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Bad form… When Corinne Blakely, a grande dame of international ballroom dancing, is

poisoned, the dance community—including champion dancer Stacy Graysin—is left in an

uproar. Corinne was penning a tell-all memoir, but now her secrets might well remain hidden,

just as the killer perhaps intended.The victim’s dance card was full of people who might have

wanted her silenced, if not dead. But when Maurice, a ballroom instructor at Stacy’s dance

studio Graysin Motion, becomes the prime suspect, she has no choice but to waltz in and take

the lead in another murder investigation.Clearing Maurice’s name by finding the real killer is

going to be harder than a running spin turn. But there’s one thing Stacy knows for sure—she’s

not about to let the murderer dance away scot-free.  

About the AuthorElla Barrick is the author of the Ballroom Dance Mystery series, including The

Homicide Hustle, Dead Man Waltzing, and Quickstep to Murder. She and her husband tried

ballroom dancing and had to admit they will not be mistaken for the next Fred Astaire and

Ginger Rogers. They still enjoy spectating at ballroom dance competitions and live in Colorado

with their children and pets. --This text refers to the mass_market edition.
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Chapter 1“One, two, three, one, two, three,” I counted, landing heavily on the downbeat for the

six elderly couples waltzing around me in my ballroom as rush-hour traffic honked outside in

the Old Town Alexandria streets. “Waltzing” was a bit of an exaggeration, since collisions and

missteps marred what should have been the graceful flow of the dance. Four of the six couples,

though, were beginners, friends from a retirement community who had recently signed up for

lessons, and I had hopes they would improve.“Keep your frame up,” I suggested, nudging one

large man between the shoulder blades. He drew his shoulders back stiffly; all he needed was

a blindfold to look like a prisoner facing a firing squad.“Better.” I sighed, thinking we could work

on relaxing and getting into the feel of the waltz in another couple of weeks. This was only their

second lesson.A short, plump woman in her seventies stopped moving, causing her even older

partner to stumble. Mildred Kensington had been taking lessons at Graysin Motion for months,

but hadn’t shown much improvement. Still, she arrived each week with a sunny, pink-lipsticked

smile and lots of energy, frequently with a new friend or two in tow. I had a soft spot for the

spunky old lady. “Can you show us how to turn again, Stacy?” she asked.“Of course.” I glanced

toward the door, wondering for the third time where Maurice was. He was supposed to be

coteaching this class with me, and it was totally unlike him to forget a class. Closing in on

seventy, I suspected, although he looked ten years younger, Maurice Goldberg had worked as

a cruise ship dance host before I hired him away to teach at Graysin Motion, my ballroom

dance studio in Old Town Alexandria, Virginia, just outside the nation’s capital.Selecting the

least rhythm-challenged of the men, I led him through the steps several times before

encouraging the group to try it again. “Weight on your right foot when you offer your partner

your left hand,” I reminded the men as I cued up the Strauss CD.“Hoover would pick this up

faster than I am,” Mildred complained after another circuit of the room.Hearing his name, the

Great Dane lifted his head and pricked his ears forward. White with black splotches, he usually

lay quietly in a pool of sunlight under a window when Mildred came to the studio. No one had

ever complained about him and I liked having him around, so he’d become almost a studio

mascot. I gave him a surreptitious pat as I passed him, and he thumped his black tail on the

floor, not, unfortunately, in tempo.“Stop that, Hoover,” Mildred complained. “You’re throwing me

off the beat.”The class ended fifteen minutes later and the group lingered, poking fun at one

another’s dancing as good friends do. The words “elephant,” “rhino,” and “diplodocus” occurred

frequently. The early June sun still rode high at six o’clock and laid a yellow sunbeam road

where it streamed through the street-facing windows onto the wood floor. Some of the boards

showed blackened strips where a fire had charred them a couple months back. I’d asked my

refinisher to save the boards, if at all possible, because they were original to the Federal-era

town home my great-aunt Laurinda had left me. He’d had to replace some of the more heavily



damaged planks, but many of them were the very boards James Madison might have trodden

when the house belonged to his cousin.Urging the group to practice at home during the week, I

shooed them out the door by my office. It led to an exterior staircase that allowed ballroom

students to come up to my second-floor dance studio without going through my living quarters

on the first floor. A darn fine arrangement. Before Great-aunt Laurinda had left me the house

and I’d opened my own studio, I’d lived in an apartment nearly an hour from where I taught and

danced, and the hideous commute had left me alternately drained and homicidal.I had barely

closed the door behind the seniors when a brief knock sounded. Unusual . . . most students

and the instructors walked right in. I opened the door and stood dumbstruck at the sight of the

man standing on the small square landing.“Detective Lissy,” I finally said. “To what do I owe

the”—imposition, intrusion, nuisance—“honor?”The man pursed his stretchy, too-red lips and

crossed the threshold. Comb furrows tracked through his thinning, dishwater-colored hair, and

his head seemed slightly too big for his thin neck. He wore an immaculate suit and a bland tie.

He straightened the knot and the gesture slammed me back two months to when he had

wanted to arrest me for shooting Rafe Acosta, my dance partner, coowner of Graysin Motion,

and former fiancé. I shivered.“Ms. Graysin.” Lissy acknowledged me with a sour smile.“I’m

guessing you’re not here for the Latin class?” I said.“Astute of you.” He stepped farther into the

narrow hallway and I backed toward my office. “Actually, I’m looking for Mr. Maurice Goldberg

and thought I might find him here.”“Maurice?” What in the world could the police want with

Maurice? “I haven’t seen him this evening. Have you tried his house?”“Now, why didn’t I think

of that?” Lissy said with mock dismay. He passed me and poked his head into the ballroom.I

followed, becoming a little annoyed. “I told you he wasn’t here,” I said. “Why do you need to find

him?”“It looks much better than the last time I saw it,” Lissy said, ignoring my question. “I like

the new drapes.” He gestured to the ivory velvet drapes I’d hung to replace the curtains

incinerated by the fire. “Elegant.”His critique of my decorating efforts didn’t distract me. “Why do

you want Maurice?”“You don’t mind if I look around?” Lissy started for the smaller room at the

back of the house that we called the “studio” to distinguish it from the “ballroom.”“Actually, I do,”

I said, stepping in front of him. “Unless you have a search warrant.” Being a murder suspect

had taught me a few things.Lissy stopped, looking down his sharp nose at me. He was only a

few inches taller than my five-foot-six, but he still managed to look down on me. It was an

attitude thing more than a physical thing. The way the light from the hallway sconces hit him, I

could see every little freckle across his cheeks and earlobes. “You don’t have anything to hide,

do you, Ms. Graysin?”I balled my hands on my hips. “Tell me why you want Maurice, or say

good night.”“Perhaps you know Corinne Blakely?” he asked, watching me closely.I nodded.

Who in the ballroom world didn’t know Corinne Blakely, the grande dame of American ballroom

dancing, a former champion, teacher, judge, and competition organizer who was leading the

push for ballroom dancing to be admitted as an Olympic sport?“I thought so.” He made it sound

like I’d admitted something criminal.“Good night, Detective,” I said, leading him back toward the

door.His voice came from just behind me. “Perhaps you haven’t heard that she’s dead?”I

whirled to face him. “No!”“Yes.”“How?” Corinne must have been in her seventies; maybe she’d

had a heart attack. But that wouldn’t explain Lissy’s presence. I cringed inwardly, awaiting his

answer.“Murdered.”

Chapter 2Detective Lissy and I stared at each other for a moment, my green eyes meeting his

gray ones. Apparently, neither of us wanted to be the first to speak, so the M-word dangled in

the silence between us. I cracked first. I frequently wish I had more self-control, but my

impulses rule me more often than not.“What happened?”“That’s what we’d like to talk to Mr.



Goldberg about,” Lissy said. Putting an index finger to the framed dance photo on the wall, he

straightened it with a little push.“Why Maurice?”“He was lunching with her when she collapsed.

He brought her to the emergency room.”Relief flitted through me. “Well, there! If he took her to

the ER, he couldn’t have wanted her dead. And if she keeled over while they were eating,

maybe it was a heart attack or a stroke. Maybe”—I tried to think of medical conditions that

resulted in sudden death—“an aneurysm.”“You’ve acquired a medical degree since we last

spoke?” Lissy asked, gently sarcastic.I glared at him.He moved toward the door. “If you see or

speak to Mr. Goldberg, please let him know that I’d like to talk to him at his earliest

convenience.” He put a dig in the last word. “It’s in his best interest to explain his . . .

disappearance from the hospital as soon as possible.”“Of course,” I said, holding the door wide.

“Good-bye.” I couldn’t make myself go with a polite, Nice to see you again.“I’m sure we’ll chat

soon.” He stepped onto the landing and turned to give me a look. He was the kind of man who

should’ve had a fedora; he had a 1950s kind of air about him, despite the modern clothes.

“Don’t go sticking your nose into this case,” he said. “And you don’t need to bother with that

‘Who, me?’ look. Remember what happened last time.” He started down the stairs with a heavy

tread.“I caught a murderer and cleared my name,” I called after him.He didn’t reply, just lifted a

hand in farewell or dismissal, and strode toward his car parked at the curb. It was up to me to

add in a whisper, “And got shot and got my studio set on fire.”* * *Locking the shiny new dead

bolt after him and turning out the lights in my office and the ballroom, I walked to the end of the

hall where a door marked, PRIVATE, led downstairs to my living quarters. Going downstairs

was a bit like leaving the twenty-first century to enter the 1930s; I didn’t have money for new

furniture or redecorating, so everything was as it had been when Aunt Laurinda lived here. A

fusty lavender velvet settee was near the marble fireplace in the “parlor,” as my great-aunt

called it. Scattered about the room were a tarnished silver bowl and porcelain knickknacks, and

old-fashioned paintings in heavy frames, including one of Aunt Laurinda as a 1923 debutante.

The kitchen was no better, with its mismatched appliances, cracking linoleum floor, and

turquoise-tiled countertops, the result of a misguided redecorating experiment in the 1960s. As

soon as I had money to spare—in another decade or so—I was redoing the kitchen.Finding

some leftover salmon from last night’s dinner in the rounded front fridge that Aunt Laurinda

probably bought when the Beatles first stormed the States, I worried about Maurice. He was

not a murderer. No way. Detective Lissy, as usual, had the wrong end of the stick. I thought how

pathetic it was that I could attach the phrase “as usual” to a murder investigation. Considering I

lived in an upscale area that I couldn’t hope to have afforded without my aunt’s bequest, I’d

come into contact with a lot of homicide cases recently. Okay, two might not count as “a lot” to

a police officer, but it seemed like two too many to me.Washing my plate in the sink—no

dishwasher—I put it in the dish drainer to dry, trying to think where Maurice might be. If he’d

been lunching with Corinne Blakely when she fell ill, and had taken her to the hospital, where

would he be now? He didn’t have a wife, or any kids that I knew about, so he hadn’t taken

refuge with family. I trusted that Detective Lissy had checked at his house, so he apparently

wasn’t there. I tried to put myself in Maurice’s place. If I’d seen my lunch partner pitch facedown

into the bouillabaisse and had to hang around an ER that smelled of various body fluids,

desperation, and nose-singeing cleaners, I’d need a drink.I’d met Maurice once, shortly before

I hired him, at a little pub around the corner from his house. I thought I could find it again,

although I couldn’t quite remember the name. The Fox and Hen? Fox and Hound? I was pretty

sure it was something to do with foxes. Pulling the ponytail elastic from my blond hair, I shook it

free, ran a brush through it, and changed out of my dance gear into capris, a tank top, and gold

sandals. A shower might’ve been a good idea, too, after three hours of back-to-back classes,



but I didn’t want to take the time. Within seven minutes, I was out the back door and getting into

my yellow Volkswagen Beetle parked under the carport that abutted my tiny courtyard.* *

*Maurice lived west of Old Town proper, in an area dominated by streets named for trees:

Linden, Maple, Cedar. Starting from his house on Walnut Street, which had a patrol car parked

in front of it—very subtle—I circled the area, searching for the pub. I finally located the Fox and

Muskrat on a corner four blocks from Maurice’s place. The parking looked to be on the street,

so I found a spot and slid into it, then walked back. The pub anchored a block of stores

dropped into the middle of a residential area. Mature trees overhung cracked sidewalks, and

the stores, like the pub, all looked like they’d been open since the Woodstock era. I passed a

wine store, an antique books and maps shop, and a place selling fabric and sewing supplies

that had a lovely quilt patterned with stylized mountains in the window.A wooden sign with a

top hat–wearing fox poking his cane at a weaselly-looking muskrat swung from a wooden arm

over the pub’s door. Why a muskrat? I craned my neck to study the sign, but had to move aside

when a patron exited the bar, letting a burp of air-conditioning escape. I caught the door before

it could close and went in.The place smelled like cigarettes, even though Virginia had a no-

smoking law on the books. It took me two seconds to realize the odor wasn’t new; it seeped

from the walls, the beamed ceiling, and the wooden floors. In the fifties and sixties, probably

every drinker in the place had a cigarette going, and the smoke had, over time, sunk into every

fiber of wood in the place. My fascinated mind wondered whether smoke from one of the

founding fathers’ pipes still lingered here.A small place, the Fox and Muskrat was picturesque

veering toward shoddy. It could have been transported in its entirety from an English roadside,

complete with pint glasses, snug booths, and scarred oak tables. The dim glow from electric

candles centered on each table provided insufficient illumination, and two big-screen TVs over

the bar didn’t help much. Two men tossed darts in a desultory way on the far side of the bar.

Once my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I spotted Maurice on a stool at the end of the bar, a half-

empty yard of ale in front of him, his gaze lifted to the nearest television, where an obscure

channel broadcast a cricket match.I made my way past a group of thirtyish men arguing about

whether Bud or Miller Lite commercials were funnier. They paused, midargument, to eye me as

I passed. I ignored them, used to the attention. When you’re blond, stacked, and move like a

dancer, men tend to notice you. I slid onto the stool beside Maurice and said, “Hey.”After a too-

long moment, he lowered his gaze from the television to note my presence. It took another

moment before he said, “Anastasia.”No matter how hard I try, I can’t convince him to leave off

calling me by my real name and use Stacy like everyone else does. He blinked twice, looking

perplexed by my presence, and I began to wonder how many yards of ale he’d already

drunk.“Fascinating game,” I said, nodding toward the TV.“I don’t understand a single thing

about it,” he said, eyes cutting back toward the screen.Ordering a glass of chardonnay from the

middle-aged, aproned bartender, I studied Maurice. Although garbed in a double-breasted

blazer and tailored slacks, he looked less dapper than usual. A lock of Brylcreemed white hair

drooped onto his forehead, his shirt looked tired, and even his perpetual George Hamilton tan

looked washed-out. Stripped of his usual élan, he seemed a stranger.“Sooo,” I said when my

wine appeared. “I heard Corinne Blakely died today.”He turned his head to look at me and

swayed on the stool. I reached out an arm to steady him. “I’m not drunk,” he said with the

careful diction of someone who was drunk.“You have a right to be,” I assured him.“Rinny

Blakely died,” he said, as if I hadn’t just mentioned it.“I know.”“We were having lunch and then

—” His head flopped toward his chest, and for a moment I thought he had passed out. Then I

realized he was demonstrating what had happened with Corinne. He snapped his head upright.

“Then she slumped over and fell out of her chair. I didn’t know what to do.” Taking a swallow of



his beer, he wiped at a smudge on the bar with his elbow.I took advantage of his distraction to

order a couple of coffees from the bartender, who nodded her graying head approvingly. “What

did you do?” I asked Maurice.He rubbed a finger against his prominent nose. “They have very

effishun—efficient—waiters at the Swallow,” he said. “They called for an ambulansh—

ambulance—but I lifted Rinny and carried her to the hospital. She weighs less now than when

we danced together forty years ago.”“You carried her to the hospital?” No wonder the man

looked gray and weary. “How far was it?”“Couple blocksh.”Setting our coffees in front of us, the

bartender told me, “You’d be doing your grandfather a favor to take him home. He doesn’t

usually put it away like this, if you know what I mean. Bad day?” She waited for me to fork over

some good gossip.“You could say that.”Disappointed by my discretion, she drifted to the other

end of the bar to wait on new customers. Everyone in here looked like regulars, I thought as

she greeted them by name. I sipped my coffee and Maurice followed suit, not even seeming to

notice that his beer had disappeared. Maybe he’d pickled his taste buds. We sat in silence,

finishing our coffees. Maurice set his mug on the counter with a snap, and looked at me, his

eyes less bleary than earlier.“Anastasia, what are you doing here?”“Looking for you.”His brow

crinkled. “What on earth for?”“I heard you were with Corinne Blakely when she died,” I hedged,

“and I thought you might need a friend.” I didn’t think he was in any condition to hear the police

were after him.He gave me a sad smile. “I don’t have a lot of friends. It’s hard to keep in touch

when you’re cruising to the Bahamas one week, Mexico the next. New passengers every week

or ten days. You start getting to know someone, to like someone, and they’re disembarking with

a ‘We’ll have to keep in touch’ you know they don’t mean. It’s not that they don’t like you; it’s

that the cruise was a fantashy world, and once they’re back in their real world, going to library

board meetings and working with Meals on Wheels and keeping the grandkids for the

weekend . . . well, it’s hard to shtay—stay—in touch.”I hadn’t thought much about what life as a

cruise dance host would be like, but his words painted a picture more lonely than glamorous.

“You didn’t always work on a cruise ship.”“No.” He seemed disinclined to discuss his earlier life.I

helped him down from the bar stool, relieved that he could stand on his own. “Let’s get you

home.” I remembered the cop waiting outside his place. “On second thought, why don’t you

come home with me for the night? You can sleep in the guest room.” I thought I’d changed the

sheets on the guest bed after my brother, Nick, visited three months ago.“That’s very kind of

you, Anastasia.”Several patrons called good-nights to Maurice as we left. The fresh air outside

perked him up a bit and we walked the couple blocks to my car without incident. He dozed off

on the way back to my place, but woke easily when I tapped his shoulder. “We’re here.”Inside, I

heated a bowl of soup for him, pretty sure he hadn’t eaten since his lunch with Corinne, and

remade the bed while he ate. By the time I returned to the kitchen, he was sitting straighter and

finishing a big glass of water.“My head is going to ache abominably in the morning,” he said

with a rueful smile.“I expect so.”He looked around the kitchen and said, “I shouldn’t impose. I

can go home, Anastasia.”“You might not want to do that.” When he looked a question at me, I

explained about the police looking for him.His brows climbed toward his hairline in

astonishment. “For me? The police think I had something to do with Corinne’s

death?”“Apparently.”“That’s preposterous!”“Detective Lissy thinks it’s suspicious that you

‘disappeared’—his word—from the hospital.”“Disappeared? I sat in the waiting room for over an

hour, until I gathered that the doctors had been unable to resuscitate Corinne, that she had

passed. In truth, I think she was gone from the moment she hit the floor at the restaurant. I

went straight to the Fox and Muskrat and I’ve been sitting there ever since, drowning my

sorrows, you might say.” He stopped abruptly. “Why do the police care about a heart attack,

anyway?”“They think she was murdered.”“Ridiculous,” he said forcefully. “How?”I realized



Detective Lissy hadn’t given me any details. “I don’t know.” They’d been lunching, she’d keeled

over. . . . “Poison?”The idea seemed to stun him.“What, exactly, happened? Did you pick her up

or did you arrive separately at the restaurant? Did anyone join you? What did you eat?”Maurice

rose and refilled his water glass from the tap. Leaning back against the sink, he took a long

swallow. “We arrived separately,” he said finally. “I was running errands and drove to the

Swallow from the library. Corinne was there, seated at a table, when I arrived. She looked

fabulous.”Corinne always looked fabulous. She had a slender Audrey Hepburn–ish figure that

looked marvelous in clothes, and thick, angel-wing white hair she always wore in a chignon.

Photos revealed she’d had the prematurely white hair from her early thirties. She favored suits

in clear pinks and reds and blues that flattered her complexion, and had a collection of shoes I

envied. I won’t even mention her extraordinary wardrobe of competition dresses. “Had she

eaten or drunk anything before you arrived?”“I don’t think so, although she’d ordered a bottle of

champagne.”“Quite the ritzy lunch,” I observed.“She wanted to celebrate. She’d signed a

contract for her book on very favorable terms, and she wanted to celebrate.”“What book?”“A

memoir. I believe she was calling it Step by Step.”“So what happened then?”“I kissed her and

sat and we had some champagne.”“Both of you?”He nodded.Scratch the champagne as the

poison source, I thought.Without further cue from me, Maurice continued. “We talked for a

while before ordering—and then I ordered the ginger-squash soup and the portabella-spinach

ravioli. Corinne had a salad and an asparagus–goat cheese quiche, if I recall correctly. We

shared a slice of a flourless chocolate torte for dessert.”
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and too much information. I loved the book and have bought all 3. The author writes endings

that have all been surprises.”

dog lover, “dog lover. Another great cozy mystery series - this one involving ballroom dancing.

I've read the first two books in this series andI love it. i can't wait for the next book in the series

to come out.”

C.A., “Great book. Great book! Held your interest and hard to put down. This a good author

and I look forward to other of her books.”
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Alice Ghilino, “Neat book. A good author. I did enjoy this book. I read it on kindle. I do give a 5

star rating very often.”

Jane Myers Perrine, “Lots of fun. I really like the ballroom dance series. I've learned a great

deal about ballroom dancing and competition within a very intreresting story with a great

heroine.”

Stephanie Cottage, “Five Stars. Loved this book”

D. Fowler, “This dazzling mystery is as fun, peppy, and as delightfully complicated as a

ballroom-rumba!. Anastasia "Stacy" Graysin was once again back on the job teaching an

assortment of dance classes with her partner, Maurice Goldberg, in her ballroom dance studio,

Graysin Motion. The memory of her dead, philandering former co-owner and ex-fiancé, Rafe

Acosta, was something she'd rather forget. He was long gone and hopefully soon forgotten,

but the memory of the thud of his body hitting her ballroom wall was almost as grating as the

sound of her "rhythm-challenged" dancers trying to do the cha-cha-chá when they were

supposed to be waltzing. Stacy woulda if she coulda murdered him, but alas the job thankfully

fell to someone else.Detective Lissy, who'd been anxious to pin that murder on Stacy, suddenly

appeared in the studio and he wasn't looking for dance lessons ... he was looking for Maurice.

By some unfortunate coincidence, Maurice had been having lunch with Corinne Blakely, the

"grande dame of American ballroom dancing," when she collapsed and died. Corinne, who

was as discriminating in the love department as Zsa Zsa Gabor and had almost as many

husbands (including Maurice), had been poisoned. The thought of him murdering anyone was

simply ludicrous in anyone's book. Vitaly Voloshin, one of Stacy's dance partners claimed,

"You should proving." She didn't have a moment to waste.It seemed that Corinne had penned

one of those tell-all-leave-nothing-out memoirs entitled "Step by Step" and she wasn't

discussing ballroom dancing. Marco Ingelido, a supposed lover of Corinne's, suddenly became

highly interested in the manuscript as were several other people, including those husbands of

hers. Greta Monk, who couldn't dance, but could dole out hubby's money, had a "starring role

in her upcoming book," and was all in a dither. Grandson Turner Blakely was counting his

inheritance while the housekeeper, Mrs. Laughlin, was putting hers in a suitcase. Would

someone be willing to kill in order to get that manuscript? Would Stacy be able to prove

Maurice's innocence before he ended up in the slammer?This dazzling mystery is as fun,

peppy, and as delightfully complicated as a ballroom-rumba. Detective Lissy simply drifts off

into the background and more than capable Stacy takes charge of the investigation. Naturally,

as a girly girl, she often has to let down her chignon before she gets to work. Stacy definitely

gives new meaning to the term "woman sleuth" with her totally feminine, determined attitude

toward solving this whodunit. The light soap opera lilt to the tale with the twirling skirts and

skirmishes throughout the pages will keep the reader hungering for more. If you're looking for

a fun, relaxing cozy, look no further!This book courtesy of the publisher.”

The book by Ella Barrick has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 18 people have provided feedback.
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