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Praise


All 20-year-old Daisy Haites has ever wanted is a normal life, but it’s just not on the cards for her.


Raised by her older brother Julian since their parents were murdered, Daisy has never been able to escape the watchful gaze of her gang-lord brother. But Julian’s line of work means that Daisy’s life is … complicated.


And things don’t become any easier when she falls hard for the beautiful and emotionally unavailable Christian Hemmes, who also happens to be one of the few men in London who doesn’t answer to Julian.


Christian’s life is no walk in the park either, since he’s in love with his best friend’s girlfriend … He’s happy enough to use Daisy to throw off the scent of his true affections - until she starts to infiltrate those too.


As their romance blossoms into something neither were anticipating, Daisy, Christian, and Julian must come to terms with the fact that in this life, everything comes at a price – and sometimes life’s most worthwhile pursuits can only be paid in blood.




To my Grandma.
Carol, I think you’ll hate this more than the
first one. But I love you more than ever.
And close this book right now.
You need not venture any further.
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1



Daisy


No guns at the dinner table. That’s my one rule. Call me old fashioned, I don’t know. It’s just what I’ve always said to the boys. I don’t care about phones, I don’t care if they’re texting, I don’t care if they’re wearing a hat at the table—I just don’t want guns while I’m serving them a brisket I slow-cooked for nine and a half fucking hours.


Julian makes us say grace (as though the Lord is listening to him and like He’d actually bless us) and then comes the silence of eating that makes the cook happy.


The volume starts to rise again after a couple of minutes—they’re total animals when it comes to food, these Lost Boys1 of mine. I call them that because that’s what they are. You can’t really be around my brother for too long without meandering off the garden path, and all of these boys have well and truly strayed. None of these boys are boys, by the way—not in age, not in attitude. Each of them has their own unique set of pros and cons, red flags, warrants and no-fly statuses, and together they comprise the inner sanctum of my brother’s outfit.2


“Oi, Daisyface.”3 My brother nods his chin at me. “How’d you do in your Immunopathology exam?”


“Immunopharmacology,” I correct him and he rolls his eyes.


“Did you pass or not?”


“Course she passed,” Kekoa tells him proudly. I don’t have a dad anymore but when I did, Aleki Kekoa4 was his best friend.


“First class?” Julian asks.


I frown at him, offended. “Obviously.”


My brother tosses me a little wink as he pours himself more wine. “What’s next on the curriculum?”


I shrug. “I think we’re about to move on to a block on Disease & Therapeutics.” Second year med student at Imperial College.


Jules swats his hand. “You don’t need to know about that sh—”


“Take it back!” Declan Ellis5 yells suddenly as he jumps back from the table, staring down darkly at TK, who’s seated next to me.


I frown between them. I’ve no idea what’s going on, I wasn’t paying attention.


“Nope.” Teeks grins.6


Declan reaches around from behind him and pulls out his Star Model BM.7 He likes it, I don’t. Too heavy in the hand, too much lag on the recoil.


“Decks.” Julian rolls his eyes. “Put the gun away.”


He’s a bit drunk at the minute, Decks—I can see it on him because when he’s drunk or hungover, one of his eyes goes a bit squinty.


I glance at TK and I can already tell he’s not going to oblige Declan—whatever it is, he thinks it’s too funny to take back. He’s got this smarmy, shit-eating grin that riles Decks right up because he’s being disrespectful and Declan is, technically, higher on the food chain. He’s my brother’s right hand.8


“Take it fucking back.” Declan repositions the gun, now pointed squarely at TK’s face.


“No.” Teeks shrugs, indifferent.


“Take what back?” I frown.


“Nothing.” Declan glances at me quickly, but TK and Booker start laughing.


Best friends, huge idiots.


Declan cocks the gun.


“Declan, don’t be stupid.” I roll my eyes.


“I’m not being stupid, he’s being stupid.”


I exchange a long-suffering look with Miguel Del Olmo,9 my bodyguard since I was fourteen.


“I’m not being stupid.” TK shrugs. “It’s true.”


“No it’s fucking not.”


“What’s not true?” Julian frowns.


Declan’s eyes pinch as he silently dares the youngest member of their crew to speak out of turn.


A cheeky smile spreads over TK’s face. “That Decks has a permanent boner for Dais.”


And then…


Gunshot.


I blink a few times, glance down at myself. A very old, very valuable white T-shirt in mint condition not five seconds ago is now sullied with a drop of Californian blood.


TK lets out a small sound of muffled pain—just barely audible—as he’d never give Decks the satisfaction of agony.


“Un-fucking-believable.” I slam my balled-up fists down on the table. “What is my one rule?” I bellow at the entire room.


The room goes very still. No one answers.


“WHAT IS MY ONE RULE?”


Some variant of “no guns at the dinner table” is mumbled by everyone present, including my brother and poor TK (who, by the way, isn’t dying).


“This is a £4000 shirt.”


Smokeshow10 squints over at me. “Might have overpaid for that one, Dais.”


“Oh, did I?” I glare at him. “Did I overpay for this Beatles ‘Butcher Cover’ Original Promo shirt from 1966?” I cock an eyebrow at him. “On eBay last week, I watched you buy a Hot Cheeto shaped like a gun for £560.”


Smokeshow looks over at his best friend, Happy,11 who is conversely scowling at him. Smoke shrugs like he can’t help it. “It looked like my gun.”12


Julian catches my eye and nods his chin at TK. “Help him.”


I roll my eyes, pointing to Declan. “Get my kit.”


He nods a bit sheepishly.


Miguel helps Teeks into the kitchen, sitting him down at the breakfast table.


It’s a big house. My dad bought out an entire cul-de-sac in Knightsbridge, turned it into a sort of headquarters. The Compound, they call it.


Miguel tosses Declan an unimpressed look as he carries over my medical kit, lips pursed.


“Sorry about your shirt.” He flashes me a sorry look, leans in towards me, closer than he probably should. “I’ll get it dry cleaned.”


I nod at him once, try to give him a bit of a smile that straddles the line of being a forgiving matriarch and not wanting to condone his stupid behaviour.


TK cocks his eyebrow at the proximity Declan (doesn’t) place between us and Decks flips him off as he leaves the room.


I give TK a look. “Why would you say that?”


“Because it’s true.”


Miguel tilts his head, concedes tacitly with his eyes. Not a massive chatterbox, my Miguel. A constant presence and a zingy one liner is what he’s known for. He and I have spent years crafting the perfect balance of him being nearby without hovering… he’s very aware that I’m never alone. And I’m aware that, by consequence of, he never is either. There’s not always that much to say to him either, he sees it all anyway.


“Either way—” I wipe away the blood around the wound with some isopropyl prep pads. “Do you really think it wise to poke the bear?”


“He’s not a bear.” TK rolls his eyes. “He’s a puppy with an inferiority complex and a small dick.”


I toss him a look. “Not that small…”


TK starts laughing. “Go on then, be honest, who’s better in the sack: me or him?”


Declan, 100 percent. Completely, undeniably, very good, highly recommend. I was so cross when Julian stopped it. A few years ago right after my ex-boyfriend and I broke up, and it was big and traumatic and I was young.13 Julian found out I’d been sleeping with Declan, who was not so young14 and who definitely thought I was twenty,15 though I was not, and I think Julian told him he had to help him with a job or he’d go to the feds and I don’t know what happened on that job but Declan was around forever after that.


Teeks… look. It was a brief thing that coincided with Julian trying to woo him and Booker out of the valley. We don’t talk about it, but I think I was the deal-sweetener. My brother does his down and out best to exclude me from as much of his work as humanly possible, but he brought me to California with him on that trip and we spent the vast majority of it wining and dining TK and Booker.


They’re the youngest guys who work for Jules by a mile. TK’s twenty-six, Booker’s twenty-seven. Friends from college. Tech boys who graduated top of their class from Stanford. The Silicon Baddies is what we call them. Jules found them on the dark web when they were tracking down the home addresses of people viewing pornography of “questionable legality” and sending it to the FBI. We liked their style. Jules is a fan of a saviour complex, he has one himself. Me? I like anyone who sees something askew and tries to fix it best they can.


They’re fun boys, and TK’s got a face on him; sweet and younger than he is actually. Good kisser, great eyes, so-so in bed. I don’t have the heart to tell him, though. I can’t.


I stab his arm with some lidocaine.


“I don’t know.” I shrug coyly. “You might have to jog my memory.” It’s a shallow offer but he looks pleased all the same, chin in the air and everything.


“Maybe I will.” It’s a bullshit acceptance.


He won’t, we both know that—not anymore, anyway, because—


Someone clears their throat from the doorway behind me.


I glance over my shoulder.


Christian Hemmes leans against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest, eyes pinched.


“Should I go, then?” he asks, brow cocked, hands shoved in his pockets.


I turn away quickly, my cheeks on fire (I don’t know why).16 I blink a few times, refocusing my eyes on the task in front of me, ignoring Miguel’s exaggerated eye roll that seems to me like a betrayal of our forced friendship.


TK holds my gaze, smirks knowingly, but they don’t know anything… They don’t even know the half of it.


Christian Hemmes walks over to us, stands behind me and subtly squeezes my arse as he inspects the bullet wound for himself.


“What happened here?”


I breathe out, annoyed. “Declan.”


“Shot you?” He blinks, a bit surprised.


TK nods.


“Why?”


I glance between the two of them. “Teeks was being antagonistic.”


Miguel squints, assessing the validity of my statement.


“Thought they weren’t meant to have guns at the dinner table?” Christian folds his arms over his chest.


“Pass me the eight-inch forceps,” I tell him. “And they’re not.”


Christian hands me a pair of Mayo scissors17 and Miguel rolls his eyes.


I clear my throat, pick up the right tool, and start fishing around TK’s arm as Miguel shines a light over me.


“This going to take a while?” Christian asks unceremoniously.


“Oh—my apologies.” I look back at him. “Are we keeping you from something?”


“Yeah, actually.”


He leans down over me, peering into the wound again with me, pressing himself up against me. “I had some plans for you.”


My stomach falls down a flight of stairs.


“Oh.” I swallow, then squint into the arm of my friend and spot the glimmer of a bullet lodged in his right humerus lesser tubercle. “I actually had some plans for you too but then you went and confused forceps with scissors and my libido evaporated entirely.”


Miguel frowns, he doesn’t like our arrangement18—he hasn’t said that in so many words, but Miguel has the poker face of a toddler.


“What are you smirking at?” Christian smacks TK over the head.


Teeks starts laughing but I give him a look. “Bad news.” I peel off my latex glove and he groans. “It’s pretty lodged in there.”


“Fuck.” He hangs his head.


“Take him to Merrick’s.” I nod at Miguel while I wrap TK’s arm in gauze, tying it off above the wound. “Tell him I think it might have fractured the bone, or at least splintered it.” I flash Teeks an apologetic smile. “Are you regretting signing your life away to my brother yet?”


“Nope.” TK squashes a smile. “Time of my life.”


I roll my eyes.


“Speaking of the time of one’s life…” Christian tugs on my hand and I toss him a look. “Are we wrapping up here?”


“We are.” I peer down at the dressed wound one more time. I press the bandage against TK’s arm once more for good measure. “Don’t poke the bear.”


He grins up at me. “No promises.”


“Good seeing you, bro—” Christian (semi-) affectionately smacks TK on the damaged arm and he winces. I roll my eyes and Miguel fights off a smile before giving me a nod and leaving me alone with Christian.


Alone with Christian. It’s still a bit of a wonder for me, really— being alone with someone. I haven’t been allowed to be alone with someone in years.


“You’re a dick,” I tell him as we’re walking up the stairs.


He rolls his eyes. “He’s fine.”


But I feel a bit floaty because I think he did it because he’s territorial with me. “We don’t do jealous, remember?”


“I wasn’t jealous.” Christian frowns. “What’s it to me if you fucked him once a few months ago?”


I glance back at him and find myself balancing not wanting to not be in control with not loving the indifference in his voice about someone else touching me.


“More than once.” I keep walking up the stairs.


His eyes pinch and he stops for a minute before he keeps following me up. “Pretty hot, though, Baby Haites.”


Baby Haites. What they call me.


“What is?” I stand at the top of the stairs, my hands on my hips.


“You.” He stares over at me. “Being a doctor.”


I give him a look. “I’m not a doctor.”


“You’re on your way.” He gives me a tall look, almost as though he doesn’t like it when I say disparaging things about myself, but if I let myself think that. “Soon you’ll be a fully licensed doctor and driver.”


I roll my eyes at him, walk away and ahead, try to chase after that stupid heart of mine that’s riding off into the sunset with a boy who doesn’t like me like that.


We’re supposed to be cut and dry, Christian and I.


Just sex. Friends who do it. “Bang one out” as my brother so delicately puts it…


I wish it was like that, that’s what I wanted from that first night. I’ve done it before, I’m capable of that—that’s what TK was, that’s what Declan was. It’s not what Romeo was, but nothing ever will be what Romeo was, so it’s not really fair to compare him to anyone else. Anyway, my point is I know how to have casual sex. Christian knows how to have casual sex. He and his best friends are gold medalists in casual sex, but something about that first night for us was so jarringly un-casual—


“Tell me,” Christian said as he leaned in towards me late one Saturday at his club a few months ago. “Secret daydream, life goal… some shit like that.”


We’ve known each other for years through our brothers. Jonah Hemmes is one of Julian’s best friends, but I guess on that night in particular about four months back I stopped seeming like the kid-sister of his brother’s best friend. The Orseund Iris tube tank does that.


It was great timing for me because Romeo had just fucked off, and I was sad and I’ve never really known what to do when he’s not around.


I pursed my lips, pretending to think like the answer wasn’t already on the tip of my tongue, like it wasn’t always, and I found myself blushing at how close his face was to mine. “You’ll think it’s dumb.”


“Try me.” He cocked his head. He was more beautiful than I had previously noticed, like I’d never properly looked at him ’til then. Swept over to the side and pushed back to perfection, golden blonde hair. Big hazel eyes. Big bottom lip. Big trouble.


I squinted over at him, feeling a tiny bit exposed. “I’d really like to be normal.” He gave me a small, confused smile, nodded a few times.


“I’d like to not have a bodyguard, I’d like to feel alone sometimes, I’d like to walk down the street and not worry that the car that’s driving next to me is there to take me, I’d like to qualify for ransom insurance instead of being uninsurable—”


“Fuck.” He frowned.


“I’d like to drive—by myself—somewhere. Not be driven, to do it myself.”


“I feel like that one’s within reach, yeah?”


I pursed my lips and his face faltered, confused, and I gave him a sheepish look. “Do you… not know how to drive?” He tilted his head, looking at me a bit cautiously.


I lifted my chin, trying to look like I didn’t care about it. “No.”


“Oh.” He nodded a couple of times. The corner of his mouth flicked up and now I try to make him make that smile at me every time I see him.


“I’ll teach you,” he told me.


He would, actually. Kept that promise, but more on that later.


Present day, a couple of hours later,19 it’s 1 am and Christian’s phone rings for the second time in under ten minutes. I reach across his naked body—nothing but a heart necklace he never takes off— and grab his buzzing phone from the bedside table.


“Kelsey parenthesis Blonde is calling you,” I tell him and his eyes flick. He rolls over quickly, snatches his phone from me, and silences the call.


He flicks me a semi-apologetic look. Sixty percent apologetic, 40 percent amused.


His angel-boy hair is now all tugged in the ways I’ve just pulled it and his lips are extra rosy from being pressed against mine. He stretches an olive arm back over and behind his head.


I extend my hand out towards his phone. “Can I read your messages?”


He squints, though he’s not really upset. “Why?”20


“I’d just like to see what Kelsey parenthesis Blonde and all her slutty friends want from you.”


“It’s one in the morning.” He sniffs, amused. “I think we both know what they want.”


“A character reference?” He gives me a dry look. “Their dignity back?” He smiles as he rolls his eyes again. “Just kidding—” I quip. “We all know it’s far too late for that.” He sniffs a laugh as he hands me his phone. “Passcode?”


“6969.”


My eyes pinch. “Ever the picture of class.”


696921—I actually do think that’s quite funny, but I feel a bit like being mean to him because he’s getting booty calls in front of me.


I navigate to his messages. “Twenty-two unread texts. At least fifteen of the senders are female…” My voice trails as I peruse the list. “Kelsey parenthesis Blonde. Melanie Watson. Melissa Nigh. Natalie Lamburg. Natalie Boobs—” I look up at him. “Is that her God-given name?” He stifles a smile. “How big are her boobs for that to be her name in your phone?”


“Double Ds at least.”


“Fair enough,” I concede as I look back down, reading on. “Aimee Aitkins. Olivia XO—” I look up at him, eyebrows poised.


“I mean it like the club, not the sentiment.”


“Much better.” I give him a tight-lipped smile that’s full of judgement. I hug his phone to my chest. “You get a lot of late-night texts.” He tries to squash a smile as he reaches for his wine. “Wow.” My eyes widen. “Kelsey parenthesis Blonde has quite the sailor’s mouth.”


He snorts a laugh. “Yes, she does.”


I take the wine from his hands and take a big sip. “Like that when talking to a girl, do you?”


He cracks a smile while trying to appear contrite. He uses his thumb to wipe some rouge wine that’s strayed to the fat part of my bottom lip. Everything he does is sexy. “Can’t say we’ve ever done that much talking.”


I don’t falter when he says that—I remind myself that I don’t care—our two rules are we don’t fight and we don’t get jealous, so I don’t care, I tell myself for the twelfth time this week and avoid the eyes of the Feelings Monster that keeps rearing its head and making me think I feel something for a person whom I couldn’t possibly feel for and I don’t and, even if I could, I can’t anyway.


So I take a breath, steel myself as I stare over at the face I’m growing too fond of. “Henry wants to know if you’re coming home tonight,” I say to him, eyebrows pointed.


Christian gives me a long look, waiting for me to tell him. “I don’t know, Baby Haites. Am I going home tonight?”


I sit up, facing him, pulling the blankets around my mostly naked body. I shrug indifferent, though I’m not. “I don’t know, Christian Hemmes. Are you?”


He squints at me playfully. “You tell me, Baby.”


My heart skips a beat when he calls me that, but he doesn’t mean it how I want him to.


“I mean, I think old Sailor Mouth is hoping you’ll pay her a visit…”


He gets the look in his eyes. Equal parts sure and troublesome. “Don’t want to pay her a visit.”


“Oh?”


He smiles and his eyes fall down my body as he shakes his head.


“I’m good here…” His words trail. “Are you good here?”


“For now,” I lie and he laughs.


For always, I’m afraid.


 


 





1 Seven Lost Boys in total, which I’ll listen below for your ease of reference:




	Declan Ellis


	Aleki Kekoa


	Miguel Del Olmo


	Jason “Happy” Bardsley


	John “Smokeshow” Macrae


	Booker Cline


	TK Thompsett




2 Which is much larger than seven men. Hundreds of men work for Julian, but I don’t remember their names, and we mostly just refer to the rest of them as the Underlings and the Footmen.


3 I used to hate it when he’d call me this. He has all my life. Now I love it.


4 6’5” tall. Broad. Samoan born in Hawaii. My dad found him counting cards in Vegas.


5 Tall, lean, brown hair, brown eyes, irrational, not a great temper. Good in bed.


6 Messy blonde hair, big green eyes, forever a cheeky smile.


7 Semi-automatic, 9 mm.


8 Arguably my brother’s 2IC. At least on paper. In practice his 2IC is Kekoa.


9 Once, when my brother was in Rio, someone shot at him and Miguel—he was no one then, we didn’t know him—dove in front of my brother. Got hit, actually. Julian paid for his treatment, brought him back to London.


10 An old boy (used to work for my dad). Tall, broad, handsome, a bit like Gaston from Beauty and the Beast, but not a prick.


11 Think 2005 Statham, less handsome.


12 It didn’t.


13 Like really young. Like lied-about-my-age young.


14 Twenty-four.


15 *Seventeen.


16 Yes, I do.


17 Christian runs night clubs. I don’t know what I was expecting.


18 FWB’s.


19 I was right, splintered femur.


20 I don’t know, because I’m a fucking masochist?


21 Hah.
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Julian


I wasn’t the most stoked when Daisy started fucking a Hemmes, and I love the Hemmes—Jonah’s one of my oldest friends, their mum is a saint as far as I’m concerned—but Christian Hemmes strikes me as a bit of a fuckboy and, as an absolute fuckboy myself, I can say that it’s not what you want for your sister.


Learned, though, in my time as her in-lieu parental figure that telling her a flat-out “no” only results in a guarantee of her doing exactly what I don’t want her to do. Backfired with Rome big time, and now neither her nor I have ever completely shaken the arsing prick.


“Oi.” Christian nods at me as he walks shirtless and sweaty into my kitchen—never what you want to see from the blad who’s doing your sister. There’s a towel slung over his shoulder—a small mercy, I s’pose—as he wanders to my fridge and pulls out one of my sister’s juices like he owns the fucking place.


Look up at him. Nod at the towel. “Tell me you look like that from exercising.”


He sniffs a laugh and peers over at me, amused. “Just getting my arse handed to me by your sister.”


“Glad to hear it.” I snort. “You go easy on her?”


“Nah, bro.” He shakes his head, frowning a bit. “At first I was, but—she’s fucking hectic.”


Yep. Had her trained by the best.


“Krav Maga?” I ask him. Fold my paper.


“And a bit of sambo.” He nods. “She kicked me in the head.”


He rubs it mindlessly, I try not to look too pleased at the thought. Weird tension here because I do like him, actually. Always have. Pretty good guy. Like him less now that he’s fucking Dais, but she’s a big girl and she’s going to do what she wants to. Has all her life anyway.


Lad like him is quicksand to someone like my sister, not a great too many people about who have the balls or the backing to say no to me, but this idiot—unfortunately—has both.


If he wasn’t one of my best friends’ brothers, I’d have smacked him in the face the day I found out they were hooking up.


Booker told me the morning after it happened—told me like it was his duty to tell me but I know it was just because he’d been on the pull with Dais for months and Christian cut his grass. Made me angrier than it should have that they were sleeping together—not his fault. Not like he knows what happened. But her and another Second—I don’t know—I just wanted to keep her safe since I couldn’t last time.


After he told me, I tore into her room, ripped Christian out of her bed, threw him against the wall. Pinned him there, forearm against his throat. Ready to kill my best friend’s brother for my sister’s honour. At least I thought it was for honour at the time. My psychologist has pointed out it was actually more for safety.


“What the fuck are you doing?” I growled.


He glared back at me.


“What the fuck do you think?”


Surprised me, that response. Didn’t think he had it in him. Turned to her instead. “What are you doing with him?”


The question was weighted. With him. We can’t do all that shit again.


I tried to tell her with my eyes but she just arched her brat-eye-brows. “Having sex.”


Christian smirked.


“With him?” I stared at her.


“Yes.” She blinked, bored.


“Him?” I repeated louder.


“Him.” She nodded.


“Why?” I asked, louder still


Christian pulled a face I could have punched.


“How about because she’s nineteen and she wants to?” Christian offered. Daisy loved that. Could see it on her. My jaw clenched. I gave him a dark look as I walked out of her room.


“We’re going to have a talk, you and me.”


“Can’t wait,” Christian called after me.


“Not you, you prick.” I spat. “Her.”


Not much of a talk, really. I told her it was dangerous, she said it wasn’t. He has security, she has security, she can fight now, came in with a little Ted Talk about why I was wrong about it and it wasn’t the same. They’re not in a relationship, there are no feelings, no reason for anyone to kill her any more than usual, etcetera, etcetera. I said I didn’t like it, and she told me bugger off. Good for the esteem, my sister. Keeps you humble.


That was a few months back now and these two are still fucking about. Daisy wanders in her gym clothes. Everlast boxing wraps around her knuckles that she unwinds at the sink. She looks between Christian and I.


“What?” She frowns.


I shrug at her. “I’m just glad one of us is hitting him.”


He chuckles and I smack him in the stomach playfully. Grab my sister’s head, kiss the top of it.


“Alright, I’m off,” I say.


“Where?” she calls after me.


Nod my chin at Christian. “Brunch with the boys.” Jonah Hemmes and Carmello Bambrilla. Point at my sister. “You’ve got an afternoon class, yeah?”


She nods.


How many men in my position have their little sister’s weekly schedule memorised, do you reckon?


Not enough, probably. Probably why mine’s still alive, though.


Kekoa walks into the kitchen and I clock him.


“Take the morning,” I tell him. “I’ll drive myself.”


He shakes his head, face looks a bit serious for my liking.


“What?” I frown.


He shrugs like it’s nothing but there’s something skimming under the surface. “Just chatter.”


Daisy pauses by the sink, her eyes darting between us. She looks both annoyed and frightened. Hate the latter, but she’s always annoyed, so…


“Where?” I ask Koa.


“Just had my ear to the ground, Jules—didn’t like what I heard.”


He’s being evasive. Trying to keep my stress levels down. I wait ’til Daisy looks away then gesture between me and my sister, asking wordlessly the question: her or me?


He shrugs again, but I know he knows the answer.


Either way, if someone wanted to get to me they’d go after her. Again. Fuck.


“Right.” I nod. “Dais, you take Happy.”


“I’ve got Miguel,” she whines, because nothing’s ever easy with her.


“And now you have Happy too.” I give her a look and she stares at my face for a few seconds, thinks about talking back and putting up a fight about it, but I think I see that night she won’t talk about rattle around her mind and then she sighs and says, “Okay.”


I point at Christian. “You coming to this lunch?”


He shakes his head. “Nah, I’m gonna work your sister out upstairs.”


Says that unflinching, that cocky fuck. Jut my jaw, shake my head at him. “I know where you live, bro…”


He grins. “I’m shaking in my boots.”


“Face,” I call to her. “Kick him in the head again.”


She gives me a thumbs up.


Roll into the Greenhouse forty minutes later. Kekoa hangs back by the door, tries to give me space—which I appreciate. Spot the boys up towards the back and I walk over to them. BJ Ballentine stands up to leave as he sees me.


Reaches out a hand and I shake his with two.


“Jules.” He grins. “Good to see you, man.”


I nod at the door. “Skipping off already?”


“Just dropped Jo in on my way to something.” He nods at his best friend.


“He’s off to bang a Miu Miu model,” Jonah Hemmes announces.


Carmelo Bambrilla starts laughing, but Ballentine rolls his eyes.


“I’m not.” He shakes his head as I sit down next to Jonah. “I’m just giving her some career advice,” he tells us and we all start laughing. He walks away, flipping us off as he leaves.


I stare after him for a couple of seconds, wait ’til he’s out of ear shot. “He fucking about again?”


Jo shakes his head. Ever the loyalist.


Carmelo looks confused. “Isn’t he with that hot one The Daily Mail can’t get enough of?”


Jonah shrugs. “They’re not together.”


“Fuck off,” I tell my oldest friend.


“They aren’t.” Jo shakes his head. “She just called it off with her boyfriend-of-the-week a couple of days ago.”


“Is it?” Carmelo chimes in, brows up. “Oi, should I go for her?”


Jonah rolls his eyes and Carms is happy to get a rise out of him. Jibes him more. “I’ll treat her good…”


Jonah folds his arms over his chest. “I’m sure you would, man, but it’s still a firm no from me.”


Carmelo frowns. “What are you, her chastity belt?”


He could be something like that, actually. Funny mix he’s in, that little group of London socialites—the Full Box Set is what the papers call them. All Old Valarians who live in each other’s pockets because they all became codependent in their youth. Boarding school attachment issues… Don’t know how to process shit apart from each other.


Besides, Magnolia Parks, she’s just one of those girls—got everyone in her pocket, and you can live in it pretty happily. I do, anyway. She’s got all those boys wrapped around her finger, and Jo’s easy to rile up when it comes to her. It’s low-hanging fruit but I’m here for it.


“I’m going to take a crack,” I tell him, sitting up straighter.


And at that, Jonah cracks up. Good old belly laugh, that smarmy shit.


Pinch my eyes at him, annoyed.


“Sorry, man.” Jo laughs, genuinely amused. “But she would never.”


I sniff a laugh. Weigh it up in my mind whether I’ll tell him something that’d blow his fucking mind. Decide to keep it in my back pocket for another day…


It was a few years back now, statute of limitations and shit. Besides, I reckon it says more about me than it does about her, anyway. That we were on the path for a fucking spectacular night and she started crying over her ex-boyfriend, so we had pancakes in my bed and watched Nick at Nite. Fucking bad for business. Can’t have it. I’d rather not have the clout of it than risk anyone hearing that I might actually have a heart.


“Yeah.” I nod instead. “You’re probably right. Girls like her hate older, powerful men.”


“You’re twenty-nine, man.” Carmelo gives me a look. “Wouldn’t start writing your obituary just yet.”


Carmelo Bambrilla. Son of Santino. They’re the big boys out in Liverpool. A sucker for romance… call it the Italian in him. He’s one of my oldest friends. Best one, even. Maybe? Friends is a weird word for us all, but it’s the closest thing for what we are. It’s a weird life. None of us asked for it… All born into it. Like royalty. Probably fewer perks. More fun, though.


Dated his sister for a second when I was a kid. Gia. Big mistake—huge, actually—but Carmelo’s little brother and Daisy were childhood sweethearts—a lot of history there. Too much, actually. More than I’d want there to be and definitely more than there should be.


Toss the waitress a smile as she hands me another drink. Very pretty. I’ll take her home later.


Carmelo smacks me on the back. “Anything notable on the horizon?”


I shake my head. “Meeting next week. Don’t know what about. Potential job.”


“Art or arms?” Carms scratches his chin.


“Art, I reckon.” I tell him with a shrug.


“Oi.” Jo nods his head back towards Kekoa.


“What’s your shadow doing here? Everything all good?”


I swipe my hand through the air. “Everything’s grand.”




Daisy
10:39 PM


Babbyyyy


Where are you?


On my way


Hurry up.


What do you want to drink


The usual


Greyhound?


Yes please x


Are you impressed I remembered that?


Not really.


A few days ago I memorised The Pathologic Basis of Disease.


Yeah, but you’re a genius


Yes.


And you are not.


Hah


I’m here. Where are you?


In my office


Without me?


Waiting for you.


Coming.


You’re about to be.


!
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Daisy


I like doing laundry. That’s weird—I know. I know I could send it out but I don’t, I just like doing it. It feels like something normal people do. Teachers do laundry. Social workers do laundry. Secretaries do laundry. Mechanics do laundry.


A few years ago I asked Julian to have them build for me my dream laundry room. I’ve got two of the Samsung 6.0 cu ft. Smart Washer with Flexwash1 as well as the Samsung 7.5 cu ft. Smart Electric Dryer with FlexDry, both in the Fingerprint Resistant Black Stainless Steel. An ironing board and a farmhouse-style folding table in the centre, which someone puts white tulips on every day, but I don’t know who.


It’s my safe place in here.


The washing machines are actually devastatingly quiet now.


When I was a kid, if there was something happening at the house that no one wanted me to see or hear, Julian would bring me into the laundry room. He’d put on our old washing machine, even if it was empty. Sometimes he’d put coins in there so it made a louder sound.


At the time I thought it was cool and sort of a weird thing my brother and I did together, but now I think there was probably someone dying somewhere in this house and this was their way of keeping it from me. It’s quite hard to un-hear someone dying once you’ve heard them. I hear my parents dying most days still for no real reason other than simply because that’s the sort of shitty thing your brain tries to fill a silence with. Mostly it’s the sound my dad made when he fell on the sand. Most of it was swallowed by the sand but there was a dull thud that plays on a loop in my brain.


Anyway, I have a reclining leather chair and a stack of cooking magazines by the big bay window that looks out from the utility room and onto some of the grounds out back that Happy tends to,2 though that’s not a part of his mercenary job description.


A cup of tea, the barely there hum of my washing machine3 and I can lose hours in here.


I think it’s the instant gratification of prewash sprays.


Or maybe it’s the everything getting clean in here.


I do the whites tonight.


Picking things out of the basket and treating them.


My favourite kind of stain remover at the minute is Vanish Gold for Whites. Also, I like their soap bar, because it’s so tactile. And bleach. I love bleach. Everything about it. How it smells. How it brightens. How it removes all traces of sin.


Do you know what original sin is?


It’s this theological concept that we were all born innately sinful and my brother loves it.4 Says it’s one of his two “get out of jail free cards”.5


That we were all already born sinful so he’s just living up to his nature.


But I don’t like it. I don’t like the idea that we’re born bad because if we’re all born sinners, I don’t know if we can ever really wash ourselves clean.


Do you believe children carry the sins of their father? Have you heard of that? Generational sins, ancestral sins—do you believe in those? My brother does. Because our dad did what he did—that’s Julian’s second pass. He’s already wearing Dad’s sins—what’s a few more?


He says it’s just the family business but I call it the family sin. He doesn’t like it when I say that, but I think he thinks I’m right, he just doesn’t know what to do about it. Neither of us do. We are who we are, and what we are is all we’ve ever known.


We have rules I made up when I was little that we don’t break, things Julian promised he’d never do that makes everything we do seem a little less bad.


People we won’t work with, no matter what. Sapanta Asad, Mata Tosell, Roisin MacMathan—people who fuck with people how they fuck with people, it’s a no-fly zone for us. Julian would never. I need him to never.


And it’s then I pull out a white T-shirt of my brother’s from the laundry basket.


I shouldn’t let him buy white, I always tell myself every time I do the laundry—stop letting him buy white things. There’s really no point, it’s just money down the drain—it’s a waste of time and white is unsalvageable for the best of us. Boys will be boys is what I used to tell myself… Boys will be boys and gang lords will be gang lords.


It’s a nice T-shirt. I bought it for him.


It’s from Mastermind Japan. Plain white.


And I pretend my heart doesn’t sink as I inspect it all stained.


It doesn’t take a med student to know this, just anyone with a working pair of eyes could tell you: there’s too much red on the shirt for the person it came from to still be alive.




Julian
4:02 PM


The girl at breakfast was different to the girl at lunch.


That’s astute, Daisyface… very good.


They teach you that in med school?


No


Do you know what they do teach us about
in med school though, Julian?


Communicable diseases.


I’m clean as a whistle.


That seems both categorically untrue and factually inaccurate.


So I guess this is a no to me bringing a hot
bartender home for dinner tonight?


3 for 3?


Are you joking?


….yes.


Ew


Firm no, then?


EW!!!!




 


 





1 The machine has two separate washing machines inside each one so I can have four loads going at once. It steam-washes. It’s app-controllable.


2 White and periwinkle hydrangeas, a ridiculously beautiful crabapple tree, a magnolia tee (vomit), rosemary, crocus and some white English roses.


3 Annoying.


4 Of course he does.


5 Of course he does.
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Christian


I’m lying down on the couch at home when the door knocks. We weren’t expecting company—not that I knew of, anyway. Henry heaves up from his arm chair and wanders over, swinging it open.


Magnolia Parks walks on in, followed by Paili Blythe; I barely notice her, though, because, fuck, Magnolia is beautiful.


Our eyes catch even though they shouldn’t. She drops them as she walks towards me before she drapes herself around Henry.


She thinks she’s not tactile, but she’s always touching one of us. Her sister says it’s because we’re all codependent. I’m pretty sure it’s just because Magnolia doesn’t know how to be alone.


“Where are the boys?” Magnolia says with a glance around the room, all innocent and shit. What she actually means is “Where’s BJ?” and the question pisses me off, so I sit up, crack my back and yawn before I answer.


“Jo’s out with Banksy and BJ’s on the pull with Feaven Lusk.”


Magnolia’s face freezes, all pained and tight like someone’s smacked her, and I get a shot of satisfaction from it—that’s fucked up of me, I know—I can’t help it, but…


“The model?” she clarifies with a blink. I nod. “But she’s an American.” She pouts, like that fucking means anything. I shrug and Henry’s giving me a look I’m ignoring because I know what happens after BJ hurts her. “Right, well, then…” She clears her throat.


And it works like a fucking charm. She switches into what me and Hen call FYBJ (Fuck You BJ) Mode and she’s out for blood. Her eyes drift over to mine just like I knew they would because she’s like this.


She crosses her arms over that beautiful chest of hers and sits down bang next to me. Leans in way closer than she needs to. Puts her head right on my arm.


She purses her lips, steeling herself for a few seconds.


I nearly feel bad for a second because it’s all over her face how hurt she is—imagining what the person she loves is doing with someone else, it fucks you up. But you know what? Join the fucking club, Parks.


I’ve felt like this for three years and I want some company, so I shrug a bit and say, “She’s pretty hot.”


Paili throws a book at my head from the other side of the room— doesn’t hurt much because it’s a softcover but I don’t appreciate it— and Henry breathes out loudly through his nose. Bit of a bad sign from him—he only lets me take this shit so far.


Parks’s eyes look glassy. Fuck. If I make her cry, then Henry’ll fight me—not that he’d win. Not a fair fight, though, because he’s never had to learn to fight like I have. He’s decent in a brush, though, even for a boy who grew up in Belgravia…


I stretch my arms up, put them behind Magnolia—not around her—behind her. An important clarification.


Henry squints over at me. He knows me too well. I know this shit with us puts him in a weird position. Me and Beej. Me and Parks. I love her, just. And it’s not all fucked up all the time.


Magnolia and Henry were best friends in nursery, they have a real sibling vibe. Hard for him sometimes, I think, working out whom to be more loyal to. His brother or his best friend? Usually it’s her. He’ll cover BJ’s tracks sometimes, but I suspect that’s more to do with what would happen if Magnolia found them.


But us four—me, Henry, Magnolia and Paili—we’re the originals. The three of us became friends in year one. Paili moved to our school in year two. And it was just the four of us ’til we got to Varley. Jo and Beej were around, but they were bigger, grade above. Didn’t give a shit. I mean—BJ gave a shit about Magnolia because he’s been fucking obsessed with her since he was six.


Parks used to love me. Loved me first, actually.


Henry was my best friend and she was Henry’s, and she followed me around like a puppy. I’d kiss her at lunchtimes and parties and when I was bored like you are when you’re a shit-kicking kid away at boarding school. And then all it took was just one fucking summer to fuck it all up.


Lil and Ham took us all to Saint Barts for three weeks.


That was the summer Parks fell for BJ. Also happened to be the summer I fell in love with Magnolia. Yeah, yeah, bad timing, I know. It’s my fault. I left it too long, whatever.


I always liked that she liked me before she liked him, it made her feel a little less his in my mind’s rationale for feeling how I feel about her, which is—for the record—in love but pretty fucked off about it.


“What are we watching?” Henry nods his head at the TV.


I glance from him to Magnolia. “Scary—”


“No!” she whines. “I hate scary movies!”


She looks over at Paili for help, who shrugs, God bless her. “I like them.”


“Well, I don’t.” Magnolia crosses her arms, huffing. “And I’ll be scared and then I’ll have to go home alone.”


Henry stares over at her, blinking. “Your dad’s 6’2”. He has weekly training sessions with Leon Edwards.”


“He’s in Atlanta!” she cries, her head falling back on the couch behind her. It lands on my arm. She leaves it there for a few seconds. Swallows. Sits back up. “And Bridget says she knows taekwondo but I’ve never seen the fruit of that, and allegedly—” She pulls a serious face and I’m laughing because she’s insane. “Bubushka defected from the Soviets, so she might be useful but also, she’s pretty old and also, maybe that’s who’s coming for us anyway.”


“Yeah.” I give her a look. “My ear on the ground says that the Soviets are just waiting to pounce on the elderly of the WII…” She glares over at me. “Stay here.” I shrug. Her face freezes up at the suggestion. Henry cranes his neck, staring at me with wide eyes. “With Henry, I mean—” I say quickly.


I can feel my cheeks turning pink.


She swallows again and looks over at Henry. “Can I, Henny Pen?”


He sighs out of his nose, annoyed. “Yes.”


Like he’d ever say no to her. Like any of us can. I don’t know what it’s about, why we can’t—why making Magnolia Parks sad for a second feels like you’re betraying your country. Happens to all of us, though, even Jo, and Jo doesn’t give a shit about making anyone sad.


“Yay.” She claps her hands together. “Sleepover!”


“Good luck, Henry.” Paili nods solemnly. Magnolia frowns over at her. “Sorry, babe—you’re just… so horrible to share a bed with.”


Magnolia looks from Henry to me, casting a line out. Henry gives her an apologetic smile. “Yeah, you are.”


Magnolia peers back to me, blinking a lot. Her eyes look hurt already.


“You are,” I tell her.


She turns around to face the TV, arms folding over her chest, having a little strop. “You never seemed to complain before,” she says under her breath, eyes on the television.


I lean down to her ear, stare straight ahead and whisper. “I wouldn’t complain now.”


We watch Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Parks is jumpy as shit the whole time. It’s cute. She grabs my hand a bunch, then she lets go every time she realises she does it.


Midway through she drops an M&M down the front of her top.


She stares down at it, frowning.


I stare at it for a few seconds too, quickly clocking Henry and Paili—neither are paying attention to us—so I grab it.


Pick it up with my index and my thumb, toss it into my mouth, smirking.


She stares at me, eyes bright and wide.


I think about her body against me the whole night, don’t pay attention to the movie.


It’s such a benign version of physical contact, I know—her head on my shoulder and her cuddled up against me, one of her oldest friends in the world. I’m probably reading into everything, but maybe I’m not.


Daisy texts me midway through, and I look at my phone—seeing Magnolia see that she’s texting me. She looks away reflexively, trying to give me privacy or some shit, but I don’t hide it. I like her seeing other people want me in the ways she won’t have me.


It’s also fake because Magnolia Parks is the fucking nosiest girl in the world. She’s angled her head, but she’s trying to read my messages out of the corner of her eye, I can see it. She’s straining so much she’s going to get a bloody migraine.




what are you doing




Leave it for a minute. I don’t know why. A bit of a prick, I guess.




chilling


come over?


maybe?




Not maybe. I’m not going anywhere… Not with Magnolia next to me like this.




what are you doing, Baby Haites




Dickhead, I know, but it is what it is, and we are what we are.


Me and Daisy? We’re friends. Actually, we’re good friends these days. Friends who fuck. My mum would have a fucking conniption at that, but here we are. I’m shagging the sister of Britain’s most notorious crime lord and I’m blowing her off, but we’re friends, just so it’s okay. Daisy doesn’t care, we’ve been hooking up a few months now— not exclusively, obviously. The Haites don’t do exclusive.


Fuck, I don’t do exclusive. Except that one time and it went to shit. She’s sitting right next to me three years later like a deadweight wrapped around my heart’s fucking ankle.




nothing.


playing GTA with the boys


which boys


Booker and TK.




I frown and get a pang of jealousy. Weird.


She’s slept with TK. Has she slept with the other one too? I can’t remember—they’re the youngest ones of the Lost Boys. The Americans. Good looking enough. I think she does it to annoy her brother. I think that’s why she slept with me.


My chest goes tight for a second. Weird.




who’s winning?


who do you think?




She’s just my friend, but she’s very, very hot.




hah. I can’t tonight


ok


tomorrow?


maybe




I pocket my phone and see that Magnolia’s looking up at me, a look on her face that I love, but then again I love all her faces. “Well, well.” Her lips purse. I sniff. “Is that a thing, then?” she asks, eyebrows up.


And because I’m shit, I let it hang there for a second and hope it makes her feel how I feel whenever she’s with someone else. Then I scrunch my face up. “Nah.”


“Oi, Parks,” Henry interrupts, staring over at us. “Bedtime.”


“Fuck off, man.” I laugh. “I think she can figure out her own bedtime.”


Henry gives me a look that makes me feel like shit, makes me feel like I’m being the prick here.


He ignores me and catches Parks’s eye. He cocks his head towards the stairs, then starts walking up them.


“Night, Pails,” he calls back. “Text when you get home, yeah?”


She stands, kisses me and Parks each on the cheeks, and lets herself out.


I glance down at Magnolia and she stares up at me. I do my best not to kiss her. Find myself preparing for it anyway, lick my bottom lip, swallow down the heavy feeling of how much I want her. I’m a pro at not-kissing her now, though. Been not-kissing her for going on three years.


Her eyes drop to my lap. A rogue M&M sits around the fly of my jeans.


Her eyes flicker from mine to the M&M and back up to me. She drums her fingers on her mouth, eyes big and less innocent than you’d think they are—she’s staring at it and my whole body feels electric.


Then she plucks it up, tosses it in her mouth, bites down on it with a crunch and a grin.


My mouth falls open as I stare after her walking up the stairs, looking back over her shoulder at me with a small laugh.


I have a shit sleep that night. Something about her being here and not with me fucks with me a little. I’m used to her not being with me at this point, obviously.


Her staying here isn’t dead unheard of—better her in Henry’s bed than BJ’s—but how many beds will she go through before she circles back to mine?


She’ll crawl into it in the morning anyway, that I know.


She finds it less threatening to lay on my bed in the daylight, like she doesn’t trust herself with me in the dark.


The next morning I wake up how I thought I would—with Magnolia Parks flopping down next to me, staring up at the ceiling.


I roll in to face her, but she’s all eyes on the roof. Picks up the stuffed lion she gave me when I was six that still sits on my bed even though it shouldn’t anymore and tosses it up in the air, catching it mindlessly.


“Is Feaven good in bed?” Magnolia asks the ceiling.


I look over at her. She’s such a bitch. A bitch for asking me and a bitch for feeling like she can. I know what she wants me to say, I know how I could respond without hurting her, but I’m kind of keen to sting her for it because fuck her for asking.


“She’s pretty good in bed, yeah.” I nod.


Her face falters as she looks over at me. “Better than me?”


I sit up and raise an eyebrow. “We never slept together, remember?”


She purses her lips, staring over at me.


This bit’s always shitted because if we’re being technical—and I want to be—because if we are, maybe we’ve had sex. But she doesn’t count the Maserati as her first time with Beej, so she doesn’t count whatever’s happened with us as sex either. And I don’t know how much Beej knows, but she’d spin it to him different anyway, waving it around like a banner she’s proud of—that we never properly did it—like she’s one up on him. Like she thinks she’s betrayed him less than he betrayed her because she and I never did what he does with everyone else all the time. But there’s a wide open plain of sexual possibilities between kissing and literal, actual penetrative sex, and Magnolia Parks and I explored the entire fucking savanna.


And she’ll say it as loud as she can anytime it suits her—that we never had sex—but what she strategically leaves out is that we tried to. All the time, and every time we did, she’d cried.


So when she’s on that fucking high horse of hers spouting that “we never had sex”, the giant black abyss that trails behind her sentence is: “but it wasn’t for lack of trying.”


And I’m an idiot, I know, because if that isn’t a fucking red flag, I don’t know what is.


Because I’d never force her, most of the time she’d initiate it—and she wasn’t crying because she wasn’t ready. She wasn’t crying because she was drunk. I know now—I get them, how fucking tied they are to each other and their monumental levels of dysfunction—that she was crying because she was trying to have sex with someone who wasn’t BJ. I should have known that, should have seen it, but she’d already got me by then. I was all in, all in love and shit. She could have fucked me or fucked me over, it wouldn’t have mattered either way. I wasn’t going anywhere.


I still haven’t gone anywhere.


I don’t think Beej knows that part—don’t even know if he should know. I don’t want to be the one to tell him either because it’s our chink; if we’d kill each other over anything, it’ll be her. He can’t see straight about her, but neither can I. We both love her and neither of us can do shit about it.


She’s angry at me for saying that, though—reminding her that we didn’t have sex. She can remind everyone else, but all fucking hell breaks loose if I remind her. We’ve had this argument before, if you want to call it that. It’s more of a nonversation and I reckon it shits her because it either invalidates us to her or because it makes her feel deficient. Neither is true.


The fact that she’s the only girl I’ve ever been with whom I haven’t had sex with says more about her than if we’d actually done it.


And there’s not a fucking thing that’s deficient about her.


There’s a knock on my door and it swings open without waiting for an answer—Henry nods at Magnolia. “Just buzzed BJ up.”


She sits up, eyes all wide and hopeful and pathetic. She tucks her hair behind her ears like a dog whose master’s coming to the door.


She skips out and she’s so happy I want to fucking vomit. Henry stares over at me, then points. “Tighten the fuck up, mate.”


I roll my eyes with a sigh, then follow them out.


BJ walks through our front door. Parks’s cheeks go pink.


He gives her this half smile that gets her every time—fucking sad that I know that—but you know what? I am fucking sad. In love with my best friend’s girl.


I’m a piece of shit.


“Hi.” She gives him a shy smile, skipping over to him to hug him.


He wraps his arms around her, puts his chin on her head before he peers down at her.


He tugs on the oversized T-shirt she’s wearing that’s obviously a man’s. Doesn’t let her out of the hug. “Whose is this?” His eyes flick from me quickly back to Parks. More insecure than he’d want me to know he is.


“Henry’s.” She frowns up at him like it’s a fucking ridiculous question.


He nods once.


“You stayed here last night then?” he asks her but doesn’t let her go.


She nods, looking up at him.


“Why?” he asks and looks straight at me.


It’s a casual question with sharp edges.


“Because we watched Texas Chainsaw Massacre last night, Bushka’s on the USSR’s hit list, apparently, and Magnolia can’t defend herself for shit,” Henry says with a shrug. He doesn’t look at me as he says it, but I know he’s covering for me, even though nothing he’s saying is untrue. “Worst sleep of my life.” Henry stretches his arms over his head, hamming it up.


“Hey.” She pouts.


Beej tilts his head at her, eyes all soft, looking at her like she’s just his.


“You are a bit hard to sleep with…” BJ concedes and she shifts in his embrace. Yes, they’re still holding on to each other. Yes, they’re that fucked up.


“She’s hot, she’s cold, she’s scared, she’s hungry.” Henry sighs and then gives her a pointed look. “No wonder you’re single.”


Hen’s the only one she’ll take that shit from without getting stroppy. It’s just how they are.


BJ shakes his head. “You’ve got to have a granola bar in your bedside table for her or else she’s a pain in the arse.”


Henry ruffles her hair as he walks past them. “She’s a pain in the arse either way.”


BJ sniffs. “Come on, get dressed.” He hooks his arm around her neck, pulling her upstairs with him. “I’ll take you to breakfast.”


“Okay, I’ll just take myself to breakfast then?” I say.


BJ looks back at me. “Yep.”
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Julian


I stare over at my View of the Sea at Scheveningen. The Van Gough Museum says they recovered this one. They are lying. We planted the fake. The real one hangs strategically in my office on a wall where that bloody nosy copper won’t see it when he pokes his fucking head in to perv on my sister.


My office is pretty sick, though… Pieces of art I’ve “accumulated” over the years.


I’ve got an Edvard Munch, a Kandinsky, two from Franz Marc, an Egon Schiele and the Van Gogh. The circumstances surrounding the acquisitions of the aforementioned pieces might be of precarious legality, but who’s gonna stop me?


Dais hates expressionism, so my office is the only place I can keep them.


Impressionism, Fauvism and expressionism—me.


Renaissance, rococo and romanticism—all her.


I’m sitting at my desk, Dais is playing darts. Kind of with Declan, kind of not—if they’re playing, she’s creaming him. If they’re not playing, she’s still creaming him.


It’s no secret around here that he’s into her—besotted with her, always has been. They dated once, briefly. Not long after her and Rome—bit of a rebound, if you ask me—but they’re all rebounds for her, I think. Decks was at university too, not studying medicine. Law, I think.


Slept with her. Took her on a date. Had no idea she was seventeen to his twenty-four ’til I showed up.


Hardly his fault, though. How many seventeen-year-olds are at university? The whole thing was pretty fun. Made a few threats, threw my weight around. Kind of liked him by the end of it, brought him into the fold not long after that. A happy by-product of that was, and remains, that Daisy becomes acutely uninterested in men if they work for me. She dropped him pretty quick, but he never really got past her.


A bit painful to watch him around her, and I reckon she does her conscionable best not to feed into it, but then Daisy’s been the centre of everyone’s focus since the day she was born.


‘A flower among thorns,” my dad would say. And then Mum would say that daisies are a common flower, and every time I think of that I feel a weird sense of relief that I don’t have to navigate that shit anymore. Not that you ever want your parents dead—I don’t—but Mum with Daisy was a fucking lot. Probably why Daisy doesn’t know how to interact with other women—though I suppose that’s partially my fault. Not a lot of matriarchal influences out on the London crime scene, just Delina Bambrilla (who is undoubtedly all of our saving grace). Rebecca Barnes too, Jo’s mum—a good woman—but at the time we could’ve used her she was heavily distracted by the death of her own daughter. Wasn’t a great year around these parts, really. Remy Hemmes and then our parents not too far apart.


All of that feeds into my sister’s pathology—why she is who she is, why she can’t seem to make a friend who’s a girl, why she gravitates to men how she does. Didn’t mean to do it, but I guess I just raised her that way.


Daisy hits the bullseye again, like she does almost every throw, and tosses Decks a smug look over her shoulder, but it’s unnecessary because every man and his dog knows Declan thinks she strung up the stars.


My office door swings open and in saunters my sister’s best friend from school. He falls back into the armchair by my desk.


“Is that celebrity stylist Jack Giles?” I grin over at him as my sister bounds over and plants herself in his lap.


A good man, that Jack Giles—been dealt a bit of a shit hand, but he’s made the most of it. Made a name for himself despite everything. And he’s a fucking looker. Turns heads everywhere he goes, breaks hearts left and right, but I reckon his heart’s pretty fucked up at the minute all on it’s own.


“Ey.” I nod my chin at him. “How’s it going with you and Hot John?”


Giles looks over and grimaces.


“He still fucking you around?” Decks asks from the other side of the room, folding his arms.


“Always.” Daisy rolls her eyes, pushing some hair behind Jack’s ears. “But Jacky did go on a date with a certain gay celebrity the other night—”


“It wasn’t a date.” Jack rolls his eyes.


“He asked you out after you styled him!”


He tosses her a look. “To say thank you!”


“Who was it?” I lean in, interested.


“We shan’t be saying,” Daisy announces, brat nose in the air. “But rest assured it was regrettably not Anderson Cooper, but we’ll get there eventually.”


There’s a knock at the front door.


Dad bought out an entire cul-de-sac in the middle of Knights-bridge in the 80s. The Compound. Looks like a bit of a palace. You wouldn’t know what goes on in here other than the stuff of legends. You can’t tell from the outside that it’s so much more than just a fucking big house. Indoor pool, basketball court, gym, rooftop bar, rooms for my boys, couple of panic rooms and a biosecurity safe where we keep a bunch of shit I’m not going to tell you about. It just looks like every other bougie house around here. The heightened security might get a couple of extra looks, but for all anyone knows around here we could just be royalty.


“You get it,” I tell my sister, nodding towards the knock. Whoever it is has already been vetted by security. Besides, I know who it is.


Dais rolls her eyes at me, trots over to the door.


I get up after a second, walk to the doorframe, watching as though I don’t know, like I’d ever let her open a door if I didn’t.


It’s him.


It’s 9 pm on a Wednesday night.


It’s always him.


And he’s a sucker for her.


“Tiller, we have to stop meeting like this!” She beams up at him, batting her eyes.


Killian Tiller, a detective with the NCA who’s been jonesing for my sister since the second his American arse laid eyes on her. As if I didn’t have enough on my fucking plate, now I’ve gotta keep an eye on a fed who’s trying to get into my sister’s pants.


Trouble is, I reckon she’d let him. She’s always been a sucker for boys who look like the blonde one from Fast & Furious, and that’s this lad to a tee.


“What?” He gives her a look. “Me turning up at your house because your family’s under criminal investigation? I agree.”


“Perfect.” She smiles at him coyly. “So Friday? Dinner at eight?”


She’s too fucking good at this. Makes me feel a bit nauseous.


He snorts a laugh. “What are you, sixteen now?”


“Don’t tease, you know I’m twenty.” She scowls at him.


“Do you want a prize? Or are you all set with the one that comes with your Happy Meal?”


She frowns at him. “I don’t know why you’re speaking about Happy Meals in a disparaging way. They’re perfectly portioned and completely delicious.” Cocks an eyebrow at him. “You know they’re my favourite…”


“Do I?” he asks, smirking down at her.


She nods at the folder snug under his arm. “You can stop pretending that file isn’t just a million photos you took of me, you big old perv.”


He bites back a laugh. “Ah, you got me.”


“I look quite fresh in that navy lingerie, don’t I?” she says, nose in the air.


Fuck. I want to die. Persevere with my spying anyway.


Tiller tilts his head, looking down on her more affectionately than a man investigating her family should. “I wouldn’t know.”


“‘Okay,” she tells him, using air quotes and finally he cracks a proper laugh, face lighting up.


Fuck me, I haven’t even asked her to work this guy, she’s just doing it herself.


He shakes his head, drawing himself back to something approaching serious. “Where was your brother two nights ago?”


She gives him a tight smile and a shrug.


I shift a little, make sure he can’t see me.


“Know anything about some missing art?”


“No.” She shakes her head emphatically. “But that sounds very serious…”


“A Fernand Léger painting worth £150,000 went missing that night.”


She inspects her nails. “I don’t like him, do you?”


“Your brother?”


“Léger.” She glares. “Not a big fan of pop art nor abstract.”


“Who was your brother with two nights ago?”


“Where were you two nights ago, Tils?” She bites down on her bottom lip and he rolls his eyes. “Every time you point a finger, there’s three pointing back at you!” she tells him merrily. He rolls his eyes again, exasperated.


“You’ll strain those if you keep doing that.” She nods at him.


“Well.” He gives her a look. “It’s hard to control around you.”


“You can’t control yourself around me?” She flutters her eyelashes at him and I shake my head, trying not to laugh. “So adorable.” She sighs.


The copper gives my sister an amused look and she nudges his arm playfully. “So where did we land with Friday?”


Tiller squints at her. “I don’t date criminals.”


She leans her head against the doorframe and sighs. “I love it when you talk dirty to me.”


He sniffs a smile then shakes his head then walks down my front stairs.


“I don’t either, by the way…” she calls after him.


He looks back. “What?”


“I don’t date criminals.”


“Just fuck them, do you?” His eyes are sharp and his tone is daring.


Her lips round out in surprise—she’s enjoying the attention too much, like she’s starved for it.


“My, my!” She squashes a smile. “That is a comprehensive little folder you’ve got there. If you know that, then you really do know how good I look in navy lingerie.”


He stops and squints for a second, then shrugs. “I liked you better in the white.”


Her jaw drops and she lets out a single laugh, but I want his fucking head on a platter for that one.


I walk back over to my desk, sit on it like I wasn’t eavesdropping on them, and she meanders back into my office.


“Who was that?” I ask, pretending I don’t know.


“Tiller.”


I roll my eyes. “What’d he want this time? Besides a date with you.”


“Unfortunately,” she sighs, “as is ever the story of my life, I fear it’s not me he wants a date with.”


“Is Inspector Tiller gay?” Declan asks from the other side of the room, his eyes wide with earnestness. “Giles, have a crack, mate!”


“A court date, genius.” She rolls her eyes.


“Wait—are you talking about the Sexy Policeman?” Jack asks, sitting up.


“We are.” Dais nods.


“I mean…” I frown a bit. “I wouldn’t call him sexy.” I shrug.


Daisy gives me a look like I’m an idiot. “Then I would call you blind.”


“He is stupid hot.” Jack nods, not looking up from his phone. “Should have been a model. What’s he being a policeman for? Making me disrespect the badge for a peek.”


Feel myself frown a bit, try to cover it because I don’t want another lecture from my sister about how I have to be the most attractive person in the room or else I apparently shit a brick. Not true. Besides, I’ve never been in a room where I wasn’t the best looking.


“Anyway.” Daisy plants herself in front of me, arms folded over her chest. “Did you steal some art this week, Julian?” She squints at me.


Yep.


I did. Well, not me personally.


Some of the footmen.


She’d rather not know about the comings and goings of our family business, and I’d rather keep her out of it as much as possible. Safer that way.


“I don’t steal, Face.” I give her a look. “I acquire.”


“That sounds like ‘educated thief ’ for ‘steal’.” She gives me a curt smile.


I match it. “Right, and what’s ‘nosy sister’ for ‘fuck off’?”


“Casse-toi.”


I smile. “Nup—” Shake my head at her. “That’s what it is in ‘pretentious sister’…”




Magnolia
10:26 AM


Morning champ


Hi


How are we feeling


We’ve felt better


We can imagine


What happened


You know what happened


Remind me


He slept with Taura


brought her to your mum’s launch.


Pricky


You got shitfaced.


And then…


And then nothing.


Henry was on pupil watch and I got the always
fun task of sloshing you home


Was I very sloshy


Yes


Sorry


It’s all good.


What are you doing? Me and Hen are
gonna go to Annabels for lunch


Beej and I are on New Bond St. We’ll call you in a bit xx


Jack
2:02 PM


Cutie update please


I don’t know a cutie, sorry.


Angelic-faced gang lord, impeccable arse.


Not a gang lord…


Because that’s what counts.


Arse is impeccable though


Worthy of poetry, I’d say.


Impeccable Arse is fine. Blew me off.


Is that a sex thing?


Don’t answer that.


Hilarious.


Why’d he blow you off?


Because he’s an impeccable arse.


Way to really bring that home. 10/10


I think we’re going to get drinks tomorrow night.


Sexy


Fingers crossed.
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Daisy


It was my birthday a couple of months ago. I didn’t tell him about it, but the day after Christian just turned up on my front steps, unannounced and uninvited, wearing a grey T-shirt, shredded jeans and Vans. In his arms were the biggest bouquet of daisies and chamomiles I’ve ever seen.


He grinned at me proudly.


“What are you doing?” I eyed him suspiciously.


“It’s your birthday.” He shrugged. “Figured you wouldn’t have plans—”


I frowned at him. “Wow.”


He pointed his thumb towards my brother’s office. “Where’s he letting you go two days in a row anyway?”


“He could—” I glared. “Be letting me go places.”


I frowned and he paused, his eyes flickered up and down my body. I was in the Pure-Wrap knitted jumpsuit from Calvin Klein’s underwear range and I know he knows I wear that to bed.


He smirked, that cocky prick. “Do… you… have… plans?”1


“Well, no, but—”


“Now you do.” He walked into our foyer and spun on his heel, mouth twitching into a smile.


I rolled my eyes, closed the door, and folded my arms over my chest. I tempered my face and tried to not look a little bit pleased.


I was worried my cheeks were going pink so I snatched the flowers from his hands and wandered to the kitchen to find a vase.


“So, what are you thinking then?” I looked over at him, filling the Baroque and Roll vase from Versace with water from the sink. My mother decorated our home before she died and Jules never really changed it. She was really into the froufrou vibe,2 a lot of marble and gold. You could close your eyes, raise your hand, and spin around, and nine times out of ten you’d be pointing to something Versace.3


“I’ve got a plan,” he told me coyly.


“Well, what is it?”


“Surprise.”


“I hate surprises.” I frowned.


“Do you?” he asked, a little miffed.


And I don’t know why, but him looking a little deflated made me feel a tiny bit happy. “Not really,” I conceded, and he perked right back up.


“Good.”


“Just tell me?”


He smiled and nodded his head towards my room. “Go pack an overnight bag.”


“For where?” I pouted.


“Can’t tell you.”


“How will I pack then?”


“Oh right,” he groaned. “Okay, I’ll go pack for you then.”


“Well, wait,” I yelled after him as he headed to my room. “Don’t just pack underwear.”


“Great idea!” he called over his shoulder. “Definitely only packing you underwear.”


I followed up after him, deciding that wherever we were going, I should probably change.


I tugged on the black Le Skinny de Jeanne jeans from Frame and rummaged through my drawer for an overpriced plain white tee.


Christian glanced over at me, a fist full of underwear in his hands just to spite me, then shoved it unceremoniously into the duffle bag he’d found with a grin.


He tossed me a pair of shoes. Low top suede Star Kicks from Converse. “Let’s go.” He nodded to the door.


“Where’s Miguel?” I asked, following him down the stairs.


He shook his head as he trotted back down the stairs, then turned back at me, eye to eye because the steps let us be. “No Miguel.”


I gave him a look. “He has to come, Julian makes him.”


Head shake. “Not today.”


I looked at him skeptically. “Julian’s letting me go somewhere without Miguel?” I blinked. “Somewhere with an overnight bag?”
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