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You can complain because roses have thorns,

Or you can rejoice because thorns have roses.


























​CHAPTER 1

AN INSISTENT BEEPING interrupted what had been a peaceful sleep. No dreams, no nightmares, just a delicious void of nothingness. How long had I been out? I tried to lift an eyelid, but neither played ball. Okay, I’d take things slowly. And as I waited for my body to catch up with my mind, I thought back to yesterday’s good news.

At midday, my little shop had received its first ever order from Hollywood. In all honesty, Velvet Jones wasn’t my favourite actress, but she’d bought six corsets. Six! And not the cheap ones either. “Queen of the Night” retailed at eight hundred pounds, and she wanted it in two different colours. The other four weren’t far off it. Suki, my best friend and assistant, had squealed loudly enough for the whole of Soho to hear then rushed out to buy cupcakes in eight different flavours.

And yes, we ate them all.

Still in the mood to celebrate when I finished work, I’d put on a party frock and caught the Tube to my sister’s apartment to surprise her with a bottle of wine and a takeaway. Oh, who was I kidding? Rose would have knocked back the wine, laughed at the idea of food, and then dragged me out to a bar. Wouldn’t she? I scrunched my eyes, doing my best to remember. Try as I might, I couldn’t recall getting to her place. Everything after the pervert who squeezed my bottom on his way out of the carriage at Stockwell was a blur.

Still, I must have got there, and we must have partied the night away. Why else would I feel this bad? My head throbbed as sensation came back, and aches pulsed through my muscles with every breath. Had Rose let me drink Southern Comfort again? She knew what that did to me.

My lungs felt squashed, sore, and as I struggled to take in air, something tickled the end of my nose. I wanted to wipe it away, but my hand refused to move, and when I tried to force it, a fresh wave of pain swept through me. That did it. With God as my witness, I was never touching alcohol again. I hadn’t felt so rough since that morning in college when I woke up on the couch with a blow-up unicorn, a lightsabre, and half a kebab.

I gave a delicate sniff. Well, at least I couldn’t smell vomit. Had I managed to keep one shred of dignity before passing out in my sister’s guest room? Because that was where I was, wasn’t it? I sniffed again. My sister’s flat always smelled like the Italian deli down below—the price she had to pay for cheap rent in a half-decent area. This room didn’t. Instead, the aromas of hand sanitiser and bleach lingered in my nostrils.

Come to think of it, this bed was much softer than her futon too. And what was that damn beeping?

I tried again with my eyes and succeeded in lifting one lid halfway. An expanse of white filled my vision, broken only by the harsh glare of a strip light. Unless Rose had decided to redecorate in the last two days, this wasn’t her apartment. Sweat popped through the pores on my back as I struggled to sit up, and my heart sped out of control. Where was I? The beeping hurried in sympathy, muffled by the blood whooshing in my ears. I managed to roll onto my left side, but not all the way. Something tugged at my right hand, and when I attempted to shake it off, a new noise started—a loud screech that made my teeth hurt.

Someone flung a door open, and it crashed into the wall behind, making me jump. Running footsteps got closer…closer…

“Miss? Are you awake?”

A female voice, but not my sister. Who the hell was she? I tried to ask, but my words didn’t work. My tongue felt too big for my mouth, a pair of old socks someone had stuffed in there as a cruel prank.

“Doctor’s on his way,” a second voice called.

Doctor? I didn’t need a doctor. I needed another twelve hours of sleep and maybe an aspirin.

“Lie still, Miss. Everything’ll be all right.”

Okay, I could manage that one. I leaned back, welcoming the softness of the pillow, and succumbed to the darkness once more.
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The beeping woke me again. Would I have more luck with my eyes this time? After a brief moment of resistance as my eyelashes gummed together, they popped open. The strip lights shone down at me, bright and unrelenting.

“She wakes.” A man’s voice this time.

I didn’t know whether to run or beg for water. My mouth tasted as though someone had dumped the contents of a compost bin in it.

In the end, I opted for middle ground. “Who are you?” It came out as a croak, foreign to my ears.

“Detective Sergeant Nash.”

The police? Oh, heck, had I been arrested? I rolled my head to face him, wincing as a searing pain shot across the back of my skull. Not only that, the beeping sped up, and my eyes widened as I saw my heartbeat on screen next to the man sitting at my bedside.

With some effort, I glanced down at my hands. No handcuffs. That was a good sign, right? I squinted to focus as another figure arrived, this one dressed in pale blue and smiling.

“How are you feeling?” the nurse asked.

“Ugh.” I tried again. “Not so good.”

“That’s only to be expected. It’s almost time for your next lot of painkillers.”

“What happened?” I managed to spit out the question burning through my brain.

The woman looked away and met the policeman’s eyes. He gave his head a small shake, and a spider of fear crawled up my spine. What wasn’t she telling me?

She turned back, smiling again, but this time it was all fake. “We’ll talk about that later.”

Her voice was too bright, her tone too cheery.

“Why not now?”

She ignored the question. “The doctor’ll be through in a minute—he’s just finishing up with another patient.” Her grin got wider, the lie bigger. “You’ll be feeling better in no time.”

With practised efficiency, she reached up and changed my drip for a full bag then smoothed out my blankets. “Would you like a drink?”

I supposed gin would be out of the question. “Yes, please.”

She reached over to the nightstand and picked up a plastic cup with a straw sticking out of the top, then threaded it between my lips. I sucked. The water tasted metallic, lukewarm, but I swallowed it down. My insides felt shrivelled, as though I’d been left in the sun to dry like a raisin.

She didn’t bother to close the door on her way out, and it turned out she’d been telling the truth about the doctor. He swept in before I’d had a chance to question the policeman again, his hangdog expression a contrast to the nurse’s false sunshine. In a way, I preferred that—at least he wasn’t trying to pretend the situation was anything other than miserable.

“I need to check a few things.” He poked and prodded, scribbling on his chart as he went. When he got to my head, I let out a yowl and jerked away as he pressed on the back of it. Even Detective Nash grimaced.

“Nasty lump, that,” the doctor said, stepping back.

“How did I get it?”

It was his turn to look at the policeman. Another shake of his head.

I gritted my teeth, both from pain and frustration. “Will one of you tell me what’s going on?”

The doctor made a show of looking at his watch. “Sorry, late for my next patient.”

His footsteps had gone out of earshot before the door swung closed behind him.

That left me, Detective Nash, and a roomful of still, dead air, so thick and cloying every breath weighed heavy on my chest.

“What do you remember?” he finally asked. “Your name?”

“Lily Ann Matthews.”

He pulled a notebook out of his pocket and wrote that down. “What else?”

“Being on the Tube. I was on my way to visit my sister.”

“You remember getting off the Tube? Leaving the station?”

I shook my head and instantly regretted it as sparks burst behind my eyes.

“No. Wait, was I mugged? Is that it?”

I shuffled up the bed and looked for my bag—a small black clutch I didn’t like much but cared more for now that I no longer had it.

He shook his head again, which seemed to be his full repertoire of movement.

“No. Maybe. We’re not sure.”

I waited for him to make up his mind and continue. He shifted in his seat, sinking lower on the ugly floral fabric.

“A passer-by found you unconscious in a concrete planter just after ten last night. From the marks on your arms, it looks like you were in a fight.”

I lifted my arms into my field of vision, noticing the bandages wound around them for the first time as well as the tubes snaking from the back of my right hand.

“I don’t fight. I never fight.”

Rose always said I was a lover not a fighter, although I disagreed with her on the lover part. The first man I dated left me for a girl who, I quote, would “put out,” and the second didn’t even have the decency to let me know before he took my ex-flatmate on a romantic minibreak to Venice. Still, that didn’t change the fact that I was more likely to hug someone when I got drunk than punch them.

Nash shrugged. “The evidence says otherwise.”

“What else does the evidence say?” I asked, trying to keep the snark out of my voice.

“That you got in an altercation and hit your head, probably on the edge of the planter.” He shrugged again, and although I’d denied being prone to violence, I wanted to smack him. “Wouldn’t be the first time a girl’s got in a bust-up after one too many.”

I reached up and gingerly felt my way along the satsuma-sized bump on the back of my head. He was right about that part. “Did anybody see what happened?”

“Nobody’s come forward so far.”

“And where’s my handbag?”

“Did you have it with you?”

“Of course I did. What kind of girl goes out without her mobile? Oh, hell, my sister’s gonna freak when she can’t get hold of me.” Rose may have only been a year older, but since our mum went into a care home, she’d assumed the role of parent. “I need to call her.”

For the first time, something approaching sympathy appeared on Nash’s face. “Give me her number, and I’ll let her know where you are.”

I recited it, and he jotted the digits down. “Is there any chance you could not tell her where I am? Perhaps pretend you’re a friend and I’m crashing at your place?”

He stifled a laugh. “No can do. It wouldn’t make a good impression if the police started lying, would it?”

I was about to say it didn’t usually make a difference, but I bit my tongue. I needed his help—there was no point in annoying him.

“Besides,” he continued. “You’ll need somebody to bring you clothes. Your dress got trashed and the nurses cut you out of the remains of it.”

I groaned as I looked down at the paper gown. Nash was right—I could hardly catch a cab looking like that, even if I had the cash to do so.

“Fine, you win.”

I tried to fold my arms and roll over, but the wires and tubes got in the way. I had to settle for giving him a dirty look.

“I’ll call her, but when I come back, we need to talk about the rest of this.”

Oh, I couldn’t wait. And I couldn’t remember either. While Nash stepped out of the room, I made an effort to push aside the quicksand in my brain and grab some thoughts, but they wouldn’t come. A planter? How on earth had I got into one of those?

Nash had been gone less than a minute before he returned. “She’s not answering.”

“She always answers.”

We had a standing joke that Rose would self-destruct if she got more than three feet from her phone.

“Well, she didn’t today.”

The ripple of fear I’d felt earlier returned. What if we’d gone out after all? She could have got hurt at the same time as me. I pushed myself up and swung my legs over the side of the bed, ignoring the pain that shot through my lower spine.

“Hey, lie back down. You’re not supposed to get up until they’ve run more tests.”

“I need to check on my sister.” I tugged a plastic clip off my finger, and the machine next to me went haywire.

“Congratulations. Now they think you’re dead.”

Seconds later, the door crashed open and a team of wide-eyed nurses ran in. The first one quickly assessed the situation.

“You need to get back into bed,” she said, hands on hips.

“Not until I’ve spoken to my sister.”

“You can speak to her later,” Nash said.

“No, I can speak to her now.” Asserting myself felt uncomfortable, but no matter what they thought I’d done, they had no right to keep me away from Rose.

I struggled to my feet and took a shaky step, tugging the drip trolley along behind me. Cool air on my bottom told me the gown was gaping, and I reached behind to hold it closed. No sense in embarrassing myself more than I already had.

Nash huffed in exasperation. “Look, if I send an officer round to fetch her, will you lie down?”

I paused and considered his offer. Even as I stood still, my legs trembled. I’d never make it to Clapham on my own. His small victory smile as I sank back on the bed made me hate him even more.

“Fine, you win again,” I said, barely able to get the words out between gritted teeth.

“Give me the address.”

“Thirty-seven Brook House, Melrose Street, Clapham. It’s a block of flats.”

He’d started writing, but his pen paused halfway through. “Above Gino’s Deli?”

“You know the area?”

He shook his head. “Never went there before this morning.” He hesitated. “It’s where we picked you up. In the planter outside the deli.”

I dragged an image out of my mind. I saw that concrete trough every time I walked to Rose’s. Two days ago, petunias had overflowed down the sides, a riot of colour against the spiky phormiums in the centre. And now they had a Lily-shaped dent in the middle. Another image popped up, this time of me looking down at the display from above, glass of wine in hand as I stood on the…

“Holy crap! I fell off my sister’s balcony.”

“Huh?”

“Her balcony’s right above that planter.”

His brow crinkled. “That might explain the bump on your head, but what about the scratches on your arms?”

“I don’t know. Maybe something happened before…” I trailed off, and his loss of colour suggested he shared the same thoughts.

“Lie down.” His voice took on an urgency lacking before, and his sallow complexion turned a shade paler. “I’ll send a unit around.”

He strode out of the room, and I had no choice but to follow his instructions. My muscles refused to hold me up any longer. As I strained to hear his mutterings in the corridor, ice ran through my veins. What had happened in my sister’s apartment?


























​CHAPTER 2

AN HOUR PASSED, then two. The nurse came back with lunch, but I was in no mood to eat the lukewarm mashed potato and greyish chicken. Where was Rose? How on earth hadn’t she noticed when I fell off the balcony? Her flat only had four rooms—surely she must have wondered where I went?

I needed to know.

Right up until three o’clock when I found out. Nash came back, trailed by a black guy wearing jeans and a leather jacket. Even without a uniform, he had “cop” written all over him. Neither of them spoke. They didn’t need to. Rose’s fate was written on their faces, in the lines on their foreheads, the set of their mouths, the haunted depths of their eyes.

“She’s dead, isn’t she?”

Relief flickered across Nash’s face before his sombre expression returned. I’d saved him from having to break the news. He only had to nod. “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

I’d asked the question, but nothing could have prepared me for the answer. A chill ran through me again. At this rate, I’d need antifreeze in my drip, not saline. I pressed my head into the pillow to try and stop the whooshing sound in my ears.

“Are you okay, ma’am? Should we call the nurse?”

Was I okay? Was I okay? How could he even ask that question?

“What happened?” I choked out.

“I’m not sure—”

“Please, just tell me what happened.”

Nothing he said could be as bad as the thoughts swirling around in my head. Did Rose die by accident? Or was it…was it…?

Nash’s colleague stepped forward. “Detective Sergeant Bridges.”

He held out a hand, then looked at mine with their collection of wires and tubes and thought better of it. Instead, he perched on the seat and leaned forward so his eyes were level with mine.

“We found Rose in bed. I’m afraid there was nothing we could do.”

“But how? Did she hit her head? Was it alcohol poisoning?”

He glanced at the bandages on my arms, and then I realised. We hadn’t been alone in her flat last night, had we?

“Somebody killed her?” I whispered.

I didn’t want to know the details, but at the same time, I needed to. What had happened to my sister?

Bridges nodded.

“How?”

He looked at Nash, who gave a tiny shrug. “We’ll have to wait for the medical examiner to confirm that.”

“But you must have a clue! Did you see her?”

“Yes.”

I’d steeled myself for his answer, but even so, that one word broke through to my core and shattered me. The heart-rate monitor went crazy again as I sobbed, and the nurse reappeared with a handful of pills.

“Take these. They’ll make you feel better.”

Was she crazy? I shoved her hand away.

“They won’t bring my sister back, will they?” I yelled.

And that was the only thing that would help.

Nash hovered by the door, looking as though he’d rather be anywhere but stuck in a room with a hysterical female. Bridges’s eyes didn’t waver, though. He conveyed a practised air of sympathy and calm in the manner of a man who’d done it many times before. How awful must it be to live through this every day? To have a job that revolved around death?

A vision floated into my head of Rose the last time I saw her. The previous Sunday, we’d curled up on her sofa for a marathon session of The West Wing, accompanied by her homemade chocolate brownies and copious amounts of ice cream. Now, I’d never eat them again, and that stupid thought made the tears flow harder. I’d tried making brownies myself, but all I got was a ruined pan and charcoal.

“Is there someone we can call?” Bridges asked. “Your parents?”

“My father’s dead and my mother lives in a nursing home. She’s got dementia.”

And perhaps that was the only saving grace in all of this. I’d have to tell Mum that Rose had left us, of course, but she’d forget by the next day.

“Someone else? A friend maybe?”

“Suki. She’s my friend, and I work with her.”

“Can you give me her number?”

I recited it while Nash wrote it down, and then he dashed from the room, no doubt pleased to escape.

An uncomfortable minute passed before Bridges spoke again. “We’ll need to ask you a few questions about what went on yesterday.”

“I don’t know what went on. I can’t remember anything.” I ended on a near shriek, almost as high pitched as the damn machine next to me.

“Talking about things can sometimes help. You know, stir up thoughts you didn’t realise you had.”

At that moment I wasn’t sure what would be worse—remembering or not remembering. While any recollection could give the police a lead to the man who killed Rose, I didn’t want my last memories of her to be those moments.

Bridges leaned forward a little more. “It doesn’t need to be right away. Take a few hours to get your head straight.”

Hours? I’d need years, no, decades. My whole life could pass, and I’d still miss Rose with every atom in my body. But what of the person who killed her? Did he, or she, feel remorse? Or emptiness? Or a sick thrill?

Maybe I’d never find out those details, but I did know whoever did it was walking around free at the moment, and that had to change.

“Okay. Fine. Ask what you need to ask.”

“Thank you. I know this can’t be easy. Let’s take a break for an hour or two, and we’ll talk this afternoon after Detective Nash comes back. Do you want me to bring you anything? Something to drink?”

I shook my head. The one thing I wanted was Rose, but nobody could help there.
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An hour later, Detective Nash brought the next best thing—Suki. She rushed in like a tiny Tasmanian devil, a whirl of blonde hair and energy half-hidden by a belted trench coat. Judging by the black streaks of mascara across her cheeks, she’d already been told the news.

I prepared to have the breath squashed out of me as usual, but she stopped short inches from the bed. “Are you okay? I mean, stupid question, do you hurt? Like, do you need a hug?”

I nodded, and she flung her arms around me. The monitors didn’t appreciate that either.

“Shut up,” she hissed at them. “I can’t believe it. Rose died?”

I nodded.

“That’s crazy. Who would want to hurt her? Everybody loved Rose.”

It was true. My sister may have been awkward at times, but even if she told you something you didn’t want to hear, she said the words with a smile on her face.

“I don’t know. I’ve thought of nothing else for the past hour.”

Suki turned to Nash and Bridges and put her hands on her hips. “Why are you two standing around? Why aren’t you out detecting?”

Irritation flashed in Nash’s eyes, but Bridges stifled a grin. The younger of the pair by at least two decades, he was also more personable.

“We’ll go and spend your tax money just as soon as we’ve asked Lily here a few questions.”

“What questions?”

“Well, from the bruises on her arms, it looks like she’s been in a struggle. We’re hoping she can remember something about it.”

Suki pointed at the empty seat. “So, get on with it.”

This time, Bridges didn’t bother trying to hide his smile. “We can’t do that with you here. It’s a police investigation. The only people allowed to be present are Miss Matthews and a lawyer if she wants one.”

“A lawyer? Why would I need a lawyer?”

Bridges turned his smile on me. If he wasn’t careful, he could use it as a weapon. “We need to offer you that option, but this is just a little chat so we can hear your side of the story.”

That didn’t sound too bad. After all, I wanted them to catch whoever did this.

“She’s having a lawyer,” Suki said.

“Miss Matthews?”

Suki planted herself in front of him. “Don’t you ‘Miss Matthews’ her. Lily’s just gone through hell, and I know all about your ‘little chats.’ My brother’s friend Carlson got invited in for coffee and biscuits at the cop shop once, and the next day he ended up in court.”

“I can’t afford a lawyer.”

Bridges sighed. “We can find one for you.”

“Off you go, then.” Suki pointed at the door, and the two men shuffled before she plopped down on the bed.

Her face softened and she hugged me again, only this time I couldn’t control my emotions. Tears poured out of me, dripping onto Suki’s blonde bob. When my mum got diagnosed with dementia, I’d thought that was as bad as life got, but it turned out that was just the warm-up. Losing Rose tore me in two.

“Things can only get better,” Suki whispered, reading my thoughts. “You’ll see.”

But she was wrong.

If I’d known what was to come, instead of wishing for Rose to return, I’d have prayed to join her on the other side.


























​CHAPTER 3

NASH AND BRIDGES returned as the nurse brought my dinner. I wasn’t sure which was less appetising—gelatinous soup or a police interview. Another man hovered in the doorway, taking quick glances down the corridor even as Bridges beckoned him into the room.

“This is Marty Brogan, your lawyer.”

Marty wiped his palms on his trousers and stepped forward. “Pleased to meet you.” He stuck out a pudgy hand for me to shake, and it turned out he hadn’t managed to get rid of the sweat. Yuck. Then as he squashed into the chair next to me, I caught sight of the damp patches under his armpits. Not a great start—my lawyer was more nervous than me.

“How are you feeling?” Bridges set up a digital recorder on the tray-table next to the soup while Nash dragged a couple of extra chairs over.

I stared at him. My sister just got murdered. How did he think I felt?

Undaunted, he tried again. “Nurses treating you okay?”

“Fine.”

Fine. One tiny word, yet it was programmed to set off alarm bells in all but the dumbest of men. Bridges sucked in a hasty breath and stepped backwards, fumbling in his pocket as he took a seat.

“Are you ready to start?” He’d got his notepad out, and now he reached over and clicked the start button on the recorder. The green light blinking didn’t give me much choice.

“I’ll try to help. But everything after my Tube ride’s a blank.”

“Let’s start a little earlier in the day. You said you spoke to your sister in the morning?”

“Yes.”

“Did you call her? Or did she call you?”

“She phoned me.”

“Is that normal?”

“That I talk to my sister? Of course.”

A rare day passed without me speaking to Rose, but now I’d never hear her voice again. Never. Grief crawled up my throat, but I forced it back down. Crying in front of three men would be mortifying, and it wouldn’t help to catch her killer either.

“Wasn’t Rose at work yesterday?” Bridges asked.

“She often called me on her coffee breaks. What’s this got to do with her death?”

I glanced sideways at Marty and found him eyeing up my soup.

“It’s standard procedure to establish a timeline.”

“Fine. She called. We spoke about the corset I’m…I was making her and arranged to see the new James Bond film at the weekend. Then a customer came in, so I had to go.”

Nash took over. “You work in that bondage shop?”

He nearly ended up wearing the damn soup.

“Black Lily is not a bondage shop. We sell leather goods, bespoke corsets, and luxury underwear. And I don’t just work there, I own it.”

“What did your sister think of that? From the look of her flat, she wasn’t into all that kinky stuff.”

“Can you make him leave?” I asked Marty. “I’m not speaking to him anymore.”

“Uh…well, n-n-no. Not really.”

What exactly was the point of having a lawyer? So far, all he’d done was get a yellow legal pad out and doodle his name in one corner. Suki would have been more use.

Bridges cut back in. “Nash didn’t mean to insult you. It’s just that when we visited your sister’s home, she seemed more into flowers than leather.”

“So what if she was?”

She’d always loved pastels and florals. Usually, my corsets were made from leather or taffeta in strong shades of green, red, and purple. For Rose’s birthday, I’d been sewing one in peach velvet with lace ruffles. She’d been bugging me to make it for months, and with three weeks to go, I only needed to sew on the miniature silk roses. Now, she’d never see it.

“Let’s move on, shall we? What did you do after the phone call?”

“Served the customer, then a big order came in over the internet. Suki and I danced around a bit then had lunch.”

Danced around? That was an understatement. Suki had whooped like an idiot, and I spilled coffee all over a pile of invoices.

“Just one customer came into the shop?”

“We cater to the higher end of the market, so we only get a few customers each day. Twenty, thirty if we’re lucky. Each piece is made by hand, and we mainly work to order.”

“Okay, you had lunch. Where did you go?”

“There’s a sandwich shop next door. I go there most days.”

“So the staff would recognise you?”

“Definitely. But why does that matter? Shouldn’t you be asking about my sister?”

Bridges smiled again, and damn if it didn’t chip a little bit of ice from my heart.

“We’ll get to that in just a minute. As you were with her in the flat, we need to talk through everything in case there’s a clue that could help us. We want to get to the bottom of this as much as you do.”

“But it wasn’t me who got…” I paused on the word, hating it. “Killed. Shouldn’t you be finding out what Rose did yesterday?”

“Believe me, we will. Our colleagues are looking into that right now. But we need to ask you because you were in the flat too.”

I nodded and tried to swallow, but a lump got caught in my throat. Talking about this was harder than I’d ever imagined. Bridges passed me a glass of water, and I took a sip, wishing with all my heart for the questions to end.

“What did you ask again?” I couldn’t think straight.

“The staff in the sandwich shop…”

“Yes, they’d recognise me. Marek served me, and I bought an egg mayonnaise baguette and crisps.”

“Did you eat in or out?”

“I ate in our shop. Then I worked on clothes for the rest of the afternoon while Suki dealt with enquiries.”

“You work on clothes in the shop as well?”

“Yes. We’ve got a work area set up at the back. It’s been good for business—our clients like to see with their own eyes that everything’s handmade. So many other companies outsource, and although we can’t compete on volume, we get a lot of repeat customers.”

My voice sounded robotic to my own ears. Calm and collected while my guts writhed inside my belly like angry snakes.

“What time did you leave?” Bridges asked as his pen scratched across the pad.

“Just after six. I wanted to finish some stitching before I went.”

“Where did you get on the Tube?”

“Piccadilly Circus.”

“And then you travelled to Clapham?”

I shook my head, then regretted it as pain shot through my neck. “No. I went from Paddington to see her. I live there.”

He wrote that down. “You went home first? Why?”

“I wanted to change into something more comfortable. You try wearing a corset all day and see if you’d fancy keeping it on in the evening as well.”

The corner of his lip quirked up, and a vision of Mr. Tough Cop in a leather outfit popped into my mind. I bit my lip to stop the giggle that wanted to escape. Totally not appropriate in that situation. And Bridges was watching me. Did he know what I was thinking? I flipping well hoped not.

“Did you notice anyone following you?” he asked, ever the professional. “Paying you any extra attention?”

I couldn’t help rolling my eyes at him. “This is London. There are people everywhere.”

“Is that a no?”

“Yes, it’s a no. When I get on the Tube, I keep my eyes down.” If you made eye contact with another passenger on the London Underground, you were immediately labelled a freak. “One guy pinched my bottom, but he got off at Stockwell. Besides, that’s nothing unusual.”

Bridges gazed up and down my body, and I shrank back under the thin blanket. I already got stared at enough at work without him joining in.

“So, when did you last see your sister? That you remember?”

“Almost a week ago. Sunday.”

“Did she mention her plans for yesterday evening? Was she expecting anybody besides you to visit?”

“She wasn’t even expecting me. I thought I’d surprise her. When I spoke to her in the morning, she had a meeting at work due to finish at five, and then she was going to binge on Netflix.”

“Was she seeing anyone? A boyfriend?” He met my eyes. “Girlfriend?”

“Neither.” My sister would have mentioned a little thing like that. “She was living with a guy—Damien—but they broke up a few months ago, and he moved out. Since then she’s been singing the praises of the single life.”

I choked as I caught myself using the present tense. How many more times would I make that mistake before reality sank in?

“So, she hasn’t been out with a man since? Is that right?”

“Not exactly. She joined an online dating site, just looking for something casual. I don’t think she was ready for commitment again.”

“Which site?”

“I don’t know. Can you find out from her computer?”

“I’ll have a word with the tech team. I’m sure they’re already looking at it.”

This discussion left me feeling sick. Time and time again, I’d warned Rose against hook-ups with strangers, but she’d disregarded my fears.

“It’s just a bit of fun,” she’d said. “You should try it. Get out a bit more and meet new people. It’s not healthy to work as many hours as you do.”

“But you don’t know any of these guys.”

“How well do you ever know anyone? I thought Damien was the one for me until I caught him with his tongue down that trollop’s throat.”

“Be careful, okay.”

“Look, if it makes you feel better, I’ll message you the details each time I go on a date. How about that?”

And she had. Once or twice a week for the last couple of months, I’d received a message in the afternoon with a man’s name, his picture, and a brief biography. Some of them were even cute, but she’d never mentioned the same man twice. I told all of this to Bridges.

“Do you still have the messages?”

“They were in my phone, which was in my bag. I don’t know what happened to it.”

“We’ll check Rose’s flat. Did you get a message yesterday?”

“No, nothing.”

“And did you ever take her advice?”

“What, and try online dating?”

He nodded.

“No.”

“And you’re single?”

“Yes.” Unless you counted my deep and meaningful relationship with Ben and Jerry.

“Have you had any break-ups yourself recently?”

“I haven’t been out on a date in a while.”

He kept his eyes fixed on his notepad. “How long’s a while?”

Oh great. Now I had to admit to the rather nice-looking cop just how long my dry spell had lasted. “Over a year.”

“A year? Are you serious?”

“Yes. Can we move on to something else?”

He jotted a few notes down. My non-existent love life recorded in black and white for posterity. Wonderful.

“You mentioned she was at work until early evening. What did she do?”

I noted he’d remembered to use the past tense. Probably in his job, he got used to it.

“She was a PA at a software company in Victoria. Mediforce. She’d worked there since she left school.”

“Software. What kind of software?”

Rose had tried to explain it to me on several occasions over the years but lost me every time.

“Uh, something for compliance on medical trials. I never really understood.”

And I could barely turn my own computer on. Apart from Facebook and email, technology and I weren’t really on speaking terms. I left all that stuff to Suki.

“Okay, we can find out more if we need to. Did your sister have a tiff with anyone lately? Doesn’t matter how minor. Sometimes even tiny things can set off someone who’s not quite wired up right.”

A tiff? What kind of freak murdered someone over a bloody tiff?

“Nothing that she told me. Only Damien, but that was ages ago. He cheated on her.”

Bridges raised an eyebrow and scribbled something. “I’ll put him at the top of our list.”

“Oh, and one of the neighbours kept playing his music too loud. She mentioned having a word, but I don’t know if she got around to it.”

“Do you remember their name?”

I forgot and shook my head again, then sucked in a sharp breath.

“Do you need some painkillers? I can call the nurse.”

I gritted my teeth. The last lot of pills they brought had left me spaced out and nauseous, and I hated that feeling.

“No. No more pills. I’m not sure I ever knew the person’s name. But Rose said she hammered on the ceiling to try and get the music to stop, so I think whoever was playing it lived above her.”

“We’ll be speaking to everyone in the building, so I’ll make sure we identify him. Or her. And I have to ask, what about you? Have you had issues with anyone lately?”

A bubble of laughter escaped at his question. To suggest I’d had a bust-up would be suggesting I had a life outside work, and right now, I didn’t. I spent five days a week at my shop, and even when I wasn’t behind the counter, I’d turned my lounge into a workshop. Each evening, I sewed until my fingers ached.

“No, nobody.”

“And how was your relationship with Rose?” He chuckled. “I’m always getting into squabbles with my sister. Drives me nuts sometimes.”

“We didn’t fight. Never. We only had each other.” Us against the world, that was what Rose always said. “Surely you can’t think I had something to do with this?”

“We have to explore every avenue. And at the moment, you’re the only other person we can find who was in the flat that evening.”

I held up my bandaged arms. “I didn’t do this to myself, you know.”

“No, but your sister looked like she’d been in a fight as well.”

Was he suggesting what I thought he was? “How can you even contemplate me hurting my sister?”

“Statistically speaking, most victims are killed by someone close to them.”

“Screw you, and screw your damn statistics.” First, I pointed at Marty. “You might as well go home. If you can’t help to keep the questions sensible, there’s no point in you being here.” Then I turned my glare on the two alleged detectives. “And if you insist on wasting your time here, you can do it in silence. I’m done.”

I turned over, ignoring the machine’s howl of protest, and put the pillow over my head.

My brain hurt, my heart ached, and I needed to sleep.


























​CHAPTER 4

CONCUSSION, THE DOCTOR said. That was why they wouldn’t let me go home, and why I was stuck in my cell-like room reading a six-month-old copy of Knitting World magazine. I didn’t even know how to knit. Suki had tried to get me something more entertaining before she left, but the kiosk in the hospital foyer closed before she got there. With visiting hours over, all she could give me was a promise to come back the next morning with supplies.

“What about Black Lily?” I’d asked. Saturday was usually our busiest day at the shop.

“I called Brenda. She’s going to watch Cindy’s son while Cindy opens up.”

Brenda, Cindy, and Susan were my three part-timers. When sales began to build up, Suki and I had struggled to make all the clothes ourselves, so I advertised for help. Brenda had retired from her job making theatre costumes three years ago and got bored with doing nothing every day, and Cindy and Susan wanted to work part-time from home so they could be there for their children.

Before I ended up an invalid, I’d been on the lookout for a sixth person to join our team. My girls worked all the hours they could, but stock levels had dropped to the bare minimum over the past few weeks.

“They’re gems. I don’t know what I’d do without them.”

“Brenda said she’d help out with babysitting next week. She offered to come into the shop too, if we get desperate, but I’m not sure what our clients would think of a seventy-year-old in leather.”
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