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Praise


Daisy Haites thought she’d left everything about her old life in the past: the crime, her family and the man she loves. But when her safety is threatened by an unknown source, not even her policeman boyfriend Tiller can protect her.


Suddenly Daisy finds herself back under the watchful eyes of her gang-lord brother Julian and her ex-boyfriend Christian, both desperate to keep her safe. Daisy’s return to the Boroughs is exactly what Christian has been waiting for; finally a chance to prove how much he really loves her and how badly they belong together, boyfriends be damned.


Everything gets more complicated when beautiful, broken-hearted socialite Magnolia Parks enters the scene and Julian finds himself falling for her in a way he swore he never would for anyone. Because for Julian, falling in love isn’t just unwelcome – it could be deadly for everyone involved. And just as Daisy and Magnolia finally strike up a peculiar friendship, Julian’s past might be about to catch up to them all, with terrible consequences.




For all the people in my DMs saying I need to pay your therapy bills. I won’t do that, but I will dedicate this book to you. Stay that dramatic forever. Within reason. In appropriate circumstances. Probably don’t be that dramatic in your daily lives. Regardless. Thank you for everything.

And for Christa. Just because.
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Daisy


I roll over and rest my chin on his chest.


“Morning.” He flashes me a tired smile and tosses his arm around me. “How’d you sleep?”


“Good, I think.”1 I nod. “Did I?”


Killian Tiller shrugs with both his shoulders and his mouth. “You didn’t smack the shit out of me when I got into bed last night, so that felt good for me.”


I smile up at him proudly and he sniffs a laugh as he stares back. Normal people don’t reflexively strike their boyfriends with their elbows when said American boyfriends climb into their beds late at night.


“What time do you want to head to the farmers’ markets?” I sit up, shifting into him more.


He pulls an uncomfortable smile. “I’ve gotta work—”


“It’s a Saturday!” I frown.


“I know.” He shrugs again. “Just a bit time-sensitive—”


“Tills.” My shoulders slump. “Is it about my brother?”


“Dais, you know that they took me off everything to do with him—”2 He presses his lips together and shakes his head. “Just think — without me there, you can spend as long as you want in the leafy green section…”


I give him a measured look. “You are very annoying in that section.”3


He sighs, steeling himself for the conversation we’ve already had 50 times. “A leaf is a leaf, Daisy—”


I shake my head. “It isn’t.”


“It is.” He nods his. “Just a bunch of leaves named by eccentric botanists—”


“A head of romaine looks and functions very differently — to say — kale.” I give him a look, and he shakes his head all stubborn, just to get a rise.4


“Will you be home for dinner?”


“Should be.”


He nods, then leans over, kisses me how I’ve always wanted him to for so many years, and then rolls out of bed to shower.


He has his own place, but really he lives here with me in my apartment in Kensington Garden Square.5


About a month into living by myself I came home one day to find my apartment broken into.


Door smashed in, lock broken, place tipped upside down — nothing missing, not that I could tell, anyway.


I called the police because apparently that’s what normal people6 do if something goes wrong — they don’t call their brother7 or his Lost Boys8, they just call the police9. So I called the police10.


And then Killian Tiller showed up.


He knocked on my broken-down door and it swung open slowly. I was there, perched up on a bench next to my neighbour, Jago,11 who eyed the man in the doorway suspiciously.


I jumped to my feet when I saw him and a funny prickle rolled through my body, some sort of relief and sadness all at once. I remember becoming acutely aware that I was in baggy old 501s and a black crop top. Mismatched socks and my hair all shoved up into a little ponytail, barely there because I cut my hair when I cut everyone out of my life.


“I heard it on the radio—” Tiller told me with a frown as he reached into his back pocket to pull out his badge, flashing it at Jago.


“This is Killian Tiller—” I nodded over at him. “He’s a…” I squinted at Tiller and his eyebrows arched in that old, playful way. “Sort of an old friend.”


Jago nodded, told me to call him later — that I could stay with him if I wanted to — and then he left.


Tiller glanced around. “Your housekeeping’s gone downhill.”


I rolled my eyes and he gave me a small smile. Happy to see me, I could tell.


“This how you found the place?” He started poking around with a pen as to not touch anything. “Did you move anything?”


I shook my head and he whipped out his phone, taking a few photos.


“Any ideas?” He looked down at me.


“Was it Julian, do you mean?” My brows arched in defence.12, 13


His jaw jutted. “You said it, not me.”


“No, it wasn’t Julian.” I glared over at him and he just nodded, walked around a bit.


“How have you been?” he asked, looking up at me from across the way. Arms folded over his chest, serious brows.


“I mean—” I glanced around my trashed living room. “I’ve been better.”


He squashed a smile. “Before this — how were you?”


“Good.” I pursed my lips. “I guess.”


“You heard from him?”


I shake my head. “Last I heard, he fled London14 because he’s wanted by Scotland Yard.” I gave him a dark look.


“Well…” His American shoulders shrugged. “He’s stolen a lot of art.”


“I know.”


“Evaded a lot of laws.”


“I know.” I nodded, impatient.


“Kidnapped some kids.”


“I know, Killian,” I sort of yelled and then my voice went soft. “We don’t talk anymore.”15


He nodded once, eyes dropping from mine. “Sorry.” And he was, I could see it on him. “You need a new lock,” he told me, pointing at it.


I pursed my lips together, nodding. “So, do I just call a locksmith then?”


“I’ll do it—” he said, quickly. His eyes met mine and held steady.


I shook my head at him, flashing him a thankful smile. “That’s not really in your job description.”16


His mouth pulled, like he was amused. “Yeah, but neither is this though, so—” He gestured to my apartment.


“Just in the neighbourhood, then?” I asked, eyebrows up.


“Yeah—” He nodded coolly. “Something like that.”17


That moment to me, still to this day, were I to put it to pictures: it’s a tiny sapling breaking through the dirt.


That night I stayed at Jack’s18 — Tiller drove me there, and then late the next afternoon, he turned up to my apartment with a new lock and a tool box.


As soon as he arrived, Jack, who had been with me all day,19, 20 his eyes went wide and he mouthed across the room, ‘Oh my fuck, he’s so hot.’


‘Shut. Up.’ I mouthed back.


Jack made a circle with his index finger and his thumb, then plunged his other index finger into it repeatedly.21


“Get out—” I pointed to the door and my best friend cackled as he glided over to me, kissing my cheek. “Call me.”


“We’re fighting,” I called after him.


“What are you fighting about?” Tiller asked, looking up at me from his tool box.


I flashed him a quick smile. “Nothing.”


I wandered over and stood by the door he was fixing because — us and doorways, you know? My heart was fucked. I missed my brother, I missed Christian. I was alone and I was afraid, and Tiller was on his knees in my apartment fixing a thing he didn’t break.


He knew what he was doing. Which — I mean — of course he did, he offered to do it, but I’d never really watched a man fix something before.


The drilling, the chiselling, the screwing — oh my God — it was torture. I bit down on my thumb because without something to bite on, I would have just been staring at him, mouth fallen open in a permanent way because Tiller was just — he’s Tiller, you know? He’s heaven with that blonde hair and those blue eyes and those shoulders, with that accent. I’ve been a puddle around him since I was about sixteen and I was melting all over again there in my own kitchen.


His eyes flicked up to me.


“So—” He coughed, super casually. “You seeing anyone?”


“No.” I cracked my back as I stretched my hands up over my head. A bit because my back was sore, a bit because all of the rest of me was sore in a way I couldn’t fix alone. I hated being alone. I spent my whole life desperate to be alone and there I was, all alone just how I’d hoped to be and I didn’t know what to do with it.


“What about you?” I asked lightly. “Anyone?”


Tiller stared over at me a fraction longer than he probably should have and then shook his head. “Nope.”


“Oh.” I nodded once. Cleared my throat. “Hey, do you want a drink?” I launched myself off the wall towards the fridge, not waiting for an answer. Tiller glanced back at me with his little serious face that was so sexy to me22 — his eyes flicked from me to the fridge then back to me. Nodded once, then focused way too intensely on the door.


I poured us two well-oversized glasses of wine and I could tell that he knew I’d done it because our eyes caught when I handed him his and it looked like he was bracing himself — like he was on the edge of a cliff, talking himself into jumping off.


Tiller took a big sip then handed it back to me, kept on fiddling with the lock, and I remember so clearly finding his sublime lack of attention on me to be so hot and so sexy, and then I began to wonder whether he was doing it on purpose? The not looking at me. The brows so low with focus he was practically smouldering at the door…


After a little while, he stood. Locked the door and unlocked it again.


“All fixed—” He flashed me a quick smile. He looked flustered. Cute.


I reached past him and locked the door and the sound of the deadbolt echoed around us and cracked open that old pit inside of me.


“Thank you,” I said, quietly.


Tiller’s eyes held mine. “You’re welcome.”


Then he nodded once, knelt back down on the ground and began packing up his tools.


It was around that point in the evening that I began to wonder whether all the sexual tension I thought I was feeling was entirely in my head. Was his drilling really just drilling? Was the want I thought I felt between us all just one sided? I don’t know why, but then rippled through me this old feeling I’d get sometimes when my parents first died, that I was a small, helpless girl, all alone in all the world. I only really felt like that for a few months after it happened that day on the beach but I’d have a dream most nights, sometimes I still do: me on the sand, them still dying, but Julian’s dying with them and it’s just me there — alive — but I really am an orphan and I really am alone. I’m all the things my brother said I am.


That’s how I felt when my brother walked out of that hospital room and that’s how I started to feel again watching Tiller pack up his tools there in front of me, so as soon as I felt it, I wanted him to leave — needed him to. I didn’t want him to see my face, see that I was sad — see that I hadn’t changed at all, that I’d sleep with him on the spot as much as I would Jago or the barista across the street, that I’d use their bodies as a plywood board to lay over the pit so I wouldn’t fall back into it.


I knelt down next to him to help him pack up faster, picked up a drill and blew the sawdust off it it when—


“Ow! Shit!” My hand flew to my eye.


“Are you okay?” Tiller frowned, concerned.


I stood up precariously, felt my way over to the guest bathroom and he rushed over, and I remember seeing with my good eye that he was more concerned than a speck of sawdust called for.


Splashed some water in my eye, tried my best to flush it out. And then a hand on my waist spun me around.


“Let me see.” He took my face in both his hands and carefully, with his thumb, dragged my closed eye open.


Our faces were close enough for me to feel the residual warmth of his body.


When I think back to that night, that’s the part I remember best. He made me feel warm.


“I think you got it—” he said but it came out a little croaky.


His eyes flickered down me, pressed his tongue into his bottom lip, eyes glued to mine and then he leant in… slowly… it was such a measured lean in.23 Him just watching me the whole time to make sure I didn’t change my mind.


Like I ever would, that face coming towards me finally how I always wanted it to.


I slipped my hands around his waist and tugged him in towards me, our mouths brushed and then all his measures were cast to the wayside.


Here’s the truth: I had daydreamed about sleeping with Killian Tiller an innumerable number of times since I was about 16. So that — there and then — had years of expectations riding on it and Tills did not disappoint.


It never slowed down, it never lulled — he didn’t miss a beat. He picked me up on his waist and we did it on my bathroom sink under incredibly terrible lights — the kind that show every flaw you have and I couldn’t see a single one on him.


Then afterwards, he sat back against the wall of my tiny bathroom staring up at the ceiling, looking all pensive, back to worried.


“Fuck—” He shook his head.


“What?” I sat up, pulling my shirt back on over my head.


“Sorry—” He started frowning. “I shouldn’t have done that.”


“Done what?”


He pointed a finger vaguely at me.


“Me?” I blinked.


He nodded quickly, running his hands over his face, stressed. He tugged his t-shirt back on, standing up. “I didn’t mean to like, take advantage of you—”


I looked over at him confused. “Tiller, I poured the equivalent of about three wines into your one glass because I wanted this to happen…”


He flashed me an unimpressed look.


“Been trying to bed you for years, Tills—” I told him, trying to keep it light. I didn’t like how strained he looked.


“Tiller!” I laughed, because he was being so cute. “It was just sex.”


And then I remember how he eyed me all suspicious, like I was full of it. “There’s no such thing.”


“Yes, there is!” I shook my head, laughing again. “Of course there is! We just did it!”


He breathed out like he’d been holding it in. “I swear to God, I really did just come here to fix your lock.”


I gave him a tiny smile. “I believe you.”


He left not long after that, and later on texted me saying he was sorry and if I needed any help with anything else, just to text him.


And would you believe it? A few days later, my drain clogged.


That’s how we started. First the lock, then the clogged drain. Then my fridge started leaking and I needed a new one. Then my car ran out of petrol… on purpose.


And then I started doing things like shaking a lightbulb til the tungsten filament broke and then reinstalling the bulb, pretending I didn’t know how to change one.


“You know you can just ask me to come over for sex, right?” he told me that night, as he tugged on my hair playfully. Which I did, for about a week. Because when I stopped, I missed… him.24 And it was a great week. Tiller would come over most nights after work, ‘bang one out’ as Julian would say. And it was working for me, because I had school and no friends besides Jack25 and I was single and alone and being alone reminded me that I was, actually, really, very alone. No family, two friends and a bodyguard who won’t quit.26


And then there was a knock on my door one night unannounced.


“What are you doing here?” I blinked up at Tiller unceremoniously, glancing at the wine and flowers in his hands.


“It’s Valentine’s Day.” He shrugged.


I shrugged back. “I know.”


“I want to take you on a date,” he told me, stepping around me to get inside.


I closed the door. “What?”


“What?” He sniffed, amused. “This can’t be a huge shock to you — we’ve slept together most nights the last… two weeks.”


“I know.” I rolled my eyes. “But all that’s — just, sort of perfunctory, is it not?”


Some hurt rolled over his cute face. “Not to me.”


“Tills—” I sighed. “I’ve always… With you, you know I27—” I gestured towards him and swallowed because he’s so handsome. “You know I have, but I’m still not really like, past—” I couldn’t say his name, I still can’t. It always stops short in my mouth like saying it out loud might mean I’m letting some part of him leave me,28 so I waved vaguely towards the ghost of Christian Hemmes that follows me everywhere.


And then Tiller tilted his head, gave me a quarter smile. “I’m not asking you to marry me, Dais. It’s just a date.”


So we went out. And then the weirdest thing happened — I had a really, genuinely wonderful, happy time. It was the most fun I’d had in months. And we didn’t do anything special — we got Nando’s because every restaurant in London was booked and he didn’t think to book it, because he didn’t think I’d actually say yes, so we had Nando’s29 and then we went for a walk and we listened to country music, which back then in February I thought was shit and I teased him for how much he loved it but now it’s nearly November and I can sing you the lyrics to every Thomas Rhett song and don’t even get me started on Dan + Shay…


That night he came back to my house and we watched The Sixth Sense — I picked a sort of scary one, because I hoped it meant he’d stay, and when we were watching it he put his arm around me and he looked nervous when he did it — he wouldn’t look at me, just at the screen, and then he did stay.


Tiller falls asleep easily, I’ve worked that out by now — I think it’s because he is so innately good, he has no worries, he’s sort of the human personification of Hakuna Matata — he’s just relaxed at all times, and to get a rise I tell him I think that’s because he’d spend his summers with his grandfather in Venice and he smoked too much weed and he says to stop saying that so loudly all the time and that he only told me that under duress and I said it was hardly duress and he said handcuffs were involved, so technically… and that’s as much of the story as you need to know. Tiller sleeps easy, that’s my point.


And on that Valentine’s night, as I stared over at him — him, who is arguably one of the most beautiful men I’ve ever seen at any point of my whole, entire life — then and there, I made myself a deal: I would be done with Christian Hemmes. Done as I could be and I won’t ever be fully, I don’t think, but Christian was in the corner there, this towering statue like some alter I built of him or for him in my living room and he was always there — casting a shadow on everything, discolouring all the ways I might potentially be happy without him — because I don’t want to be without him, I want to be with him. I did before, I still do now, of course I still do, but I can’t be. We want different things. He wants to be there and amongst it and I… well, I miss it, actually, if I’m being honest. But that’s because it’s all entangled with my brother and probably, really, I think I miss it mostly in a Stockholm Syndrome kind of way where it’s all I’ve ever known and I’m scared without it and so it doesn’t count. And so it doesn’t matter that I love Christian, which I do,30 because love isn’t enough and it’s not all you need and we are the proof of that.


So I decided then, that night on Valentine’s Day, that I was going to pack Christian away. He couldn’t live in my living room anymore. I didn’t know how to pack him down, I didn’t know how to take loving him apart31 — I don’t think I can. I think I accidentally loved him in a way where he’ll be my weak knee forever, so maybe he’s a statue I can’t tear down and I’ll always bow to and see in some holy light but maybe he’s a statue I could shift onto a trolley and move him out of the main room and away into the guest room — the same room where all my thoughts live, the ones about my brother and how much I miss him and how scared I am without him and how I wish he would just come and get me and make me come home but he won’t so I won’t either. So what if Christian is just another thing I won’t ever be able to disassemble? At least I can put him a room, bolt the door shut and wear the key around my neck. Visit when I need to — if I have to — but then I just close the door. That’s what I did that night, I closed the door and I looked straight ahead, and straight ahead was Tiller.


And that was nearly nine months ago.


I buy two coffees from the shop downstairs, but I bring my own muffins because mine are better than theirs, and then I cross the road to the black Escalade that’s always parked across from my place.


Tap on the window and it rolls down.


“Stop following me,” I tell Miguel as I hand him a coffee and a muffin.


“Stop with the chia seeds, I told you I don’t like them.”


“No.” I shake my head. “You need the potassium.”


“So give me a banana—” He frowns as he takes a bite anyway. “And no.” He gives me a bright smile and I roll my eyes at him, handing him my coffee wordlessly as I bend down to tie my shoe.


“Where are we off to today?” he asks as I stand up again and he hands me back my coffee.


“We’re off to nowhere.” I give him a look before gesturing to myself. “I’m off to the farmers’ market with Jack.”


He nods. “Which route are you taking?”


“Oh, the None of Your Business route — very scenic.” I flash him a smile.


“Tell me.”


“No.”


“Just tell me.”


“Piss off—” I glare at him as I back away.


“Misty Way?” he calls after me.32


I flip him off as I open my car door.


“Is that a yes?” he calls, exasperated.


“Yes,” I growl.


“Does your brother know he’s still with you?” Jack asks a few hours later, nodding at Miguel as he slips into the booth behind us.


“I presume so.” I shrug. “Otherwise Julian’s just resigned to Miguel suddenly becoming a terrible employee — disappearing for massive chunks of the day.”


“It’s kind of sweet.” Jack shrugs, trying to help.


“It’s kind of unnecessary—” I say loudly, loud enough for Miguel to hear. “I don’t need a bodyguard, I’m dating someone in law enforcement! I’m normal now!”


“You sound normal! Yelling away in a coffee shop, idiota louco—” Miguel calls back and I pout.


Jack reaches over and squeezes my hand.


“How are you doing today anyway?”


“Today?” I bat my eyes, shrugging like I don’t know what he means. Jack rolls his eyes. “What’s today?” I keep it going.


He gives me a look, nods at my plate. Breakfast hash.


I push the plate away from me. It’s not as good as the ones I used to make anyway.


October 30th. My brother’s birthday.33 Barely thought of him once.


“Are you going to send him something?”


“Of course not.” I shake my head.


Jack gives me a gentle shrug. “It might be a nice peace offering…”


“I don’t want a peace offering,” I lie. And I know it won’t work. If there was ever a thing that was going to work for my brother and me to be okay again, it’s already happened and it didn’t change a thing.34


“Come on.” I clap my hands together. “I have to go and put dinner on.”


“She’s very good,” Tiller announces, pulling me down onto his lap and leaning back into his chair.


“It was a roast chicken—” I roll my eyes at him and he wraps his arms around me tighter.


“How’s it going with that guy,35 Jacko?” Tiller nods his chin at him.


“Yeah, good—” Jack tries not to smile too much. “We’ve been together a month now, bit more—”


“What’s his name again?” Tiller looks between us.


“August Waterhouse,” I announce.


“Producer.” Tiller nods. “Got it. I remember. Sick, man — I’m glad it’s going well.”


Jack smiles and opens his mouth to say something before glancing around our apartment. “Why do you have so many roses everywhere?”


I glance around at the six bouquets in the dining room alone.


“Oh—” I shrug. “Tiller sends me flowers all the time.”


Tiller sniffs a laugh. “No, I don’t.”


I turn back to look at him. “What?”


“I don’t send you flowers.” He gestures to the flowers. “These aren’t from me.”


“Are you sure?” I frown.


“Am I sure I’m not sending you flowers?” He gives me a look. “Yeah.”


“But you come in with them sometimes—”


“Yeah.” He shrugs. “They’d just be sitting there at the door—”


I blink. “You’ve never sent me roses?”


“You thought I was sending you flowers all this time and you’ve never once said thank you?” He sits up.


“Oh my God.” I roll my eyes, shifting in his lap. “They’re roses, not the Hope Diamond — you pass them to me, I say thank you, that’s a perfectly acceptable exchange.”


Jack gets up and starts poking through a bouquet.


“No cards—” I tell him. Never cards. I turn back to Tiller. “I just thought they were from you.”


Tiller shifts, tensing underneath me a little. Holds me different. His face flicks into worried mode. He looks from me to Jack.


“Hemmes?” he suggests.


I shake my head. “We haven’t spoken since—”36 It catches in my thought so I catch Tiller’s eye to steady myself. “Since that night here.”


His face pulls — that was a hard night for him — but he nods.


“Romeo?” Jack throws out there.


“Hates me.” I flash them both a brave smile.37


Tiller’s hand rests on the small of my back as he sighs. “Your brother?”


I shake my head. “Also hates me.”38


A cloud settles over the room that I feel the need to swat away, so I jump to my feet and start clearing the plates.


“It’s probably just a mistake—” I shrug.


“What?” Jack and Tiller frown in unison.


“Like, someone’s got the address wrong, and they’re trying to send flowers to the fit girl upstairs.”


Jack rolls his eyes. “Dais, you are the fit girl upstairs.”


I bend over and touch Tiller’s worried face. “It’s nothing, Tills. Just some poor dyslexic’s dosh down the drain—” I give him a light-hearted shrug. “They’re not for me.”


 


 





1 Eventually. A melatonin and four guided meditations later.


2 A conflict of interests, his boss told him.


3 Doesn’t like leafy greens, my boyfriend.


4 And if Killian Tiller thinks that a rocket leaf is interchangeable with baby spinach, I honestly can’t help him.


5 Bayswater


6 Which — to reiterate — I am now.


7 Because he’s an idiot.


8 Because they’re all idiots.


9 Also possibly idiots.


10 Even though everything in me really just wanted to call my brother.


11 Yes, Jago Benz. The one from the band. He’s only here some of the time, most of the time he’s in New York.


12 I guess because old habits die hard.


13 Or perhaps because I will defend my brother whether I want to or not and til my death.


14 Somewhere in South America, Miguel told me without my asking him.


15 I managed to say that without outwardly resembling the cracked egg I feel like inside.


16 Which, to refresh you, is an investigator with the NCA.


17 I’d later find out that he’d listen out for things about me and my brother, just in case, because he knew I was alone.


18 Who was — by the way — very dramatic about the entire thing, saying I should have been living with him, that this would have never happened if I’d had a housemate, he knew we should have gotten a flat together, and I said, “With all due respect, Jack — you had a spider the size of a 1p coin in your laundry room the other day and made me come to get rid of it, so my expectations for how you’d deal with a robber aren’t currently sky high.”


19 Which, to refresh you, is an investigator with the NCA.


20 And because he was hoping to get a look at the Sexy Police Officer.


21 That absolute child of a man.


22 Still is. Concern is so cute on men like him. Endearing somehow, not patronising.


23 Makes me smile when I think about it now. It’s so Tiller to be measured.


24 The other him. The one I love but can’t love anymore, because I’m normal now.


25 And, sort of reluctantly, Taura. I don’t really know how she wormed her way in here, but anyway.


26 Try though I do, daily. I also do not let him in my house, just to be difficult. One time I did let him in to do a wee though.


27 ‘I have always liked you and I’ve always wanted some version of this.’ is what I do not say out loud to him.


28 And I don’t think I will ever.


29 The dodgy one, on Queensway.


30 More than anything and painfully so.


31 I still don’t.


32 Hhhh.


33 Thirty-One today.


34 And I don’t want to talk about it.


35 Brace yourself. Big news!


36 Since that one night where nothing changed.


37 Like saying that doesn’t make me sick to my stomach.


38 I force a smile because it’ll ward off the crying.
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Christian


I thought a lot about it, why I did what I did… Why I left her, walked out of that apartment like she wasn’t all I’d thought about since we first ended that night at Jules’ birthday. Like she’s still not all I think about now.


It’s too late. She’s with someone else.


Seems stupid these days when I think about it, so I try my best not to.


Daisy for me was a complete trip — I accidentally fell in love with her, and I accidentally lost her. I wasn’t ready for it. I wasn’t ready to love someone how it turns out I love her.


I just never saw her coming, I couldn’t have picked loving her out of a lineup until it happened and then it was everything: my first thought, last thought, mid-thought, the name I’d say in my sleep, the body I’d think about when I was with other bodies, the smell I’d try to chase down every time I’d walk through a Selfridges just so I could breathe in something that smelt like her and feel close to her again, but I can never find it.


When she asked me to leave everything with her, all the shit of the life we were born into… I don’t know why I didn’t — I just wasn’t expecting it. That, and I have nothing else? I don’t have a life plan. My life plan’s been laid out in front of me since I was fifteen.


Me and Jo doing this fucking thing together.


Less ‘him one and me two’, more equal partnership, but then again, he is getting pretty cocky these days—


I don’t really care though, if I’m being honest. It’s a business, and I’m in it because I have to be.


I wish a bit that I could be like Uncle Harv, who pissed off to Aus and all to play sports, but it’d kill Mum, and Mum’s had enough killing in her lifetime, I reckon.


So I stayed, stayed with the familiar even though it ruined me a bit. Stayed in London, a few streets away from where Daisy lived but not anymore because she made good on what she said. She said she’d leave it all behind and she did. She’s done. Out of this life like a light and she’s probably better for it. Better how we’d all be if we’d just sort ourselves the fuck out but we can’t because it’s fucking hard to leave the only thing you’ve ever known, even when you want to and you can be sure of this: some days, I really want to.


I’m glad for her, that she seems okay. I mean, I’m fucking gutted. I’ve fucked up a lot since we broke up but I’m happy for her. As long as she’s happy.


She seems happy.


Taura says she is.


After everything that’s happened, she deserves happy.


And me? I stare at daisies when I see them on the sidewalk, I watch GBBO now to fall asleep at night, I see her face every time I close my eyes even though I’m about two months into sort of dating Vanna Ripley.


It’s messy, she’s a bit of a punish, and I should know better, but she’s hot and complicated in a way that distracts me enough from who I’m actually in love with.


Before that, I kind of bounced around. Almost had a dicey night with a lonely Parks in New York but we didn’t do it in the end — it was me who stopped it, if you can believe it — thought of Daisy, how it might crush her if she knew, which she wouldn’t. How would she know? Like she’d care anyway, she’s with the policeman now who was always popping up around her. But I thought of her anyway; it stopped me in my tracks.


I toss myself down into one of the red velvet seats at The Lecture Room & Library at Sketch; we’re late. We got flogged by the paps on the way out of my apartment and again outside the restaurant, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that I’m pretty sure she called them herself.


Bit of a pain, if I’m honest, old Vanna, but how the fuck else do you pass time in the town you live in when the girl of your dreams won’t talk to you and is holed up with someone else?


I have dinner with her brother, that’s one way I pass the time these days. I nod my chin over at Jules as we clasp hands.


“Happy birthday for the other day, man—”


Vanna kisses his cheek before sitting down next to me and smiling curtly at the girl across from her who came with Julian.


“This is Josette Balaska,” Julian tells me, gesturing to her loosely.


Beautiful girl. Short, almost-white blonde hair, pale skin, eyes that are sort of purple but they don’t look like contacts?


“So you’re the famous Christian Hemmes.” She reaches across the table with a knowing smile. We shake. “I heard you saved his life.”


I give her a shrug. “Something like that—”


Julian rolls his eyes at my faux-modesty and Vanna shifts in her seat because she’s not used to not being the centre of attention.


“This is Vanna.” I nod my head at her.


“Pleasure—” Josette extends her hand to her and Vanna stares at it before reluctantly taking it.


Josette gives her an easygoing smile. “How long have you been together, then?”


“Oh, we’re n—” I start but Vanna cuts me off.


“Two months.” She flips her hair over her shoulder.


Julian and I catch eyes and he looks away amused, flagging a waitress down and ordering a bottle of their best red.


“I don’t drink red wine,” Vanna tells Julian, clearly bored.


“So drink something else.” He yawns without looking at her.


I toss my arm around her chair. “What do you want?”


“Surprise me,” she says, not looking up from her phone.


I order her a bottle of champagne, and she reaches over and kisses me like she has something to prove, then glances at Josette, then Julian and then back to me.


“How’d you save him?”


I lick away a smile as I roll my eyes.


“He helped me find something,” Julian offers.


“What?” Vanna asks, putting her phone down.


“A painting,” he says, pouring himself more wine.


Vanna breathes out her nose and picks her phone back up again. “Sounds boring.”


Josette and I catch eyes. I guess she knows.


“Yeah.” I shrug. “No big deal—”


Just a painting worth £45,000,000 that’s been missing for the last twelve years that Scotland Yard was willing to trade for Jules’ freedom.


A crazy few months, actually.


Jules left in January on the run. Made it down to the Dominican Republic and then camped out til he hatched a plan.


The boys and I went for a surf trip in Hawaii and on my way back I flew through Playa Rincón. Jules told me he wanted to find a Van Gogh, barter his way back into London and have them drop all charges.


I didn’t have much else going on, and I missed his sister. Wanted to find a way to feel close to her without dragging her back into what she left behind.


So I tagged along.


Found it in the end, that’s how he’s back — not a single charge against his name.


At some point, Vanna gets up and goes to the bathroom. Julian waits til she’s out of earshot and gives me a look.


“I’m sorry, man — but there’s no possible way for the sex to be good enough to put up with her—”


I sniff a laugh. “She goes alright.”


Josette shakes her head. “She’s the most painful person I’ve ever had dinner with — and I once accidentally shared a meal with a Neo-Nazi.”


I nod my chin over at her. “That sounds like a good story—”


“I’m sure all stories sound good to you at this point, bro.” Julian throws me a look. “The precision with which she chose what lip thing to put on just before, holding those two tubes like they weren’t the same colour — are you on heavy drugs to cope?”


“If she’s holding you against your will…” Josette gives me a look. “Blink twice.”


“Alright—” I roll my eyes. “How’d you two meet then?”


“Oh,” Julian cocks his head towards her, “we’re old friends—”


“Friends is a loose term.” Josette’s eyes sparkle. “I’m between Berlin and New York, mostly. I fly through London a lot. We try to make the most of it.”


She pokes him in the ribs, and he elbows her away. Not massively touchy, even with the girls he’s shagging.


The only girl I’ve ever seen him hug is his sister, so I guess he’s hugging no one these days. He misses her — I can tell he does.


And I’ll say this, knowing him the way I do — which is well, now, by the way — the more I’ve gotten to know Julian, the more obvious it’s become: He didn’t just break Daisy’s rules, she broke his.


I can see how he skirts around her name, he leaves the room when I ask about her. Which I do, I check in with Miguel all the time, creep her Instagram, pester Tausie for clues — no one gives me much, just crumbs, really. But it gets me by. It hurts Julian, though. He blinks every time you say her name. Looks away and takes a breath.


I get it. It hurts me too, but mostly, I’m just glad she’s okay. I know he is as well, even though he wouldn’t say it because he can be shit like that.


He still pays Miguel’s salary, even though he turns a blind eye to what his day job is because he can be like that too.


I wonder how Daisy feels about that. Annoyed, probably. Bodyguards aren’t normal — she used to say that a lot.


But that’s part of the problem I guess. She took herself out of this life to be normal, but she’s her. The hottest girl in the world, honeypots for eyes, smartest person in every room. She’ll never be normal, even if she tries.
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Julian


I think about what happened with her in the hospital every day. Wear it around my neck like a yoke that weighs me down and reminds me what the fuck I am — that my stupid sister’s wrong, she doesn’t know shit, I’m as bad as they say I am — the proof is in every single thing I said to her that day because they weren’t just fighting words, I wanted to put her in the ground.


Me and Dais, we know each other too well not to destroy each other. And I knew as I was saying them that they weren’t these fucking hapless, blind words — I knew what I was doing. Knew saying it wouldn’t just make her feel sad and alone in that moment but would probably strip from her every sense of security I’d spent my whole life building up for her.


So I know she’s wrong. There is no good in me, just in her, and I didn’t put up a fight when she said she wanted to be normal, whatever the fuck that means—


She wanted out? Fine. Fuck her. She’s out, I don’t need her. Even if she’s my best friend, even if walking away from her that day felt like lopping myself in half.


Had to get out of London pretty quick after that, Scotland Yard breathing down my back and shit.


Probably worked out good in the end. I don’t know what sort of shit I’d have gotten up to here without Daisy to keep me in check when I was that angry.


It was on the way home from the hospital that I got the call from Declan telling me not to come back to the Compound, that the police were there and waiting with an arrest warrant.


Koa and I ditched the car, made it on foot to the Bambrillas’ hangar out in Clavering.


Flew into the Onasis family’s airstrip over in upstate New York. Thought for a hot minute about paying someone a visit, but it felt too risky. We drove south to Florida. Paid a guy in Key Largo to go Nassau, Nassau to Cayo Romano. Cayo Romano to Baracoa, Baracoa to Haiti — they nearly caught me in Cap-Haïtien but we got away, made it over the border into the Dominican Republic, thank fuck. No extradition with the UK. So we set up shop in Playa Rincón.


And you know what? For all the shit I give my sister about her fucking normal-dream life, it wasn’t half bad.


Surfed, caught my own fish. Saved a puppy from being killed. Pretty thing, really. Rhodesian ridgeback born without a ridge. The breeder was going to off him so I said I’d take him. Didn’t have much else going on so I trained the shit out of him. Top-notch guard dog now, crazy ferocious, really protective of me — exactly what you want when you’re on the run.


Hardest part of the whole thing? Not knowing if Dais was okay.


I hate her, right? I do. But I’ve spent my whole life looking after her. My whole life was pointed towards keeping her alive, so it doesn’t matter — and fuck her for this — it doesn’t matter if she’s out because I can’t be. She’s my kid, even if she doesn’t want to be anymore. She still is.


But we had no contact — just me and Koa out there, him breaking the hearts of half the girls on the island, me house-breaking the fucking dog. I didn’t hear anything about my sister until Christian blew through, told me she was dating that cop.


I acted like it shitted me but actually I was a bit relieved. Without me or Christian there, her in the pursuit of that fucking normal life… I know Miguel still trails her, but it’s from more of a distance now. Tiller in her bed should have made me angry, made the betrayal of what she did so much worse, but honestly, I was just glad she was safe.


There’s a big story here, but the short version is me, Christian and Koa found the painting — in Rotterdam of all places. A minor hiccup along the way. But I got it. Handed it over to Interpol after arranging a deal to drop every charge against me and voila, I’m back in London. Handed it to Tiller, actually. He’s not Interpol, but I knew he’d get it to them. Hoped he’d get the message to my sister that I was back too, but I don’t know that he did. She didn’t come home to check on me. Not that I needed her to, didn’t even want her to, actually.


Anyway, first order of business was to run Ezra fucking Brown out of town, but I guess he heard I was on the way back and he fucked off pretty quick. Dipped off the map. Haven’t heard of him since, so there’s a pin in that.


Been home just about three months now, and it feels like it’s about time to find something to do. I’ve laid low for a while now. I’m a bit bored.


God knows that Scotland Yard’s watching me still, but I don’t mind the challenge. Even if they catch me, there’s always another priceless painting that needs to be found. Come to think of it, I might even have a few in my basement…
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Daisy


Third year med school is no joke.


I’ve been placed at Mary St Angela’s for Clinical Placement.


Placements vary in length depending on the field — up first was a six-week psychiatry placement and that was more taxing than I could ever tell you. Then four weeks of Family Medicine — not much better.


Right now I’m five weeks into the six-week Obstetrics and Gynaecology block.


Days are long and the tasks are thankless, but I wear a white coat and have a beeper, so that’s pretty cool.


“You had sex—” Eleanor Wells tells me, her bright sapphire eyes flickering up and down me in suspicion.


I roll my eyes and toss my bag down on the bench to find a hair tie. “I have a live-in boyfriend, that can’t be that surprising.”


“How do you have time to have sex right now?” She breathes out her nose loudly. “When I was a third year I waddled around permanently with a rally pack intravenously attached to me. My only relationship was with my vibrator—” She takes the homemade muesli bar1 I’m eating from my hands and finishes it in two bites. “How do you have time for sex?”


“How do you not, El?” Says Warner (your classic upper-class WPM.2 Don’t know if Warner is his first name or his last. Great head of hair, eyes like swimming pools, a real smooth talker, and I am positive (though do lack the personal experience to prove it) that his penis is gravely smaller than his ego would imply. “It’s the most important part of life. We’d die without it.”


“Are you maybe confusing sex with air?” Alfie Farran3 offers.


“What about a eunuch, then?” Grace Pal4 asks, folding her arms over her chest.


These are my colleagues, I suppose. We’ve all been assigned to shadow the same F2 doctor here, which has worked out well for me because that F2 doctor is Eleanor Wells.


The others don’t like me so much because I’m overtly her favourite. I’m fairly sure our relationship would be, on an academic level, deemed inappropriate. I don’t know how we became friends, really — I think she saw me fighting with Miguel the first day here in the stairwell and she asked me if he was stalking me and did I need help, and I thought it was so funny and sort of nice, and her relentless love of sweets5 made her endearing and significantly less threatening than a girl who looks like Olivia Munn should be.


I decided to be forthcoming regarding my family history in my small group. More so with Wells than the others but they catch dribs and drabs because we talk like they’re not there.


“We wouldn’t literally die without it,” Warner huffs. “Obviously.”


“Just metaphorically?” I say, tossing Wells a look as I grab my bag to put it away. Open my locker and something falls out.


I look down at my feet.


A bouquet of daisies.


“Oh!” El coos. “Someone gave you flowers! That’s so nice—”


I frown down at them. Daisies. That’s new.


“What?” she asks. “You don’t like them?”


“Are they from you?” I ask, probably too quickly.


“No?” She laughs, picking them up. “No card.”


She gives a mindless little shrug, how a normal person would, because to a normal person flowers would just be flowers, but to me, somehow they feel vaguely ominous.


I look up at the rest of them. “Did you see anyone in here?”


They all shake their heads and they’re giving me weird looks because they’re normal, and I’m worried I won’t ever actually be.


I take the flowers from Wells and shove them back into my locker and pull out my phone, dialing Tiller.


It goes to voicemail.


“Hey, it’s me. There were daisies in my locker today at the hospital. Did you—I know you said you didn’t, but did you? Because — never mind, it’s probably a coincidence. It’s fine, don’t worry. I’m just — bye. Have a good day, I love you, bye.”


I flash Wells a smile trying to prove to her that I’m calm6 and she gives me one back, mouth all stained from the Dib Dab she’s eating at nine in the morning.


Her coping mechanism for this life is sugar. No sleep.


Pure sugar and caffeine.


Eleanor grabs the charts from the nurses’ station as she checks her phone, clocking over her shoulder that we’re all following her.


She’d be late 20s. Well-to-do family, for sure. You can tell that much by how she holds herself. Good upbringing, great parents. She’s too confident in herself and her abilities not just as a medical professional but also as a woman and human in general that she must have had great parents. No mother issues there.


“Why are you so weird about flowers?” she asks, taking the coffee Alfie offers her. He’s my favourite of the lot. He’s sweet and really, honestly very good looking. Brown, warm eyes that swallow his whole face, smart but quiet, sort of a goody-goody always bringing Wells a coffee, but sometimes he brings me one too so I don’t care too much. If I was Wells, I’d shag him. That might be illegal though, I’m not sure.


“I’m not weird about flowers — they were just in my locker — how’d they get in my locker?”


“So you have a secret admirer.” She shrugs. “Maybe they’re from the patient last week, the one who had that boil on her labia and you drained it—”


“Oh, fuck—” Warner shakes his head. “I wanted to give you flowers myself for doing that.”


I glare at both of them. “That was fucking disgusting and I deserve more than daisies for that.”


“I mean, we technically don’t do this for the glory, but — yeah, no. I agree on that one.” She gives me a sorry glance then snaps her fingers twice. “Grace—”


Grace Pal looks up with her dark chocolate eyes that always look wound up. She has a face that reminds me of a cartoon fox and I can never tell whether that’s a nice thing or not.


Wells holds her hand out, waiting. Grace plonks a freshly opened packet of Jelly Tots in her hands.


“Thank you—” Wells pauses in front of the bed of Ms Green, nodding at Grace. “Go.”


“Ms Green is a 37-year-old female who presents at 36 weeks for dehydration due to gastroenteritis; her past OB history is significant for a full-term normal spontaneous vaginal delivery in 2015. Her Gynaecological history is significant for…..”


The day goes by fairly quickly for a twelve-hour shift. I love the feeling of taking off my scrubs, a bit because they’re usually disgusting by the end of the day and I get to put on clean clothes but a lot because it just feels like I’ve done something good and worthwhile with my time and my day.


I take my bag from my locker, bin the daisies and walk out into the lobby, fishing for my keys, and I bump straight into my boyfriend.


“Tills.” I blink up at him. “What are you doing here?”


He’s got stress-face. “This was at the door when I got home.”


He presents me with a box and lifts off the lid.


A bunch of mulched daisies.


My heart sinks as I nod once.


“Not a coincidence.”


Tiller shakes his head.


“Come on.” He nods his head towards his car. “We’ve got to go.”


“Where?” I frown, even though I already know.


He gives me a long look. “To your brother.”


 


 





1 https://goop.com/gb-en/recipes/homemade-granola-bars/


2 White Privileged Male


3 Very handsome, dark skin, kind eyes, short hair.


4 A bit annoying, but very clever. Sensible hair, perfectly fine eyes and a hint of a German accent that she inherited from her father.


5 Haribo, in particular.


6 I am. Why wouldn’t I be?
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Julian


Dinners have really fallen to the wayside around here since my sister left.


Carry-in every night and it’s fine but it’s just not the same as a home-cooked meal.


Indian tonight, good enough I suppose.


I’ve never had to organise meals for anyone before so I tend to over-cater.


“Did you do a headcount before you ordered?” Christian looks over at me and I glance around the room.


Christian pulls out ten containers of butter chicken.


“There are eight of us,” he tells me as he unpacks five lamb saagwalas and four chicken kormas.


I roll my eyes, shrugging as I sit down.


And then there’s this weird ripple through the room and everyone goes quiet. Romeo kicks me under the table and I look up.


In the doorway of my dining room is my baby sister and her policeman boyfriend.


“Well,” I say, pulling my gun out and laying it down on the table. Hope she sees it as a proper threat and not the hollow one it really is. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


Daisy’s eyes flicker around the room and she frowns at the table. “How much food did you order?”


Annoying.


“The perfect amount.” I fold my arms over my chest.


“For what, all of Cambodia?”


Christian licks away a smile.


She walks over to the table — everyone’s sort of frozen, like they’re watching a ghost.


Rome won’t look her in the eyes. Hates her more than I do. Which, I guess, is maybe not at all.


She looks closer at the food on the table. “Is this Karma Marsala?” She sounds horrified.


“Yes.” I frown.


“Why wouldn’t you order from Khan’s?”


“Because Karma Marsala is fine.” I shrug.


“Khan’s is better, though,” Kekoa jumps in.


“Yeah.” TK nods.


And I roll my eyes and — fuck — I take it back — I do hate her.


“What are you doing here?” I ask her, standing.


She opens her mouth to say something then notices LJ at my feet.


“Did you get a dog?” She rushes towards him.


“Don’t—” I shake my head. “He’s a guard dog, Daisy. He can be vicious — really not good with stran—”


She drops to the ground to pet him and he — the fucking traitor — rolls over so she can scratch his fucking stomach.


(“That’s embarrassing for you,” Koa whispers.)


“He’s so cute!” Daisy coos. “What’s his name?”


“LJ,” I grunt, glaring down at him.


“Oh, why?” she says, not looking up at me.


“Little Julian.”


Now she looks up at me, frowning. “You’re such a fucking narcissist.”


“I am not—”


“Why wouldn’t you give him a proper name?”


“That is a proper name!”


“You don’t have to make everything about you—”


“He’s my fucking dog!” I yell louder than I need to.


She stands up, walks back over to Tiller and then — can you believe it — the bloody dog follows after her, tail wagging and all.


I once saw him bite off the ear of a crooked cop in Brazil.


“Why the fuck are you here?” I ask loudly — ignoring the look half the room throws me for talking to her like that.


She stands in front of Tiller, shielding him with herself.


Probably smart. I know Rome would kill him in a second if I gave him the chance.


“Are you sending me flowers?” she asks.


I look her up and down and scoff. “You’re taking the piss, yeah?”


She folds her arms over her chest. “Are you, yes or no?”


“Why the fuck would I send you flowers?” I spit.


“I don’t know—” Tiller steps around her, glaring over at me. “Maybe because she saved your fucking life?”


“Oh.” I lift my eyebrows. “Look who found his voice.”


Daisy grabs Tiller by the wrist. “Let’s just go—” She tugs him away but he doesn’t move and locks eyes with me over her head.


“Someone’s sending her flowers,” Tiller tells me and Christian frowns over at him.


“So?” Declan asks.


“Who gives a shit?” Romeo chimes in and he and Daisy catch eyes. She looks sad, he looks hurt. Soon they’ll trade places, it’s just the dance they do.


Tiller doesn’t give a fuck either way. He doesn’t seem phased that he’s in a room with London’s most wanted — he’s just focused on me.


“They leave them on our doorstep,” he says.


Christian flinches at the ‘our’ in that sentence. He hasn’t let it go. Noticed that Daisy doesn’t even look at him and I can tell that he thinks that means she’s past him but he doesn’t know her face like I do. I can tell by how she’s blinking that she’s barely holding it together and if she looks at him she’ll lose it.


“Right.” I nod. “But they’re flowers, not grenades, so…”


“I want to leave—” She stares up at Tiller, her eyes raw as she tugs at his sleeve, and you know that pain you get that shoots through your bones when you’re fucking up and you know you’re fucking up and you’re hurting someone you love but for some reason you can’t stop? That happens.


Tiller’s gaze doesn’t change but he reaches for her and pulls her behind him, holding her hand. Shielding her from me, and about half of the room tenses up.


“They started off as roses—”


“Ooh.” I roll my eyes. “Shit, that does sound dangerous.”


“Fuck you,” Daisy says poking her head out to glare at me.


“It was roses for months — right, Dais?” Tiller looks back at her.


“About three,” she tells him. Him not me. I’ve lost eye contact privileges with her now.


“Today there were daisies in her locker at the hospital—” He continues and a frown breezes over my face. Don’t like that.


“And then this was at the front door when I got home.”


He tosses a box down on the table in front of me.


I give him a long, unimpressed look before I gruffly knock off the lid.


Mulched daisies.


My stomach lurches. Feel sick. It’s definitely a threat. Don’t let it show on my face though.


I look back over at my sister. “What’s the problem? You love crafts, just use it for potpourri.”


She sniffs out this laugh that’s all hurt, zero finding anything funny, then turns and walks out.


Tiller juts out his chin and nods a few times. “Just imagine if you were even a quarter of the man she talks about you being…”


He gives me this flash of a smile, like he’s disappointed in me — don’t know why that stung but it did — and then he walks after her.


I wait for the front door to slam shut and then I look over at Christian.


“Is it you?”


“No.” He frowns. He looks worried.


I look over at Rome. “You?”


He shakes his head, swallows nervous. This’ll fuck with his head too. In his mind, no one’s allowed to hurt Dais but him.


I nod my chin at Decks and he rolls his eyes. “Fuck off—”


“Right then.” I nod. “Everything else stops — call every florist, gardener, every botanist, every fucking horticulturalist on the British Isles who’s grown or sold roses and daisies in the last three months.” I look at Miguel. “How the fuck did you miss this?”


This offends him, I can tell. He frowns at me. “She doesn’t let me inside.”


“Force yourself in then.” I bark.


He rolls his eyes. “Oh yeah, I’m sure that’d go over well.”


I give him a look and point to the door, nodding after her. “On your fucking bike, mate. Pip pip.”


Miguel glares at me again but stands up and walks out.


“Roses and daisies are pretty common flowers to send,” Declan says carefully.


I shake my head at him. “I hella don’t give a fuck, bruv—” I flick my eyes around the room. “Find them. Get the Boroughs on the horn — you ask anyone we’ve ever known if they’ve sent my fucking sister flowers.”


Everyone nods and disperses, but not Christian. He stares over at me, looks annoyed. Leans back in his chair.


“Feels like an overreaction,” he tells me, eyebrows up.


I mirror his face. “Does it?”


He shrugs. “Especially when you made her think you don’t give a shit…”


“I don’t give a shit—” I lie, trying to palm it off with an indifferent smile.


Christian sniffs, amused. “Well, you clearly do…”


I shake my head. “She sold me out—”


He picks something out of his teeth. “You broke her rules.”


“I raised her,” I counter.


“Yeah—” He stands, annoyed. “And she saved your dying-life on a table in her spare room.”


I squint over at him. “What’s your point?”


“Just tell her you’re sorry!” he says, exasperated.


“Fuck off,” I grunt.


“You could have fixed it, Jules — not made her feel like fucking joke when she’s scared of something. She might have come home—”


“Don’t want her to come home,” I lie again.


“Alright.” He nods, annoyed. “Give denial another crack then, we’ll see how that goes—”


“Just find out who sent them,” I tell him.


He shakes his head. “I don’t work for you.”


“Yeah?” I pull my head back. “You are in love with her though, so probably worth your time either way.”


“Yeah, okay.” He shrugs, gives me a look as he gestures over at me. “But you love her too, so why don’t you grow the fuck up and start acting like it.”
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Daisy


I hadn’t seen them in months. Neither seen nor spoken to either of them. I’d heard my brother was on the run, out of London, that Declan was here and in charge in his absence — that Julian had taken Koa with him — that made me feel grateful. At least he wasn’t alone — at least he had someone who wouldn’t let him be a complete arsehole 100% of the time.


Tiller and I had been together for a while by then, about five months. Even back then he stayed at my house most days of the week. Sometimes we stayed at his place, but he had a roommate and my place was nicer anyway, because as much as he hates to admit it, crime actually really does pay quite well.


It was the middle of the night. July, I think. There was this crazy banging at the door.


I bolted upright.


“Do you hear that?” I looked over at him, frowning.


He jumped out of bed; so did I. He grabbed his gun from the bedside table and I grabbed mine — he stared at it for a few seconds, frowning, and I ignored him, following the sound to the front door.


I went to open it and Tiller shoved me out of the way.


“What are you doing?” he scowled. “I’ll open it.” He peeked through the peephole and his face froze.


“Oh, shit.” He sighed then swung the door open.


My brother, blood pouring out of his stomach, being held up by Koa and Christian Hemmes, Miguel behind them.


“Oh my God.” My hand flew to my mouth.


Julian was sort of slumped between the two of them, head flopped forward. So much blood.


My brother rolled his head to look up at me. Our eyes held. Neither of us said a thing.


“We didn’t know where else to bring him,” Christian said, eyes heavy with an apology I think he thought he owed me, like he thought he’d done the wrong thing by me by bringing him here.


Christian was staring over at me, his eyes looking a bit raw like it was hard for him to see me so undone with another man. I wasn’t in much, I guess…1 I wouldn’t have liked to see him like this with any of the girls he’d been sleeping with.2 But we couldn’t be together — him being there, then, with my brother bleeding in his arms, that proved my point.


Forget that my heart was a small boat on a stormy sea with him standing in front of me, never mind that a day hadn’t gone by since we stopped talking in January when he hadn’t cropped up in my consciousness… He was there with my brother on my doorstep. Dragging me back into the life I’ve left.


I pulled them inside, shutting the door behind them.


“Do you have a room?” Kekoa glanced around, looking from me to Miguel, but he didn’t know because hadn’t been in my appartment before.


Tiller frowned, confused, looking between all of us. “For what?”


Koa ignored him, kept his eyes on me.


I shoved my hands through my hair, tying it back with a hair elastic.


“Second door on the right.” I gestured towards it and they started dragging my brother that way.


I remember Tiller was staring over at me, jaw ajar, eyes wide and confused.


I looked up at him but could barely meet his eyes. “There’s so much you don’t know about me.”


And then I ran after them.


“What’s the pin code?” Kekoa called out.


“Three-zero-one-zero,”3 I yelled to Koa and our eyes caught—he looked sad for me.


The door swung open and Tiller tensed up behind me.


A surgical table, a couple of IV poles, a cabinet of basic medical supplies, a medical equipment stand with the tray ready to go.4 On the other side of the wall, a cabinet of knives, guns and weapons.


“Fuck.” Miguel let out a wry laugh. “Old habits die hard, huh Dais?”


All of it was a bit much, I’d imagine, for the middle of the night in general, but I think the real cherry on top for Tiller was what was hanging on the wall directly across from the door: Vanitas Still Life by Pieter Claesz.5


Tiller’s eyes dragged over towards me like I’d betrayed him.


I keep this room locked. I’ve always told Tiller it’s because it’s where I keep my guns, which is selectively true. It’s actually where I keep all of my past life. It’s where I come to mourn them on the days when I wonder whether I’ve made a mistake.


I haven’t, I don’t think. I don’t think I have. I wanted normal.


Tiller gives me normal.


He comes home every day, he is dependable. He’s good, he’s kind, he’s steady, but with that painting, he was struggling.


But I didn’t have time for his struggles then. His breathing got quicker. He pointed to it. “Tell me that’s not real.”


A clunky pause.


“Okay.” I shrugged weakly and Tiller scoffed.


“Daisy—” Koa called me back to focus.


“Put him on the table,” I told him but he didn’t, pausing instead.


“Are we safe here?” Koa asked and both Miguel and I scowled over at him. I couldn’t bear the insinuation. He’s known me all my life, he should know me better than to think I’d turn away anyone bleeding how my brother was, let alone him.6


“Of course you’re fucking safe here—” I spat.


And Koa shook his head, nodding his head towards Tiller, who was pacing the room, shaking his head as he stared at the floor.


I grabbed him by the arm and pulled him out into the hallway.


“What?” I shook my head, impatient.


He let out a hollow laugh. “What the fuck is going on?”


I shook my head, annoyed. “What do you mean?”


“Pieter Claesz?” He stared down at me, eyes wide. “That’s not even been reported missing—”


“I can’t do this right now, Tills — I need to fix him—” Tiller stared back into the room at my brother, unsure.


“You can’t tell anyone he’s here.” I touched my boyfriend’s wrist.


Tiller’s jaw went tight, shaking his head more.


“He’s my brother,” I told him loudly.


“He’s wanted for kidnapping, extortion — murder! Murder, Dais!”


“I don’t care!” I shook my head wildly. “He’s my brother, I don’t care—”


“But I care!” Tiller thumped his chest. “I’m a federal agent. I care.”


I took a step closer to him.


“Do you love me?” I asked, my voice breaking.


He blinked, thrown. “What?”


“Do you love me, yes or no?” I took a staggered breath.


Tiller gave me a look. “Daisy—”


“Yes or no?” I demanded.


He sighed. “Yes.”


I swallowed heavy. “Then you won’t say a word.”


I dashed back inside. “We’re fine,” I told no one in particular. “Put him on the table and tell me what happened.”


I stared down at my brother who hadn’t spoken a word to me and our eyes caught and my heart choked.


His eyes looked worried. Julian never worries.


It’d been months. Six maybe? Or thereabouts. The loneliest six months of my life. I’d missed him every day, I’d had so many things I’d wanted to tell him, so many things I wanted to let him know, and I’d told him none of them and maybe I’d never get to now anyway, because he was watching me with dying eyes.


Do you know about dying eyes? There’s a hopeless reckoning about them, a resignation to your fate, a lean-in towards the inevitable darkness that’s coming for them and I could see it in my brother — he was leaning. I held his face in my hands because I didn’t have enough words to tell him how much I loved him when I still hated him as much as I did for breaking our rules.


“GSW to the lower abdomen,” Kekoa told me, snapping me out of it.


“Exit wound?” I felt under Julian’s body and he groaned in pain.


Christian shook his head.


“Dais—” Kekoa gave me a look. “He’s lost a lot of blood.”


“How much?” I held my hand out. “Scissors.”


Koa handed them to me and I cut my brother’s shirt off him.


He grimaced. “At least a litre. Probably more.”


I took a staggered breath, nodded a few times, trying to process.


My brain was swimming7 in what the world might look like and feel like and be like if I actually lost my brother for good, in the permanent way where he’s in the ground, in the way where there’s no overarching hope that maybe we’ll make up one day, that he’ll take back everything he said to me, that I’ll stop caring that we are who we are, that we can find a way through the mounds and mounds of shit and garbage we’ve hurled at each other. Losing him in the way where not just his world would go dark but mine too, because even then, even when I wasn’t ready to admit it out loud or in a way where it would move me to change, I knew that I didn’t know who I was without my brother.


I turned away from them all, just for a second. I didn’t want a single one of them to see on my face the anguish that surfaced.


Tiller because he didn’t get it. He’s too black and white.


Kekoa and Miguel because they’d tell my brother.


Christian because he’s him and he knows me how I’ve always daydreamed someone would truly know me, and now he did, but it didn’t matter anyway because we couldn’t be together either, so I muffled the cry that came from my mouth with my hand and took a few breaths.


Then there was a hand on my arm.


“You’re shaking,” said my favourite voice in the world.8


“It’s just adrenaline,” I told Christian without looking at him.


He nodded and pushed some hair behind my ears without meaning to do it.9


“You’ve got this, Dais. You can do it…” He tilted his head so our eyes caught. “What do you need?”


“Um—” I turned back to face the rest of the room. “Blood.”


“You don’t have any?” Kekoa stared over at me.


“She’s not a fucking hospital, Ko!” Miguel yelled at him.


I shook my head, staring at one of my oldest friends and protectors wildly. “I don’t just keep bags of blood in my refrigerator, Kekoa—”


“Fuck!” he yelled and I started to feel panicky again.


“What’s wrong?” Tiller frowned.


Julian’s blood type is hard to match. A Negative. We both have it.


Kekoa is O Positive, so is Miguel. Statistically most people are.


“I can’t give him as much as he’ll need and still work on him. What blood type are you?” I asked Tiller.


“O Positive,” he offered and I shook my head.


“And you?” I asked Christian.


“O Negative,” he said, already rolling up his sleeve, and I sighed, relieved.


I couldn’t take a litre. I shouldn’t really take more than 450mL but I was going to try for 600 and then he could have 400 of mine, and then maybe we were going to be okay—


“You’re going to do a whole blood transfusion?” Kekoa stared over at me.


“We don’t have a choice.” I shrugged. “Koa, hook him up to the monitor10 — SpO2 Sensor on his left finger, the red lead goes top right, yellow, top left and green—”


“I’ve done this before, Dais—”


“Tiller—” I looked up at him. “You keep pressure on the wound — once he’s connected the machine’s going to start beeping, because he’ll already be hypertension stage one — maybe two. I want his readings under 160, over 100 and if it rises, you tell me straight away.”


“Okay.” He nodded obediently.


I pulled Christian over to the side of the room and grabbed a CPD-A111 blood bag.12 He took his jumper off and I took his arm, trying not to think about how touching him, even then in that circumstance, made me feel.


I bent his arm a few times, flicked the vein on the inside of his elbow.


And Christian, he was just staring down at me with these raw, heavy eyes that I couldn’t meet.


I wiped his arm with an alcohol swab and inserted the needle, released the clamp, and that beautiful O Negative blood started filling the bag.


I rolled up my own sleeve, looking for my best vein and I could feel Christian frowning at me. “Take more of mine.”


“You’d go into hypovolemic shock.”13


“That’s bad?”


I glanced up at him. “Yes, that’s bad.”


He nodded once and I kept looking for a vein.


I found one, stuck myself and sat down next to my ex-boyfriend.


“Do you feel okay?” I asked him.


“Do you?” he asked, looking worried.


I stared over at him, and all of it, the whole thing felt like a fever dream. I never thought Christian would be one of those people for me, truly. When we first started hooking up — which feels like a lifetime ago now — I never thought that he’d morph into one of those rare people whose presence undoes you, and not only in a bad way, (but yes in a bad way) but also in the good way, where he makes me feel safe when I’m not safe, and brave when I’m not brave, and okay when I’m not okay, and I wish that yoke would break, I wish I didn’t feel those things as I stared over at him, but I did.


I very much did,14 so I looked away from him and back to Tiller who was watching us with that serious face of his and I wondered if he knew.


If he did know, it changed nothing. We’ve continued dating for months and he’s never mentioned it.


I started to feel a bit dizzy so I stopped letting my blood for a minute. Stood up, found a vein for my brother to transfuse with.


“How are his vitals?”


Koa shook his head. “Not good.”


“158 over 100,” Tiller told me and I nodded.


“I need to get the bullet out.” I pulled the needle out of my arm and smacked on a plaster. “Pass me the gloves.”


I sanitised my arms and then put the gloves on.


“Lights up.” I nodded to Kekoa. “How many am I looking for?”


“Two,” my brother croaked. First thing he said.


The first one was easy. A few centimetres into his abdomen; the light caught the metal right away. It hadn’t hit anything. I’m guessing that he was on his way down when they fired the shot again, or he moved slightly or something, but it hadn’t knocked anything and it was an easy fish.


The second one…


That was where all the bleeding was coming from.


“He has a perforated bowel,” I whispered.


“Oh, fuck—” Koa said under his breath, and I hated it so much because even though I already knew it was dire, something about Kekoa’s acknowledgement of that made it insurmountably worse.


“It’s still in there — light—” I shook my head. “I — give me a clamp.”


I tried to stop the bleeding. Packed him with gauze.


I looked up at Kekoa. “I — I don’t think I can—”


Julian started to go pale. More pale than he already was.


I pointed to the drawers. “I have a Maglite in there — get it and shine it in here.”


Christian obeyed.


“His stats are dropping, Dais—” Tiller told me.


I shook my head. “I can get it, I can’t close the perforation but I can get the bullet out and make the bleeding stop… Hemostatic forceps… Clamp—” I held my hand out and Koa passed them to me.


“Dropping,” Tiller said even though I could hear the beeping. I still hear the beeping now, actually.
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