whole ballet draws heavily on Freudian analysis.’ 
 
    Markham didn’t feel he was any the wiser, but the administrator was clearly so pleased to have the opportunity to reminisce about ENB’s past triumphs that it would have been heartless not to take an interest. 
 
    ‘No happy ending, then?’ Burton said in a small voice, clearly somewhat disconcerted by all the sex talk. 
 
    ‘Well, in the old Soviet version, the prince and the swan queen get married.’ Bissell’s face was inscrutable. ‘But George wanted something darker … more complex.’ 
 
    Sounds like he achieved his vision, thought Markham with one last look at the pictures. 
 
    He turned back to the administrator. 
 
    ‘This must be a very trying time for the company, Mr Bissell … made even more difficult by Isobel Kent’s decision to court press interest.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, dancers are very spoiled, greedy children, Inspector,’ the other said with a philosophical shrug. ‘Nature red in tooth and claw… You get used to it.’ He smiled wearily. ‘I remember once when I was watching a David Attenborough documentary with George … one of those Planet Earth things. There was a sequence which showed crocodiles in a feeding frenzy. Without missing a beat, George said, “English National Ballet.”’ 
 
    Burton laughed, surprised to find that this dried-up husk of a man, with his stoop like a half-closed penknife, was quite entertaining. 
 
    Bissell glanced at his watch. 
 
    ‘We’d better be getting back down. Time for the “cultural” part of the evening,’ he said with semi-camp theatricality. 
 
    ‘Did Mr Baranov enjoy occasions like this?’ Markham enquired as they made their way towards the stairs. 
 
    ‘Oh, he always refused to smile at the press. I’d say, “Everyone smiles!” but it was still no go. “I am not everyone. I am myself. Only one person.”’ Wistfully, the administrator continued, ‘But he would handle everything with that inimitable panache… You know, greetings for the favoured few à la Russe – three kisses right, left and right again … then a zonking vodka martini and lots of mischievous gossip … maybe a few impersonations of ballet legends if he felt up to it … he was marvellous at that.’ 
 
    The DI felt a sudden spasm of compassion for their rail thin guide, wondering if there was anyone waiting at home to give him a welcome once his work at the theatre was over. His concern must have shown on his face. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about me, Inspector. With age, you learn to live with yourself. You finally accept this marriage and you find your own company perfectly satisfactory. Actually, I find Tchaikovsky in any form, my companion of choice … more therapeutic than any medication.’ 
 
    It was a brave declaration, but looking at the worn face, Markham wasn’t entirely convinced. Lightly, he steered the conversation into easier channels. 
 
    ‘We’re looking forward to seeing the dancers perform, particularly Alexandra Fairlie.’ 
 
    Some colour returned to the other’s wan face. 
 
    ‘Her movement’s amazing, isn’t it? George was absolutely bowled over. He used to say it was like an example of futuristic architecture, wonderful not just for classical ballet but for contemporary dance as well. Like a miracle of spatial harmony.’ The issue of Baranov’s infatuation was ignored like some sort of secret deformity that Bissell, the perfect host, was determined his guests should never see. 
 
    The foyer was now virtually empty. 
 
    ‘Move away from the quiche, Noakesy.’ 
 
    Their colleague jumped guiltily before deciding that attack was the best form of defence. 
 
    ‘I was jus’ waiting to see where you were,’ he said, piggy eyes narrowing into slits of suspicion. 
 
    ‘Mr Bissell was showing us his etchings,’ Markham said deadpan, eliciting a dry chuckle from the administrator. 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘Come on, let’s get in there and watch this – what was the word, Kate? – divertissement.’ 
 
    Isobel Kent was poetry in motion, thought Markham as he watched the ballerina’s languorous movement, her arms softly undulating like ribbons of water weed. It held the audience – occupying the front three rows nearest the stage – spellbound. Plucis too was superb, with space-devouring soundless jumps which gave him the appearance of some exotic big cat. The dancers performed to the sound of a single violin (the orchestra’s attendance being deferred until the full-dress rehearsal which would signal the start of the run). But even with this modest accompaniment, the effect was magical. It struck the DI that at its best a ballet partnership demonstrated a kind of exquisite awareness or superhuman courtesy which somehow raised everything to a higher plane. 
 
    Against Ted Murphy’s strong objections, Markham had taken up a position in the wings, anxious as he was to have a panoramic view of the theatre. Noakes and Kate Burton stood on the opposite side of the stage while Doyle was at the back of the auditorium. 
 
    Plucis moved to the centre, preparing for a solo sequence. 
 
    Isobel gracefully moved to the rear of the stage on the side where Noakes and Burton waited. 
 
    Markham saw her reach into the wings for something. It looked as though she was mouthing the word “water”. 
 
    A stagehand turned round to the nearest table, picked up a plastic container which looked like a bottle of mineral water and held it out. Breathing heavily, the ballerina practically snatched it from his hand. 
 
    In that instant, Markham heard Sheila Bloom’s voice in his mind. ‘The dancers use white spirit to clean any excess resin off their shoes.’ 
 
    White spirit. 
 
    Not water at all. 
 
    Feeling as though he had somehow divided into two – a part of him quite separate, watching himself and everyone else in a slow-motion dream – Markham leaped forward, crying hoarsely, ‘Isobel, don’t touch that! For God’s sake, don’t touch it!’ 
 
    As if in a nightmare, the woman who had just created patterns of unimaginable beauty onstage, jack-knifed to the ground in front of him, writhing in agony. 
 
    ‘Bring down the curtain!’ a voice cried. And then more urgently, ‘Bring it down!’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    13. Doubts and Fears 
 
    IN THE DREAM, MARKHAM was alone in an unknown cemetery. A phantom sun fell somewhere beyond the trees, but no rays filtered onto the path where he was blundering, unable to find his way out. 
 
    Leaves, whipped up into brittle heaps by the freezing wind, whirled about his feet, entangling them. 
 
    When he looked down in desperation, he could see that the ground was covered with tracks – human footprints. He heard something flutter in the spiky brambles behind him. When he turned round, a branch snaked out and scratched his face, drawing blood. 
 
    He began to run, stumbling forward. 
 
    Then he came to a clearing like a little amphitheatre. It was surrounded on three sides by empty wooden benches and framed by towering cypresses. 
 
    George Baranov was sitting on the edge of the stage wearing dark trousers and a silk shirt that billowed in the wind. 
 
    He beckoned. 
 
    Markham was about to obey the mysterious summons when he found his way barred by a wraith in a diaphanous white tulle skirt and gauzy veil, who rose on pointe from the ground beneath his feet. 
 
    He knew she was just a figment of his mind. All the things he was afraid of. All the things he had tried to escape. 
 
    The ghostly figure waited, posed like a foreshortened Romantic lithograph. 
 
    He lifted her veil and recognized Isobel Kent. 
 
    Beyond her was Baranov. Waiting. Watching him with chilling calmness. 
 
    Markham tried to speak, but the words caught in his throat. 
 
    Suddenly, the ballerina extended her arms in front of her, the wrists crossed over each other, hands clenched into fists. 
 
    Without being told, he knew the gesture meant Death. 
 
    Then she sank slowly back down into the earth. 
 
    Baranov’s face was stern, implacable as a carved totem. 
 
    ‘What is your character?’ he asked in a sibilant hiss. 
 
    When Markham was unable to reply, the choreographer rose to his feet and began to move away, disappearing into a vaporous mist that suddenly came down and covered the stage. 
 
    ‘Stop! Wait! I need your help!’ 
 
    ‘You must have a name to dance.’ 
 
    Frantically, Markham searched his mind for an answer. 
 
    But he was too late. Baranov was gone and he was alone once more. 
 
    Markham woke to find Olivia looking down at him in concern. 
 
    ‘You were having a nightmare,’ she told him, curling an arm about his shoulder, brushing dark hair away from his eyes. ‘Crying out to someone. You sounded pretty distraught.’ 
 
    The bedside clock read 4.30 a.m. 
 
    ‘Go back to bed, dearest,’ he said gently. ‘I’m too restless to sleep.’ 
 
    Realizing that he didn’t want company, she readily complied. 
 
    That was the marvellous thing about his girlfriend, he reflected. Never kittenish or coy, but always instinctively sensitive to his doubts and fears… 
 
    And he had doubts and fears aplenty. 
 
    Padding through to his study, nursing a whisky, he willed himself to recall the terrible events in the theatre earlier that night – the dreadful unravelling of that performance for the Friends of the Royal Court. 
 
    Jake Porter, the young assistant stage manager, had been beside himself, watching as a doctor gave Isobel Kent CPR. 
 
    ‘It was mineral water,’ Porter said over and over to anyone who would listen. ‘I always leave the bottle there for her. Everyone knows not to touch it.’ 
 
    Only it wasn’t mineral water. 
 
    Isobel Kent had taken a huge swig of white spirit and then gone into shock, suffering a massive heart attack onstage while on the other side of the red curtain, the audience began to absorb the fact that something dreadful had happened. 
 
    In her final paroxysm, Isobel Kent’s arms seemed to flutter up and then come down to rest as though she was impersonating a swan princess one last time. 
 
    Then her arms stilled and the ballerina’s soul moved from earth to air. 
 
    Barely able to get the words out, Markham made a short announcement to the effect that one of the performers had been ‘taken ill’. He doubted that anyone was deceived by the charade, but the audience dispersed swiftly and silently. 
 
    The rest of the evening was pretty much a blur, apart from DCI Sidney pronouncing the death a ‘tragic accident’ to the dancers and staff assembled backstage, his beady cockatrice stare defying Markham to contradict him. 
 
    But Markham was sure this was no accident. 
 
    He recalled Kate Burton’s artless prattle about the qualities that made Isobel Kent a first-rank ballerina. Noakes and Doyle had been glassy-eyed with boredom, but the DI had been drawn in despite himself, intrigued by this glimpse into a dancer’s technical arsenal. 
 
    ‘She says that no matter how tired or out of breath she feels, she tries to disguise her breathing and not let the audience see her ribs moving in and out or her shoulders heaving up and down. Otherwise it destroys the illusion, and illusion is what they’re paying for… She just lets the musical beat become her own heartbeat, and then the heavy breathing stops… First chance she gets, she’ll drink some water in the wings to give her stamina for the next section. The stage crew always have a bottle ready for her.’ 
 
    Now music and heartbeat had ceased together, Markham thought with wrenching pity. 
 
    Anger succeeded sadness as he evaluated the scenario. 
 
    Isobel Kent’s backstage routine was well-known to all, right down to the bottle waiting for her in the wings. 
 
    Someone had substituted white spirit for the ballerina’s mineral water. Someone whose maniacal hatred blazed as fiercely as the corrosive liquid which burned her insides. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Why attack Isobel Kent? 
 
    The answer had to lie somewhere in that interview she had given to the Courier. Gossipy and indiscreet, she had known with a cat’s cunning how to let her readers feel the claw in her velvet paw. And in doing so, she had sealed her fate. 
 
    As the whisky took effect, Markham began to feel less chilled and miserable, and began to think more clearly. 
 
    Everyone in the company had access to the auditorium, therefore anyone could have done it. 
 
    With all the toing and froing, it would have been the work of a minute to affect the substitution while bored stagehands bitched in corners about the fuss and frou-frou, grumbling about their bosses and speculating about overtime. 
 
    Eddie Bissell had almost lost it with them. When he spotted one technician attempting to light a cigarette with shaking hands, he exploded. ‘Don’t you know where you are? You’re not in the street! This is not a gutter! This is where people dance!’ 
 
    Afterwards the administrator apologized fulsomely, but Markham could see he was in deep shock. It was left to Marguerite Aroldingen to take command and, in clipped short sentences, issue a litany of instructions to bewildered staff and dancers. 
 
    ‘What do we do now? What do we do?’ one of the corps stuttered. 
 
    ‘What do you mean, what do we do? We do what we always do. We keep going,’ the ballet mistress rapped. 
 
    Markham thought back to his dream and George Baranov. 
 
    The man at the centre of it all. The enigma. 
 
    The ballet master darting among his nubile young dancers, tilting heads, curving torsos … like a bee among flowers. 
 
    Was Baranov a deviant? Did the clue to these killings lie somewhere in the past, linked to sexual abuse? 
 
    No. For all Isobel Kent’s sly innuendo, he just didn’t see it. By all accounts Baranov put women on a pedestal where they didn’t necessarily want to be. That just didn’t square with child abuse. Granted, some of his choreography was sexually explicit – an unnamed ‘friend’ had been quoted in Dancing Times as saying that if people could see into Baranov’s mind, he would be in prison – but this was a man whose conception of ballet was profoundly carnal. One of Kate’s press cuttings came back to him. ‘Dancing is rather like love-making,’ Baranov was supposed to have said. ‘We give to receive and receive to give. That is why we need applause.’ Language like that could be easily misunderstood. 
 
    And the man was religious too. Which wasn’t to say that religious faith couldn’t coexist with depravity – Markham knew all too well that it could – but that there was something about Baranov’s simple piety which resisted the usual criminal taxonomies. 
 
    Stretching his cramped limbs, he reached for The Daily Telegraph obituary, flipped on his desk lamp, and began to read. 
 
      
 
    Baranov’s religious sensibilities were authentic but conventional… He always said he could not envisage God as an “essence”. God to him was an old man with a white beard, as portrayed by Michelangelo – a father with whom he liked to discuss matters face-to-face… He was a spiritual man. “Read Sermon on the Mount and Anna Karenina,” he was wont to say, “and you’ll understand everything.” 
 
    For Baranov, dance represented something semi divine and the stage was his cathedral. “You have a sense of exultation. You become at one with God. And so it passes on, the thrill of being … the dissolving of the ego into the universe and the effacement of self. Art, when it’s great, is selfless. You need to get yourself out of the way and become transparent.” 
 
    If anyone ever behaved less than respectfully towards a teacher, he would glare at them as if they had interrupted a church service with some blasphemous utterance… He loved the rituals of the Russian Orthodox Faith. A lifelong believer and practising member of the Church, he often talked about his childhood memories of Easter in Russia when he waited with heightened anticipation for the ritual opening of the holy doors. He had a great interest in iconography and in liturgical music… His friend Father Kyril pointed out that Baranov saw himself as a servant of God whose artistry had its foundations in his religious convictions. “God is the creator,” the choreographer used to say. “I just assemble his ingredients.” Baranov had a distinctly spiritual sensibility, for example, he wanted his production of The Nutcracker to evoke not just the fun but also the mystery and spirituality of Christmas. He insisted, “Parties, chocolates, gold paper angels, stars … all the shouting and running around you have today … that’s just one part of it. There needs to be a stillness and a waiting too. We shouldn’t forget who is being born.” Another friend and colleague, the former danseur noble Brian Shaw once said, “Ballet for Mr B was something sacred … an art of angels. Very idealized, beautiful and chivalric.” Many of his ballerinas too felt that they were taking part in a religion… 
 
    Sometimes disparaged for undermining his leading men, Baranov’s critics observed that he seemed bent on making them disappear. But in fact, he created many glorious roles for male dancers and his “no stars” policy derived from a wish to prevent posturing and ego from creeping into the dancing – to keep the dancers honest, direct and innocent… 
 
      
 
    No. George Baranov might have been of such a capricious nature as richly to justify the Telegraph’s final verdict that ‘he attained a higher pitch of genius than Macbeth by virtue of his ability to be wise, amazed, temperate and furious, loyal and neutral in an instant – not to mention sometimes ringing the changes backwards and forwards on all possible moods and flights of fancy from one quarter of an hour to the next.’ But a callous sexual opportunist, Markham felt sure he was not. Baranov’s idealization of women had led him to incur pain and rejection. ‘One has to be philosophical about old age. Que sera, sera. But if you’re interested in a young woman … seriously attracted… If you’re interested in one of them a lot, that can hurt deeply. Love means a lot towards the end. Even more than art.’ Not the words of a nonce, no matter what George Noakes might say. 
 
    He put down the newspaper, flexing stiff fingers. 
 
    What was it then? What had acted as the touchpaper for four murders? Something else in Baranov’s sexual history? A homosexual relationship? 
 
    Sheila Bloom had hinted that Baranov might at some point have ploughed a homosexual furrow, but Brian Shaw and Ned Chester pooh-poohed the very idea… 
 
    He needed to get Burton onto that cleaner of Baranov’s. Doris something or other… Hadn’t the nosy neighbour said she was frightened out of her wits by ‘goings on’ down in the country? It was probably something and nothing – just theatricals whooping it up – but she might be able to shed light on those screaming matches… 
 
    Markham’s thoughts were going round in circles but he had no notion of going back to bed. 
 
    There was a soft rustle beside him and Olivia’s hand stole into his. 
 
    ‘I’m going to put some coffee on,’ she said. ‘How’re you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘As though somebody has put their hand on my head and is holding me under water and I don’t know when I’ll come up.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you meet me for lunch today in The Grapes?’ 
 
    Seeing him look uncertain, his girlfriend added firmly, ‘Look, Gil, you have to eat. And you’ve been up since stupid o’clock.’ A gentle pressure of the hand. ‘Once you’ve briefed the team and checked out the theatre, you’ll be ready for some time out.’ 
 
    Rain had been pelting the windows of the apartment all night, rattling incessantly as if some malicious youth lurked outside, tossing handfuls of marbles at them. But now the storm had subsided, dawn stippling the grey clouds with soft rose tints. 
 
    ‘All right, you’re on.’ 
 
    ‘“Long live the sun and away with darkness!”’ his lover beamed. 
 
    ‘Shakespeare?’ he ventured. After all, she was an English teacher. ‘Pushkin,’ she riposted smartly. ‘I have a feeling your Mr Baranov would have been quite a fan.’ 
 
    * 
 
    By the time Markham reached the police station, there was a sun in the sky, albeit only a cold smear, its watery glow offering little in the way of consolation. 
 
    Despite the early hour, Kate Burton was already at her desk, thumbing through her well-worn pile of magazines, newspapers and press cuttings. 
 
    ‘Morning, Kate.’ He smiled at her. ‘You’ll be turning into a regular balletomane at this rate… Come into my office and let’s get a jump on the day.’ 
 
    When they were both ensconced at his desk, black coffees to hand, he observed mildly, ‘You look shattered. Bad night, then?’ 
 
    ‘Bad dreams, sir.’ The DS looked sheepish. ‘I ended up in a lake with all these swans … then it was like I was drowning … being dragged down.’ She gave a convulsive shiver. ‘My hands were covered with wet feathers from where I’d clutched at them… There was this bloke on the bank watching, all in black with a swan under one of his arms. I heard a voice in my head say, “Watch him! Watch him!” He started to do a slow pirouette when his hand suddenly shot out with a knife.’ Another shudder. ‘Then I woke up,’ she finished lamely. 
 
    ‘Who was the man in black?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno, sir. I couldn’t see his face.’ She shifted uncomfortably. ‘You won’t tell the others will you, sir?’ 
 
    ‘I think you know me better than that, Kate. Anyway, I doubt Jungian analysis is Noakesy’s thing.’ 
 
    This elicited a weak giggle as he had intended it should. 
 
    ‘What’s the plan for today, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Interviews with all the company and stage crew to establish their movements last night.’ He grimaced. ‘Won’t get us anywhere, of course… The DCI’s made it clear this death gets filed under “tragic accident”… Methylated spirits, detergent, rubbing alcohol … they’ve got all of those knocking about backstage in a ballet company, so a mix-up could easily have occurred, a miracle it never happened before blah blah…’ 
 
    ‘You don’t believe that though, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Not for a moment.’ The DI’s face had the cold set look that denoted a stubborn determination to follow his own path regardless of edicts from above. 
 
    ‘They’re going ahead with the production, you know.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Markham was startled. ‘Without one of their principals?’ 
 
    ‘Marguerite Aroldingen rang me this morning. A soloist from ENB’s going to help them out.’ 
 
    The DS paused, her expression troubled. 
 
    ‘What is it, Kate?’ 
 
    ‘Alexandra Fairlie told me yesterday she’s had some poison pen letters.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of thing?’ 
 
    ‘Crazy stuff really. Words cut out of newspapers. “Evil whore.” “Witch.” “You drink men dry and leave them to die of weakness.”’ 
 
    ‘Straight out of the mad fan script book.’ 
 
    ‘Pretty much.’ 
 
    ‘Could she be behind this herself? Attention seeking?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t feel like it, sir. She seemed genuinely rattled.’ 
 
    ‘What about Roger Miller?’ 
 
    ‘Not his style, Guv … at least not unless something’s tipped him over the edge.’ 
 
    Tension coiled in his stomach. ‘Get hold of the letters, Kate, and tell her we need to see anything else that comes to the theatre. Anything.’ 
 
    This world of the ballet felt increasingly like some sort of surreal mirage where every lead, every potential clue, was destined to slip through his fingers. 
 
    Nothing is but what is not. 
 
    ‘What do you make of Alexandra Fairlie?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it was always stormy between her and Isobel Kent, boss, especially after she rejoined the company… Fairlie said her technique was rusty to begin with – a grand jeté felt like flying to the moon was how she put it … like she had rigor mortis from the neck down. Anyway, in front of everyone, Kent sneered at her and said, “You’ve been in the kitchen too long.”’ 
 
    ‘Charming.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, there was a lot of jealousy. It didn’t help that she gave an interview to Dancing Times not long after Fairlie made her comeback … talked about how ballet was becoming a production line for perfect acrobats. She said something like, “It takes a hell of a lot more than a pretty face or triple joints to make a great artist.” Everyone knew who she meant, because Fairlie was getting rave reviews for her gymnastic technique.’ 
 
    Markham thought about Alexandra Fairlie’s appearance in rehearsal. In profile, she had shone with the allure of a Nefertiti, long legs and long neck making her appear even taller than she was. For all her grace, Isobel Kent’s cool beauty didn’t begin to compare. 
 
    Jealousy. Bad blood. And then Isobel Kent had seduced Paul Gayle from Alexandra’s side in what looked almost like an act of calculated revenge. 
 
    Had Fairlie finally lashed out at her tormentor and replaced that water bottle with white spirit? Had she intended merely to maim rather than kill? Was this tale of poison pen letters a diversionary tactic? 
 
    ‘D’you think Alexandra Fairlie was behind what happened last night, Kate?’ he asked bluntly. 
 
    ‘Even if she was, we won’t be able to prove it, boss.’ 
 
    ‘And what about the other three murders? Is she our killer?’ 
 
    ‘Well, she felt suffocated by Baranov … and by Sheila Bloom too. “Porcelain princess” was what Mr B called her. Captive princess more like… Maybe Brian Shaw guessed…’ 
 
    ‘Can you see her for it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, boss.’ Burton chose her words carefully. ‘Fairlie’s not all sweetness and light, that’s for sure. Marguerite Aroldingen said she “played” Baranov, remember. And she could be unkind to him. Marguerite said there was one time she asked if another girl could stand in for her on a programme so she could have the evening off. His face really crumpled and he said, “But it’s very nice what I did for you!” It was quite callous because he had worked out her role with great care… He always made a ballet with one person in mind, and if another person was to dance it, he would change the steps. He never tried to make a dancer look like someone else.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ 
 
    ‘Fairlie ripped Baranov apart, according to company gossip. Sounds like he had made up his mind he was never going to allow himself to be so miserable again.’ 
 
    ‘And never allow her the same degree of influence.’ 
 
    ‘That too.’ 
 
    Pity for George Baranov found its way under the DI’s ribs and stayed with him. 
 
    ‘I don’t think Baranov was some sort of pervert like Isobel Kent hinted in that interview,’ Burton said suddenly, as though intuiting his thoughts. ‘Some of the girls in the corps described him as the perfect gentleman. They said he was “courtly” and really fussy when it came to partnering … right down to how a boy should take the girl’s hand. You know,’ to Markham’s amusement, the DS so far forgot herself as to demonstrate, ‘the fingers held gently over the top… He always said Fred Astaire was his ideal cos he always held his partner’s fingertips delicately.’ 
 
    ‘Fred Astaire, hey. Maybe ballet and Noakesy aren’t poles apart after all.’ 
 
    The DS looked sceptical but politely refrained from commenting. 
 
    ‘So, the corps girls figured Baranov was a gent.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, sounded like it. A couple of them spoke as if he’d been like an older brother, or even a father… Looks like until the end of his life he avoided anything like a normal family situation, boss. Women, yes. Real wives, no. Kids, never. He couldn’t really do human relationships… But with the dancers he found some sort of family.’ 
 
    ‘What about the boys? I mean, Ivan Plucis and Paul Gayle couldn’t exactly be described as fans.’ 
 
    ‘There were definitely problems on that front. One of the male soloists said it was a case of swallowing hard and putting up with what Baranov dished out … they had to carry round any feelings of pain and rejection because they couldn’t express them to his face. I mean, even Eddie Bissell had a rollercoaster ride with him.’ 
 
    Markham smiled. 
 
    ‘I enjoyed that picture tour Mr Bissell gave us.’ 
 
    The DS grinned. ‘Difficult to imagine those old ballerinas as stars, what with their big busts and behinds and their corsets and all that hair piled up with feathers in it…’ 
 
    ‘Quite extraordinary how ballet’s evolved,’ the DI agreed. 
 
    ‘Marguerite Aroldingen says in a hundred years’ time there won’t be any ballet as we know it. She says we’d laugh if we saw any of the “greats” from that picture gallery dance now, and we’ve got to enjoy the present because today’s performers will go the same way.’ 
 
    ‘You took quite a shine to Ms Aroldingen, didn’t you, Kate?’ There was a teasing inflection in the DI’s voice as his haggard expression momentarily lifted. 
 
    ‘She’s a great storyteller, boss. Brings it all to life. She was very funny describing one of ENB’s Swan Lakes back in the day. When Eddie Bissell came on as Rothbart – you know, the sorcerer – some kid at the front ended up on the floor underneath his seat. Kept screaming, “I don’t like that man!”’ 
 
    ‘Must’ve been quite a performance.’ 
 
    ‘The mother couldn’t stop apologizing afterwards. Said the kid thought he was more like an animal than a man and that’s what frightened him … he liked everyone else on stage, but Rothbart spooked him.’ 
 
    ‘I’d be scared of some bloke in a socking great owl costume too.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Eddie took it in great part. He was a terrific character dancer apparently.’ 
 
    ‘When he wasn’t playing peacemaker,’ Markham observed drily. 
 
    ‘He had a lot to put up with by all accounts,’ Burton laughed, ‘but he was with Baranov from the beginning… Even coped with that awful little mutt of his crapping all over the place.’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t pegged Mr Baranov as a dog lover.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he had a little wheezy pug called Nijinsky … suffered from some lung disorder like asthma, so every time he drew a breath it sounded like he was growling, and the more excited he got the more it sounded like he was growling.’ 
 
    Nijinsky. Showed a nice sense of irony. 
 
    ‘Like a little wind-up toy … people were always tripping over him. Drove everyone nuts. There was a story that did the rounds about him doing his business in a studio when some poor sod was in the middle of making passionate love to Baranov … nobody remembers who, but the dog’s antics must’ve put the mockers on it good and proper.’ 
 
    The DI chuckled. ‘Oh yes, didn’t Isobel Kent mention something about it in her interview with the Courier? Presumably that’s what journalists call “adding local colour”.’ 
 
    ‘Well, the dog copped it apparently.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Drank some turps or rat poison or something, so it was RIP Nijinsky. Baranov never got a replacement. He went in for cats after that.’ 
 
    Much as he was enjoying the anecdotes, Markham knew he desperately needed a break in this case. 
 
    ‘Kate, I want you to track down the cleaner for Mr Baranov’s place in the country. First name Doris. The neighbour Mrs Dade – her garden backs onto his – will be able to put you on to her. Noakes has got the number.’ 
 
    ‘What am I looking for, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Any clue to lovers’ tiffs… We know there were rows and fights… I could do with a name … something … anything.’ 
 
    Voices were audible in the outer office. Her fellow DS lumbered in with Doyle at his heels. He cast a chary look at Burton, who burst out laughing. ‘It’s all right, Sarge, I’m not going to bore you to death with my ballet insights.’ 
 
    Noakes looked as if he wished he could be sure of that. 
 
    Markham succumbed to a mischievous urge. 
 
    ‘Don’t you find ballet grows on you, Sergeant?’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘Like when you go to an art gallery and see a great painting, you might not notice anything special in the beginning, but the longer you look the more you begin to appreciate it … colour, perspective, use of space, everything. So you want to see more.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t,’ was the stolid reply. ‘’Cept the guy who did the Matchstick Men. Knew what he was about that bloke.’ 
 
    He glared suspiciously round Markham’s office as though to invite a challenge. When none was forthcoming, he grunted, ‘What’s the game plan with this lot at the theatre?’ 
 
    The DI duly filled him in. 
 
    ‘Look,’ he concluded, ‘we need something to break on this case. I think our killer’s decompensating. Coming apart at the seams. Isobel Kent’s murder was disorganized, almost random … as if that piece in the Courier triggered something…’ 
 
    ‘She mainly slagged off Baranov,’ Doyle ventured. ‘Painted him as some kind of saddo perv.’ 
 
    ‘An’ sniggered at folk who had the hots for him,’ added Noakes. 
 
    ‘So let’s assume sex is the key, team. Focus on personal relationships and don’t rule anyone out.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Noakes turned to Doyle. ‘You can take Ted Murphy cos he’s got as much nous as a retarded J-cloth. I’ll speak to the young lad.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do the dancers,’ Markham said. ‘Kate, you’re going to check out the poison pen letters and see if Doris can give us a lead.’ 
 
    As soon as the trio stepped into the outside world, they were greeted with a blast of swirling snowflakes that stung their eyes like so many needles. 
 
    White Christmas, thought Markham. Perfect for Nutcracker’s winter phantasmagoria. 
 
    Please God let them catch their killer before curtain up. 
 
    * 
 
    The Grapes was one of the oldest pubs in Bromgrove. The fact that it was by and large disdained by the chichi crowd, only endearing it the more to Markham and Olivia. 
 
    Like an arthritic old dowager, its crooked and uneven floors and ceilings – beams and timbers blackened by the time – were a source of perennial delight. 
 
    The front lounge next to the bar boasted a crackling log fire with two high-backed oak settles on either side like guardians of the place. Goblets, tankards, toby jugs and other curios hung from hooks above the mantelpiece, while brasses, warming pans and assorted nautical instruments jostled for space in every nook and cranny. Patriotically carpeted with red and black Prince of Wales feathers, it was a snug retreat whose glowing hearth and gleaming accoutrements offered a hospitable bulwark against sleet and snow outside. 
 
    Behind the lounge was a smaller, more intimate room lined with oak booths, allowing patrons greater privacy. Here too a fire blazed cosily, with capering shadows crossing and recrossing the knotty floorboards. With quaint little chinks, recesses and inglenooks, everything in the place seemed to bulge and project at lopsided angles, so it looked almost as though the pub was drowsily nodding off to sleep. 
 
    The hostelry’s warmth was exceeded only by the rapturous greeting of its bosomy landlady. Denise was delighted to see her ‘favourite policeman’, the DI gamely parrying her flirtatious overtures in a fashion that would have astounded his colleagues. For his part, Markham admired the peroxide blonde powerhouse, who brooked no nonsense from anyone, and enjoyed her frequently hilarious asides. Although she had initially regarded the advent of Olivia with a certain suspicion, Markham’s girlfriend too was now a favoured customer having come through her ‘probation’ with flying colours. 
 
    ‘Go on through,’ Denise said after the ritual banter. ‘She’s already ordered for you.’ 
 
    Olivia was waiting in their favourite booth, and in what seemed like no time at all they were tucking into steak and kidney pie and mash. 
 
    ‘God, I needed that,’ he said at last. 
 
    ‘’Course you did, Gil. Food’s therapeutic.’ 
 
    ‘Funny you should say so.’ He smiled at her. ‘Apparently, that’s exactly what George Baranov used to say. Every year he’d serve some sort of traditional Easter feast that was the highlight of his domestic calendar … wonderful-sounding dishes like sturgeon in aspic and all sorts of exotic delights.’ 
 
    ‘So he wasn’t a monster who starved those anorexic dancers with their pipestem legs?’ 
 
    ‘Well, dancers have to watch their weight. An extra bulge or ripple can distort their “line”, so Kate Burton tells me.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t seem to worry Noakes.’ She laughed. 
 
    ‘Noakesy’s metabolism’s a law unto itself,’ he agreed. Then more soberly, ‘Isobel Kent made Baranov sound like some sort of balletic Bluebeard, but I don’t think his attitude was that unusual.’ 
 
    ‘And dancers themselves are preternaturally body-conscious in any case.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. Endless rounds of cosmetic surgery, according to Kate. Earlobes snipped off, silicone injected into ankle and lips, breast reductions … you name it, they’ve had it done.’ 
 
    They began to talk about Markham’s dream of the previous night. 
 
    ‘I realized afterwards it must’ve been triggered by an article in one of those dance magazines I was flipping through in the office,’ he said. ‘There was a piece about ENB’s production of Giselle.’ 
 
    ‘I loved that one.’ Olivia’s face lit up with enthusiasm. ‘Channel 4 showed it last Christmas, remember?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Well, if I’ve got it right the story goes as follows: this peasant girl Giselle is being courted by some dashing young buck called Albrecht. Problem is, he turns out to be a nobleman who’s two-timing her with someone else.’ 
 
    ‘Spot on. Yes, Albrecht is engaged to the local Duke’s daughter.’ 
 
    ‘When Giselle finds out he’s betrayed her, she goes mad and dies of a broken heart.’ 
 
    ‘Yep, though some versions have her killing herself with Albrecht’s sword.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, she comes back from the dead to save Albrecht from the curse of the Wilis – ghosts of women betrayed by their lovers – who have condemned him to dance himself to death.’ 
 
    Markham rolled his eyes. ‘It all sounds bloody silly and twee, doesn’t it? But this article said Baranov had added a few unusual touches including a homosexual romance between Albrecht and one of the other characters.’ 
 
    Olivia’s eyes gleamed. 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right,’ she said eagerly. ‘Hilarion, the huntsman. In the traditional version, he exposes Albrecht’s engagement to the Duke’s daughter because he’s in love with Giselle and wants her for himself. But in Baranov’s version, Hilarion has a secret passion for Albrecht and can’t bear watching him experience genuine love for the first time in his life. So, he tries to smash the romance…’ 
 
    ‘What happens to him in the end?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, the Wilis hunt him down and kill him.’ 
 
    ‘Poetic justice.’ It was said lightly, but Markham’s mind was racing. 
 
    Was that the message buried in his subconscious? Look for a rejected male lover. 
 
    Was that what Baranov really wanted to tell him? 
 
    ‘Isobel Kent pulled off the performance of her career,’ he mused, his thoughts returning to the dead ballerina. ‘The magazine talked about her having a trancelike pathos and dead eyes… There was a picture of her too, with a long veil over her face on pointe next to a cross.’ 
 
    ‘The graveyard scene. So that’s why it was Isobel in your nightmare.’ 
 
    ‘That and the fact that I’d watched her die.’ 
 
    Olivia was thoughtful. 
 
    ‘Baranov was in the dream too, wasn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but Isobel barred the way … like she was some sort of guardian…’ 
 
    ‘Mediating between the visible and invisible worlds?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that. But I had this sense that she was protecting Baranov from human corruption … saving him for higher things… You know, like the old cliché, he’s in a better place now.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that fits with the theme of Giselle. It’s all about spiritual redemption.’ Olivia’s delicate features were tense with fierce concentration. ‘Maybe your nightmare holds a clue to the killer, Gil.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe they had some mad idea of saving Baranov from himself – dispatching him to the spirit world beyond the reach of earthly temptation.’ 
 
    Markham stared at her so intently, that she was covered in confusion. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Gil,’ she mumbled. ‘I’m reading too much into it. Getting carried away.’ 
 
    Markham reached across the table and gripped her hand tightly. 
 
    ‘No, Liv,’ he said eagerly. ‘I think you may be on to something. With the other murders, it may have been about self-preservation, revenge, whatever … but everything points to that first one being deeply personal. George Baranov was a man who inspired powerful emotions. To some extent, he choreographed his associates’ lives…’ 
 
    ‘So, you’re looking for someone whose emotions were turned upside down.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right … someone who carried on a secret life aimed at appeasing inward demons … someone who carried a huge weight of repressed hostility towards Baranov in his heart.’ 
 
    A spurned lover? But was it man or woman? 
 
    Outside the pub, the afternoon air was frosty. 
 
    Markham filled his lungs with it, feeling that his brain was now clearer and sharper than before. Olivia slipped her hand into his pocket and for a moment they just stood leaning into each other. 
 
    Eventually, reluctantly, they separated. At least, Olivia thought, watching Markham receding into the distance, her lover seemed to have recovered his bounce. 
 
    The DI had just got back to CID when his mobile trilled. 
 
    It was Kate Burton. 
 
    ‘Sir.’ Her voice was eager. ‘I think I may have something.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    14. Hidden Malady 
 
    AT THE THEATRE, A sense of urgency prevailed, the corps toiling away on stage, striving for synchronicity as though this was some marvellous drill for marionettes. 
 
    Marguerite Aroldingen’s pastel chiffons, spidery false eyelashes and heavy perfume struck a decidedly incongruous note as she whirled amongst the sweating performers snapping out strangely accented instructions. Markham grinned as he watched her pounce on one hapless dancer who sat disconsolately at the side of the stage, bent over her pointe shoes. 
 
    ‘If you can afford meat, for God’s sake, eat it. Don’t put it on your bloody toes!’ 
 
    Burton was at hand to explain with her customary earnestness, ‘Apparently raw meat’s the thing for blisters and bunions. Dancers absolutely swear by it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure Ms Aroldingen would necessarily agree.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she’s strictly “old guard” – very proper … no slumping, street food or slacking.’ 
 
    Markham shivered. ‘They’ll need to get some heating on in here before opening night. It’s so draughty, the dancers’ muscles must be in deep freeze.’ 
 
    They watched for a few more minutes. 
 
    ‘How’s it going with the rehearsals?’ 
 
    ‘Well, Marguerite says it’s the ensemble sections which are “sagging”, sir.’ Burton watched the straining performers with a critical eye. ‘She’s not happy with the dance of the snow fairies.’ 
 
    ‘What is it with ballet and all these fairies and sylphs and spirits?’ Markham burst out impatiently. 
 
    Burton blinked owlishly. ‘I think that’s the idealistic part, sir,’ she ventured. ‘You know, all airy and fleeting – reaching up to God … almost like angels.’ 
 
    It sounded as though George Baranov might have found a willing disciple in his sergeant, thought Markham, amused despite himself. 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Thinking about some of those pas de deux he had witnessed – dancers’ limbs wrapped around each other as they writhed in an impassioned embrace – the DI was more inclined to see ballet as a distinctly earthly art. 
 
    ‘Show me more beautiful leg! Reach to Heaven!’ 
 
    Marguerite Aroldingen at least seemed to share Burton’s conception. 
 
    ‘Shall we?’ The DI motioned in the direction of their incident room, and the two officers made their way out of the auditorium. 
 
    ‘Your hands are dead! Dead!’ 
 
    The ballet mistress’s voice faded behind them. 
 
    ‘What’ve you got, Kate?’ 
 
    ‘I interviewed Doris like you told me, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, Baranov’s cleaner.’ The DI raised a quizzical eyebrow. ‘Don’t suppose she gave you a name, did she?’ 
 
    ‘Not a name, sir. But from what she said, there was a man on the scene at one time.’ The DS thumbed through her notebook. 
 
    ‘A lover?’ 
 
    ‘More like someone Baranov exploited… Doris heard this bloke shouting that he was fed up of being mocked and “treated like something the cat brought in”… Then she heard Baranov say, “You strangle me. The only place I don’t see you is in my bath!”’ 
 
    ‘Interesting. So, this was someone who was bitter about being thought of as an accessory.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Another time, she heard the same man complain about being treated like a puppy … like Baranov’s “horrible little pug”.’ 
 
    Nijinsky. The dog that died. 
 
    ‘There was one terrible row—’ 
 
    ‘When no doubt Doris had her ear pressed up against the keyhole…’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, something like that … well, she heard him say, “I’m not your fucking Prince Consort!”’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t that Paul Gayle’s nickname?’ Markham’s voice was sharp. 
 
    ‘Looks like this bloke coined it first, sir.’ 
 
    ‘When was all this?’ 
 
    ‘Doris is a bit vague about dates.’ 
 
    God, she would be. Earwigging for England, but no recollection of when. 
 
    ‘It was a good while back, at any rate, because she said Baranov gradually became much more reclusive and liked to be on his own. All the fighting and hissy fits were in the early days when he kept pretty much open house.’ 
 
    ‘Any other juicy tidbits from Deep Throat?’ the DI enquired with weary sarcasm. 
 
    ‘She thinks Baranov’s friend, lover, whatever, may have gone to hospital after staging an overdose of Valium to get back at Baranov, but it was all very hush hush. The fights eased off for a while, but he still ranted about Baranov not seeing him as an equal and treating him like a prop or a piece of furniture.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like the shouting was pretty much one-sided. Did Baranov rant back?’ 
 
    ‘According to Doris, he was always very correct. Very controlled. But she heard him say, “Mind your own business and stop playing the martyr. Don’t push me.”’ Another quick check of her notes. ‘That was after Mr X told Baranov he was “morally colour blind”.’ 
 
    ‘What did she take him to mean?’ 
 
    ‘That he disapproved of the way Baranov carried on with women.’ 
 
    Markham thought about the choreographer’s ballet muses who rose and faded like a succession of mountain peaks, inspiring him to near obsessive passion. 
 
    ‘From what we’ve heard of Baranov, he was Don Juan, Pygmalion and Svengali rolled into one,’ the DI mused aloud. ‘And yet…’ 
 
    Burton was all ears. 
 
    ‘He must have had a certain element of insecurity about himself in relation to women, which led him to choose young girls from his company – as if he needed to bolster his role as lover by that of ballet master…’ 
 
    ‘I suppose if you’re dating a ballerina, you never have to worry about whether she’s running around with somebody else or anything like that, sir. You always know exactly where she is – in the studio, working.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely.’ 
 
    ‘Doris remembered Mr X getting really wound up about Baranov using him to court girls.’ The DS consulted her notes. ‘Always going out as a threesome to reassure them, with him having to sit like a spare part while Mr B reeled them in.’ 
 
    Something about this account was setting off all kinds of depth charges… 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘He said it made him feel like a pimp… Baranov even got him to have a word with one girl he was mad about.’ 
 
    ‘Charming.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, Baranov seems to have treated him pretty badly. Whenever he didn’t want another guy getting too close to his current love interest, he’d send our man to break it up. “Mr B needs her onstage,” or some such ploy.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. As you say, demeaning… What else did Doris pick up?’ 
 
    ‘Well, there was stuff about Baranov using him as an errand boy and no gratitude… “Come and pick me up. Do this, do that.” He’d helped with some ballet or other, apparently, but never got acknowledged in the programme… And he accused Baranov of basing a character on him … not a hero … a figure of fun… “Pathetic and contemptible” was how he described it….’ 
 
    ‘Did Mr Baranov say anything in his own defence?’ 
 
    ‘Quoted poetry. “Love is never equal. There’s always one who loves and one who is loved.”’ The DS pulled a face. ‘Went down like a lead balloon. He told Baranov to fuck off.’ 
 
    ‘What did Doris think of Baranov?’ Markham asked curiously, remembering the neighbour Mrs Dade’s acidic reference to a mutual admiration society. 
 
    ‘Oh, she thought the sun rose and set on him … adored him for all his faults. It was quite sweet, actually,’ Burton conceded half-reluctantly. ‘I think she liked the fact that he was a bit of a dandy … you know, handsome suit, a flower in his buttonhole, beautifully brushed hair, polished shoes…’ She grinned. ‘Flirted with her like crazy too from the sound of it.’ 
 
    ‘His neighbour said he took her to the ballet.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, she mentioned that. He liked to chat to her about all sorts. Was always banging on about his hotline to various composers in heaven, said they only bothered to help the people who really liked their work and they could tell the difference between fake admiration and the real thing.’ 
 
    Markham laughed. ‘She sounds quite a character.’ 
 
    ‘I think Baranov scandalized her a bit, but she enjoyed it.’ 
 
    ‘What d’you reckon she thought of this boyfriend or whoever he was?’ 
 
    ‘That he was a bit pathetic, sir … bit of a limp dick…’ Realizing what she’d said, Burton got flustered. ‘Sorry, sir, I meant a doormat… Doris says he accused Baranov of sending back his love letters after correcting the spelling … can you imagine!’ 
 
    ‘Given what we know of Mr B, all too well,’ was the wry response. 
 
    ‘Doris said Baranov was ruthless in a gentle sort of way … something to do with his early life… She thought that deep down he was quite lonely and had trouble connecting with people.’ 
 
    ‘Manipulative?’ 
 
    ‘Sort of… Mr X called him that … said he was like that doll-maker in The Nutcracker—’ 
 
    ‘Drosselmeyer.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah … said Baranov liked his dancers to be dolls, then gave them a makeover … doll to woman, woman to ballerina… Called him a “fucking creepy alchemist”.’ 
 
    ‘Something of a wordsmith, our Mr X.’ 
 
    Markham fell into a brown study then, aware that the DS was regarding him expectantly, resumed a business-like tone. 
 
    ‘You took some photos along, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, sir.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it’s too much to hope that Doris recognized anyone?’ 
 
    ‘Marguerite Aroldingen, Isobel Kent and Alex Fairlie.’ Burton grimaced. ‘She remembered Fairlie used to wear her hair caught up in two bunches cos Baranov liked it that way … used to stand with one palm under each ponytail like he was weighing them.’ 
 
    The juvenile look. That figured. 
 
    ‘Apparently he nicknamed Aroldingen “Brigitte Bardot” on account of the tight sweaters and the long eyelashes … like a jungle, Doris called them. Isobel Kent was the “Ice Maiden”.’ 
 
    ‘What about the men?’ 
 
    ‘She picked out Shaw, Plucis and Bissell. Thought Paul Gayle may have been on the scene at some point as well. There were designers and conductors in and out all the time too. Plus the Russians… Like a revolving door, she said … all very bohemian.’ 
 
    ‘Presumably Doris knew to keep her eyes averted.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I think she’s unshockable – no spinster goody-goody – and genuinely fond of Baranov… He liked her to watch soap operas with him over a plate of scrambled eggs so they could discuss the plot. And he always tried to talk her into playing draughts to stop her going home.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds a real Darby and Joan set-up.’ 
 
    ‘I think at the end it was, sir. The Baranov Trust got in touch to say she’s been looked after.’ The DS sounded pleased at this outcome. 
 
    ‘But she couldn’t identify Mr X?’ 
 
    ‘There was so much drama, or “hanky panky” as she put it, that she just turned a blind eye and got on with it.’ Burton chuckled. ‘The nosy neighbour was always angling for juicy tidbits, but Doris kept shtum.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds worth her weight in gold. But dammit, Kate,’ Markham broke out exasperatedly, ‘she must have had some notion which of them was rowing with Mr Baranov.’ 
 
    ‘Probably all of them at some point. Doris said he could be appallingly rude, dropping clangers all over the shop… “Never trust anyone with fair eyelashes,” he announced one day after one of the men dragged some poor washed-out little girl from the corps along for the ride. That was the last Doris ever saw of her.’ 
 
    A memory stirred. 
 
    ‘Didn’t he accuse one of the gang of wanting to pinch the silver?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah, that was poor Eddie Bissell. “The Old Reliable”… He was kind and thoughtful and helpful. Doris says he was never bitter even when Baranov behaved badly … really took care of him. Would have died for him…’ 
 
    Burton’s voice tailed off, as though a thought had suddenly struck her. 
 
    ‘Jesus,’ she breathed as though in the grip of an epiphany. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Sir,’ she said uncertainly, ‘d’you remember what Ivan Plucis called Bissell?’ 
 
    A flicker of distaste crossed the DI’s austere features. 
 
    ‘Remind me.’ 
 
    ‘Steady Eddie.’ 
 
    Brian Shaw also used the nickname in his journal. But Markham had seen no reason to attach any particular significance to it. 
 
    ‘Typical of Plucis’s backbiting, wouldn’t you say? He was desperate for Baranov’s attention and approval – like a small boy with his father – but it was Bissell who held the top spot in Mr B’s affections.’ 
 
    ‘But did he, boss?’ 
 
    Markham stared at her. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you remember, sir?’ There was urgency in the DS’s tone and she was suddenly flushed with excitement. ‘Plucis said something about Bissell having “been in service all his life” … talked about him being a “beard”…’ 
 
    There was something discouraging about the DI’s silence, but she ploughed gamely on. 
 
    ‘Doris said our mystery man was angry about Baranov turning him into a pimp.’ She was tripping over her words now. ‘Well, Plucis talked about Baranov always dragging Bissell or Bloom along on dates with Alex Fairlie. He called them her “bodyguards”.’ 
 
    ‘You’re pinning a lot on Mr Plucis, aren’t you, Sergeant?’ 
 
    Burton’s shoulders drooped and she looked deflated. 
 
    Markham looked keenly at his colleague whose intelligence and investigative instincts he had learned to respect. 
 
    ‘But let’s stay with this, Kate,’ he said slowly. ‘Doris didn’t say that the man she heard shouting at Mr Baranov was Eddie Bissell, right?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. But,’ the DS doggedly pursued her thread, ‘she wasn’t expecting it to be Eddie Bissell… And maybe he sounded totally different … deeper, hoarser, growlier … like some people’s voices change when they’re angry…’ 
 
    Images rose unbidden into Markham’s mind. 
 
    Eddie Bissell as the owl sorcerer Rothbart. And a child screaming, ‘I don’t like that man.’ 
 
    That sinister costume … hung upside down in the wardrobe mistress’s workshop, it would look like a great roosting bat… 
 
    God, it wasn’t possible. The cultured, patient administrator holding Baranov’s company together, looking as ravaged as any widower… 
 
    Widower. 
 
    The DI remembered Bissell watching himself and Burton as they looked at the pictures in the corridor outside his office. Remembered how Bissell had looked at them round the corner of his eyes as he talked about evil alter egos and Freudian analysis… 
 
    ‘What do we know about Bissell’s sexual preferences, Kate?’ he asked quietly. 
 
    ‘One of the pieces in Dancing Times implied he was a closeted gay dancer who then crossed over to the administrative side… But that’s par for the course in ballet.’ 
 
    ‘Circumspect about his sexuality, then?’ 
 
    ‘Very much so. Commanded a lot of respect. “Lifelong servant to dance and dancers,” that sort of thing. In thrall to Baranov, so he didn’t have much of a personal life outside the theatre.’ 
 
    In thrall to Baranov. 
 
    Markham felt his pulse quicken. 
 
    ‘What about his dancing career?’ 
 
    ‘Late starter, so he never made it to the top rank. Specialized in “monster” roles. Magicians, evil wizards … had quite a flair for them by all accounts.’ 
 
    Monsters. 
 
    ‘Someone fractured Baranov’s finger,’ the DI muttered, almost as though talking to himself. ‘Someone who was trying to wrench a ring off…’ 
 
    He rounded on Burton so suddenly that she started. 
 
    ‘Did Doris say anything about that?’ he rapped. ‘Did she know who gave Mr Baranov the ring?’ 
 
    The DS shook her head despondently. ‘She just heard there was some sort of fight and Baranov refused to get his finger reset as a reminder…’ 
 
    ‘A reminder of what?’ 
 
    ‘The dangers of romantic obsession, boss?’ she suggested timidly. ‘What if it was Bissell who gave Baranov the ring as a way of saying they were symbolically attached to each other and then, when Baranov started tormenting him over affairs with women, tried to snatch it back?’ Her face taut with concentration, she added, ‘Or it could have been one of Baranov’s girlfriends who gave Mr B the ring and then Bissell tried to rip it off one day in a fit of rage… Either way, Baranov might’ve enjoyed reminding Bissell that he’d totally lost it … held it over him…’ 
 
    ‘If Bissell was in love with George Baranov, then he could have become terribly jealous.’ 
 
    And dangerous. 
 
    Markham felt numb, but his fingertips had started to tingle. 
 
    ‘The man was transparently devoted to Baranov … that devastation wasn’t feigned,’ he said at last. 
 
    ‘He could be devastated and still have done it, sir,’ his DS persisted. 
 
    The DI realized that this was true… 
 
    What if there was a cankerous sore that had never healed in the depths of Bissell’s soul? What if the realization that he had devoted most of his existence to Baranov – forfeiting any meaningful personal life of his own – suddenly triggered a homicidal rage? What frustrations might have accumulated over the years, what great lakes of resentment been dammed up? And then what happened when the dam finally burst? 
 
    Burton pressed home her advantage. ‘Baranov could’ve pressed Bissell’s buttons … maybe taunted him … made him think the business with Fairlie was the real deal … and this time it didn’t stop at a broken finger.’ 
 
    The DI recalled Ned Chester’s verdict on Brian Shaw’s hopeless passion for Baranov. ‘He never looked at anyone else. It was Baranov or bust.’ But what if it was Bissell who had snapped beyond repair? 
 
    They were moving at the speed of light. 
 
    Slow down, slow down. 
 
    ‘You’ve done well, Kate.’ Markham was in control once more. ‘Brian Shaw’s journal ended with that baffling quote: “You did it up to the hilt and broke my heart”. But if Bissell was in love with George Baranov and unable to accept his amours, then it fits… Shaw must have overheard him make some sort of last-ditch declaration.’ 
 
    ‘Bissell told us he heard Baranov shouting “You are sinister” at someone… He could’ve heard those words all right, sir, the difference being that they were spoken to him.’ 
 
    Burton’s palms were sweating. 
 
    ‘What d’you think happened with the others, sir? Bloom, Shaw and Kent?’ 
 
    ‘I think blackmail did for Sheila Bloom,’ Markham said sadly. ‘She guessed or saw something … likely sympathized with Bissell – Mr Baranov had played with her feelings too – and tried to parlay that knowledge into money and power within the company.’ He shook his head. ‘She didn’t see the danger.’ 
 
    ‘You think Brian Shaw joined the dots as well, boss?’ 
 
    ‘I think it all clicked into place for him when he found about the burglary and the stolen letters.’ 
 
    ‘Bissell’s?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Shaw was so heartbroken about Mr Baranov’s death, that I suspect he pretty much gave up on life … practically invited Bissell to kill him by offering the man a chance to turn himself in… Like Sheila Bloom, I suspect he had huge pity for what Bissell had gone through over the years.’ 
 
    ‘What about Isobel Kent?’ 
 
    ‘Impulse attack. Blind rage after what she said in that piece for the Courier.’ 
 
    ‘Even though he probl’y agreed with it at bottom?’ 
 
    ‘He was still an idolater and George Baranov the god of his idolatry. The idea of someone else trashing Baranov’s character and legacy was insupportable, even after all that had happened… And even after killing Baranov, he was still in his own private hell.’ 
 
    Naught’s had, all’s spent, Where our desire is got without content. 
 
    ‘You’re sorry for him, boss.’ 
 
    It was a statement. 
 
    ‘Yes, Kate.’ Markham met her eyes steadily, the compassion in his gaze almost taking her breath away. ‘George Baranov was a man of wonderful sensibilities and taste. Clearly, he was also jealous, manipulative and downright devious too. From all that we’ve heard, his life was a helter-skelter of highs and lows, but he was totally comfortable with himself in a way poor Eddie Bissell could never attain.’ 
 
    ‘It must have driven Bissell nuts.’ 
 
    ‘I blame myself for not having seen it sooner, Kate.’ Muscles clenched along the DI’s jaw. ‘Bissell gave us a clue in that first interview when he talked about Mr B. “The centre of him was unshakeable, not a tremor.” I remember thinking he sounded envious.’ 
 
    ‘D’you think he and Bissell had an affair?’ 
 
    ‘I doubt we’ll ever know. Any more than we’ll ever know what happened when they met in the theatre that night. But the important thing is that if George Baranov ever had any same-sex impulses, he took homosexuality in his stride – like he did everything else.’ 
 
    ‘While the other—’ 
 
    ‘Was tormented by it … bashed around by insecurity and self-loathing all his life.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t look like there’s any evidence tying Bissell to Baranov or any of the others, boss… No prints, nada.’ 
 
    ‘He’s forensically aware, Kate.’ 
 
    ‘So, Baranov wasn’t a spur of the minute attack?’ 
 
    ‘I think he went to that meeting gloved-up … intending to have it out with Mr B … but knowing in the back of his mind that he’d reached end game… He was the one stalking Baranov. The threatening letter … the parcel with the photos and Baranov’s face cut out … that was all down to him.’ 
 
    The DS shivered. 
 
    ‘What about Roger Miller, Guv?’ Her face was anxious. ‘Where does he fit in? Was Miller in on the murders with Bissell? Was Bissell setting him up as the fall guy?’ 
 
    In his mind’s eye, Markham saw two heads bent close together at Baranov’s grave. 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Kate.’ It was as though the entire history of the case flashed in an instant before the DI’s eyes. ‘Miller’s obsession with Alexandra Fairlie might mean he could be brainwashed into punishing anyone he perceived as hurting or threatening her…’ 
 
    ‘Baranov was suffocating Fairlie, boss,’ Burton said eagerly. ‘Cutting her off from everyone … taking away her freedom … making her unhappy. Maybe that was enough to justify murder in Miller’s eyes… Bloom and Shaw were collateral damage… Isobel Kent deserved to die cos she was Fairlie’s rival and having it away with her husband. Yeah,’ she breathed, ‘I could see him helping Bissell.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve forgotten something, Kate.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Remember how Alexandra Fairlie extolled the magic of her partnership with Mr Baranov. She said she loved him … not in the way he wanted, perhaps, but at a level beyond the physical. She said that the two of them were “accomplices” with the same goal … totally dedicated to dance.’ 
 
    ‘You reckon that’d be enough to stop Miller offing Baranov?’ 
 
    Markham met her gaze squarely. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I think Roger Miller’s acting out some idealized fantasy of “courtly love” … serving his idol’s interests… That’s the nature of his monomania.’ 
 
    ‘And Alexandra Fairlie’s interests were bound up with Baranov.’ Burton was crestfallen. ‘She would never have wanted him to come to any harm.’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    ‘What about Isobel Kent? Fairlie was furious about her affair with Paul Gayle. Maybe Miller decided to avenge her.’ 
 
    ‘To Mr Baranov, the ballerina was almost a sacred being,’ Markham said slowly. ‘I think Roger Miller felt the same. He might have hated Isobel Kent for betraying Alexandra, but I don’t think he could have killed her. It would have been a desecration … ignoble… No,’ Markham’s voice was stronger now, ‘dangerously unstable he may be, but I don’t believe he could have done it.’ 
 
    ‘D’you think Bissell was out to frame Miller?’ 
 
    ‘Undoubtedly.’ The DI’s face was dark with anger. ‘He wanted Mr Baranov to go to the police about the threatening mail and point the finger at Miller. Made plenty of noise about it in front of the company. And he tried to lay a false trail for me at Mr B’s funeral when he said Roger wanted to see George well and truly buried.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning that Miller wanted Baranov dead…’ Burton’s voice was faint. ‘God, that’s horrible.’ 
 
    The two officers looked at each other wordlessly. 
 
    Finally, Burton spoke in strangled tones. ‘Maybe we’ll get DNA back,’ she said desperately, ‘though there could be problems cos of all the chemical garbage in theatres – paint, make-up, cleaning fluid…’ 
 
    ‘We can’t wait for that.’ 
 
    ‘You think Bissell’s going to do another?’ 
 
    ‘The way he looks at it, he’s signed a pact with the devil … nothing to lose…’ 
 
    The two detectives contemplated each other. 
 
    ‘Alexandra Fairlie,’ the DS said, and Markham nodded in grim assent. 
 
    At that moment, the door banged open and Noakes appeared. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ he said as he registered their tense expressions. 
 
    ‘First things first, Sergeant.’ Markham was crisply decisive. ‘Do you know the whereabouts of Alexandra Fairlie?’ 
 
    ‘Jus’ seen her onstage bobbing around doing all them fancy twists and turns with the foreign fella – pretty as a picture – while Maggie Whatserface yells at them. Some other lass has turned up too – she’s the one that’s gonna save the day… What with it being opening night Monday, they’ve got to look lively.’ 
 
    The DI felt weak with relief. 
 
    ‘Any sign of Mr Bissell?’ 
 
    ‘Doyle’s with him and Ted Murphy. Some argy-bargy ’bout overtime for the stage crew. I left ’em to fight it out.’ 
 
    Markham noticed Noakes was holding a package. 
 
    ‘What’ve you got there?’ 
 
    His colleague looked mildly embarrassed. 
 
    ‘I was poking around in the basement looking at props an’ stuff… Most of it’s a load of old tat, but in a corner right at the back there was this cupboard with a marble top – sort of thing the missus likes. The bottom drawer looked kind of lopsided, so I thought I’d straighten it up … make it shipshape in case they needed it for the show… It sort of popped out an’ … well, there was this packet of old letters wedged inside.’ 
 
    He handed them over to Markham. 
 
    ‘Jus’ a load of soppy drivel from some poof—’ 
 
    Observing the DI’s flinty expression, he hastily amended whatever he had been going to say. ‘Love letters, Guv. Written by some fella to another guy, Georgi somebody.’ Noakes’s bushy eyebrows contracted in genuine bewilderment. ‘Can’t understand the half of it.’ He stopped short at the look on Markham’s face. ‘What is it, Guv?’ 
 
    ‘I think we may have him,’ Markham whispered, holding out a crumpled sheet of paper to Burton. ‘The signature’s the same on all of them. Staryy nadezhnyy.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a Russian-English dictionary somewhere in here.’ Burton started rummaging distractedly through a row of dog-eared books in the broken-backed bookcase wedged next to the sink in the narrow galley space. ‘I remember thinking it was out of place amongst all the health and safety stuff…’ She sounded almost feverish. ‘The stage managers probably used it dealing with Baranov and the Russians… Ah, got it!’ 
 
    The expression of bafflement on Noakes’s face deepened, but he kept his counsel. 
 
    ‘Staryy nadezhnyy. Staryy nadezhnyy,’ she muttered, thumbing frantically backwards and forwards through the pages. Then, ‘Holy fuck.’ All the colour had drained from her face. ‘It means “Old Reliable”, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Would someone mind telling me what the heck’s going on?’ Noakes enquired plaintively, looking from one to the other. 
 
    Tersely, his hands balled into fists, Markham explained. 
 
    ‘After the burglary at Baranov’s house, Bissell must’ve decided to hide his letters in the theatre. Only, you found them,’ he concluded. 
 
    DC Doyle’s cheerful freckled face peered round the door. 
 
    ‘Afternoon all.’ Then, as he took in their faces, ‘What’s happened?’ 
 
    The DI sprang from his armchair. 
 
    ‘You were with Eddie Bissell, yes?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Where is he now?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno, sir. He and Ted Murphy split … to do their own thing, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Where are the dancers?’ 
 
    Something in the electric atmosphere registered with the young detective. 
 
    ‘They’re on a break now, boss.’ He gave a nervous laugh. ‘Prob’ly just coffee and ciggies … that’s what they seem to survive on.’ 
 
    ‘What about Alexandra Fairlie?’ 
 
    ‘She had her mobile out … looked like she wanted to answer a text message.’ 
 
    ‘Doyle, I want you to locate her right now and bring her here. Don’t make a big thing of it, I don’t want the rest of them getting spooked. Get Jake Porter to track down Mr Bissell.’ 
 
    From the DI’s stance – like a coiled spring – the DC knew better than to ask any questions and promptly disappeared on his errand. 
 
    Markham whirled round upon Burton. 
 
    ‘Those poison pen letters you said Alex Fairlie received, Kate… Was it just insults or was there any clue as to what Bissell might have in store for her?’ 
 
    The DS frowned. 
 
    ‘Pretty much just incoherent rambling, sir…’ 
 
    ‘Any mention of a special place… anything like that?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I… Oh, hold on a minute… There was something about putting her on a train to the underworld … completely bonkers…’ 
 
    ‘Did you say a train?’ Noakes’s massive head came up. 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Well it might be nothing, but…’ 
 
    ‘Go on, Noakesy.’ 
 
    The DS took heart from Markham’s use of the diminutive. 
 
    ‘One of the stagehands said summat about there being a little railway round the back of the basement … more like an electric tram really. The idea was that important people could go between the VIP entrance down by the stage door an’ the royal box – the one with them fancy gold curtains – without having to mix with any ordinary folk.’ The DS telegraphed his disapproval with a portentous sniff. ‘Proper snobby if you ask me.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to this tram car or whatever it was?’ 
 
    ‘Broke down on the very first day.’ Noakes smirked. ‘So, all the posh types had to walk after all. Don’t think it was used much after that.’ 
 
    ‘So, there’s some sort of door at the back of the basement?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, like one of them old-fashioned lift gates… But no-one’s opened it in years. The key went walkabout an’ no-one’s bothered since … unless…’ He sputtered to a halt. 
 
    ‘It may be a long shot,’ the DI said quietly, ‘but what if Eddie Bissell has the key?’ 
 
    ‘Bissell doesn’t know we’re on to him yet does he, Guv? I mean, you don’ think…’ Noakes’s pudgy features were creased with concern. ‘Why would he go after that pretty lass?’ 
 
    ‘Because he’s given up, Sergeant. Madness and paranoia have overwhelmed the man’s psychic defences… His beloved Georgi is gone and never coming back… He has killed and killed again – sacrificed his one-time friends – all for nothing.’ 
 
    ‘But she’s nobbut a little girl.’ 
 
    Markham recalled that Noakes was the only parent amongst them. 
 
    ‘To Bissell she represents those who seduced George Baranov away from him,’ he said gently. ‘All those ballerinas Baranov worshipped and idealized while Bissell was forced to watch from the sidelines.’ 
 
    The DS swallowed hard, his thoughts travelling to the vision of Alexandra Fairlie onstage, skimming and swooping like a little kingfisher in her bright-blue sweater and black tights, copper hair swept up into a shining topknot. 
 
    ‘Right, well, we need to nab this sicko pronto,’ he said gruffly. 
 
    Suddenly, DC Doyle was with them again, breathing hard. 
 
    ‘No sign of either Fairlie or Bissell,’ he said desperately. ‘It’s like they’ve vanished into thin air.’ 
 
    The final act had begun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15. Final Curtain 
 
    BACK IN THE AUDITORIUM, the DI absorbed his surroundings with a heightened awareness so acute that it enveloped everything – stagehands, technicians, dancers, lights, curtains… 
 
    Onstage, some members of the corps were limbering up with a swish of feet backwards and forwards, slowly then rapidly, with an accentuated thump when the ball of the foot hit the floor. Thud, thud, thud, as though echoing the pounding of Markham’s heart. Others appeared to be psyching themselves up, chest out, head high, arms out to the side, before jumping and turning to land more or less accurately. Dissatisfied, they stopped, hands on hips, looking at their feet before repeating the movement. On the floor sat a small group, legs akimbo, mopping their dripping faces, necks and chests. One or two sewed ribbons or treated their shoes with wax, dabbing it on the soles with a toothbrush, while their colleagues gloomily contemplated bruised and blistered feet that looked like something out of a butcher’s front window. It was hardly a scene from Degas, the knitted hats, rolled-down jumpsuits and leg warmers redolent more of ragamuffins than fairy tale royalty. Marguerite Aroldingen stood in the wings with a tall blonde dancer in a practice skirt, the two women facing each other while both danced. Occasionally they stopped for a few words of comment, then they sprang into action again, like eerie mirror images of each other. 
 
    The dancers were one and all oblivious of the hustle and bustle around them as the theatre throbbed with frantic activity. 
 
    A snow machine gurgled in readiness, its unsightly grey pipes concealed behind the masking flats, primed to create atmosphere. Technicians bustled about importantly, checking cue lights. Follow-spot operators practised where to pick up the principals onstage. The lighting director circled the stage, issuing instructions via a microphone to crew in the lighting box at the back of the stalls. Metallic clanks echoed down from the flys as stagehands loaded up a weights cradle. The sound of a television set came through a platform from somewhere high above, clashing discordantly with the lush, poignant tones of Tchaikovsky playing through speakers. Stagehands joshed with a tiny soloist. ‘Listen, sweetheart, the greatest prima ballerina in the world can’t function unless the little guy who pulls the rope opens the curtain!’ ‘That last piece of yours had that many lifts and spins, reckon you’ll be needing a road map to get through it.’ Seeing Ted Murphy bearing down on them with a thunderous expression, they winked and made a swift getaway. 
 
    The auditorium’s stale mustiness – an acrid compound of stage lights, sweat and resin – contended now with sweeter odours from cinnamon sticks and pomanders which decked the upper tiers. For a moment, it made Markham feel faint and dizzy. 
 
    Aroldingen and the blonde dancer finished their routine. The ballet mistress wandered across to the corps, frowning at the sound of a few death rattle coughs and dancers cursing the discovery that their feet had swollen overnight so none of their pointe shoes fitted. Ivan Plucis appeared from the wings, moving stiffly as though his joints and ligaments were frozen from head to toe. ‘It’s like I’m in a body cast trying to punch my way out,’ he grumbled to the blonde who smiled in commiseration… 
 
    Markham felt rather than consciously registered all of this. As though time had been mysteriously suspended and everything was happening in slow motion. 
 
    ‘Inspector! Inspector!’ 
 
    The trance was broken. 
 
    Marguerite Aroldingen approached the police team with a look of concern. 
 
    ‘What is it, Mr Markham? What’s wrong?’ 
 
    All trace of artifice and coquetry had dropped away. 
 
    ‘Let’s move into the foyer, Ms Aroldingen, nice and casual… I don’t want to start a panic.’ 
 
    Biting her lip, the ballet mistress complied, but once out of sight of the dancers she wheeled round on him. ‘What’s the matter? Tell me, please!’ 
 
    Markham told her. 
 
    ‘Oh God,’ she breathed. ‘And he’s got Alex?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we think so.’ 
 
    ‘This is my fault,’ she said, hands clutching her throat. ‘I should have seen something wasn’t right with Eddie … should’ve guessed…’ 
 
    ‘No, Ms Aroldingen.’ The DI’s voice carried absolute conviction. ‘I’m at fault for having failed to understand what was happening right beneath my nose.’ 
 
    Tortured phrases from Bissell’s letters flashed before his eyes as though projected onto a giant screen. 
 
    Queers are tarts and mistresses, not wives. 
 
    How can you, who have disenchanted me from being a beast now, lift your magic and leave a husk? 
 
    Perhaps we should never meet again. I can give you nothing but decay… I am the crisp frost of winter – the bleakness, the latent period. But you still blaze with promise. I am sad futility, the melancholy, sad autumn, the fallen leaf. But you still hold the fragrance of a life fulfilled. 
 
    In a moment of lightening clarity, Markham recalled Isobel Kent’s scathing remarks to the Courier. Then there were the eunuchs. The men who never got over him. Pathetic creatures of thwarted dreams. All hoping to be “Mrs Baranov” while he played them like a fiddle. 
 
    Eddie Bissell – “Steady Eddie”, the man who could always be counted on – had sickened of his role in Baranov’s life, resentment curdling to a deadly hate. 
 
    “To bitter sauces did I frame my feeding; And, sick of welfare, found a kind of meetness to be diseased.” 
 
    And Markham had missed it. Had allowed Bissell to remain a shadowy figure on the periphery of the investigation, distracted by the swirling intrigues and bitchiness of the ballet world. A world populated by so many flamboyantly exotic characters. 
 
    In his mind’s eye, as though it had been buried in his subconscious until that moment, he saw a picture from that gallery outside the administrator’s office. A dancer cloaked in black velvet, white pancake make-up on his face, black circles under his eyes. A shadow of Death, a timeless presence rising behind a coffin. The young Eddie Bissell. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a bloodcurdling shriek, then another and another till it seemed as though the whole theatre rang with the sound. 
 
    All the colour drained from Markham’s face. 
 
    They rushed back into the auditorium where the dancers stood rooted to the spot like so many waxworks. 
 
    The DI laid a hand on Marguerite Aroldingen’s arm. ‘Where’s it coming from?’ he asked. ‘Which part of the building?’ 
 
    ‘I think … the dressing rooms,’ she whispered through stiff lips. 
 
    ‘Show us.’ 
 
    The ballet mistress led them to a door at the back of the stalls and turned left. 
 
    There was a little antiquated elevator next to a poorly carpeted flight of stairs. Through the grille, the shaft gaped emptily. 
 
    Ignoring the elevator, they took the stairs. 
 
    On the landing a sobbing dancer sat on the floor in a crumpled heap, practice skirt spilling round her so that she looked like a crushed butterfly. 
 
    She had stopped screaming, but her tiny frame shook with convulsive shudders, eyes fixed in horror on the elevator cage. 
 
    Markham wrenched back the rusty collapsible gate. 
 
    Roger Miller’s body swung at a drunken angle from folding scissor metalwork which had buckled under the weight. A makeshift rope garrotte dug so deeply into his neck as to threaten the lolling corpse with decapitation. The lecturer’s eyes, slowly glazing over, still bore their dying look of surprise. A stream of froth dribbled from swollen lips, while the bloated, engorged features eradicated all vestiges of former grace. 
 
    It was a dreadful sight. 
 
    Markham’s heart contracted with pity. Roger Miller had finally been admitted to his coveted holy of holies – the theatre’s secret spaces – only to meet a brutish end at the hands of an unimaginably callous predator. 
 
    From the look of him, Miller was not long dead. 
 
    ‘Time is of the essence, now.’ The DI forced himself to speak calmly. He turned to his colleagues while the ballet mistress crouched next to the girl on the floor, vainly endeavouring to comfort her. ‘Doyle, I want you to take care of things here.’ He took one last look at the ghastly sight in the elevator. ‘Call this in and secure the area. In the meantime, I need to get into this tunnel or whatever it is in the basement.’ Markham tapped Marguerite Aroldingen gently on the shoulder. ‘I need you to fetch a couple of stagehands and tell them to bring a crowbar or tools … anything that we can use to gain access. Bissell’s got the keys and there’s no time to look for a master set.’ 
 
    ‘Got it.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t let the dancers or anyone downstairs realize what’s going on. The fewer people down there the better. My DC will take care of this young lady,’ he smiled reassuringly at the young girl whose sobs had subsided into sniffles. 
 
    ‘I’ll tell Ivan and Daria to give the corps a class onstage. With opening night so close, that’s all they can think about.’ 
 
    The ballet mistress turned towards the stairs which led back down to the auditorium then paused. 
 
    ‘Can I come with you?’ Her tone was beseeching, her eyes urgent in their appeal. 
 
    ‘Yes, but we need to act quickly. I’m afraid Bissell may be deteriorating rapidly.’ 
 
    The ballet mistress was as good as her word. In no time at all the group found itself in the dusty mortuary-like labyrinth beneath the stage, passing dingy dressing rooms, trapdoors, hydraulic lifts, a dungeon-like canteen, minuscule physiotherapy room and the wardrobe mistress’s cubbyhole from which Markham noticed Marguerite Aroldingen avert her eyes. 
 
    It was so dank and chaotic in the bowels of the theatre, that it seemed impossible to imagine it as the fount of miraculous stage effects – of enchanted forests and magical kingdoms, shimmering lakes, mythical creatures, Christmas trees that grew before one’s very eyes, bewitched palaces and garden colonnades. And yet, in just a few days, a wide-eyed audience would be transported by means of this underground paraphernalia to another world. 
 
    At the very rear of the basement, behind all the baskets, rails and props – painted toys and wooden sleighs – was a rusty access gate covered with a metal wire mesh. As Markham had expected, it was locked. 
 
    He signalled to the two burly stagehands who got to work. 
 
    No-one spoke as, grunting and puffing, they applied crowbar and wrench in succession. After what seemed like an infinity, the gate stood open. At a gesture from the DI, the two men then turned and went back the way they had come. 
 
    Behind the gate was a stone passage lit by overhead fluorescent tubes activated by a switch just inside the entrance. 
 
    ‘You can come with us, Ms Aroldingen,’ the DI said, ‘but please stay well back.’ At her look of anguish, he added compassionately, ‘I know he is your friend, but this is also a man who has killed five people and must now feel he has nothing to lose.’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ The woman suddenly turned so pale that she looked like she might collapse. Kate Burton gave her arm a reassuring squeeze and some colour returned to her face. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll be all right now.’ 
 
    The party moved single file along the winding corridor in a sombre cortege. 
 
    Then came to a dead end. 
 
    Against the bricked-up wall, two figures stood as though in a frieze, their faces half in shadow from projecting buttresses on either side. 
 
    Alexandra Fairlie was wearing a gauzy practice tutu and some sort of feathered headpiece which Markham recognized as part of the swan queen costume from Swan Lake. Bissell himself was enveloped in a long dark cloak. His sunken eyes, like unwholesome gourds, glittered with madness against the backdrop of the dimly lit stone passage. In a dreadful parody of ballet’s most romantic embrace, Bissell held the ballerina close to his chest. From the terrified expression on her face, Markham had no doubt that there was a knife or weapon concealed in the cloak’s heavy folds. 
 
    Very gently, almost tenderly, Markham said, ‘It’s over, Eddie. We understand. You loved George Baranov. That’s why you killed him.’ 
 
    ‘“There is nothing left remarkable beneath the visiting moon.”’ 
 
    It was the barest whisper. 
 
    Then the exhausted, defeated eyes kindled with pure loathing as Bissell looked at the white-lipped figure in his arms, her face a mask of bleached bone. 
 
    ‘At least I don’t have to watch him making love with his beautiful ballerinas any more – touching, lifting, manipulating, feeling the heft of them … while all the time I wish it could be me.’ 
 
    Markham’s gaze dropped to Bissell’s hands. Not for him the ordinary biting of nails. He had ripped strips of skin from his cuticles; on each finger, striations of raw flesh radiated towards his knuckles like a spiky reptilian crest. 
 
    God, how could he have missed the signs that Bissell was descending into hell? 
 
    ‘Let Alexandra go, Eddie. This is about you and George.’ 
 
    ‘She was so sure of George’s worship that she pushed further and further, testing to see how far he would bend. Once she was back for good, she even told him to get rid of me … said I was part of his “gayfreight” … his old queens.’ 
 
    Bissell’s grip tightened, the ballerina wincing in his arms. 
 
    ‘“You’re going to run the company someday,” that’s what he promised me. And I was ready to take up the mantle. Like Atlas, I would never have dropped it… But,’ his voice descended to a vicious hiss, ‘she wanted me out. And George gave in to her… Oh, I heard him. “Eddie’s a homosexual, always after boys. He will destroy everything. Only I care about women, and woman is ballet. It has to be someone else. I can’t entrust my legacy to him.”’ 
 
    Features contorted in a snarl, Bissell continued with his long pent-up indictment against the murdered choreographer. 
 
    ‘I tried to tell George she was bad for him. He just leaned back till he was bent like a bow in that way he had, tilting his chin so he could look down his nose at me. “God does this,” was all the answer he gave. God does this. As though she was some gift from heaven.’ 
 
    A spasm passed across Bissell’s face. 
 
    ‘For his production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, he wanted to have a drop curtain based on The Book of Revelation, where St John has a vision of the Woman of the Stars. “Now a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet, and in her hand a garland of stars.” Can you imagine? Playing church like that with her as his Madonna!’ 
 
    Markham contemplated the tormented figure before him with infinite pity. George Baranov called himself a ballet master – a master of all the arts that went into the making of ballets. Eddie Bissell, danseur noble manqué turned glorified gofer, never felt he was the master of any art. Baranov was unassailable, with no chink in his armour. Bissell was a wounded giant, full of holes in his soul. Just being around the imperiously confident Baranov must have unbalanced him, and once thwarted passion was added to the mix … well, it was hardly surprising that his behaviour rippled into a Jackson Pollock…. 
 
    Ranting on, ‘I was just a tennis ball bounced between the two of them, carrying messages from one to the other… God, the selfishness… He was like one of those Restoration characters, Mr Self-Absorbed.’ 
 
    Bissell’s voice suddenly softened. 
 
    ‘And yet, he could be so humble sometimes, so considerate and self-effacing… He used to clean up pianos in the theatre or studios before leaving… He would always clean up the pianos … take away the chewing gum, the cigarettes or the sweets, whatever. He treated pianos like someone would treat their pet at home.’ 
 
    An anguished, high-pitched wail burst from him, as though wrung from the depths of his being. ‘Why couldn’t he treat me like that? Why couldn’t he show a little kindness?’ 
 
    Careful, thought Markham, careful. 
 
    ‘People often treat family badly, Eddie. You were his family. He trusted you to get on with it … he knew you always had his back.’ 
 
    ‘At least I saved George the horrors of old age.’ Bissell’s tone was suddenly almost lucid. ‘No lingering illnesses with awful tubes sticking out of every orifice… No care home with dusty plastic flowers and the smell of boiled cabbage.’ He crooned grotesquely. ‘“Grow old along with me, the best is yet to be.” That didn’t have any meaning for him. He lived only for the present. It was so bloody embarrassing when he wanted me to give dancers their P45s. “Old dancers … when they get old they should just go away and die. That is what they should do, die. Because they’re not pretty. No youth. We want youth.” He’d even avoid meeting beautiful dancers he’d known when they were starting out, because he couldn’t bear to have his memories spoiled by them turning up looking old and ugly.’ An emphatic shake of the head. ‘No dying of the light for George… I snuffed him out like a candle.’ 
 
    Bissell smiled. Such an eerie, inhuman grin that the hairs on the back of Markham’s neck stood on end. 
 
    ‘Mind you, even at the end he was tapping the fingers of both hands against each other. Still making steps … even after I’d choked the life out of him.’ 
 
    Alexandra Fairlie gasped in horror. 
 
    Bissell’s voice picked up speed. Staccato bullets from an Uzi. 
 
    ‘George always said it didn’t matter what ballets were programmed so long as you had a swan in the title. Well, I’ve got my swan princess and she’s going to re-join her prince in death, true to George’s version. And the spell will finally be broken.’ 
 
    Grotesquely, he smirked. As if, thought Markham, he was a bad boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar. A ‘You got me’ roll of the eyes. It chilled the blood. 
 
    But they weren’t near enough to him, the DI calculated desperately, watching for any sign of movement under the voluminous cloak. At his shoulder, he felt Noakes poised to lunge. 
 
    Alexandra Fairlie screamed. 
 
    Eddie Bissell stared transfixed at a shadow opening and shutting against the stone brick wall like some monstrous umbrella. 
 
    A spitting, clawing, scratching bundle plummeted from nowhere onto his face, with an unearthly ‘EEEE-YOU!’ shriek that seemed to reverberate from one end of the tunnel to the other. 
 
    The ballerina twisted in his arms and Bissell dropped to the ground, a huge gash livid across his throat, rambling incoherently. 
 
    Afterwards, Markham barely recollected the frantic struggle to save Bissell’s life. But once he was finally stabilized and the paramedics had stretchered him away, the police team adjourned from the Royal’s sinister little basement tunnel to the next-door Academy where Marguerite Aroldingen brought them mugs of hot tea liberally laced with brandy. 
 
    ‘Bissell kept talking about that … whatever it was … being Baranov’s “familiar”,’ Burton said shakily. 
 
    ‘After George’s pug Nijinsky died, he went in for cats.’ The ballet mistress was blessedly normal and matter of fact. ‘He had quite a way with them … used to walk around with one draped round his neck when he was relaxing at home.’ 
 
    ‘Ugh,’ Burton exclaimed involuntarily. 
 
    The ballet mistress smiled. ‘You’d have to be a cat lover to understand… Well, various jokes did the rounds about one particular specimen – no pedigree, just an ugly alley cat he’d rescued – being George’s familiar.’ 
 
    ‘What’s one of them?’ The brandy was working its magic on Noakes. 
 
    ‘A sorcerer’s attendant demon or spirit… You know, like a witch’s cat.’ 
 
    ‘So, that’s what was in the tunnel … Baranov’s cat?’ 
 
    For the first time, Aroldingen’s composure faltered. 
 
    ‘No… You see, his last pet died a while back. George was very cut up about it.’ 
 
    ‘What was that thing then?’ Doyle laughed nervously. ‘Some sort of Beast of Bodmin to keep the rat population under control?’ 
 
    ‘There’s never been a resident cat to the best of my knowledge.’ Again, Marguerite Aroldingen looked uneasy, casting furtive little glances over her shoulder as though conscious of a presence behind her. 
 
    Markham reckoned it was George Baranov. 
 
    ‘The cat’s easily enough explained,’ the DI said with a confidence he did not feel. ‘This theatre’s a warren… A half-starved feral cat with its usual lair in some obscure corner might well have found its way down there … and then, frightened by all the noise, attacked its tormentor.’ Markham looked round the little circle of uneasy faces. ‘Eddie Bissell obviously went roaming round the place at night on a regular basis. Mr Baranov too for that matter.’ 
 
    ‘Jus’ like the Phantom of the Opera,’ put in Noakes. 
 
    ‘Quite, Sergeant… At any rate, whatever animal was in that corridor before, it isn’t there now,’ he said. ‘Though obviously, the animal control team will check the whole building.’ 
 
    ‘Eddie hated George’s pets,’ the ballet mistress said unexpectedly. 
 
    ‘Did he poison his pug?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve often wondered about that, Mr Noakes.’ She sighed. ‘Poor Eddie, he was always so desperately possessive … even that flatulent yappy little creature would’ve seemed like a threat.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you ever suspect he might be off his rocker?’ Noakes asked bluntly. 
 
    ‘Maybe I should’ve done, but no… You see, I thought that as far as Eddie was concerned, George had toppled off his pedestal a long time ago and he’d come to terms with it.’ The exquisite hands fluttered expressively. ‘There was lots of drama at the beginning… I remember one time when Eddie saw a situation developing between George and one of his muses, he tried to break it up, sitting outside their hotel room all night. He revelled in that kind of thing… It made his connection to George more romantic and somehow more real.’ Her face very pensive, she added, ‘In George’s work there was always the persistent theme of man seeking his absent beloved – pursuing his ideal – but she always eludes him. Well, that was the story of Eddie’s life too… I just assumed that with age he had mellowed, grown less intense, when all the time…’ 
 
    Long slender fingers toyed with the chiffon scarf at her throat. ‘What will happen to him?’ 
 
    ‘A special hospital is the most likely option, Ms Aroldingen.’ 
 
    ‘Oh God.’ Her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    ‘He killed four of your colleagues and most likely Roger Miller too.’ Kind but inexorable. 
 
    ‘I know, Inspector, I know. But Eddie would have paid all his debts tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Taking that young lass with him.’ Noakes was implacable. 
 
    ‘In his mind, he was cutting the Gordian knot,’ the ballet mistress said miserably. ‘Setting them both free … heading for that “better place” where he thought Mr B was.’ 
 
    There was a long moment’s silence, then Marguerite Aroldingen spoke with decision. 
 
    ‘It’s all a mystery, but Mr B had somehow cracked it. Eddie just wanted to know some of that peace.’ 
 
    She met Markham’s eyes almost defiantly. 
 
    ‘You know all this bullshit about the afterlife? Well, there is one. It’s what’s left behind from the way you lived.’ Rising gracefully, she twitched invisible wrinkles out of her full skirt. ‘George Baranov was totally the servant of his art. “In ballet, you have to leave your ego at the door.” That’s what he always told us … and that’s why Nutcracker will go ahead as scheduled. Mr B gave us his example, so he’ll be with us at curtain up.’ 
 
    The DI gazed thoughtfully after her retreating form. 
 
    ‘She’s a real tough cookie that one,’ opined Noakes, ‘for all the floaty get-up an’ nonsense.’ 
 
    There was a whole other story waiting to be told about Rothbart, but the ballet mistress had turned her back on darkness. For her, the radiance of George Baranov’s legacy could never be eclipsed, even if the sun had been momentarily blotted out. 
 
    And so it would never fade. 
 
    The eye of man hath not heard, the ear of man hath not seen, man’s hand is not able to taste, his tongue to conceive, nor his heart to report, what my dream was. 
 
    Noakes’s voice broke into the DI’s reverie. ‘Why did Bissell kill Roger Miller, Guv? He was just a harmless fruitcake.’ 
 
    ‘Not harmless, Noakesy. I think Miller may have seen too much, heard too much … may somehow have intuited that Bissell intended to harm Alexandra and attempted to stop him.’ 
 
    ‘Bit of a hero then,’ the DS conceded with grudging respect. 
 
    ‘So, he ended up as Alexandra’s knight in shining armour after all,’ Burton murmured. 
 
    ‘Yes, Kate,’ Markham agreed softly. ‘It was a gallant last stand.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Three weeks after the conclusion of what became known as the Nutcracker murders, Markham and Noakes made their way through snow-covered Bromgrove to the suburb of Medway. 
 
    The Newman Hospital, situated behind Bromgrove General, was an incongruous mix of redbrick gothic and twenty-first century modernism, with a Victorian clock tower flanked by low polytunnel-like extensions reminiscent of submarines. 
 
    Normally the architectural hotchpotch had a jarring effect, but today everything was picture-postcard perfect, the harsh angles and starkness softened by powdery filigree ruffles. 
 
    ‘Thank God them daft sculpture things are covered up.’ 
 
    ‘Art installations, Sergeant,’ Markham responded patiently. 
 
    The DS had been less than impressed by the psychiatric hospital’s new age holistic artefacts on the occasion of a previous visit. ‘Load of old cobblers,’ he muttered unrepentantly. ‘As if it’d mean owt to the poor sods in this place.’ 
 
    Once inside the hermetically-sealed universe with its swivelling CCTV, endless Plexiglas, squeaky linoleum and winking sensors, Markham felt the familiar sensations of deadening claustrophobia press down on him. 
 
    As much like an underwater tank as ever, he thought. 
 
    Once through reception, they were on their way, passing the all too familiar acres of glass and brightly-coloured day lounges, the walled-in courtyards and patios, the therapy rooms and assessment suites. 
 
    Eventually they arrived at a set of double doors next to which was a sign marked Forensic. Through the doors, Markham glimpsed the metal detector arch and Plexiglas reinforced nursing station, grim reminders of the disordered personalities confined within this brightly-scrubbed and antiseptic milieu. Involuntarily, his mind travelled back to previous visits he and Noakes had made to the facility and the terrible secrets they had uncovered… 
 
    A chirpy blonde nurse in civvies who introduced herself as Sister Claire (‘all first names here’) escorted them through to the day-care area, Noakes turning his eyes away from the heavy-duty steel doors which marked off the living quarters of the most dangerously disturbed as though he hoped, by that means, to deflect their sullen hatred. 
 
    ‘Your patient’s over there,’ their escort informed them cheerfully, gesturing to the far end of the long room dotted with easy chairs and pine tables. 
 
    ‘What the heck’s he doing?’ 
 
    The nurse’s determinedly breezy manner did not falter. 
 
    ‘Mr Bissell quite often demonstrates physical exercises for the other patients,’ she said. ‘Just some simple flexibility and balancing … nothing too strenuous.’ 
 
    Noakes stared incredulously at Eddie Bissell, who appeared to be holding on to an imaginary barre, gracefully bending and stretching. Then he looked round at the shambling figures of Bissell’s fellow patients. Some walked like zombies, tranquilized by heavy doses of medication, occasionally pausing to watch the sideshow or spewing word garbage. Others did not move at all, as if constrained by chemical straitjackets. 
 
    ‘D’you reckon they’re up to that kind of caper, luv?’ 
 
    ‘Obviously, it’s early days.’ She cleared her throat, momentarily disconcerted before the professional smile was nailed firmly back in place. ‘But given Mr Bissell’s background in ballet, it could have therapeutic benefits.’ 
 
    Good luck with that. 
 
    Sister Claire smiled uncertainly. ‘The psychologist says his response to Rorschach inkblots is interesting – he only sees pointe shoes, music scores and stage sets.’ 
 
    Before Noakes could open his mouth, Markham murmured, ‘Indeed. It would be most helpful if we could see a copy of Mr Bissell’s individual treatment plan at some point, Sister.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Inspector.’ She beamed at him, doubtless feeling that she was on safer ground. ‘If you’d like to take a seat at this table here, I’ll just go and get Mr Bissell for you.’ Noticing Noakes’s furtive glances around the lounge, she gestured to the nursing station in its Perspex bubble. ‘I’ll be over there at the nursing station. The duty psychiatrist Dr Mengham is in the therapy room next to the vending machines. Just give us a shout if you need anything.’ 
 
    ‘All too bloody casual, if you ask me.’ Noakes appeared far from reassured. ‘The bloke’s a serial killer an’ he’s wandering about giving chuffing ballet lessons. He should be in Stabbuck House,’ referring to the high security hospital on the other side of Medway, ‘not a holiday camp like this place.’ 
 
    ‘The Trust and gold-braid mob wanted him in the Newman, Sergeant. Ours not to reason why.’ Markham tempered the reproof. ‘He’ll be found unfit to plead in any event.’ Despite the airlessness of the ward, he shivered. ‘Stabbuck House is brutal. Better by far that Bissell should have wound up here.’ 
 
    As they watched, an orderly came up to Bissell with what looked like a glass of water and something in a plastic dish. Presumably anti-psychotics… 
 
    Then he was sitting down at the table, regarding his visitors with a dreamy smile. A high-necked sweater hid all signs of physical trauma. 
 
    ‘Mr B didn’t like to see anyone taking unnecessary medicines,’ he said as though to excuse his acceptance of the drugs. ‘If anyone took an aspirin in front of him, he would make such a face.’ 
 
    Still the same monomania, thought Markham compassionately. Still that ever-fixed mark. 
 
    Bissell looked frail, almost gaunt, with moth-eaten hair, but his nail beds were no longer torn and bloody. For a moment or two, it seemed as though a tree just visible through the barred window, its branches delicately dusted with snow, held more life and interest for him than the faces of the two policemen. Markham felt that only a thread connected him to the everyday world and it might snap at any moment… 
 
    Taking nothing for granted, the DI made the introductions. 
 
    ‘Of course I remember you, Inspector. And you too, Sergeant.’ He contemplated Noakes’s paunch with rueful amusement. ‘You know a teacher’s struggling when you watch him enter a ballet studio and see the stomach come in first.’ 
 
    Cheeky bugger. But the DS too was struck with pity as he observed the way Bissell ducked his head like a child that wanted to hide tears. 
 
    ‘Did we see you doing some barre work earlier?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Inspector.’ A faint gleam of reanimation. ‘I don’t want to forget my training… George used to call me Paddlefoot Bissell, but I always took class even after I stopped performing regularly… He was a hard taskmaster … would make us do one movement – tendu, glissade, grand battement – over and over again… It was so important to him to get it right… You were at his funeral, I think… Do you remember, when we left the church there were so many mourners outside waiting for the casket to come out that we had to twine our way down the stairs… There we were, unconsciously holding just hands as he had taught us and slowly winding down through people on the stairs as if in a ballet… I don’t think ballet was as important to anybody else as it was to him. Everybody else wanted to have a little life on the side.’ 
 
    A little life on the side. 
 
    ‘George told me, “For dance you have to see everywhere, everything, all the time. Look at the grass in the concrete when it’s broken, children and little dogs, and the ceiling and the roof. Your eyes are a camera and your brain is a filing cabinet”.’ 
 
    Horribly ironic, given that the poor wretch in front of them would never again be free from electronic surveillance, nor see the world except through bars. 
 
    ‘I know you miss George very much.’ The DI spoke with calm sincerity. 
 
    ‘Oh, there was some kind of black cat that ran between us for many years.’ 
 
    A stillness fell over the two policemen as they remembered the apparition in the tunnel. The riddle that had never been solved. The animal control search had yielded nothing and the search for the mysterious predator had been quietly abandoned. 
 
    ‘I see George in here sometimes… I can tell if he’s not pleased with my barre … that hard face of his appears and I just know there’s trouble somewhere.’ A wistful sigh. ‘He could do anything. His whole body spoke… He had such high standards.’ Suddenly, Bissell’s face held an intensity of anger, the dreaminess gone. ‘And now his legacy will be ruined… No-one will care… He knew it of course. I asked him once, “Where do you think your place is going to be?” And he said, “My place is with ghosts.”’ 
 
    Noakes’s discomfort was tangible. 
 
    Someone else was with them, almost as if this was a séance and they’d conjured him up between them. 
 
    A shadowy figure – lean and dark, with a hawk-like bony face. 
 
    ‘You feel it too, don’t you, Inspector?’ Bissell’s tone was gleeful. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ The DI opted for simplicity, which seemed to satisfy the other. 
 
    ‘George was very mystical. He used to insist, “God is real before me. Through Christ I know how God looks, I know His face, I know His beard, I know how He’ll talk, and I know that in the end we’ll go to God. That’s how I believe and it’s fantastic.”’ 
 
    As he thought of the icon-loving impresario, Markham could only hope that it was so. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Bissell chuckled. Startled, Noakes half-rose. 
 
    ‘Everything all right there, folks?’ 
 
    Sister Claire was watching from the nursing station. 
 
    The DS waved a beefy paw and sank back down. Bissell had barely registered the interruption, lost in reminiscence. 
 
    ‘When we did Nutcracker for ENB, at curtain time on opening night, none of the costumes for act two had arrived. It seemed as if we would have to end the performance at the interval. But Mr B just did a few nose twitches and said, “Don’t worry, I spoke to Tchaikovsky and they’ll be here.” Sure enough, the costumes began drifting in.’ 
 
    Bissell, who up till then had been talking a blue streak, suddenly appeared to run out of steam and fell silent. 
 
    Easy and apparently relaxed, Markham sat and waited. 
 
    After a few minutes, he appeared to recollect himself and with effort enquired, ‘How was George’s production, Inspector? Did the audience like it?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed they did, Mr Bissell. Some of the stage mechanics were a bit sticky—’ 
 
    ‘That’s always the way with Nutcracker.’ 
 
    ‘Just a few technical hiccoughs, but the dancing got a great reception.’ Having attended the opening night with Olivia, Markham could speak with conviction. 
 
    ‘What about Alexandra? Did she dazzle?’ 
 
    ‘Well, she took numerous curtain calls.’ 
 
    ‘Good girl,’ Bissell muttered as though to himself. ‘Good girl.’ And then, ‘Have you ever seen a crane in flight, Inspector? They’re magnificent birds with long necks and long legs… Their rear feathers are long and loose, and they flutter in the wind as the bird is landing. George always said Alexandra’s movement reminded him of a crane… She was incomparable in Firebird.’ 
 
    ‘The costumes were magnificent,’ Markham said with apparent casualness. 
 
    ‘Ah, Sheila always had things well in hand.’ Bissell’s face darkened. ‘Shouldn’t have been greedy, though … she’d have been a millstone round my neck forever.’ His expression was vague, unfocused. ‘I’ll make it up to her, though … take her to the Saint Petersburg for lunch… She’ll like that…’ 
 
    We’re losing him, Markham thought. Over at the nursing station, Sister Claire was pointing to her watch. 
 
    Bissell gathered his wandering wits. 
 
    ‘Brian was different. Not a mercenary bone in his body… And he had total respect for the maestro. He understood that you didn’t even have to have a personality provided you put yourself in George’s hands. If you were touched by God and could learn what Mr B had to teach, then you became the most wonderful thing in the world.’ He blinked round at the two policemen earnestly. ‘I did Brian a favour. He wanted to go. He wanted to be out of it.’ A dismissive wave of his hand at the world beyond the window. ‘He wanted to follow George.’ 
 
    Maybe so, but Isobel Kent bleeding didn’t. Nor did that pathetic nutter. 
 
    It was as though Noakes had said the words out loud. Bissell’s eyes were narrowed, as though he was seeing dangerous penumbras, shadows from the past. 
 
    ‘That bitch Kent made it all dirty,’ he said, spraying the two men with saliva in his vehemence. ‘George was a sort of a father figure and a mother figure and a brother to his ballerinas. It was a personal matter, and things aren’t done that way anymore… Sure, he had a sense of humour… If he wanted one of the girls to loosen up, he’d get me to whisper terrible things in her ear during rehearsal. But dance to him was a sacred thing… He would always say to them, “What’s wrong with now?” Some little whiny girl would stand there being lazy and he would say, “Why not now? Perhaps tomorrow you feel more comfortable about doing it, doing it tomorrow?” And she would say, “Yes,” and he would tell her, “Why? Now! Maybe you leave now and a bus – wham! Do it now! Don’t wait!”’ 
 
    There was something almost shocking in Eddie Bissell’s sudden fervour. Markham was never to forget the way in which he brought George Baranov right into that sterile place, so that he could almost hear the Russian’s ballet master’s imperious commands and the impatient click of his fingers. 
 
    ‘Then there was poor Roger.’ 
 
    Bissell’s eyes now had a strange kind of watery brightness and his fingers began plaiting the material of his sweater, half irresolutely, half passionately. His voice sank to a self-pitying whimper. 
 
    ‘Always spying and snooping… Hanging about Alexandra … poisoning her against me.’ 
 
    Then, with shocking triumphalism, ‘Well, I soon settled his hash.’ 
 
    Sister Claire was signalling again. Time to wind it up. 
 
    ‘We’re keeping you from class, Mr Bissell,’ the DI said easily. 
 
    ‘Yes, I must work on my tendus … all that movement so beautifully dovetailed, like lace.’ 
 
    His voice tailed off uncertainly. Then he stood up and offered his hand to the two men in turn. Noakes hardly knew where to look but the DI was as gracious as if the encounter had taken place in the peacock-blue and gold auditorium of the Royal. 
 
    ‘I think you understand, Inspector.’ Markham nodded gravely. ‘George had so much, he was like an ocean. The waves kept coming to him, waves of extraordinary creativity, always alive like an ocean…’ 
 
    He shuffled away from them back towards the other end of the lounge. 
 
    And then a remarkable transformation took place. 
 
    Bissell straightened as though pulled up by an invisible wire threaded through his skull and down his spine. His bearing became regal, his posture commanding. Eyes fixed upon someone or something in the corner of the room, he resumed his routine at the invisible barre… 
 
    ‘Jesus. Talk about creepy. Might as well have whipped out a freakin’ Ouija board and be done with it. Yakking away like that to Baranov. Jesus.’ 
 
    Markham frowned. He did not like profanity and in normal circumstances would have cut Noakes off at the knees. 
 
    But as they sat in the light and airy little hospital café over tea and Wagon Wheels, he was inclined to be lenient. 
 
    ‘I agree. Mr Baranov’s hold on his disciples appears even more potent now than it was when he was alive.’ 
 
    ‘All that stuff about God’s face and his beard. Jus’ like the Yorkshire Ripper spouting all that BS about having a divine mission… Creepy.’ 
 
    ‘All part of Bissell’s psychosis, Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘Roger the Dodger was on to him in the end… Reckon that bloke wasn’t such a barm cake after all.’ 
 
    Coming from Noakes, it was quite a concession. 
 
    ‘We didn’t get anything new from Bissell, Guv,’ the DS continued with gloomy relish. ‘It was all in his confession.’ 
 
    ‘True. But I’ll be taking a look at this treatment plan,’ Markham tapped a manila folder on the table in front of him, ‘and making my own recommendations.’ He sighed. ‘I owe it to Mr B to see that Eddie Bissell isn’t just left to moulder in the bin.’ 
 
    Noakes thought privately that if ever there was a case for throwing away the key, this was it. But the guvnor was funny like that. When he got a bee in his bonnet, nothing would budge him. And there was no denying this whole case had got under the boss’s skin. 
 
    Truth to tell, he was more than a bit spooked himself. With a pleasurable shudder, he dunked another biscuit. 
 
    That animal in the cellars… No-one at the theatre had admitted to knowing anything about it… So where had it come from and how had it got in there? 
 
    If it hadn’t attacked Bissell, he would have killed Alexandra Fairlie without a doubt. 
 
    Had George Baranov reached out from beyond the grave to save his porcelain princess? 
 
    The guvnor’s eyes were remote and he’d hardly touched his grub. 
 
    That was the trouble with your high-strung university types. They always let it get to them. P’raps the boss would chill out when they joined the ballet crowd in the pub later. Normally Noakes would’ve run a mile, but it was good community relations. And besides, Olivia would be there… 
 
    * 
 
    That afternoon in The Grapes, if Markham had not been otherwise engaged placing orders for drinks and food, Noakes’s behaviour would have amused him, the DS listening like a proud stage-parent as Olivia talked shop with Marguerite Aroldingen and the principals, while stagehands made merry in neighbouring booths with the corps and technical staff. A warm family spirit overspread the party as the golden flames of a crackling fire slowly dismembered its stack of logs. Even Ted Murphy wore an air of good cheer, sinking pints with an air of tipsy bonhomie. 
 
    None of the women could hold a candle to Olivia, Noakes thought, watching her delicate profile with its otherworldly beauty. Kate Burton looked plain as a pikestaff by the side of her. 
 
    Mind you, Burton could almost match Olivia when it came to all this ballet tarradiddle. He yawned surreptitiously. Give it another half hour or so and then he and Doyle could push off to the bar and talk football. Better not stay out too long, though. The missus would be agog to hear all about Bissell and the dancers. He patted his jacket pocket complacently. Just as well he’d remembered to get her those autographs. Had to be worth a few brownie points… 
 
    Later, over coffee, his responsibilities as host concluded, Markham listened as the ballet aficionados discussed the company’s Nutcracker. 
 
    ‘You and Ivan were amazing in that last duet,’ Olivia said shyly to Alexandra Fairlie. ‘The fish dive was spectacular, and I loved the way, at the end, the prince stood in an open arabesque with you balancing on his hips.’ 
 
    It had certainly been a remarkable performance, Markham reflected. Fairlie’s smile, both bashful and radiant, and her body, high-strung, palpitating with anticipation and romantic sensibility, had conveyed the heroine’s innocent wonderment with stunning panache. 
 
    The ballerina, elegant in a sequinned midi-dress, laughed. 
 
    ‘To tell you the truth, I was thinking so hard about Mr B that I forgot what steps I should be dancing and at one point I had to repeat myself twice. It felt like he had just tapped me on the shoulder to distract me… He always liked teasing us … setting tests, so it was as if he’d come back to play this little mental trick. I could imagine him hovering above me somewhere enjoying the moment, and saying, “How are you going to wriggle out of this?”’ 
 
    It was the first mention of Baranov, but it was as if the ice had been broken. 
 
    ‘I kept thinking of him too,’ Plucis admitted. ‘He told me I had to project authority. “Servants look up! Prince is above,” he used to say. “Everything else is beneath. Be light, on the balls of your feet. Let others be stuck on earth. You are a prince. Don’t run around like weightlifter in circus.”’ The Romanian grinned apologetically at his partner. ‘He nagged me to present you beautifully, “like a precious flower”, and keep my tantrums for later. “None of your Jekyll and Hyde, dear.”’ 
 
    Markham found himself warming to the young dancer. Tonight, the Romanian seemed somehow open and vulnerable, mellowed by the warmth and camaraderie, eager to swap jokes and anecdotes. 
 
    Why did I dislike him so much? he wondered. 
 
    But deep down he knew the answer. 
 
    He’d allowed himself to be blinded by prejudice. Hadn’t looked beneath the surface. It’s why he had never looked closely enough at Bissell… 
 
    As though she had mysteriously received permission to name him, the ballet mistress, draped in her characteristic flowing pastels, observed, ‘The lad who did Drosselmeyer was good, but Eddie did it better. Nobody could swirl a magician’s cloak like Eddie.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll never forget the way he held me in that tunnel.’ Fairlie shuddered. ‘It was like a horrible distortion of that pose in Lake – the one where Odette sinks against Siegfried so he can wrap his arms around her and take care of her.’ 
 
    Aroldingen’s dark eyes flared like anthracite coals. 
 
    ‘Maybe the signs were there from way back,’ she mused. ‘D’you remember when Isobel danced Odette for ENB and Eddie was Rothbart… The critics said afterwards that she never stopped being terrified of Rothbart, even in the prince’s arms … as if she could sense his presence … always wanting to look into the back corner to see if he was there, spying on them.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that was the version where Siegfried pulls off Rothbart’s owl head to reveal a skull of death. Like an omen,’ Fairlie said bleakly. ‘And there was that weird choreography Eddie did for ENB’s touring section – about a witch who traps lovers and changes them into birds… Audiences didn’t like it, so Mr B never took it into the repertory. Eddie was very bitter about that but Mr B said you couldn’t argue with box office…’ 
 
    For a moment, no-one spoke, the little group staring into the fire as if laid under a spell. 
 
    The silence was broken by Olivia. 
 
    ‘Nutcracker was marvellous,’ she said with obvious sincerity. ‘Your knobbly little boys did a great job as the toy soldiers… I loved the fact that the ballet wasn’t coated with syrup … those sinister bald-stomached rats were so much better than the furry mice you usually see in a traditional show.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Kate Burton was swift to agree, taking up the conversational baton from Olivia as if they were a well-practised tag team. ‘And it was a brilliant touch turning all the party guests into bats.’ 
 
    Gradually the tension ebbed. From nearby booths, the sound of laughter rose and fell. 
 
    ‘The audience really loved it.’ There was relief in Aroldingen’s voice. 
 
    ‘At the end, the noise was incredible.’ Plucis sounded awed. ‘It roared up and over us like enormous waves crashing against rocks.’ 
 
    Markham remembered Eddie Bissell comparing George Baranov to the mighty ocean. 
 
    But now the tide had gone out forever. 
 
    ‘Your stand-in ballerina turned in a tremendous performance,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Yes … Daria Bessmertnova. I’m not sure we could have salvaged the show without her,’ the ballet mistress concurred. ‘She’s off dancing in Russia now… They’re bound to love her… With those quick-twitch muscles and slender bones, she can achieve feats even the Bolshoi will boggle at!’ 
 
    There was a ripple of laughter. 
 
    ‘Brian would have loved her,’ Fairlie said softly. ‘He was a sucker for anyone with feather feet.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s raise a glass to him,’ Plucis said suddenly. 
 
    The toast was drunk and then, ‘Now for Mr B.’ 
 
    ‘I feel he’s right here with us.’ Aroldingen gave a shaky laugh. She looked round the little circle. ‘D’you remember what an awkward customer he could be whenever we had dinner with him after a performance?’ 
 
    ‘God yes.’ Plucis laughed. ‘There was that time Brian was in charge of the drink. He brought two or three kinds of wine along. Mr B looked at the bottle. He didn’t taste it, just looked at the bottle and the year, and said, “Well, maybe in a year’s time.” Poor Brian nearly dropped the bottle. So, he brought out the next one and Mr B opened that and tasted it. I guess it was okay.’ The dancer’s expression was affectionate, all hostility gone. ‘When I started out with the company, I couldn’t take my eyes off Mr B’s nose. That nervous twitch of his! Sniffing away non-stop, mouth playing second fiddle to his nose and the cigarettes moving from fingers to mouth to ashtray, non-stop … well, at least until he went on his health kick.’ 
 
    ‘Eddie was right about one thing.’ Fairlie’s gaze was meditative. ‘Mr B will never grow old now… He would’ve hated that… “If I can’t move, I can’t choreograph. I’ll be finished.” That’s what he always used to say, and he meant it.’ Dreamily, she added, ‘I wonder where he is now.’ 
 
    ‘In heaven,’ Aroldingen said firmly. ‘I remember my nephew’s christening. Mr B was his godfather… The priest asked if he wanted a Russian Bible to read a long prayer and Mr B said, “No, no, I know.” So, he started off in Russian, and then suddenly he stopped. It seems that he said one word wrong. He realized his mistake, so he went back to the beginning and started all over again, and went right through to the end. Afterwards the priest said, “What is this? Do you want my job?”’ 
 
    Another ripple of laughter and another toast. 
 
    Sheila Bloom and Isobel Kent were not forgotten. ‘They’re family,’ Fairlie said simply, and in her eyes Markham read absolution for past wrongs. 
 
    Finally, George Baranov’s favourite ballerina gave one last pledge. 
 
    ‘To Roger,’ she said. ‘To our most faithful fan.’ 
 
    With one voice, they chorused, ‘To Roger.’ 
 
      
 
    It was late when Olivia and Markham finally left the pub hand in hand. 
 
    Markham filled his lungs with cold air and looked straight up at the ice blue canopy overhead. The sky was alive with a million quiet stars and a moon frozen like a sylph’s white wing. 
 
    ‘Mr B, we salute you,’ he said. ‘A memorable final curtain.’ 
 
    His girlfriend gazed at the stars above. 
 
    Final curtain. 
 
    Somehow, Mr B, I don’t think so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Glossary of English Slang for US readers 
 
    A & E: Accident and emergency department in a hospital 
 
    Aggro: Violent behaviour, aggression 
 
    Air raid: an attack in which bombs are dropped from aircraft on ground targets 
 
    Allotment: a plot of land rented by an individual for growing fruit, vegetable or flowers 
 
    Anorak: nerd (it also means a waterproof jacket) 
 
    Artex: textured plaster finish for walls and ceilings 
 
    A Level: exams taken between 16 and 18 
 
    Auld Reekie: Edinburgh 
 
    Au pair: live-in childcare helper. Often a young woman. 
 
    Barm: bread roll 
 
    Barney: argument 
 
    Beaker: glass or cup for holding liquids 
 
    Beemer: BMW car or motorcycle 
 
    Benefits: social security 
 
    Bent: corrupt 
 
    Bin: wastebasket (noun), or throw in rubbish (verb) 
 
    Biscuit: cookie 
 
    Blackpool Lights: gaudy illuminations in seaside town 
 
    Bloke: guy 
 
    Blow: cocaine 
 
    Blower: telephone 
 
    Blues and twos: emergency vehicles 
 
    Bob: money 
 
    Bobby: policeman 
 
    Broadsheet: quality newspaper (New York Times would be a US example) 
 
    Brown bread: rhyming slang for dead 
 
    Bun: small cake 
 
    Bunk: do a bunk means escape 
 
    Burger bar: hamburger fast-food restaurant 
 
    Buy-to-let: Buying a house/apartment to rent it out for profit 
 
    Charity Shop: thrift store 
 
    Carrier bag: plastic bag from supermarket 
 
    Care Home: an institution where old people are cared for 
 
    Car park: parking lot 
 
    CBeebies: kids TV 
 
    Chat-up: flirt, trying to pick up someone with witty banter or compliments 
 
    Chemist: pharmacy 
 
    Chinwag: conversation 
 
    Chippie: fast-food place selling chips and other fried food 
 
    Chips: French fries but thicker 
 
    CID: Criminal Investigation Department 
 
    Civvy Street: civilian life (as opposed to army) 
 
    Clock: punch 
 
    Cock-up: mess up, make a mistake 
 
    Cockney: a native of East London 
 
    Common: an area of park land/ or lower class 
 
    Comprehensive School (Comp.): High school 
 
    Cop hold of: grab 
 
    Copper: police officer 
 
    Coverall: coveralls, or boiler suit 
 
    CPS: Crown Prosecution Service, decide whether police cases go forward 
 
    Childminder: someone who looks after children for money 
 
    Council: local government 
 
    Dan Dare: hero from Eagle comic 
 
    DC: detective constable 
 
    Deck: one of the landings on a floor of a tower block 
 
    Deck: hit (verb) 
 
    Desperate Dan: very strong comic book character 
 
    DI: detective inspector 
 
    Digestive biscuit: plain cookie 
 
    Digs: student lodgings 
 
    Do a runner: disappear 
 
    Do one: go away 
 
    Doc Martens: Heavy boots with an air-cushioned sole 
 
    Donkey’s years: long time 
 
    Drum: house 
 
    DS: detective sergeant 
 
    ED: accident and emergency department of hospital 
 
    Eagle: boys’ comic 
 
    Early dart: to leave work early 
 
    Eggy soldiers: strips of toast with a boiled egg 
 
    Enforcer: police battering ram 
 
    Estate: public/social housing estate (similar to housing projects) 
 
    Estate agent: realtor (US) 
 
    Falklands War: war between Britain and Argentina in 1982 
 
    Fag: cigarette 
 
    Father Christmas: Santa Claus 
 
    Filth: police (insulting) 
 
    Forces: army, navy, and air force 
 
    FMO: force medical officer 
 
    Fried slice: fried bread 
 
    Fuzz: police 
 
    Garda: Irish police 
 
    Gendarmerie: French national police force 
 
    Geordie: from Newcastle 
 
    Garden Centre: a business where plants and gardening equipment are sold 
 
    Gob: mouth/ can also mean phlegm or spit 
 
    GP: general practitioner, a doctor based in the community 
 
    Graft: hard work 
 
    Gran: grandmother 
 
    Hancock: Tony Hancock, English comedian popular in 1950s 
 
    Hard nut: tough person 
 
    HGV: heavy goods vehicle, truck 
 
    HOLMES: UK police computer system used during investigation of major incidents 
 
    Home: care home for elderly or sick people 
 
    Hoover: vacuum cleaner 
 
    I’ll be blowed: expression of surprise 
 
    Inne: isn’t he 
 
    Interpol: international police organisation 
 
    Into care: a child taken away from their family by the social services 
 
    Iron Lady: Margaret Thatcher, applied to any strong woman 
 
    ITU: intensive therapy unit in hospital 
 
    Jane Doe: a person whose identity is unknown/anonymous 
 
    JCB: a mechanical excavator 
 
    Jerry-built: badly made 
 
    Jungle: nickname given to migrant camp near Calais 
 
    Lad: young man 
 
    Lass: young woman 
 
    Lift: elevator 
 
    Lord Lucan: famous aristocrat who allegedly killed his children’s nanny and disappeared in 1974. Has never been found. 
 
    Lorry: a truck 
 
    Lovely jubbly: said when someone is pleased 
 
    Luftwaffe: German air force 
 
    M&S: Marks and Spencer, a food and clothes shop 
 
    Miss Marple: detective in a series of books by Agatha Christie 
 
    MOD: ministry of defence 
 
    Mobile phone: cell phone 
 
    MP: Member of Parliament, politician representing an area 
 
    MRSA: A strain of antibiotic-resistant bacteria. 
 
    Myra Hindley: famous British serial killer 
 
    Naff: lame, not good 
 
    Naff all: none 
 
    National Service: compulsory UK military service, ended in 60s 
 
    Net curtains: a type of semi-transparent curtain 
 
    NHS: National Health Service, public health service of UK 
 
    Nick: police station (as verb: to arrest) 
 
    Nowt: nothing 
 
    Nutter: insane person 
 
    Nursery: a place which grows plants, shrubs and trees for sale (often wholesale) 
 
    Old bag: old woman (insulting) 
 
    Old Bill: police 
 
    OTT: over the top 
 
    Owt: anything 
 
    Pants: noun: underwear adjective: bad/rubbish/terrible 
 
    Para: paratrooper 
 
    Pay-as-you-go: a cell phone you pay for calls in advance 
 
    PC: police constable 
 
    Pear-shaped: go wrong 
 
    Petrol: gasoline 
 
    Pictures: movie 
 
    Pillbox: a concrete building, partly underground, used as an outpost defence 
 
    Pillock: fool 
 
    Pips: police insignia indicating rank 
 
    Piss off: as exclamation, go away (rude). Also can mean annoy. 
 
    Pissing down: raining 
 
    Playing field: sports field 
 
    Pleb: ordinary person (often insulting) 
 
    Portakabin: portable building used as temporary office etc. 
 
    Post: mail 
 
    Planning Department: the local authority department which issues licences to build and develop property 
 
    PNC: police national computer 
 
    PSNI: police service of Northern Ireland 
 
    Prat: silly idiot 
 
    Premier League: top English soccer division 
 
    Proms: concerts held at the Albert Hall 
 
    Public Analyst: scientists who perform chemical analysis for public protection purposes 
 
    RAF: Royal Air Force 
 
    Rag: newspaper 
 
    Ram-raiding: robbery where a vehicle is rammed through a shop window 
 
    Randy: horny 
 
    Recce: reconnaissance 
 
    Red Adair: famous oil well firefighter 
 
    Resus: resuscitation room 
 
    Right state: messy 
 
    Ring: telephone (verb) 
 
    Roadworks: repairs done to roads 
 
    Rozzers: police 
 
    RSPB: Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
 
    RTC: road traffic collision 
 
    RV: rendezvous point 
 
    Royal Engineers: British army corps dealing with military engineering etc. 
 
    Rugger: rugby (posh American football) 
 
    Sarge: sergeant 
 
    SCO19: Specialist Crime and Operations Specialist Firearms Command 
 
    Scrote: low life 
 
    Section: to have someone committed to a mental hospital under UK mental health laws 
 
    Semi: Semi-detached house, house with another house joined to it on one side only 
 
    Shedload: a large amount 
 
    Shop: store 
 
    Shout the odds: talk in a loud bossy way 
 
    Sickie: day off work pretending to be ill 
 
    Sixth-form college: school for high school students in final two years. 
 
    SIO: senior investigating officer 
 
    Skell: tramp or homeless person 
 
    Skip: a large open container used for building waste 
 
    Slapper: slag 
 
    Smackhead: heroin addict 
 
    Snout: police informer 
 
    SOCO: scene-of-crime officer 
 
    Sod: an annoying person 
 
    Sort: to do or make 
 
    Solicitor: lawyer 
 
    Sparky: electrician 
 
    Spook: spy 
 
    Spuds: potatoes 
 
    Squaddie: a soldier of low rank 
 
    Stunner: beautiful woman 
 
    Super: superintendent (police rank) 
 
    Surveyor: someone who examines land and buildings professionally 
 
    Sweeting: endearment, like sweetheart 
 
    Tabloid: newspaper 
 
    Tea: Dinner (Northern English) 
 
    Tea towel: drying cloth 
 
    Till: cash register 
 
    Tip: a mess 
 
    Tipsy: a bit drunk 
 
    Top himself: commit suicide 
 
    Torch: flashlight 
 
    Tutor: university teacher 
 
    Tower block: tall building containing apartments (usually social housing) 
 
    Twoc: steal a car, often just for joyriding 
 
    Upmarket: affluent or fancy 
 
    Wacky baccy: cannabis 
 
    Wally: silly person 
 
    War Cry: Salvation Army magazine 
 
    Wash: the washing machine 
 
    Water board: company supplying water to an area 
 
    White van man: typical working-class man who drives a small truck 
 
    WI: Women’s Institute, organisation of women in UK for social/cultural activity 
 
    Widow’s weeds: black clothes worn by a widow in mourning 
 
    Wilco: will comply i.e. yes 
 
    Wrinklies: old people 
 
    Yellowbelly: native of Lincolnshire 
 
    Yob: a rude or aggressive youth or person 
 
    Yorkie bar: type of chocolate bar 
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