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        SEAMS LIKE MURDER

      

        

      
        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…
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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 beans awaited me. The golden pastry of the pie and delicious aroma could only have been crafted by Sam. While both Dad and I relied on our hands to earn a living, neither of us had mastered cooking. We survived with the handful of meals we could reliably produce without burning, but Sam supplemented our diet with a range of pies, casseroles, and cakes.

      “Is she the one who never pays?” Dad grabbed his empty cup and carried it over to the sink.

      “That’s her.” I shovelled pie into my face so I could claim chewing as an excuse for not continuing that conversation.

      I mouthed the next words out of his mouth along with dad. “You’re too good, Grace.”

      Exactly what I knew he’d say when he found out that yet again, Agatha had skipped out of my shop without paying. I stabbed a chunk of potato and nodded. The food chilled as it hit my stomach. You’re too good. But I wasn’t. That was my secret that Frank must have shared with Agatha.

      “I know, Dad. But she convinced me it was a matter of life or death.” Or a matter of secrets or silence.

      Dad blew a snort. “She won’t die if she wears a dress everyone has seen before. Any customer with an outstanding bill who comes here wanting work is told to bugger off. I don’t suppose you asked her for payment upfront?” Dad grabbed a tea towel as I turned on the tap and let hot water flow into the sink.

      I reached for the Sunlight soap, held in a metal cage with a handle and agitated the water with the contraption.

      “Oh, Grace,” Dad said when I remained silent.

      “She said if she made it big, she would shower me with money.” I tried not to cry and kept my gaze fixed on the soapy water. The image of a red bicycle appeared in my mind, and then it shimmered and dissolved like a soap bubble.

      “We’re a right pair, aren’t we?” He nudged me with his shoulder.

      I balanced the soap holder above the taps to drain. Then I flung my arms around him. “We’ll make do, just like we always have. The three of us against the world.”

      Dad thumped me on the back. “Things are looking up now, love. You wait and see. The bad times are behind us and everything is turning bright. Your business will take off, and you’ll soon need to take on more seamstresses.”

      Dad was right. Again. The world had climbed out of the trenches of the Great War only to plunge into plague pits. Influenza spread through communities and seemed to select its victims at random. It might be one soul from a family or the entire lot. We were blessedly unscathed. Dad caught it, but I nursed him through. Sam lost her dad, and we buried him along with so many others.

      “There does seem to be a wind of change in the air. Like the burst of spring after a long winter.” I saw it reflected in fashion magazines. Hems became shorter, colours more vibrant, and embellishments shinier. The music emerging from America had a faster tempo to match. If I could capture the wave, it might sweep our family into prosperity. All I needed was the courage to grasp the electricity shooting from the new trends and put a unique Kiwi twist on them.

      After we had done the dishes, I sat with Dad for a while until he muttered his goodnight and stomped off to his room. I tried to read, but the words swam on the page. My shoes dangled from one hand as I trod the stairs and peered into Theo’s room. My son slept with his teddy bear clutched to his chest and his mouth open in a gentle snore. The sight made my heart swell.

      I kept my door ajar, in case Theo needed me during the night, and quickly stripped off my dress and slipped on a nightgown. Once in bed, I stretched out and wriggled my toes before curling on my side and tucking the quilt around me. When sleep found me, I was dreaming of a fabulous party with fast music and women in glorious beaded gowns.
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      The next morning followed the same routine as every other day. Once up and dressed, I roused Theo and laid out his clothes for him. Being a big boy now, as he announced in a sleepy tone, he didn’t need me to dress him anymore. A pang shot through my heart at the tiny tendrils of independence emerging from him. My mind baulked at imagining him a grown lad because it conjured that day at the wharf when Frank stole a kiss, and we waved as Freddie and our men chugged away to war.

      I spread jam on toast for Theo before buttering my own. Dad joked as usual and asked Theo about his plans for the day.

      “Come along, Theo. Go wash your face and brush your teeth and we’ll head off. Poppa has work to do.” I pulled his chair away from the table.

      Theo heaved a sigh. “I don’t want to go to Mrs Rogers. Why can’t I go to school? I’m a big lad now.”

      “When you turn five, which is not so far away.” I turned him around and pushed him in the direction of the bathroom. My boy was in such a hurry to grow up, yet I wanted to slow down time and enjoy every moment of his childhood years. Life taught me a lesson in brutality and how I longed to protect him from the horror we had seen. To let him keep his innocence a little longer.

      “He’s a fine lad, Grace. Stop worrying about him.” Dad poured himself another mug of tea and picked up the paper.

      I busied myself clearing the table and stacking our dishes by the sink to wash. Theo never knew his father. Freddie had died on a battlefield far away before the two could meet. His Uncle Frank filled the role of father and made it clear he would do so on an official basis. If only I would have him.

      But something gave me pause. My life was full enough with Theo, Dad, and building my business. If I admitted my selfishness, I didn’t want to put my dreams aside and have to tend to a husband. Nor did I intend to hand over my earnings to someone else. I worked hard to establish myself as a seamstress, and I aspired to one day run my own fashion house. To have women vie to attend my showings and to have a bookings ledger overflowing with wealthy women and starlets eager to wear one of Grace Designs.

      Besides, I didn’t love Frank. Sure, I liked him and enjoyed his company, but never again would I be so carefree with my heart. His brother taught me that lesson well. There was another, darker reason that nibbled at me. One that made a shadow cross my vision at times when I touched Frank. What secrets did he hide from me?

      After breakfast, Theo took my hand for the walk to Mrs Rogers, who lived on The Terrace. Once he had dashed off to play in her small rear garden with the other children she minded, I headed down Plimmer Steps and opened up my shop. The postie had been by early, and I swept up the letters pushed through the brass slot, while idly wondering if Agatha had secured the role she wanted. Flashes of her memory raced through my mind. Had everything fallen into place for her and the angry man?

      Standing behind the counter, I opened mail and sorted invoices that needed paying into one pile and the rest into another. The bell tinkled as Etty entered on the dot of nine.

      “Good morning. How are you feeling today?” I scanned her face for a dripping nose but found only a slight redness.

      Etty was a petite wee thing, with masses of red hair courtesy of her Irish blood, and a fiery temper to match. She also made an impeccable stitch and followed instructions to the letter. If there was a way to duplicate the hard worker, I could take on more commissions or even make my own ready-to-wear line.

      “Much better, thank you, Mrs Devine.” Etty stripped off her gloves and hat and stored them under the counter.

      “How many times must I ask you to call me Grace?” It amused me how Etty held to the rigid formality of a department store. I was certainly no better than her, and New Zealand had established itself to be free of England’s strict social hierarchy. Here, anything was possible. A shopgirl could reach for the moon. If she dared.

      “It doesn’t feel right, though. You’re my employer.” Etty pulled a cloth from under the counter and wiped the glass surface free of any fingerprints.

      “But we are also friends, are we not?” Not the tight friendship I had with Sam, but I worked alongside Etty most days. We knew the details of each other’s lives and with that came a certain level of camaraderie.

      She rubbed harder at a stubborn mark. “Of course, but I am still going to call you Mrs Devine. Now, what shall I tackle today?”

      I really wished she wouldn’t call me that. By instinct, I rubbed the band on my finger and suppressed a grimace, replacing it with a weak smile. Etty might be short of stature, but she was immovable when she dug her toes in. “We have two fittings today. One is for a hem for Miss Field on her walking suit. The other is the first fitting for Miss Howell. Can you make sure the teal silk is ready for her?”

      “Of course,” Etty murmured.

      We would place the gown on a dress form, so the client’s first look gave her a better idea of how it would drape on her body. Then the excitement built as we removed it from the headless shape and lowered it onto the client as she watched in the mirror.

      The day passed smoothly. My client even paid her account in full before taking the walking suit with her, carefully wrapped in brown paper after Etty had finished the hem. As she left, I peered up and down the lane, hoping to see Agatha’s face as she waved a fistful of cash at me. No such luck.

      With a productive day behind us, I closed up early that Friday afternoon. The first fitting had left, and we had pinned the gown for alteration next week. Two more outfits had their pieces cut out and were waiting in a flat pile to be started. Etty and I chatted about our plans for the weekend before we parted ways. Sam and I planned to see a picture on Saturday night, and I had promised to take Theo to fly his kite in the Botanic Gardens, confident that windy Wellington would provide the gusts he needed.

      At home, Dad and Theo worked on their birdhouse, which resembled a villa with a porch out front and fretwork over the veranda. I should have known my woodworker father was incapable of a simple, unadorned, square birdhouse. Leaving the men to their task, I set about preparing dinner. As I laid the table, I grabbed the discarded newspaper and scanned the headline. My hand froze.

      Death visits Antrim House. Popular showgirl dead.

      The black-and-white photograph showed a blanket-draped figure tucked beside the wall of some outbuilding, possibly the stables of Antrim House. But that wasn’t the bit that arrested my movement. It was the drape of fabric that had escaped the covering. A familiar peacock pattern with a beaded fringe I had stitched only the night before and attached to a dress for a popular showgirl.

      Agatha.

      My body dropped to the chair, and I devoured the article, although it contained scant details. Early Friday morning, revellers heading home from the party had stumbled across the body.

      “Oh, Agatha.” Not the luck she had hoped for when she headed off to her party the night before. A part of me mourned the snuffing of a bright light, who would shine no more upon the Wellington stage. Then a tiny pragmatic voice whispered there was no chance of her bill being settled now.

      Imagining the lecture from Dad, I folded up the newspaper again. He would find out soon enough. Then I would have to meet his disappointed gaze over the dinner table. While New Zealand didn’t follow all of England’s societal rules, etiquette said I couldn’t repossess a gown from a corpse. Handing over an overdue invoice to the family at the funeral was probably also frowned upon. An expensive gown, now utterly ruined by damp grass and whatever else it had encountered from being left out overnight. Was there blood on it? The article failed to mention how the unfortunate woman had met her demise.

      A sigh heaved through me. “When will you learn, Grace?” No more credit. If a client failed to pay for one outfit, they most certainly would not get another. Even if they know my secret.

      Voices came from the back door, and Theo burst in with a huge smile. “Poppa let me use the hammer.”

      Dad ruffled Theo’s dark locks. “He’s not bad. Only hit my thumb twice.”

      I winced in sympathy with my father. “Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll fetch a couple of ginger beers.”

      Dad stomped to the armchair with his uneven gait. He had lost his right foot just above the ankle when I was a baby. Being a woodworker, he had made the replacement foot himself, carving the toes and tendons to match its companion. As a child, he told me he and his sailor mates were playing soccer with a live munition. As Dad told the story, he had given it a particularly good kick to score the winning goal when the thing had exploded taking off his foot. I didn’t believe him, but he kept what really happened hidden deep inside him where even my gift couldn’t reach it.

      The accident resulted in him being discharged from the navy with a modest pension. Not long after, he swore off the grog entirely. For years, he had brewed ginger beer with all the attention and determination he showed to his other projects. I fetched two bottles, and we toasted each other and listened to music on the radio.
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning saw Etty and me about our business with a subdued atmosphere in the shop. Everyone talked of Agatha’s tragic death and rumours ran wild as to what happened at the party that had resulted in her demise. While the papers finally revealed her identity at the weekend, they were keeping mum on exactly what happened.

      As I laid out pattern pieces on the cutting table within easy reach and pinned them on a dummy, I wondered if she had wowed Liam before wandering off in the dark. Perhaps buoyed by her success, she had drunk too much and tumbled in the dark. If she landed on her back and became sick, there would have been no one to roll her to her side and ensure her throat remained clear.

      The bell rang and a heavier tread than usual entered my workroom. With a back piece in my hand, I turned and nearly swallowed my mouthful of pins. A man stood on the threshold. Of average height, his broad shoulders filled his grey suit jacket in a way that made me admire the cut of the garment and assume it was tailored and not off the rack.

      With one hand, he removed his fedora to reveal thick black hair, trimmed short—most likely in an effort to keep the curl under control. Or it might be the haircut of a man who retained some habits from time served in the military. Dark eyes regarded me from a square face with a dark cast to it. New Zealand was a melting pot of nationalities and his heritage could have harked back to Italy, Greece, or the Middle East. Except he walked into my shop with a coiled tension about him, like a warrior about to confront an invading British soldier. Or a panther moving through the trees, stalking its prey. Yet he also possessed a quiet dignity that hinted at Maori blood coursing through his veins.

      He nodded in my direction and walked farther into the shop. “Good morning. I’m Detective Archer and I’m investigating the death of Miss Marshall and need to speak with Mrs Devine.”

      “That’s me,” I spoke around the pins, then removed them from between my teeth and shoved them into the cushion tied at my wrist. “I saw the news in the paper. How terrible. She was in such high spirits when I last saw her.”

      He tossed his hat to the counter and surveyed the workroom. Then his calm gaze settled on me. “That’s why I’m here. You seem to be the last person who saw her alive.”

      A retort surged through me. “Impossible! She was on her way to that party, and I am sure most of Wellington saw her at Antrim House. Agatha was hard to miss, always so bright and beautiful.”

      “She never made it to the party.” His attention never wavered from my face.

      It unnerved me, as though he stared through to my soul and would pluck out any secret I tried to hide. My mind tried to reconcile what he told me with my memory of that evening. “How can that be? She came here for final adjustments to her dress and left to head straight to the party.” It wasn’t like she could get lost on the way. Antrim House was visible from the top of Plimmer Steps and was within what the lads would call spitting distance.

      “Did she?” He splayed one hand over the smooth glass of the counter. Underneath I had an array of embellishments and embroidered pieces women could choose for their outfits. His hand sat above a butterfly that could anchor a series of gathers.

      His words dripped through me and spread a chill through my limbs. “I don’t understand what you are getting at, Detective.” I let go of the piece of fabric and it dangled from the sole pin securing it to the shoulder of the form.

      He gestured to the leather armchair. “Why don’t you sit down, Mrs Devine, and tell me everything that happened when you last saw Miss Marshall?”

      I’d rather not sit and have him looming over me. Instead, I clasped my hands together to stop the shake and tried to meet his stare. “I’d rather stand, thank you, as there is very little to tell. I altered a gown for Miss Marshall. She came here on her way to the party. I dressed her, made a few final touches, we chatted, and she left.”

      “What did you talk about?” He spoke in a low tone, never raising his voice or rushing.

      I suspected nothing on earth could ruffle his feathers. If we had been deep in a trench about to go over the top, he would have relayed commands in the same calm voice.

      “Miss Marshall was excited about a new show being put on at the Cricket. Apparently, some Hollywood producer is in New Zealand and is rumoured to be attending when it opens. She thought it might be her big break.” I didn’t see how the chatter of two women in a fitting room had any bearing on her death. Telling the detective of Agatha’s dreams sat uneasily within me. It violated her confidence. While a seamstress didn’t have the same vow of confidentiality as a priest, surely it was implied when women were in such an intimate setting. A woman was literally exposed and stripped bare, as I pinned fabric to create a new look.

      “How long was she here?” He leaned back against the counter, fingers curled around the glass edge.

      “An hour or two, as I had to stitch the hem at the right length.” I fidgeted with the pin cushion. His quiet questions made words bubble inside me wanting to burst free and fill the silence he let fall between us. How many tiny glass-headed pieces of metal would I need to seal my lips, to keep my secrets from spilling out?
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      Detective Archer relieved me of his piercing gaze and glanced at Etty, who kept her head down as she sewed at a smaller table in the back of the room. “Who came in with Miss Marshall?”

      “No one. We were alone.” That day played over and over in my head. Her heated words flung in anger, the hushed tones tinged with desperation. What had happened to Agatha at the party? I struggled to believe the detective, that she never made it to the event. That meant no one had seen how marvellous she looked in the dress. What a waste of my time and effort.

      “Which way did she go when she left?” He pulled a notebook from his jacket pocket and a pencil scratched over a page as he recorded my answers.

      “She went up the lane, of course. Antrim House is a mere five minutes from here.” In my mind, I saw Agatha wave farewell and then turn to her left as she exited my shop.

      “Did you follow her?” he asked in a soft tone.

      I glanced up and narrowed my gaze. What an odd question. Why on earth would I wander out in the fading light after her? “Of course not. I had to close up here and wanted to get home to my dinner and bed.”

      “Miss Marshall was discovered by the old stables of Antrim House, she never entered the house. Did she mention meeting anyone there?” His gaze pinned me to the spot like a piece of fabric on the dress form.

      Why would she stop at the stables before entering the party? To meet a friend, perhaps, or a quick swig from a flask for courage? Anything I could suggest as to what ran through her mind that night would be a stab in the dark. “Agatha chatted about the Hollywood producer and the movies he has made.”

      “Why would she go through the stables and not up the path to Antrim House?” More questions swirled in his dark eyes.

      Why did Agatha do anything? Opposite Plimmer Steps, Boulcott Street made a ninety-degree turn before running up to meet The Terrace. Antrim House nestled in that block, surrounded by its laid-out grounds. A modest villa sat on the very corner across from the steps, the Italianate mansion visible behind it. “Agatha was all about the direct approach. I suspect she stood on the top step, locked her gaze on the house and walked in a straight line, rather than along the path to the main entrance.”

      “Did anyone see you leave here?” The question hung heavy in the air. The implication was that he doubted my version of events and expected me to provide a witness.

      Luckily, I could provide one who could not be doubted. A member of his own police force. “Yes. Joseph Sullivan collected me on his motorcycle and delivered me to my doorstep. He’s a policeman.”

      That made one eyebrow quirk, but it quickly fell back into line with its mate. “Constable Sullivan?”

      “That’s him.” I suppose there could be other Joseph Sullivans who were policemen in Wellington, but how many also possessed a bone-jarring motorcycle?

      His eyes narrowed. “Are you…involved with him?”

      Laughter burst from my chest. If the pins had still been clutched between my teeth, they would have shot at the detective like tiny darts. It took some effort to swallow the fit the ludicrous idea induced. “Not likely. He’s my cousin.”

      Again the heavy, silent stare. Then he dropped his gaze and there was more scratching before the detective closed the notebook and tucked it into his jacket pocket. “I may have more questions for you, Mrs Devine.”

      I didn’t like him. Something in his manner bristled over my skin and set my teeth to aching. And yet he had been perfectly polite, and his tone remained quiet throughout. It was his eyes that undid me. As though he saw every secret running under my skin that I tried to keep hidden.

      Needing to move, I strode to the door and flung it open a little too vigorously. The bell clanged like an alarm and took several seconds to settle. Etty startled and dropped the skirt she worked on.

      Detective Archer picked up his fedora and placed it on his head at a slight angle. The smallest flash of a smile shimmered in his eyes, then it faded away. He nodded and walked from my shop, and I hoped, my life.

      Etty stared out the window as the policeman walked back down the lane. “Detectives don’t investigate accidents, do they?”

      Only then did I realise the detective never said outright that Agatha had met a foul end. But his visit certainly implied it. Nor had the newspapers mentioned anything other than her name and that she had died unexpectedly sometime on Thursday night.

      “I don’t know Etty. Perhaps it is merely a formality when a young person dies suddenly?” But exactly how did Agatha die? Healthy young people didn’t usually drop dead for no reason. Not now both the Great War and the Spanish Flu were behind us. Agatha had stood in my room not long before her death and she seemed in fine mettle to me.

      “Maybe it was her heart? That can take anyone at any time, and you never know when it’s simply going to stop.” Etty offered helpful suggestions of ways a person might meet a sudden and unexpected end.

      I didn’t want to contemplate the many ways a person could die. Not after we had lost millions in a few dark years. Time for a brighter and more hopeful topic. “Shall we pull out the trimmings and see what colour will go with the peach linen? I was thinking a very pale green.”

      We soon forgot the disruption to our day caused by the detective’s visit. By late afternoon, Etty and I had achieved a satisfying amount. I had two dresses cut out for a small collection of ready-to-wear clothing I intended to display in my window. If that proved successful, more would follow.

      Etty emerged from the fitting room with a yellow and white dress in her hands. “Who does this belong to? It’s not one of ours, and I found it tucked in the corner of the shelf.”

      I stared at the dress, an off-the-rack number from Kirkcaldie and Stains. A hurried conversation about the item slowly dripped into my brain. “Oh, my goodness. It’s the one Miss Marshall was wearing Thursday evening. She meant to collect it Friday.”

      My assistant frowned at the dress and held it at arm’s length as though its owner’s untimely death contaminated it. “Do we give it to her family or the police?”

      There was a question I never had to contemplate before. “I don’t know, Etty. I’ll wrap it up and ask Joseph. Although I’m sure delivering it to her family would be the right thing to do. It’s not like a forgotten day dress is evidence of a crime.” Some garments were fashion crimes, but police didn’t meddle in fabrics. And the dress was rather stylish.

      I took the dress from her and shook it out to release some wrinkles. A soft pop caught my attention and, glancing down, a folded piece of paper had shaken loose from the fabric. I picked it up and opened the square that revealed an old newspaper article. ‘Tragedy snatches life of schoolgirl’, read the headline. A quick scan detailed the accidental death of a girl at the local private school. Horrible, but tragic. Why would Agatha have it tucked in her dress? A friend perhaps, the date was ten years ago, and they might have been at school together. The article might have been a sentimental token. I slid the article into my apron pocket.

      Returning my attention to the dress, I spread it out on the cutting table. A long habit of working in the department store made my hands smooth the wrinkles, ensuring it was flat before folding it over a piece of tissue paper. My fingers skimmed the material, searching for any pockets or other hidden items.

      As a woman and a seamstress, I had mixed feelings about pockets. As a woman, I wanted pockets large enough to hold a handkerchief, a small sewing kit, and a sandwich. As a designer, I knew that as soon as you added pockets, women would shove far too much in them and ruin the lines of a dress. Thankfully we had aprons with their voluminous pockets for around the workroom and at home.

      Next, I fetched a sheet of thick brown paper and wrapped the folded dress. In pen, I added—property of Miss Agatha Marshall—in a neat hand, before placing the parcel on a shelf in the storage room. As I locked up the workroom and waved goodbye to Etty, Frank waited in the lane. He pushed off the wall where he had been lounging and stepped to my side.

      “Frank, what brings you this way?” I took my brother-in-law’s offered arm. Tall and lanky, he had returned from the war with what some women called an appealingly rough edge. A darkness simmered in his amber eyes that some found irresistible. Whereas the shadows edging his life gave me pause. Or perhaps it was merely his similarity to his brother. Only a year had separated Freddie and Frank, and in appearance, they could almost pass for twins.

      “Do I need a reason to see you, Grace?” he asked.

      When I stared at him, he shrugged. “Heard that detective was sniffing around here today. I wanted to make sure everything was all right.”

      No surprise that Frank knew about my unannounced visitor. He had a sixth sense when it came to the boys in blue—so he could avoid them. The only time I ever saw Frank in the same room as a copper was when both he and Joseph attended Theo’s birthday parties.

      “He was asking about Agatha Marshall. She came here before she ran off to her party.” A Cinderella in a borrowed gown, who never made it to the ball. Now the authorities cast suspicious eyes on the fairy godmother who clothed her. “Do you know what happened to her?” Part of me was morbidly curious. As Etty rightly observed, healthy young people don’t usually drop dead without a push from either war or disease. Another part of me shivered from a chilly warning that whatever happened, it was nothing good.

      “Word is she was murdered.” He shot me a look as he said the last word.

      “Gosh.” Murdered? How…dramatic. It certainly ensured her spot on the front page of the news. Agatha’s ghost was probably chuffed to bits.

      “The gardener for Antrim House found her body and reckons she’d been smacked in the head.” He took the road side of the footpath and that let me stare into shop windows as we walked up the road.

      “That doesn’t mean murder though, does it? Perhaps she fell and hit her head on something?” Like the schoolgirl in the old article, who died in a similar way. I couldn’t believe anyone would want to harm the showgirl. Even if she ran up debts she never intended to pay and threatened to blackmail people.

      Frank’s lips quirked. “People don’t usually fall and hit their head more than once on a shovel.”

      Oh. That was horrid.

      “If that copper gives you any trouble, you let me know and I’ll deal with it.” Frank kept his eyes straight ahead as he made the offer. A tightness in his jaw and shoulders left little doubt as to how he would deal with the detective.

      A shiver ran down my spine. The world had seen too much death and violence. Now was a time for peace and healing. “Leave him be, Frank. I’m sure I’ll never see him again. Not unless he is seized by a sudden desire for a couture gown.”

      The tension in his body evaporated and he flashed me a grin. “He might want something pretty for the policeman’s ball.”

      “In that case, I would only be too happy to design something fabulous. Although I might charge a little more than usual for the extra fabric.” The idea of taking the detective’s measurements in my fitting room as he stood in his socks and underpants caused a sudden lurch in my stomach. Best not to dwell on that.

      I leaned into Frank’s side. We had our ups and downs, but he was family and there was a comfort in the company of someone who shared our hardships. Thinking about my history with Frank reminded me that he had put me in a pickle by over-sharing certain aspects of our past. But how to broach the subject?

      We walked on in silence until Frank cast me a sideways glance. “What are you chewing over in that mind, Grace? Your lips keep moving, but nothing is coming out.”

      Sometimes, I rehearsed what to say in my head, unaware that my body mouthed the words, testing the feel of them over my tongue before I gave them voice. “That day, Agatha said something that made me feel I had to alter the dress for her.”

      Worry gnawed at me. If Agatha knew, what if she had told someone else or written it down? In my mind, I imagine my secret scrawled in scarlet lipstick on a mirror for all to see. Then I wondered, what other secrets had Agatha been ferreting out?

      “Oh?” Frank shouldered a man out of the way who barrelled down the path without looking.

      “She said she knew a secret about me,” I muttered the words out the side of my mouth, not daring to say them too loud when anyone might hear on the busy street. Now that the moment came to confront Frank, I struggled to accuse him. He was fiercely protective of Theo and me, and I knew he wouldn’t do anything to hurt us.

      He scratched his jaw, the stubble breaking through the surface of his skin as the day lengthened. “You know what she was like, hardly the deepest puddle in the street. She would have been just taking a punt to rattle you and get what she wanted.”

      “She seemed awfully sure she knew something that I would want to be kept quiet.” My hands curled. I would protect what was mine. If I had to. Not that I knew how, but Dad and Mrs Cooper always said I could do anything if I put my mind to it.

      Frank laughed. “She could turn on the charm, that one. Had a way of getting you to open up so she could scratch out any juicy titbits for her own entertainment. Even if she knew something, what does it matter now? She took whatever it might have been to her grave.”

      I could only hope that was the case. Perhaps Frank was right. Agatha was a delightful and entertaining client, and I could imagine people telling her more than they meant to. She might have merely thrown the accusation and hoped she struck a chord within me. Her tactic had worked, and I had laboured all day to alter the gown for her.

      Frank walked with me until we reached the intersection of The Terrace and Bowen Street. His black Ford Model T was parked on the side of the road.

      We stopped to say our goodbyes, and he kept hold of my hand. “If you’re not doing anything later this week, I’d like to take you out, Grace. How about dinner and a movie?”

      I loved going to the picture theatre with its orchestra down in front and the chance to scrutinise what everyone wore both on the screen and in the audience. Agatha might have dreamed of starring in pictures, I simply loved watching them and letting myself get carried away in the story. An evening out might provide the distraction I needed. “Thursday?”

      A lopsided grin tugged one corner of his lips, then he bent his head to kiss my cheek. “Thursday it is.”
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      Two days later on Wednesday, as the notorious Wellington wind tried to strip hats from heads and even unbutton coats from bodies, we gathered to farewell Agatha. Despite the summer warmth in the air, few people loitered outside due to the chill bite of the wind and we sought sanctuary from the weather inside.

      Sam insisted on accompanying me so that, in her words, I didn’t face the gossips alone after the detective’s visit. Not that I had anything to be concerned about or to hide. The policeman’s questions were only a formality, and it was his job to try to find out what had happened to Miss Marshall. I had grilled Joseph for more information about how Agatha had died, and my quiet cousin only relented when I said I already knew it was murder. He then let slip that the detective had questioned him about if he had taken me home and if he had seen me leaving the shop or coming back down the steps. He even asked if Joseph had seen Agatha leave my shop, to which he truthfully replied he had not.

      That answer took up residence in my gut like a mouldy piece of bread. Solid, uncomfortable, and emitting an unsettling trickle through my body. How rude of Detective Archer to assume I had lied. Just because a person built a better life for their family around one small untruth, doesn’t mean they spoke with a forked tongue all day long.

      That morning, I had dressed in the closest items in my wardrobe to mourning and donned a long narrow skirt in deep purple and a fitted jacket in purple and black. A plain black hat pinned to my hair to finish the outfit. Sam wore trousers in a dark grey and a matching waistcoat with a fedora on her cropped hair. During the war, she had adopted a man’s style of dress and afterwards, never reverted to skirts or dresses. It made no difference to me what she wore or who caught her eye. I loved Sam for who she was on the inside, and I delighted in the challenge of fitting a man’s style to her curvy frame.

      Hushed conversations took place in the church with its white painted ceiling that seemed to soar far above our heads. The stained glass windows cast shafts of pale yellow and red light over the pews. The coffin sat on a stand in the centre of the transept, draped in white silk and covered in white daisies with bright yellow eyes. Some people approached to place a hand on it, heads bowed for a quiet moment, before dabbing at their eyes with a handkerchief and turning to find a seat.

      I wasn’t such a hypocrite that I would put on a sorrowful display before God and those in attendance. Agatha would have to explain her outstanding invoices to the ultimate debt collector. No one should speak ill of
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efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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