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prologue

1975

The man drove to his home deep in the pitch-dark ­Berkshire countryside, his mood lifting as he turned the BMW into the drive. He loved his house. It was big, white, impressive. His wife had hated it, called it ‘The Mausoleum’, said it was miles from anywhere and cold as the Arctic Tundra.

No matter. She was the past, anyway. Of course, he would like to meet someone new, someone who could be a proper mother to his kids, not like her. Some lovely docile woman who adored being at home, who would be there waiting for him at the end of the day with the house all warm and welcoming, a hot meal cooked, ready to listen to his woes; that was his dream.

As he pulled up outside the garage block he gave a sharp sigh, seeing the house in total darkness – there was no warm, accommodating woman waiting for him. He’d heat something up for himself, or maybe not bother, just grab a whisky and a sandwich. In the headlights’ glare he could see that the damned gardener had left one of the garage doors open again; he had told the bloody man about that on more than one occasion. There were thieves out here, and some valuable stuff was stored in the garage. Why didn’t the fool listen?

He switched off the engine and all was suddenly blackness and silence, but for the ticking of the engine as it started to cool. He got out, locked the car, stalked over to the open garage door, muttering in annoyance.

‘Hey!’ said a voice to his left.

He literally jumped. The shock of hearing someone in this place, in this dense, dark country silence, was immense. He whirled around, his heart in his mouth. Saw a shadowy shape, moving.

‘Who the hell are you?’ he demanded.

The fluorescent strip light that hung from the beams inside the garage flickered on. He saw two men inside, big burly men in black coats. One of them, older and taller than the other, had a long puckered purple knife scar running the length of his left cheek. It was hideous. The scarred one was pushing an old chair into the centre of the concrete floor. The other one . . .

The man felt his bowels grow loose as he saw what the other one was doing.

He turned to run.

The man on his left moved in, grabbed him; another came from the right. He started to resist, but to his shock one of them drew a gun and held the muzzle crushingly against his head.

‘Shut up,’ he said, and the man instantly stopped struggling.

‘What’s this about?’ he panted out. ‘If it’s money—’

‘It’s not money,’ said the one with the gun.

Between them they nudged him toward the garage, toward the scarred one with the chair – and the other one with the rope that he had thrown over one of the beams. 

It was tied in a noose.
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day one

1982

The explosion occurred at seven o’clock on a summer’s evening, outside a large London house. It blew out every downstairs window in the building, scattering spine-sharp slivers of glass and metal shrapnel away from the central blast point. It was lucky no one was walking in the street, or they could easily have been killed. The police said that, afterwards, when they assembled to pick up the pieces – what little pieces remained, anyway. 

It was a car that had blown up, a top of the range BMW. The force of the first explosion was so extreme that it lifted the entire thing into the air. And then the petrol tank blew. The noise was so massive that people immediately ran out of houses up and down the road to stare in horror at the flaming wreckage. Alarms on cars blared, rocked by the blast. Someone had the sense to go back indoors and phone the authorities, but most people just stood there, disbelieving. 

This was Hampstead.

Things like this didn’t happen here.

One mother ushered a small child away, averting her own gaze from what she had seen – because beyond the flames, beyond the mangled wreckage, there was a skull-like face behind what remained of the wheel of the car. Burned bones and a roaring inferno. It was horrifying. She had to turn away, had to go back indoors to safety, to normality, because this just couldn’t be happening. 

She knew – well, practically everyone knew – the man who’d just got into the BMW and started the engine on this sweet balmy summer’s evening. He was one of her near neighbours. Always polite but reserved. A bit scary, actually, she’d always thought. Not someone you would easily pass the time of day with. You read about Thomas Knox sometimes in the papers. He was always squiring some glamorous young thing or other about town. One of those girls was now, apparently, his wife. Yes, Chloe. That was her name. 

As the police and fire engine sirens came blaring ever closer, Chloe Knox came stumbling out of the door of the house, to where the car sat ablaze on the driveway; the double explosion had rocked the house, sent glass flying out from its shattered bay window. Her face was cut, and blood snaked down in rivulets from several small gashes, staining her pink T-shirt. She saw the car, scrapped and burning, saw black smoke pouring up into the sky. Saw the remains of Thomas – her husband – sitting behind the wheel of it.

Chloe fell to her knees.

Presently, she started to scream.
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day one

2 hours earlier . . .

Ruby Darke was sitting in the office behind her Soho burlesque club, Ruby’s. She’d been toying for some time with the idea of turning the upstairs stock room into a small flat for herself. Some weekdays, she stopped overnight at her son Kit’s place rather than schlepp all the way back to genteel Marlow, but the arrangement wasn’t ideal. Kit had women in sometimes, and it was embarrassing, bumping into them in the kitchen in the mornings, most of them wearing very close to fuck-all. At least she hadn’t spotted that copper among them, that DI Romilly Kane. That particular bout of madness appeared to be long over, and that was, to Ruby, a huge relief.

Out in the main body of the club two of tonight’s acts were warming up. ‘Hey! Big Spender’ was shrieking out through the speakers. Her office was barely quieter. The door was open and she could see the stage from where she sat. A woman dressed as a Bengal tiger was bouncing around the front of the stage, cavorting with a man clothed as an electric blue snake. Their choreographer was shouting at them in agitation. Behind them was a copper bath, and a girl dressed in a French maid’s outfit was bending over the fake bubbles it contained, saucily testing the heat of the bath water and sending coquettish glances back at her ‘audience’ of cleaners, bar staff and arriving hostesses.

Ruby was reading the letter spread out before her, the envelope discarded. The letter had been hand delivered through the club’s front door this morning, not sent through the mail. She read it once, twice, three times, poring over the words, letting them sink in. 

I’ve been a damned fool. Can we try again?

I miss you. Eight o’clock tonight? The usual place? 

I’ll be waiting.

With a sudden movement, Ruby crumpled the letter and threw it forcefully into the bin. Then she sat there, breathing hard for no good reason. 

Thomas bloody Knox! She thought she’d seen the last of him and now here he was again, crawling into her head, forcing images of him to spring back to life when she had been convinced that all that was dead; finished. The straight, thick dark blond hair. The hard ice-blue eyes. The face, strongly chiselled; a real hard man’s face. His tough, solid body, and – oh! – the feel of his skin beneath her fingers. Swimming naked with him in the indoor pool at his house. Making love with him. 

But all that was supposed to be done with. Hadn’t they agreed that? Yes. They had. Now he had a young wife, and the last Ruby knew there had been a baby on the way, which could almost have made her laugh if she hadn’t felt so inclined to cry over it. A baby, and Thomas in his very late fifties. It would drive him nuts.

Still, he’d called it off with Ruby and said he wanted to make a go of it, properly, with – what the hell was her name? Big Tits, Ruby remembered that was what she’d always called her. Ah yes. Chloe. What she did recall, much more easily, was dinners with Thomas at the Savoy in the American bar. Then nights spent with him in a river-view suite. That was their place, hers and Thomas’s. And he was going to be there at eight o’clock tonight, waiting for her. 

She wasn’t going to turn up, of course. She didn’t want to be that sort of woman anymore; the mistress, the other woman, dancing to attendance whenever her married lover whistled, deceiving the poor bloody cow who was his wife, betraying the ‘sisterhood’.

No. Of course not.

Didn’t she have enough in her life to feel guilty about, after all? Her son Kit laundered dodgy cash through this very club and she let him. Once, she’d been a legitimate businesswoman. Now? Not so much. She had a minder – Brennan, who was outside the door of her office right now, idly watching the rehearsals – because Kit’s way of life made that necessary; washing a little money was the least of it.

Although Kit didn’t get into the real nasty stuff like drugs or trafficking, what he did do was run an extremely lucrative protection racket, taking money off traders all around his manor while using several legitimate businesses as cover for his illegal operations.

Sighing, Ruby got the letter out of the bin. Uncrumpled it. Read it again.

Not that she was going.

Not that she cared.

Of course not.

But . . . sod it. She knew she was already mentally trawling through her wardrobe, selecting just the right thing to wear. Thomas had always said that she moved like a jungle cat; he loved her trim body displayed in fire-engine red, loved the heat of it against her dark skin and thick black hair.

But she wasn’t going.

No way.

Once again, she threw it in the bin. This time, she let it stop there.





3

day one

The curtains were drawn, shutting out the remains of the bright summer daylight, plunging the cheaply furnished little room into gloom. Daisy Darke, Ruby’s daughter, blinked, adjusting her eyes to the low light level, making out the shapes of the others seated around the table with her. A spasm of misgiving shot through her, but she breathed deeply, calmed herself. She wanted to do this. She could do this. She was, after all, not only the daughter of the famous Ruby Darke but also of big, blond and long-deceased ­Cornelius Bray, and she looked every inch his daughter. Daisy had the healthy complexion, golden-blonde hair, blue eyes and robust build of a Valkyrie – and she had the guts to go with it.

They had met, five of them, total strangers, in this tiny Bermondsey flat high up in a tower block, not far from the Rotherhithe Tunnel, overlooking the river. Mrs Chamberwell, the flat’s elderly resident, had greeted them all at the door, given them wine and cakes. 

Really, the woman seemed normal enough. She was exceptionally tall, her thin blonde hair scraped back into a purple net that matched her purple cardigan. She wore a white ruffled blouse, a cameo brooch at the throat. She looked like something maybe out of a Victorian painting. But she spoke in a low East End accent, its tone coarsened by a lifetime of cigarettes, and very quickly put them all at ease.

Most of them had arrived anxious, questions on their lips to which they had never been able to get answers. Now, wine and cakes despatched, they sat down in Mrs Chamberwell’s miniscule front room at the circular table, and a hush fell.

‘Sometimes, they don’t come,’ Mrs Chamberwell said. ‘You mustn’t worry about that. But no sudden movements please, no loud noises. Quiet now.’

Daisy was seated opposite Mrs Chamberwell. She saw the dim outline of the woman grow still. There was a moment’s hush and then the woman held out her thin, long-fingered hands. ‘Join with me please, everyone.’

They held hands. The very fat man beside Daisy had sweaty palms. The woman on her other side had a grip so cold that Daisy almost recoiled. But she wanted to do this. She had to do this. She’d lost Rob Hinton, her husband for far too brief a time, last year. She wanted to know he was okay. 

She saw Mrs Chamberwell’s head go back. The woman took several deep, shuddering breaths.

Daisy suppressed a shiver. Of course it wasn’t growing colder in the room. She told herself that, very firmly. She was imagining it. Mrs Chamberwell’s breathing grew louder, louder. It was all a bit stupid, theatrical, and she found herself having to suppress an uneasy laugh. Thank God that Daniel her minder – and Rob’s younger brother – wasn’t in here. He was waiting outside. He would have pooh-poohed the whole thing, scoffed at it, maybe even laughed out loud and offended the poor old dear.

‘Is there . . . ?’ she started.

There was silence all around the table. 

‘Is there anybody there?’ she went on.

Silence.

They all held their breath.

Then Mrs Chamberwell shook her head, reached out to her left and turned on a rose-patterned standard lamp. It cast a faint creepy glow over the room.

‘As I said, sometimes the spirits are reluctant to co-­operate,’ said Mrs Chamberwell. ‘We’ll try the board instead. All right?’

There was a murmur of approval. The black spirit-­hunting Ouija board was already set out on the table, its neat lines of white letters and numbers clearly delineated, an upturned glass in its centre.

‘Index fingers on the glass, please, everyone,’ said Mrs Chamberwell.

Everyone obeyed.

‘As I say, sometimes—’ started Mrs Chamberwell, and then with a tiny jerk the glass started to move.

Because Mrs Chamberwell is pushing it, thought Daisy.

The glass juddered sideways, skimming over the surface of the board.

Someone gasped.

The glass settled on D.

‘Quiet, everyone,’ hissed Mrs Chamberwell.

It was moving again. It scudded across C, then B, and then it settled on A.

‘Who’s doing that?’ asked the woman seated beside Daisy, a nervous laugh edging her voice.

‘A spirit,’ said Mrs Chamberwell, and took her own ­finger off the glass as if to prove it.

It was colder in here now. Daisy knew she wasn’t imagining it. And the damned glass was off again. Now it raced over and landed on I. Daisy could feel her heart thudding in her chest like a brass band. Christ, this wasn’t funny. Maybe the thing really was moving on its own accord.

It skittered across to S. 

Then E.

‘Daise,’ said Mrs Chamberwell. ‘Would that be Daisy? Is there a Daisy here? Is anyone trying to get in touch with a Daisy?’

Daisy had to swallow hard, work some spit into her mouth. She felt like all the blood had rushed out of her head and straight down to her feet. Finally, she managed to say. ‘My name’s Daisy.’

But the thing was off again. It was racing back through the alphabet, racing back . . .

‘Whoever is doing this, it’s not funny,’ said the cold-handed woman sitting beside Daisy. She took her finger off the glass, scraped her chair back, stood up.

‘Shhh,’ said Mrs Chamberwell.

The thing was still moving.

It settled once again on D.

Then it raced away and skidded to a halt on O.

Slipped back and landed on N.

Then went to T.

There it stopped.

‘What does it mean?’ asked Daisy.

‘I was hoping you might be able to tell me that. Is the message what you expected? Hoped for?’

If it was Rob, Rob who’d been shot and killed last year, what was he trying to say to her?

The thing had spelled out a simple message.

Was it Rob who’d done that, somehow reaching out to her from the other side? Or was it simply a trick, was it that Mrs Chamberwell had one of her stooges sitting here, shoving the glass about, making it spell out Daise. But she hadn’t told Mrs Chamberwell her name – or any of the other attendees, either. She’d given a false name at the door, paid cash, there was no way any of them could know her true identity. And it had spelled out more than simply her name. It seemed to be a warning.

The glass had spelled out DAISE DON’T.

Don’t what?

And there was the other thing, of course. The thing that made her shiver.

It was the fact that it was usually only ever Rob who called her ‘Daise’.

And how the hell would anyone else here have known that – except her?
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day one

Kit Miller, son of Ruby Darke and in his mid-thirties, was the unlikely-looking twin brother of Daisy. Kit and Daisy were a rare phenomenon born out of Ruby’s mixed-race heritage; Ruby’s eggs had contained a mixture of gene coding for both black and white skin and – to her and everyone else’s amazement – she’d given birth to blonde, blue-eyed Daisy – and at the same time to black-haired, dark-skinned but blue-eyed Kit.

It was a tough time for Ruby way back then. Kit did appreciate it, he understood it, although it had taken him a long, long time to come to terms with it all. She’d had no husband to support her. A career as a Windmill girl and then a reckless affair with Cornelius Bray had resulted in her pregnancy with himself and Daisy. Cornelius’s barren wife Vanessa had snatched up Daisy, who was the dead spit of white, blue-eyed, blond-haired Cornelius – for a fee – while dark-skinned Kit had been left to kids’ homes and then, later, he’d got lost on the mean streets of London.

Kit knew his mother’s life had been a struggle. For years Ruby had been running the family store, expanding, turning it into a nationwide chain, losing all contact with her children. But she had regained that contact. Got them back, and not without difficulty. Kit had hated her for quite a long time, felt abandoned by her, forgotten. He’d suffered but he’d grown tough and eventually – slowly – he’d forgiven her. She’d been in a difficult situation; it hadn’t been her fault. He could see that now.

Time did heal. But now there was this problem with Daisy. Kit was annoyed, frustrated about Daisy’s inability to let go, to accept that Rob’s untimely death last year was not his fault. Daisy was wasting her time, chewing over the past, and where the hell did that ever get you? Right now he knew she was in a Bermondsey flat, trying to get in touch with her dead husband Rob Hinton – who had also been Kit’s best friend. 

Kit was sitting in the office at the back of Sheila’s ­restaurant in the heart of the city, idly watching the news on the TV. From Sheila’s, Kit ran his thriving protection business that stretched its tendrils all around the east of the city and even extended up to the west. He had numerous shell companies on the go – clubs, car parks, car wash firms, all generating legal sources of income; their spare capacity was used to clean his illegal cash. Fats – skinny as a rake – was counting out monies from the various businesses that paid out to Kit, handing over bundles and thick wedges of cash. Young Ashok was lounging against the wall by the TV, cleaning out his fingernails with a penknife when there was a rap at the door. Ashok opened it and Daniel, Rob ­Hinton’s younger brother, came in.

Kit looked up. ‘Problems?’

‘She’s a fucking lunatic,’ said Daniel. ‘I got nothing else to say.’

‘She went, did she? She see that woman over Bermondsey way?’ asked Kit.

‘She’s up there now. Calling back for her in half an hour.’

Kit shrugged. ‘If it helps . . .’

‘How the fuck can it?’ Daniel shook his head. ‘Supposing Rob appeared and said he was fine, what difference would it make? The poor bastard’s dead.’

Kit could understand Daniel’s exasperation. After all, Daniel was the one who’d been appointed – by Kit himself – to look out for Daisy, to act as her chauffeur and minder, keep her safe. And it wouldn’t be an easy job, because Daisy had a wild side and Rob’s death seemed to have somehow made that wildness even worse.

Daniel was pacing around in small, irritated circles. Kit watched him, thinking that Daniel, despite his gripes, was patient enough for the task in hand. He was a good, safe pair of hands for crazy Daisy. Daniel might be immaculately groomed in a Savile Row suit, tailored shirt and Italian leather shoes, but he could cut up rough in an instant whenever force should be required. Like his old boss Michael Ward before him, Kit wouldn’t allow scruffs on his team and Daniel toed that particular line beautifully. He had the super-clean and finely drawn looks of a perfect specimen of manhood. His blond hair was tightly trimmed, his khaki-green eyes – so like his brother Rob’s – were sharp as razors; his broad, solid body, shorter than Rob’s, squatter, was taut and ferociously fit.

‘I think she still blames me,’ said Kit. ‘For Rob.’

‘She’ll come round,’ said Daniel.

‘Yeah? When?’ Kit gave a wry smile.

‘Listen,’ said Ashok suddenly, indicating the TV.

It was then that they heard the news.
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day one

‘Another glass of champagne Miss Darke?’ asked the waiter, smiling.

Ruby looked up. ‘No. Thank you, I’m fine.’

Thomas – the bastard – was late. She’d drained her drink and as the waiter withdrew she glanced at her watch again. Eight-thirty now. And here she was, waiting for him, wanting to see him. Kidding herself – oh, she was good at that – that she really didn’t care one way or the other whether he actually showed up.

Thomas fucking Knox.

The American bar at the Savoy was full of happy chattering diners, and she was sitting here at his usual table, marooned in an ocean of silence, alone. Had he played her? Fed her a line, tried her out? Said, I want to see you, but not meant it? Or . . . had Thomas himself sent the note? Maybe he hadn’t. Had his bitch wife imitated his hand writing, put it through the door of the club, and was now going to show up herself and say . . .

Well, say what?

Ruby stood up, feeling a fool.

She’d worn the red Chanel gown, the one he loved. And the fucker had stood her up.

Briskly she snatched up her gold clutch bag from the table and marched out of the restaurant, collected her coat. Then she turned around and to her surprise found her son Kit standing there.

‘What . . . ?’ she asked, surprised. She walked forward, kissed his cheek. ‘You eating here tonight?’

‘No.’

‘I was supposed to be meeting someone. They didn’t show up,’ said Ruby.

‘I know that. I went to the club to find you. I found the note in the bin. I thought that was over, you and Thomas?’

Ruby heaved a sigh. ‘So, what are you doing here then? Is this an intervention? Are you here to save me from myself ?’ She smiled grimly. ‘Too late. I am already saved. He’s obviously had a rethink.’

‘You’d better come over here and sit down,’ said Kit, taking her arm, leading her across to a deep, comfy couch.

Ruby sat, feeling a stab of alarm. ‘What is it?’

‘It was on the news,’ said Kit, sitting down beside her.

‘What was?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Kit.

‘For what? Come on, you’re scaring me now. What did you see on the news?’

‘He’s . . . there’s been an accident. Well, not an accident. There was an explosion.’

‘What?’ Ruby stared at his face. ‘You’re talking about Thomas? Is he hurt? An explosion? For God’s sake, you mean I’ve been sitting here cursing him and he couldn’t come? What the hell are you talking about?’

‘Mum.’ Kit grasped her shoulders, stared into her eyes and at that point Ruby knew that this was going to be really, really bad. ‘I’m sorry. I really am.’

‘What . . . ?’ Ruby’s voice tailed away. She could see the answer in Kit’s eyes. ‘Oh . . . no,’ she said weakly.

‘I’m sorry as hell.’

‘No . . .’ Ruby felt the world sway around her. ‘No, no . . .’

‘Thomas is dead.’
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day one

It was a lovely evening in London. Summer celebrations in full swing. Rooftop shindigs in sky-high gardens. Parties at the V&A. Dances by the river. Champagne corks popping, everyone having fun. People lighting their barbeques in back gardens, music playing, the whole city glorying in the all-too-brief beauty of English summer days. And here was DI Romilly Kane, attending a scene of disaster. Of murder.

Romilly was a tall woman of thirty-two with a shock of wild dark curls tied back with black cord. Her eyes were brown and serious, set in a perfectly ordinary pale oval face. Her body was fit and well toned, because she worked hard to keep it that way.

‘I hate this job,’ she told Derek Potts the dapper bearded pathologist when he pitched up. She’d been at her parents’ little celebration for their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary. And then the call had come and now she was here.

There was a big white tent covering the remains of the BMW, which had been literally blown up and had then burst into flames that had ignited the fuel tank. All around, there were scorch marks, broken windows, shards of glass being swept from the pavements now that SOCO had recorded the scene. There were plane trees with their leaves blown off, singed, ruined, standing stark as skeletons in the arc lights already set up by the police. Shadows moved, reporters smoked and crowded together, and there was Derek, with his neat goatee beard covered, his white coverall intact, stepping inside the tent and gesturing for Romilly, who was also wearing the required protective white suit, to join him.

‘You hate it? Well I love it,’ said Derek. ‘How’s your dad?’

‘Getting very drunk at his anniversary party, which is where I should be, right now.’ Romilly’s dad had once worked with Derek; Dad had been a sergeant in the Met.

‘Smell that?’ Derek paused by the blackened bonnet of the car and inhaled deeply.

Romilly was trying very hard not to breathe at all. ‘No, what?’

‘Marzipan. First guess? I’d say Semtex.’

‘Thought that was an Irish thing.’

‘It was, some time ago. But now? In general use by every bastard who fancies blowing someone up. Originated in Czechoslovakia, you know.’

‘No, I didn’t know that.’ Didn’t want to, either.

Romilly was busy checking the scene inside the tent. The police photographer flipped the tent’s side back and came in too and started clicking away, taking more photographs. DC Phillips and DC Paddick from her investigative team were right now working their way along the street doing door-to-door, finding out if anyone had seen or recorded anything on CCTV; anything suspicious going on, prior to the explosion. The house on the driveway of which the ruined BMW was parked was being left, for now. That was Romilly’s job, telling the nearest and dearest that their nearest and dearest had been comprehensively fried to a crisp, and she would do it the instant she got her arse out of this bloody tent.

I really hate this job, she thought. And she realised that a year ago, such a thought wouldn’t even have crossed her mind. But then – since then – a lot of things had changed.

‘Just the one occupant?’ she asked.

The ‘occupant’s’ skull was grinning at her through the smoke-blackened, heat-crackled windscreen.

Derek pulled open the driver’s side door and the occupant lurched at him like something out of a horror movie.

Jesus, thought Romilly, admiring the pathologist’s cool. He pushed the corpse back upright and leaned in with a flashlight and took a really close look.

‘Derek, would you mind if I . . . ?’ asked Romilly, indicating the tent flap.

‘No, you carry on. I thought this one might be Special Branch. Didn’t expect you,’ said Derek. ‘But then your reputation precedes you, right?’

She knew that Derek was referring to the incident last year when she had successfully hunted down a rogue gunman and – just as a little side order – solved a years-old cold case that was connected to it.

‘Yeah, but I don’t think this is anything to do with national security,’ she said. ‘From what I hear, this chap was a crime kingpin.’

Derek nodded slowly. ‘You hear much?’

‘A lot. Enough to know that this is most likely gangs.’

‘Speciality of yours, I guess.’ Derek was bending over the corpse.

Meaning what? wondered Romilly. She was touchy on the subject, she knew it. But it was no use biting Derek’s head off when he probably meant nothing at all.

Romilly went back outside and stripped off the protective suit. Then the news people were crowding around her.

‘Keep back please, this is a crime scene,’ said Romilly, and a girl with impossibly glossy brown hair and perfect make-up bustled forward, a soundman and a cameraman orbiting her like satellites around Venus.

‘Are you the investigating officer for this case? What’s your name? Can you say a few words to camera please?’

The red eye of the camera was shoved at her, very close.

‘I’m Detective Inspector Kane. Sadly, there has been one fatality during this incident, and if anyone was a witness to it or has CCTV that can help then will they please come forward, we need to speak to them. Meanwhile, our investigations are ongoing. Thank you.’

‘Do you have a name for this fatality?’ asked the newsgirl.

‘No. Not yet,’ said Romilly, pushing through the three of them and away, up the drive to the house. She beckoned DC Phillips, who was standing on the front step of a property three doors away, talking to an elderly woman. Phillips quickly concluded her conversation and came over.

‘Anything?’ Romilly asked her.

‘Not yet. Everyone’s shaken up. Poor old girl I was talking to was in tears. Totally unexpected. Really shocking.’

Romilly rang the doorbell. The glass on the front door was crazed from the blast but had somehow – ­miraculously – stayed attached to the door. The bay window at the front of the house had fared less well; there was a tradesman already working there, nailing boards onto the window frames.

Someone came to the door; opened it.

‘What the hell?’ asked a thin brunette in a loud voice tinged with just a touch of Belfast. ‘The poor cow’s in bits here, what d’you people want, to get all the fucking gruesome details off her? Leave her alone will you?’

Romilly pulled out her warrant card.

‘I’m DI Romilly Kane, this is DC Phillips, may we come in please?’

‘Shit! Sorry,’ said the woman, and led them inside.
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day one

‘What’s the matter with you?’ asked Daisy from the back of the Mercedes.

‘What?’ Daniel snapped back to attention. After leaving Sheila’s restaurant he’d picked her up from the Bermondsey flat and was now taking the road back to Marlow. He hadn’t said a word. 

‘Why am I getting the silent treatment?’

‘No reason.’

‘Look. I’ve had a really strange evening.’

You’re not the only one, he thought.

‘Daniel?’ Getting no reply, Daisy kicked the back of his seat.

‘Hey! Don’t.’

‘Answer me then.’

‘We’ve had some bad news.’

‘Oh? What?’

‘Maybe it’s not my place to tell you.’

‘Tell me what?’ Daisy gave his seat another kick.

‘I was with Kit and Ashok and Fats at Sheila’s and we heard Tom Knox got done.’

Daisy was silent for a long time.

Then she said: ‘Not – for God’s sake – not Mum’s . . . ?’

‘That’s the one.’

‘Oh Christ. Does she know?’

‘She was due to meet him at the Savoy, apparently. Kit went over there to break the news and now he’s taken her home.’

‘Oh God.’

‘So you’re not the only one who’s had a bit of a night.’ He flicked her a glance in the rear-view mirror. ‘So what happened at the séance?’

‘What? Oh! Something rather strange, actually.’ Daisy was frowning. Thinking of Thomas. Of Ruby, too. It was awful.

‘Like what?’

‘Well . . .’

‘Well, what?’

‘Rob spoke to me.’

‘The fuck he did.’

‘He did, Daniel.’

‘What, like actually spoke?’

‘Well. Not directly. There was this Ouija board, and it spelled out my name.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘Don’t say it like that. It happened. It really did.’

‘You sure it wasn’t Leon?’

Daisy opened her mouth to speak and then stopped. ‘That’s low, even for you.’ 

Any mention of Rob and Daniel’s missing brother Leon gave her the shudders. He knew that.

‘All right. I’ll give you that. So come on. Surprise me. What did “Rob” say?’

‘He said, “Daise don’t.”’

‘Don’t what?’

‘Only Rob called me Daise. It was Rob.’

‘Right. Actually, no. Not right at all. Kit sometimes calls you Daise. I’ve done it once or twice myself. But don’t what?’

‘I don’t know. And don’t call me Daise, okay? It’s over-­familiar and I don’t like it.’

‘Oh, pardon me. I’ll bear that in mind. Listen – it’s all bullshit, Daisy. Total crap.’

‘I knew you’d say that.’

There was nothing more to say. Resuming his silence, Daniel drove on until he turned the car into the driveway of Ruby Darke’s Marlow home. The guy on the gate lifted a hand. Daniel nodded, thinking that he couldn’t believe that two people born of the same woman could be so different. Not only in looks but in temperament too. Kit was controlled, cool, emotionally detached; Daisy was the exact opposite – fiery, impulsive, and – dammit – sexy as hell.

Truth was, Daniel had been obsessed with Daisy ever since he was a teenager and Rob had brought her home to meet the family. He knew it was ridiculous. He was mid-twenties now, she was a good ten years older. But the heart wants what the heart wants, right? And anyway – it was never going to happen.

Ruby’s home was a Victorian detached villa, beautifully renovated by her and set in grounds of about an acre, with a separate garage block over which there were two staff flats, plus well-maintained gardens and a swimming pool. 

‘Look,’ said Daisy, ‘I know you think it’s all crazy, this séance stuff—’

Daniel cut her off right there.

‘Dead’s dead, Daisy,’ he said. ‘Look at what’s happened with Tom Knox. He’s gone. And he won’t be sending any bloody messages, either.’

The Merc crunched to a halt up by the house. Daniel switched off the engine and sat there, saying nothing more.

‘Door,’ said Daisy, and gave his seat another kick.

Daniel got out and opened the door for Daisy.

‘Thanks,’ she said, hurrying off toward the house.

‘You’re welcome,’ said Daniel, and followed.
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day one

Before they could reach the front door it opened and out came Daisy’s blond eight-year-old twins Matty and Luke. Instantly she was all smiles, catching Luke as he barrelled into her arms, while Matt pounded into Daniel, play-punching Daniel’s stomach.

‘When are you going to teach me some judo moves?’ Matt burst out.

‘When you learn some self-discipline, grasshopper,’ said Daniel, catching Matt up and tipping him upside-down. Matt hollered in protest, grinning.

Daniel set Matt back on his feet.

‘You been good?’ asked Daniel.

‘Good as anything,’ Matt assured him. ‘Luke wants a duck.’

‘What you want a duck for, Luke?’

‘That’s what I said!’ laughed Matt. ‘They’re squirty things, Dave the gardener told me. They shit all over the place.’

‘Matt,’ said Daisy.

‘Well it’s true. A rabbit would be better.’

‘We’ll see,’ said Daisy, catching hold of the pair of them. ‘I hope you’ve been good for Nanny Ruby? Only she’s had some bad news and she needs lots of hugs.’

‘We’ve been good,’ Matt assured his mother. ‘Nanny Vanessa brought us back but we’re going back down to Brayfield tomorrow she said. We could have some ducks there on the lake, Luke,’ he told his twin.

Daisy had to smile. Luke was always wanting some pet or other, something to cuddle. He was the tactile, sensitive one, whereas Matt blundered through life like a steam train. Both of the boys loved spending time at Brayfield House where Vanessa lived in pretty much splendid isolation except for her gardener/handyman, ex-army Ivan. Brayfield was an endlessly fascinating playground for the boys with its ancient boarded-up clock tower, its vast lake, its creepy family crypt with the inscription over the door – hodi mihi, cras tibi: Today me, tomorrow you. That inscription always made Daisy shudder. Particularly so, after the happenings of last year.

‘Come on, let’s get indoors and you can wash up and then we’ll have tea, okay?’ said Daisy, and they were off, thundering and screaming into the house.

Ruby appeared at the door. The kids streaked by her and tore up the stairs. Daisy went to Ruby and hugged her tight. ‘You all right?’ she asked her mother.

‘I’ve had better weeks,’ said Ruby sadly.

‘Are the boys driving you crazy?’ asked Daisy as Daniel got back in the car and drove it round the side of the house to the garage block at the back.

‘No, they’ve cheered me up.’

‘I’m so sorry about Thomas,’ said Daisy. ‘Daniel told me.’

Ruby’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I can’t believe it,’ she said.

‘It must have been sudden. He couldn’t have suffered,’ said Daisy.

Ruby drew back, blinking, wiping at her eyes. ‘Let’s hope so,’ she said. ‘When Vanessa dropped the twins off here she said Bradley had called in on her earlier in the day.’

‘Bradley . . . ?’

‘Collins. Simon’s father.’

‘Oh!’ As always, the mention of her ex-father-in-law provoked a little surge of guilt in Daisy. She’d never kept in touch with the Collins, Bradley and Susan, not after Simon her first husband’s death. They’d never liked her much; and the feeling had been mutual.

‘What did he want?’ asked Daisy.

‘Oh, it was just a social call. The twins were there at Brayfield and they’re his grandchildren too, aren’t they. He came over and saw them. Listened all about Luke and the ducks and the rabbits. He was great with them, apparently.’

Daisy put an arm around Ruby’s shoulders. Night was drawing in and there was a chill in the air now. ‘Come on. Let’s get inside.’
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day one

Daisy led the way through to the little sitting room at the front of the house. Ruby sat down.

‘I couldn’t believe it when Daniel told me what happened,’ said Daisy.

‘I know,’ said Ruby numbly. ‘It’s shocking.’

There was heavy thumping from upstairs as the twins shouted and jumped around, boisterous as puppies. Then Daniel appeared in the doorway. Ruby looked up at him. ‘Will you lock up, Daniel? Then you can turn in for the night.’

Daniel lived in the biggest of the flats over the garage block, the one with the view of the garden, at the back of the house.

He nodded and turned away.

Ruby’s attention turned back to Daisy. ‘I was . . . we were going to meet up this evening. At the Savoy. Our usual place.’

‘Mum . . .’

Ruby shook her head. ‘I can’t believe I’m never going to see him again.’

‘I didn’t know it was still going on. You and Thomas.’

‘It wasn’t. We’d agreed it wasn’t. And then I got a note through the door at the club, saying that he’d be at the Savoy at eight and I could come if I wanted to . . . my God. It was never going to happen, was it. Because now this.’

Daisy sat down beside Ruby and rubbed her mother’s shoulder comfortingly. ‘He couldn’t have known a thing about it.’

Ruby turned a desperate gaze on her daughter. ‘Do you think so?’

‘I’m certain of it,’ said Daisy.

‘I wonder how she’s feeling, right now.’

‘Who . . . ?’

‘Chloe. His wife.’

‘Devastated, I should think. It’s awful.’

‘I suppose the police will be talking to everyone, asking if he had enemies. Which he did. Lots of them.’

‘Mum . . .’ Daisy didn’t know what to say. Clearly her mother was in shock, sitting there in her favourite red dress and gold heels. She wasn’t crying. She was seemingly reacting quite woodenly to the news that her one-time lover had died in such vicious circumstances.

There was a noise upstairs and Kit came down and stood in the open doorway. He looked at Daisy. ‘Bad news,’ he said.

‘Terrible,’ agreed Daisy.

‘Whoever did this . . .’ Ruby gulped. ‘I want them found, Kit. You got that? I want them found and I want them punished.’

Kit nodded. ‘You got it.’ He looked around the room, focused on the window. The curtains were still pulled back, making the warm interior of the room visible from down the driveway. He saw the faint flare of a cigarette being lit, down by the gate; the gates were manned, night and day. He went over, pulled the curtains closed. ‘Listen, keep out of this room when you can,’ he told Ruby. ‘It’s too visible from the drive.’

Ruby looked up at him in surprise. ‘What? You think someone might . . . ?’

‘Best to be sure,’ he said.

Daniel came to the door. ‘All locked up. I’ll go on over to the flat, okay?’
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day one

Fabio Danieri lived in Clerkenwell, which was known – because of the large number of Italian immigrants ­living around Clerkenwell Road or Farringdon or ­Rosebery ­Avenue – as ‘Little Italy’. He was watching the late evening news in the kitchen of his house and he was smiling. A glum-faced but glamorously made-up newsgirl was speaking of the awful events surrounding an explosion in Hampstead. One fatality. A car bomb. A female police detective was solemnly answering questions.

Fabio flicked off the TV and stretched as luxuriously as a cat. And to think he’d been having a bad day! Suddenly things looked a whole lot brighter. He reassured himself. Preened himself. Yes – all in all, things were going well. Well, they would. Wouldn’t they. Because he was in charge of the family these days.

In charge!

He hugged that phrase to himself like a lover.

Fabio didn’t miss his dead brothers Tito and Vittore in the least. He was a Neopolitan, a member of the famed and frightful Camorra by birth. The Mafia? He would spit on them. To the Naples Camorra, the Mafia of Sicily were latecomers, lagging a hundred years behind the founding fathers of the true criminal fraternity. 

Fabio was immensely proud of his heritage, of course, and obviously he wanted revenge on the one who had taken his brothers from him, but that was a matter of principal, not of feeling.

The truth was, he had hated Tito, his eldest brother, a sharp-suited blue-eyed greybeard who ordered the whole family about, Mama included, like they were his servants and duty bound to obey. When an unknown assassin had slipped a stiletto blade up between Tito’s ribs one long-ago night outside a London Docklands development, of course it had been a shock; but really Fabio couldn’t claim to be heartbroken – although he had acted the part superbly, of course.

And as for sluggish, squat Vittore, the middle brother – well, things had worked out just fine on that front too, some years back. That schifosa Kit Miller, with the backing of Thomas Knox, had turned the tables on poor Vittore ­during a kidnap handover and – well! – sad to say, Vittore had breathed his last. 

A shame, yes?

Oh yes. How Fabio had wailed and cried at Vittore’s funeral, just as he had at Tito’s, holding up Mama (who had been getting a little frail and – not to put too fine a point on it – vague even then) and appearing so distraught that he himself had to be pulled away from Vittore’s ­coffin by Pizza-Face Donato and several others, then helped back to a seat, patted on the shoulder, given water, because Fabio was just so upset.

Only, not really.

Not really at all.

Inside, he’d been triumphant.

All hail King Fabio!

The youngest of the three Danieri kids (he discounted his absent sister Bianca of course; she was only adopted anyway and she was just a girl, a nothing), Fabio had spent the better part of his young life as an also-ran. Yeah, almost a nothing like his sister. A whipping boy, a lackey for the two elder statesmen of the family.

But he had been cunning, carefully playing the long game. And finally – before Vittore could summon the wit to finally understand his younger brother fully and do the wise thing and kill him – he had been rid of the two in his way. His brothers were dead and he, Fabio, was boss at last!

Sometimes, life was good.

Now, for Fabio, it was very good indeed.

Everything that had been Tito’s, everything that had been Vittore’s, was now his. Everything. The whore houses and drug dens and clubs. The rackets that pulled in thousands every week from the Italian sections of the city. The snooker halls and restaurants and the pubs. He was a rich, rich man. 

He still kept this house in Clerkenwell, where Mama still lived. And for quite a while he’d been dissatisfied with it. The place looked downright shabby, he thought, and he would like now, at this stage of his life, to have the place match his own rather more exuberantly baroque tastes. He’d decided on that, and so next week a decorating team were coming in to redo the hallway. Lots of golds, he envisaged. And reds. Dark blue-reds, the red of blood. He would – as a good son should – get a stairlift fitted, redo Mama Bella’s upstairs suite to more ably suit her increasing frailty. Also, thinking about it, he was sure that there had once been a cellar here but now there was no sign of a door into it and a cellar would be handy – very handy indeed – for storage when things were being shipped. Drugs. Guns. People. He’d talk to the builders about it. See if they could maybe open it up.

Anyway – right now, he had other things occupying his mind too. He was Neopolitan, after all. He was Camorra. Business had to go on, to be conducted. Payments had to be received. Debts had to be settled. 

And there was one that never had been.

Now that a satisfactorily large amount of time had elapsed, now that people had begun to relax, to forget that they had crossed the Camorra and would have a price to pay, it was time to settle up.

Oh yes.

Revenge was, after all, very sweet.

Ruby Darke and her family were going to find that out, the hard way. Starting now. He’d already done some of the groundwork. Patted a bereaved old soul on the back, sympathised, encouraged thoughts of reprisal. Set wheels in motion.

He paused in front of the hall mirror as he passed it by. Savile Row’s finest adorned his trim body. His hair was dark, thick, gleaming. His eyes were a deceptively warm caramel-brown and very deep-set. Really, he was extremely attractive. Terribly handsome. The best-looking Danieri boy, no doubt about that. He looked up at the portrait of himself that hung at the top of the stairs; of him staring insolently into the distance, wearing a crisp white Gieves and Hawkes shirt, the cuffs turned back to display muscular forearms. And on his right hand, a gold knuckle-duster studded with emeralds. Women adored him. Sometimes he was cruel, cutting; but when he tried, he could be ­charming. Like his cousin. His cousin Luca would flatter, cajole, yes charm, exactly as Fabio directed.

‘Where is Maria?’ asked Mama Bella, her silver bun askew, her clothes dishevelled and food-stained as she wandered out of the kitchen.

Fabio kissed his mother’s cheek, which had the texture of a softly collapsed balloon. Her cloudy old eyes held his, her gaze anxious. He gave her a squeeze.

‘She’ll be home soon,’ said Fabio. 

Maria – Vittore’s wife – had been gone for years. But the fake news of her daughter-in-law’s homecoming seemed to satisfy Bella.

‘Any minute now,’ said Fabio, and smiled.

‘I’ll cook something,’ said Mama Bella. ‘We can all eat together, yes? As a family.’

‘You do that,’ he said. Let the crazy old bat cook what she liked, who cared?

‘I love to have all the family together.’

‘Right.’

‘What time is Vittore coming home?’

Never. ‘Soon, Mama.’

‘Oh, that’s good. And Tito?’

Also, never. ‘Very soon, Mama. You’ll see,’ said Fabio, and the doorbell rang.

‘There they are now,’ said Mama.

But it wasn’t Fabio’s long-dead brothers. It was his cousin Luca, and he was very much alive.

‘You called?’ said Luca.

Fabio embraced him warmly.

‘A little job for you,’ he said.
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day one

DI Romilly Kane was in the sitting room of a sprawling 1930s house in Hampstead, watching the blonde bloodstained woman seated opposite having a complete ­meltdown. 

‘They only got married a year ago,’ the thin brunette was saying while patting the blonde’s heaving back. ‘This is awful. Can’t you leave this? You can see the state she’s in.’

‘And you are?’ asked Romilly.

‘Her sister. Nieve. We were in for the evening, doing girly stuff. You know. Watching a weepie, eating popcorn, doing our nails.’ She showed Romilly her nails. Bright fuchsia pink. The blonde’s – Chloe’s – were plum-red, like her fingertips had been dipped in blood. There was a sharp odour of acetone in the air of the room. That and the pungent stench of burning, which was drifting, like the sulphurous scent of hell, through the remnants of the shattered windows.

As Romilly watched, the workman outside placed another board, blocking off another section of the big bay alcove. She’d already asked the two women she was talking to if they wanted to go to hospital, but both had insisted they wouldn’t.

‘The blast,’ she’d warned them. ‘It can do unseen damage.’

‘No,’ they’d both told her firmly, both sitting there with tiny cuts, little rivulets of blood drying on their skins, staining their clothes.

‘And Mr Knox . . . ?’

‘He was going out. Business meeting, he said,’ said Nieve.

‘Could Mrs Knox answer, please?’ asked Romilly.

‘She’s in no fit state,’ said the brunette.

Chloe Knox was wailing and crying.

‘She’s had a very hard time of it. She lost a baby last year. And now . . .’ the brunette’s voice trailed away.

‘Your full name?’ asked Romilly.

‘Nieve O’Malley.’

‘Did you see Mr Knox leave, Ms O’Malley?’

‘Well, I said goodbye to him, we both did, and then we heard him going out the front door. And then no more than a minute after that, there was this explosion. I’ve never heard anything like it. The windows blew in. We both screamed and I fell off the couch, it was so loud. Then when we pulled ourselves upright and looked at the window, straightaway we could see the car out there. We could see the flames. And . . . Thomas. Everything.’

‘You didn’t go out there.’

‘No. We were . . . it was a shock. I didn’t even think of phoning the police, someone else in the road must have done that.’

Chloe Knox was straightening herself up, her tears drying a little. She looked at Romilly with bloodshot eyes. One strip of false eyelashes hung down, ridiculously, on her right cheek, unnoticed. ‘He’s dead. Isn’t he,’ she said, gulping.

Romilly nodded.

‘I’ll make some tea,’ said DC Phillips, and went off to find the kitchen.

‘Mrs Knox, do you know where your husband was going tonight? Do you know anything about this business meeting?’

Chloe shook her head. ‘No. I never asked about his business.’

‘Has he received any threats?’

Another shake of the head. Nieve put an arm around Chloe’s shoulders.

‘Can’t all this wait?’ she asked irritably.

‘Sadly no,’ said Romilly.

‘They have to ask,’ said Chloe wearily. ‘Just let them do their job for God’s sake.’ She swallowed hard and said: ‘I’m the trophy wife, that’s what they call me. When I’m out of earshot. And worse than that, I expect. I’m thirty and Thomas is almost sixty now. He has grown-up children. And Nieve’s right, I’ve been through a bit of a hard time. I did lose a baby last year. And Thomas was playing around.’

‘Playing around?’ Romilly echoed.

‘And now he’s gone and I thought we could make things right but now we never will. The truth was, he didn’t really want any more kids.’ She shrugged. Tears trickled down her cheeks, diluting the bloodstains. ‘I’m a young woman. I wanted children. I wanted his children. So he was going along with it. But I think he felt pressured. So he was having an affair. I knew about it. I warned her off, more than once. Told her to sling her hook.’

‘Who was this woman he was having the affair with?’ asked Romilly. 

DC Phillips came back into the room with a tray laden with tea, sugar, milk, cups, biscuits.

‘Ruby Darke. She runs a club. In Soho.’ Her mouth twisted. ‘The whore.’

‘Yes, I’ve heard of her,’ said Romilly, her face showing none of the emotions she felt at this revelation. 

She knew damned well that Ruby Darke was Kit ­Miller’s mother. And just last year Romilly herself had been ­having something of a fling – with Kit. A very bad boy. Red hot. Smoking. Also, deeply involved in ­gangland. She’d tried to resist, but in the end the fling had become a full-blown affair. And was it any wonder? Kit Miller was handsome, well-muscled, with skin the colour of café au lait. His face was as finely carved and nobly serene as an emperor’s, his eyes not dark as expected but a fabulously bright icy blue.

Of course, she had seen sense eventually – been forced to – and had knocked all that on the head. Told him goodbye, that it was over, that it should never have begun. Then she had waited anxiously for him to get in touch with her superiors and finish her: tell them the whole unsavoury story and get her arse fired.

But he never had.

Slowly, she’d relaxed. Realised he wasn’t going to exact revenge for her dumping him. Realised too that she had escaped a potentially disastrous situation by the skin of her teeth.

So – no more bad boys.

And for sure – no Kit Miller.

‘So he had grown-up children, you say? Can you give me the name of Mr Knox’s ex-wife? Her address?’

Chloe said nothing. DC Phillips poured the tea. At the window, the man finished the boarding-up, casting the room into blackness. Chloe reached out and switched on a cream-coloured table lamp with a marble Romanesque woman seated on its base. Nieve kept patting Chloe’s shoulder.

‘Have you somewhere else you can stay tonight? Are there other relatives we can contact for you?’ asked Romilly.

Chloe shook her head.

‘She can come back to my place, with me,’ said Nieve.

‘Thanks,’ said Chloe weakly.

‘What else are sisters for?’ asked Nieve.

‘Mrs Knox? The ex-wife, her details . . . ?’ persisted Romilly.

Chloe sighed, reached out and opened a drawer on a low coffee table, took out a book, its cover bright with hyacinth macaws and jungle greenery. She gave Romilly a look.

‘How long you got?’ she asked.

‘What?’

‘There’s a list of them.’

‘Meaning . . . ?’

‘There were four wives before me. And he had adult kids, as I told you. Declan’s the oldest. There’s Evie, and Olivia too. Oh and . . .’ Chloe gave a grim smile . . . ‘don’t forget the mistress. Don’t forget Ruby Darke. And you know what? Any one of those bitches could have wanted Thomas dead.’
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