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        SEAMS LIKE MURDER

        Grace Designs Mysteries

        By Tilly Wallace

        There are two things that can’t talk—moving pictures and dead showgirls…

      

      

      

      1920, Wellington, New Zealand. Grace Devine is poised to build her thriving dress design business as the twenties begin to soar. But when a fashionable client is murdered, suspicion falls on Grace as the last person to see Agatha alive.

      As wary clients cancel and business begins to fail, Grace decides there’s only one way to prove her innocence and save her career…this seamstress will turn sleuth to find who really murdered the showgirl.

      The more she learns, the more she uncovers the darker side of the dead woman’s personality. Agatha liked to collect secrets and use them against people. But what target snapped that fatal night? Can Grace stitch together the clues before her life is torn apart…

      

      Seams like Murder is the first instalment in the Grace Designs mysteries series. These heartwarming historical mysteries will send you on a unique New Zealand cosy adventure.
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      Thursday, 15 January 1920

      Wellington, NEW ZEALAND

      My dad always told me to do something you love, and you’ll never regret a day of work. He was right. At least about that. From a young age, I had delighted in sewing. The ability to take a length of cloth and create anything I wanted possessed a kind of magic. Then events that should have ruined my life, instead opened up the opportunity to start my own tiny fashion house—Grace Designs.

      My humble business occupied the bottom corner of a building on Plimmer Steps, a cobbled lane that ran from Lambton Quay to Boulcott Street. Every day, numerous pedestrians used the shortcut between the buildings and up the steep stairs. My workshop occupied a space before the wide window. The large cutting table, made by my dad, occupied the centre of the room. Against one wall sat my Singer sewing machine. A dress form either side. A private room for fittings was secluded on the other side of the room. A glass top bench stretched out near the rear of the shop.

      Today I worked alone. My assistant Etáin Doyle, or Etty, had the most terrible head cold, and I didn’t want her nose dripping onto delicate silk. With hand stitching on my lap, I sat in a chair placed in the light coming through the window. A wooden workbox open on the small table beside me. Sometimes, a curious passer-by would pause and stare at the item I was sewing.

      I felled a seam on the skirt of a walking ensemble—tedious work that some seamstresses didn’t bother with. After pressing the seam open, I turned the edge on either side under and pinned it down. Then another pass with the iron kept hot on the small potbelly in the corner of the room. Now, a tiny row of stitches marched along the fabric and finished the edge. My mentor, Mrs Cooper, always told me it was the invisible details that distinguished a fine haute couture gown from mass-produced fashion. Work that required patience and care, like felling a seam.

      On my left hand, the one holding the fabric, I had drawn two black lines on my thumbnail. Those lines acted as a tiny measure and ensured every stitch was the exact same size. The repetitive nature of the work induced a kind of trance state. My inhales and exhales matched the needle being passed through the linen. I finished off the row and snipped the thread as the brass bell above the door tinkled.

      A blast of warm January summer air burst into my shop, along with a customer who sent dread flowing through my limbs. A willowy form clad in a fashionable day dress of yellow stripe with a wide sailor collar and a smart matching straw hat marched in. She was exactly the sort of customer I longed to see walk through my door. Except for this particular person.

      I had nothing personal against Agatha Marshall. She was overall a lovely person, quick to smile or offer a kind word. My issue with Agatha resided entirely with her memory. She would forget an appointment and leave me waiting for hours. Or she would forget how much she adored the blue silk and insist on green chiffon. Or she would forget to pay her rather large and outstanding bill which meant I had to pare back a recent fabric order from England.

      “My darling Grace! It’s been absolutely ages!” Agatha swanned into my little shop and reached out to touch the tweed draped on the dress form for an outfit perfect for cold winter days.

      It had been ages because she still hadn’t paid her bill, and I had fobbed off all her attempts to book a fitting.

      “Hello, Miss Marshall. You are looking lovely today.” I placed the skirt pieces into my work basket and rose.

      The bright yellow of Agatha’s dress combined with her large smile reminded me of a sunflower.

      “I need your help, Grace, and you are the only one who can help me out of this pickle.” She dropped to the comfortable leather armchair, reserved for customers as they were shown sketches or fabric. She clutched her purse on her lap and her fingers fidgeted with the golden catch.

      “Oh?” Her dress didn’t appear to need any repair and I recalled seeing it as part of the new summer collection at Kirkcaldie and Stains—the premier department store in Wellington.

      “I am dying for the starring role in Liam’s new show at the Cricket. Rumour has it that a hotshot Hollywood producer is in New Zealand for a holiday, and he will attend opening night!”

      She practically squealed when she mentioned Hollywood. A place far away and not subject to chilly winters. Or so I had read in a magazine. Silent films were making stars from ordinary folk, and Agatha dreamed of appearing on the big screen one day. I’d never heard of any star coming from little old New Zealand, though. Not that we didn’t have our share of talented folk, but it was a terribly long boat journey to America if you wanted to be discovered. Probably why she was so excited if a movie producer had slid down to our part of the globe.

      “There is a grand party at Antrim House tonight and simply everybody who is anybody is going. I know if I can charm Liam, he will give the lead to me, and not that fumble-footed blonde. Imagine—Hollywood!” She managed to both exclaim and sigh over the last word.

      My heart fell. Agatha not only wanted a new frock, but she expected it at incredibly short notice. “I’m sorry, Miss Marshall. I couldn’t possibly make a gown by tonight.” Not even if I wanted to, and you were going to pay me—in advance.

      “But Grace, I need to look ravishing. I will simply die if I don’t get this part and it goes to that cow, Mintie.” At this point, she leaned back in the chair and pressed her hand to her forehead in a melodramatic fashion. She really was suited to life as a starlet, from her stunning looks to her extravagant gestures. Everything about her life was do or die.

      However, my family would die if I didn’t put food on the table. Which was exactly why I ran my own small fashion house, even though others would laugh at calling it such. Six years ago, as war broke out across Europe, I left my regular employment and took the risk of opening Grace Designs. I barely made enough during those years and supplemented my income by sewing uniforms, but now with war and the influenza pandemic behind us, things were looking up. There was a chance to expand and hire another seamstress.

      “Have you been to see what Kirkcaldie and Stains have in stock? They released some lovely cocktail dresses over Christmas, up on the first floor.” Once, I used to be a shop girl there. Then I rose to fittings and repairs before my departure. Thanks to Mrs Cooper who was not only a wealthy customer of the department store, she also owned the building where I rented my workroom.

      “Oh, don’t be so horrid, Grace! You know your dresses are the most sought-after these days. As I must be.” Agatha closed her eyes and tilted her head back farther.

      Agatha wasn’t like the showgirls who danced and sang to entertain the late-night set. She came from a well-off family and could have married and lived a comfortable life that revolved around lunches and dress fittings. Instead, she pursued her dream of being a Hollywood star. But that required relocating from New Zealand to the bright lights and glamour of the United States of America. A journey her family refused to sanction or fund.

      The showgirl was convinced that if she attracted the right attention in Wellington, she would be swept away to the life of a movie star in California. To rub shoulders with Rudolph Valentino and Gloria Swanson. Everyone had a dream, Agatha’s simply involved more logistical problems.

      “I am ever so sorry, Miss Marshall, but I simply couldn’t complete an expensive commission like that in such a short amount of time,” I emphasised the word expensive, hoping her horrendous memory would recall the outstanding account. Perhaps then her hands would dive into her designer clutch and pull out a wad of cash.

      Agatha dropped her hand, but not to search the handbag for my outstanding money. Instead, she placed the bag on the seat and stood. She paced my workroom with a restless energy like a caged tiger at the Wellington zoo. “You must have something tucked away, Grace? A little project for no particular client that could be made to fit with one of those new handkerchief hemlines and a chiffon train.” She lifted a bolt of rust red chiffon and peered underneath as though suspecting it might unfold into a complete gown.

      I did indeed have projects I worked on at night, or in my free time. On one, the metallic embroidery alone was taking me weeks. When completed, it would resemble the cheeky fantail where his distinctive tail was transformed into a curved train of burnished bronze, grey, and cream. Part of me longed for an occasion to wear it myself, but it would most likely find an owner among Wellington’s inner circle of high society.

      “No,” I lied. “I don’t have anything at all. Since you are here, there is the matter of your overdue account.” Protecting the fantail gown emboldened me. She would never pay unless prodded along.

      “You would trouble me about money at a time like this?” her voice rose to a sharp tone.

      Pedestrians in the lane stopped. Agatha’s waving arms and volume drew their attention.

      I darted a glance at the growing audience. A dancer might be used to men staring at her performance, I was not. Nor did I want to air dirty laundry in the middle of town. The large window which had so appealed to me for allowing as much light into my rooms as possible, now became a stage and we were actors upon it.

      “There is no need to shout, Miss Marshall. I don’t think there is ever a good time to discuss finances, but the bill has been due for some time now. I cannot buy the fabrics I require for other customers until it is settled.” My son, Theo, wanted nothing more than a bright red bicycle for his fifth birthday in April. I wanted to purchase a new one for him, but until Agatha paid her bill, we might have to settle for an old bicycle dad would restore and paint. One day, I vowed, my son would have new things and not hand-me-downs.

      Agatha spun on me, her eyes wide. The bright light in them grew cold. “I happen to know that you are a liar, Mrs Devine. And you will find me a dress by tonight. Unless you want me to tell all of them your little lie?”

      She flung out her arm and gestured to the crowd watching the show playing out in my window. They stared openly, perhaps trying to determine if they observed a comedy or a tragedy.

      A chill worse than the Wellington southerly in the middle of winter froze my bones. I swallowed, and tried to talk, but at first nothing would make it past my parched throat. Her words were a mere bluff. They had to be. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      Spinning around, I walked to the rear of the room and the polished wood counter. The depth of shadow there afforded privacy from the open view of the window. She couldn’t possibly know. Could she?

      “Yes, you do. Frank was unusually drunk the other night at the Cricket, and I got him talking.” Agatha followed me, and her purse dropped to the counter with an ominous thud.

      Frank, the younger brother of Freddie, my husband and father of my cherished son. My thumb rubbed the thin band of gold on my left hand. It seemed a lifetime ago that we waved Frank and Freddie off to war aboard the transport ships. Only one brother had returned.

      “I think it’s time you left.” My opinion of Agatha changed. I no longer liked her.

      Unshed tears shimmered in her eyes. “I must land the lead. My life depends upon it.”

      Recalling happier times when we chatted during her fittings, I found a weak smile for her. “You have always shone like the brightest star, Miss Marshall. You don’t need a new dress for that. I am sure they will give you the part on the strength of your talent.”

      She reached out and grabbed my arm. “You don’t understand my situation. I’m desperate, and I’ll do anything to get out of this mess. Stick with me, Grace, and once I’m a star, I will shower you with money. You could be my personal designer in America and all the other starlets will beg for you to dress them, too.”

      As soon as her fingers touched my skin, a memory thrust itself into my mind. As a child, the things I saw as waking dreams confused me. Dad explained it was a gift that came from his side of the family, but that some people wouldn’t understand. Over time, I learned to bite my tongue when the scenes pulled from another person’s mind didn’t match their words. Or sometimes the images were so violent or upsetting, I had to escape into a piece of handwork to calm my thoughts.

      My workroom disappeared, replaced by a lush drawing room I didn’t recognise.

      A man cloaked in shadow raised his arm and pointed at Agatha, as he yelled. “If I don’t get what I want, then neither will you!”

      Anxiety surged up Agatha’s throat. “Everything will go our way. You’ll see. Just as soon as I land this role, everything will fall into place.”

      I broke contact and peeled her fingers off my arm. The fight in my mind dissolved like ocean mist. A small amount of compassion crept into my soul for the other woman. Her behaviour was so out of character and different to her usual light-hearted banter. We all carried scars no one else could see, but one of Agatha’s had been opened recently and drove her desperate comments.

      Desperate people did desperate things. That was something else my dad used to mutter. My world would collapse if people knew the dark secret carved in my heart. My concern was not solely for myself, but to protect another. Agatha might be bluffing, but it wasn’t a bluff I could afford to call.

      “I have a gown I might be able to modify in time.” In the storeroom was a gown I made a season ago. The customer had changed her mind about it at the last minute and, in a fit of guilt, paid for the dress but told me to keep it. The hemline was far too long to be fashionable in 1920, but there was sufficient length and fullness to both shorten and stagger it in the latest handkerchief style.

      Agatha gasped back her tears and threw her arms around me. “You won’t regret this. I promise. I shall pay you double what I owe, just as soon as I have the part.”

      “If you return here before the party tonight, we shall see what we can do.” I would settle for being paid. Bringing my nerves back under control, I opened the front door and glared at the crowd. Men shuffled their feet and women looked away as they continued about their business.

      “Thank you, Grace. You are a darling, and I would never intentionally tell a soul about your secret.” That would have to suffice as an apology for her blackmailing me. Then clutching her bag, she hurried up the lane towards the steps and the street beyond.

      “No rest for the wicked,” I muttered.
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      My space included a storeroom, where expensive fabrics were stored away from any stray sunlight, and commissions waiting to be delivered. On a shelf and stowed in a basket, I pulled out the gown in question. A peacock blue silk composed of a simple drape; it would need the back altered as well as the hem. A sigh escaped my lips. The smiling showgirl had coerced me into working for free. There was no doubt in my mind that even if Agatha secured the starring role she sought, her faulty memory would forget all about her promise to pay me double.

      “You’re a fool, Grace Sullivan.” My married surname wouldn’t cross my lips as I reminded myself of another foolish decision made years earlier. When Dad found out that I was working for free, he’d shake his head and tell me I was far too nice and accommodating. Try as I might, I simply couldn’t be any other way. But it was a lesson life seemed determined to try to drum into me.

      From a locked drawer, I retrieved my notebook where I detailed clients’ measurements. Then I wheeled a nude dress form over to the cutting table. I adjusted the notches in the form to Agatha’s measurements before I clothed the legless and headless figure in the gown. Before I doubted myself, I took up my shears and slit the back of the gown open. A few smaller cuts and some tucks, and the sides were pinned to reveal a daring amount of spine. Perfect for a long necklace worn backwards to dangle against her skin.

      Time lost all meaning around me as I considered the drape of the fabric and the final effect. My hands snipped, tucked, and pinned. My knees ached when Sam, my best friend in the entire world, entered the shop two hours later. Beside her, the small dark-haired boy who was the centre of my world.

      I held out my arms, and Theo rushed towards me. “We’re making a kite. Can we fly it in the gardens at the weekend?” he said.

      “Of course we can.” I kissed his cheek.

      Samantha Kostas, or Sam as she preferred, ran her family bakery, starting her day at a time most of us called the dead of night. That meant she finished early, collected Theo from the childminder, and walked him home for me. I couldn’t have raised my son without the support of my dad and best friend. Between us all, we might see him become a fine young man one day. Even if his features made my heart ache for his resemblance to his father, with the small cleft in his chin and laughing amber eyes. At least he didn’t have his father’s burnished copper hair, but instead, he had inherited the Sullivan family’s dark locks.

      I patted my son’s unruly hair, which seemed determined to point upwards once his cap was removed. “Can you tell Dad I have to work late? A client wants this finished for a party tonight.”

      Sam screwed up her face. “You shouldn’t be walking home at night alone. I’ll ask Joseph to come fetch you. He can bring that horrid contraption he loves so much.”

      Joseph was my cousin, and he now boarded in Ascot Street, close to us. Once he had been a joyful lad, whom my dad referred to as wet behind the ears. Like many of our young men, he had signed up as soon as he was old enough for the grand adventure of going off to war. None of us knew the horrors he endured. Joseph returned to us with a haunted look in his eyes and his easy smile had been erased forever. Or so it seemed.

      He was a policeman by day but helped Dad in the evenings if he needed two feet. Since Dad only had one. Both men delighted in tinkering with greasy motors, and Theo loved being part of man time, as we called it, when the three of them sat out in Dad’s workshop and garage.

      “Thanks, Sam. I’ll eat when I get home.” I kissed Theo’s cheek and hugged my friend.

      “You’re too thin. I’ll make sure there’s enough left over for you and mind you eat it before going to bed.” She waggled a finger at me.

      I worked all afternoon and when the light faded, I flicked the light switch (offering a silent thanks to Mrs Cooper for installing electricity throughout the building) and kept working. The seams weren’t as perfect as I’d like them, and there had been no time to hand sew them all. My reliable Singer had valiantly tackled the staggered hem and the additional fabric I added to drape beautifully around Agatha’s long legs. The scandalous back had a single drape of vibrant chiffon running down one side in a peacock pattern with a beaded edge, and that trailed behind in a modern twist on the form and train of a gown from before the war.

      By the time Agatha pushed through the door again, my fingers hurt, my back ached, and I had stabbed myself at least three times. Would she appreciate I literally bled for her to finish on time? Probably not. I helped her dress in the fitting room with walls covered in the strawberry thief wallpaper pattern by William and Morris. The cheeky bird about to feast on a fat strawberry reminded me of the fantails that flitted around our place.

      Agatha spun before the full-length mirror, and the silk flowed like water with her movement. “It’s beautiful. You don’t know what this means to me.” Her hands shook as she let the fabric slide through her fingers.

      It meant ten pounds to me. If she had ordered such a gown in Paris, Agatha would pay nearly one hundred pounds. Perhaps one day when I grew my fashion house to have a team of skilled seamstresses, I could command such prices. Today I’d settle for a tenth of what they charged.

      “What about your dress? Do you want me to wrap it so you can take it with you?” I pointed to the dress she had worn into the fitting room.

      Agatha waved her hand. “I’ll collect it tomorrow. When I pay you. I absolutely pinkie swear that I’ll find the money somehow.” She held out one hand, her little finger crooked.

      A childish gesture, but it might stick in her memory. I grasped her pinkie with mine and we shook on it.

      “Now, wish me luck.” She beamed at me, her eyes full of expectation and hope, but the whites showed a little too much, as though she were holding back panic.

      “Knock ‘em dead.” I wished her well. Everybody had a dream and Agatha wanted to achieve hers. Who knew, perhaps one day I would sit in the cinema and see her dance across the screen. Even better if she wore one of my dresses and I had a fat bank account from all the lucrative commissions.

      After she had left, I tidied up, then turned off the lights and locked the front door. A rumble came from Lambton Quay and a bright headlight flashed along the walkway in the fading twilight. A throaty motorcycle idled on the footpath.

      “Grace?” a familiar voice called out.

      “Coming!” I tugged the front of my cardigan against the slight chill in the air and hurried down the lane.

      Joseph sat astride a motorcycle. Not my preferred form of transport, but tonight all I wanted to do was kick off my shoes and fall into bed. The Triumph would soon deliver me to home—assuming my bones didn’t rattle apart on the trip.

      As a child, every Christmas Joseph and I were forced together when Dad and I returned to the family farm over in the Wairarapa. The years had changed my cousin and added bulk to his tall frame. While I once thought him annoying, I cried when he enlisted and shed even more tears in relief to have him home. While we often argued as family could, we looked out for one another.

      War aged his eyes, like so many of our men. They walked up the gangplanks of the troopships with laughter in their hearts and returned weary old men. At least he came back to us. So many never did.

      “Thanks for coming to get me, Joseph.”

      He shrugged. “Can’t have you wandering home alone at twilight.”

      He held out a hand and steadied me as I hiked up my skirt and lifted a leg over the bike. Holding onto his waist, I pressed myself to his broad back and hoped my hat stayed on my head.

      We roared up Lambton Quay, thankfully avoiding the tram lines that could ensnare a narrow motorcycle tire. As one, we leaned into the left-hand corner of Bowen Street. Thorndon was an odd neighbourhood with its mix of grand villas and workingmen cottages. As though the strict rules governing England were shaken free when the immigrants arrived Downunder. In our little neighbourhood, the upper crust lived close to labourers. Ascot Street was steep, like many a road around Wellington. Other bits were pedestrian access only, but no challenge for the motorcycle.

      Houses were stepped up the hill. Terraces had been created to give each home a level building site. Our two-storey cottage had Dad’s workshop crammed in between us and our neighbour on a lower level. On the higher side of us, lived Sam and her mum.

      A light glowed in our cottage as I waved goodbye to Joseph and pushed open the door. Downstairs was the kitchen, dining room, and lounge. All were combined into one space after Dad and his ever-present hammer had taken down a wall to make the cottage feel less cramped. A small bedroom was tucked under the steep stairs and was Dad’s private domain. Theo and I both had rooms upstairs, nestled under the steep roof.

      Dad sat in an armchair in the corner closest to the cold fireplace, a book open on his chest. His eyelids fluttered open as I approached.

      “I wasn’t asleep. Just resting my eyes.” He closed the book and placed it on the squat table beside him that also held an empty coffee cup.

      “How was Theo this evening?” I flopped into the nearby armchair and immediately toed off my brown Oxfords.

      “He helped me for a bit after dinner. We’re building a birdhouse together. Then we had a story, and he went off to bed without complaint.” Dad washed his hands over his face and scratched his silver hair. Despite being in his early fifties, he still possessed a good head of hair.

      “Thanks, Dad.” Not only did he cook dinner for his grandson and read him a story at bedtime, but he had also raised a daughter on his own. Like many Kiwi blokes, he simply got on with the job at hand. He might bluff and bluster at times like a bear with a sore head, but he has the biggest heart.

      “He’s a fine lad. Takes after me, obviously.” Dad huffed a laugh. “Your dinner’s in the oven, Sam dropped off a pie. What had you working so late?”

      I padded to the kitchen in my stocking-clad feet and cracked open the old range. A plate sat within, a silver pot lid balanced on top to stop my tea from drying out.

      “Agatha Marshall wanted a gown at very short notice. She has some fancy party tonight at Antrim House.” Using a tea towel to protect my hands, I pulled out the plate and set it on the pine table. Lifting the lid, I sniffed the meal. A slice of chicken pie, a baked spud, and a handful of
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