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‘To love and win is the best thing, to love and lose the next best . . .’


 


William M. Thackeray









Prologue


London, King’s Cross, October 1999


 


Ruby Reilly didn’t look up as the waitress slammed the mug of coffee on the table, but she felt like getting up and punching her out. Just because Ruby had suggested she get off her mobile and take her order, the waitress had made sure she waited even longer. She clenched and unclenched her fists, trying to calm herself down. Don’t let your short fuse fuck everything up, she checked herself. She was wound up big time. No wonder. She’d never killed before. She wasn’t prepared for the range of emotions coursing through her. At first it had been total euphoria as she’d stood watching the house burn down – with that twisted bastard inside. Burnt to a crisp, he’d be. She’d even felt her face smile as she’d calmly walked away, got into her car and sped off into the night, adrenaline pumping her on as she hammered up the motorway and out of the Costa del Sol. Then, there was the dread that she might get caught. She’d been totally wired since, jumpy as hell, and even quicker to the red-mist rage than normal. But guilt? No chance.


The coldness of the ‘murder’ – because that’s how the cops would view it – wasn’t what made her nervous. Fuck that. She wasn’t about to start all that muesli-eating analysis shit, because the truth was, she’d waited long enough to do it. Most of her life, in fact. Killing the bastard was the good karma. The bad karma was that they were looking for her, and she’d disappeared off the face of the earth. She knew if they ever tracked her down, she’d attempt to dance her way out of it, say that she knew it was a hit and thought she was next by association, so she did a runner. But she wasn’t going to hang around for the old man’s heavies to turn up and start strong-arming answers from her. So she’d just kept on running – like she’d done all her life.


She drove for eight hours from the Costa del Sol, stopping only for a pee and petrol, till she reached the French border, where she holed up in a dreary motel for the night. Then she headed north for the Eurostar in Paris, abandoned the car at the hire place and smoked two fags one after the other before boarding as a foot passenger. And here she was, in a busy café round the corner from King’s Cross station, in the pissing rain, where every immigrant from Africa to Bombay usually pitched up, dreaming of a better life. Ruby was just hoping she’d come up with a plan for the rest of hers.


But first, she’d go to the care home and tell Judy. She sipped her coffee and smiled at the thought of seeing her sister, at the same time dreading hearing that there had been little progress since she last visited.


‘I’ve done it,’ she’d whisper in her ear. ‘He’s dead, Judy.’


She knew her sister would just sit there, her pale-blue eyes dead, the way they’d been for twenty-five years, her now frail frame motionless, and her skin grey and shadowy like a neglected statue. Catatonic, the specialists had said. Not brain dead in any medical sense – just in another world, and chances are she would never come out of it. She was just thirty-seven. Only Ruby knew their secret. Just the smallest blink of an eye from Judy had been response enough when she murmured to her a few months ago that the time had come. Still trapped inside the childhood trauma that had made her retreat to a silent world, her sister hadn’t spoken or moved her head, but she’d squeezed her hand. The memory brought tears to Ruby’s eyes, and she quickly brushed them away and sniffed. Man up, she told herself. It’s nearly over.


Two tables away, she watched two old guys deep in conversation. They looked quite distinguished, like they were somebody, Ruby thought, or they’d been somebody, long before they were the elegant older men they were now.


She was drawn to their conversation – intrigued at the way the really handsome one kept lowering his voice and leaning across conspiratorially. He was very good looking, his skin scrubbed and fresh, with the weathered tan of someone who spent his weekends on a yacht in a place where the sun was guaranteed. It was him she’d noticed when they first came in, the kind of upper-class confidence about him, he wore a crisp light-blue shirt, and his khaki trousers had a crease you could have shaved with. He was clearly in awe of his friend, like a blushing teenager finally on a date with the sixth-form heart-throb.


The other guy was much cooler, more like a journalist or an explorer than a posh boy. A mop of lush, sandy-coloured, wavy hair, greying at the temples, a cravat and brown corduroy trousers. Ruby could imagine him pontificating at a dinner party, an expert on every subject. But she also noticed how his mouth grew tight as their conversation became more intense. He leaned forward, sat back, sighed and from time to time ran his hands over his face in frustration as he shook his head. Ruby watched, intrigued by his angst.


She’d played games like this all her life, finding a kind of escapism in her vivid imagination, making up scenarios and scripts for complete strangers she encountered on buses and trains. It helped push away the shit that flooded her mind if she didn’t keep her head firing all the time.


Now she watched as the sandy-haired guy put his hand in the inside pocket of his quilted jacket and took out a padded envelope, sliding it across the table. She strained her ears, engrossed and thrilled that she could actually hear them.


‘They’re on to me, Gerard. I know they are,’ he whispered, shaking his head, ‘I’m not safe any more.’ He tapped the envelope. ‘But it’s all in here. Everything. All the bloody lies, the deceit. Queen and bloody country?’ He looked down at the table in disgust and was silent for a moment. ‘I’m doing it for Katya . . . Gerard, I never should have involved her. I should have known better.’


Ruby’s eyes darted from one to the other, captivated, as the posh man reached across the table and rested a comforting hand on his friend’s arm.


‘Oh, Tom. I’m so sorry. I do hate to see you like this.’ He lowered his voice and put the envelope in his inside pocket. ‘It’s safe with me. I won’t let you down. But you must get away.’ He bit the inside of his jaw. ‘Where will you go? Do you have a plan?’


Ruby was so fascinated she was almost pulling her chair nearer. She didn’t even notice that the four Eastern European men who’d been sitting on the adjacent table, wolfing down bowls of stew had got up and were leaving. She’d been watching them earlier, too, wondering which backwater or bleak town they’d come from, what promises they’d been made in order to up sticks and leave their homeland. They looked like the kind of muscle she’d seen surrounding the various Russian gangsters she’d come across on the Costa del Sol. Guys that would snap your neck with one hand. One of them was a looker, all high cheekbones and big soft lips, and she’d seen him checking her out when she’d come in, had been aware he was stealing little glances at her. That would be nothing new to Ruby. She was aware of her beauty and the power she had over men. Most of them were a walkover, full of shit. But she could never resist a new challenge. She looked up, but the hunky one didn’t look in her direction as all four of them walked past her table.


Then, suddenly, it happened. Two rapid gunshots. Not deafening, and obviously through a silencer, but Ruby instinctively dived below the table as the third shot was fired. But not before she caught a fleeting glimpse of the shocked expression on the old, sandy-haired guy’s face that split second when he became aware, too late, that the was gun pointed at him. It blew the back of his head open, an explosion of red against the bright-yellow shiny wall, and all hell broke loose. From under the table she saw him slump from his chair and slip down in a heap beside her, his eyes wide with shock. Then his friend dived across and knelt down, cradling his blood-soaked head in his hands, weeping, confused, hysterical. Two women with kids in pushchairs screamed in horror at the other table, and people ran from the back of the café to the front and then to the back, hiding, trying to make for the door, cowering in corners, some face down on the floor, waiting for the kind of massacre they’d seen played out on American television. The kitchen staff behind the open counter stood rooted as though they were watching it unfold on screen, and the stupid waitress was screeching and wailing as though it was her who’d been shot.


‘Get an ambulance! Hurry!’ the posh man screamed into the mayhem. ‘Oh, Tom! Please! Please stay with me!’ he sobbed, grabbing handfuls of paper napkins, trying to stem the well of blood gushing from his friend’s mouth.


As she crouched, Ruby’s eyes met his and she gave him a genuinely sympathetic look. Poor bastard.


‘Did you see them?’ he asked, his face contorted in abject misery.


Ruby shook her head slowly. She could hear sirens in the distance. She had to get out of here. Fast. She backed away, got to her feet, her eyes flicking around the room, taking in the chaos. And as she did, she was drawn to a piece of paper with something scribbled in pencil on the table where the assassins had sat. She snatched it like a thief and shoved it in her pocket as she bolted for the door.









Chapter One


Rosie switched on her mobile at the screech of the aircraft’s wheels on the tarmac, and it plinked with a message alert. It was Marion, the editor’s secretary. ‘Phone Mick as soon as you land,’ it read. Christ, Rosie thought. So much for easing yourself back into work. If Mick wanted to talk to her immediately, there must be something big on the go. Her stomach did a little nervous roll, somewhere between excitement and dread. Given that she’d been away for nearly two months, for her own safety, after her last big investigation into Loyalist gangsters, she hoped that it was only a story Mick wanted to talk about.


Heathrow Airport was mobbed, as usual, and Rosie managed to ease her way through the throng at the luggage carousel to get her case. Only then did she press the speed dial to the editor’s private line.


‘Gilmour! Welcome home! The wanderer has returned.’


‘I’m not home yet, Mick. I’m only at Heathrow,’ Rosie said, deadpan.


‘Well, fatted calves will be butchered in preparation for your return,’ McGuire joked. ‘How were your travels?’


‘Brilliant. I grew a moustache and everything, like a proper nomad.’ Rosie was glad to hear his voice. ‘But what’s going on, Mick? I know you’ve not been missing me that much that you couldn’t wait till I got home before we speak. So what’s up?’


‘Murder. King’s Cross. Scots guy. Older. Retired lecturer at Glasgow Uni.’


‘Really?’ Rosie’s mind was immediately firing off half a dozen scenarios. ‘Mugged? Stabbed? What happened? What did he lecture in?’


‘Shot.’ McGuire said. ‘Point-blank range. Looks like an execution. Definitely a hit of some sort. He was some kind of history lecturer. It’s not clear yet.’


‘Christ! When did it happen?’


‘Yesterday afternoon. In the middle of a crowded café in front of women and weans. Some fucker just came up, pointed the gun and blew his brains all over the wall.’


‘Bloody hell. What’s the word? What do we know?’


‘Not much at the moment. His name’s Tom Mahoney. He was with a friend – Hawkins. Gerard Hawkins. Another former lecturer at Glasgow. They’d been mates since they were both students a hundred years ago. We still don’t know very much, because the cops are saying bugger all. But it seems that there were four men in the café – Eastern Europeans, the word is – and as they got up to leave, one of them pulled a gun and shot our man through the head.’


‘So it’s not a random nutter then.’


‘Nope. Definitely looks like a hit. But the question is why . . . So I want you to take a run over to Scotland Yard and see what the score is. The papers are all over it. Especially the posh papers, because he was a lecturer. If he was just some Romanian fruit-picker coming off the Eurostar looking for a job in London, nobody would give a fuck. But he’s a moth-eaten old lecturer, therefore he matters.’


‘Fascinating,’ Rosie said.


‘Aye, that’s what his wife said when they told her he was dead.’ McGuire gave a little chortle. ‘Glad you’re still a hard-bitten hack and not just a nomad with a moustache.’


Rosie felt a little twinge of shame that she’d said ‘Fascinating’ out loud, without even considering the horror for Mahoney’s family. She’d gone from nomad to journalist in one nanosecond. She couldn’t help who she was.


‘Sorry. But you know what I mean. I’m intrigued,’ she said.


‘Great. Me, too, Gilmour. So take that intrigue of yours across to the cop shop and see what the plods are saying. I’ll put you on to Marion. She’s got you booked in somewhere for a couple of days, then we’ll see what’s what. There will be a lot to find out up here as well. I’ll email you what we’ve got.’


‘Okay. I’ve just picked up my bags. I’ll jump in a taxi and get to the hotel.’


‘Oh, Rosie,’ McGuire said, almost as an afterthought. ‘And how are you feeling? You know, with everything. How’s your arm? Did you have a good rest?’


‘Yeah,’ Rosie said, not really sure how to answer that one. ‘I did. It was great. I’m good to go.’ She touched her arm, pushing away the image of the blowtorch. ‘I’ll bring my photos and maybe we can have a slideshow some afternoon in your office with some popcorn.’


McGuire chuckled. ‘Good to have you back, Gilmour.’ He hung up.


*


In the hotel room Rosie sat on the edge of bed and hauled off her suede calf-length boots, tossing them in a corner. Then she unzipped her jeans and eased them over her hips, kicking them off her ankles, and pulled off her T-shirt and bra. The drone of the King’s Cross Road traffic below was too far away to disturb her as she lay back on the bed, relishing the tranquility for a few moments before she had to head back into real life.


Scenes of the last few weeks in Sarajevo ran like a movie she was watching herself in. She was either holding court, or listening intently in smoky cafés and bars late into the night with the noisy, good-humoured Bosnians who had taken her to their hearts. And Adrian, laughing and telling stories his friends revelled in hearing, as they all swapped tales of life before the war and where they’d been in recent years as they tried to move on from the hell. She’d seen Adrian relaxed and at home before, when she’d come to Bosnia eighteen months ago and he’d helped her chase down the monsters who were butchering refugees in Glasgow and selling their bones and tissue for money. That was the first time she’d had a different picture of the big, resigned-looking Bosnian who she’d met by chance four years ago. By a twist of fate, he had saved her life not once but twice since, had become her close friend and sometimes minder on big, difficult investigations abroad that required the kind of guts and commitment he brought to the table.


She knew she was playing with fire when she called him last month after they’d returned from Spain following the cocaine-smuggling exposé that almost got both of them killed. She knew in her heart, with the editor sending her away because of the UVF contract on her life, that she should have gone to New York to be with TJ. She should have headed straight into the arms of the man she loved and worked at the relationship that was teetering on the edge. But it had been Adrian she’d phoned. In her head, she’d convinced herself she’d just wanted to run, and she knew she could run safely to Adrian. He would protect her, as he’d done so many times in recent years, without conditions. Or had it been more than that? Her mind drifted and she ran her hand across her breasts and downwards to the softness of her thighs as she drifted into a semi-conscious slumber.


Her laptop bleeped with an email. She sat up, rubbed her face vigorously and opened up her computer. What happened in Bosnia should stay in Bosnia, she told herself. She had work to do.


*


Rosie had been too late for the Met Police’s press briefing, which had taken place earlier in the afternoon at the makeshift incident room they’d set up on the pavement across from the café where Mahoney was murdered. But from what she’d picked up from the Press Association copy on her laptop, she hadn’t missed much. She’d also read and re-read the various newspapers that had splashed the story this morning – none of them with any different line than that a former university lecturer had been gunned down in what looked like an execution. The nature of the murder was a big enough line in itself, but there was no detail, and that was the mystery factor. Who shoots an ageing lecturer in broad daylight in a busy café? And why? The story had swirled around in Rosie’s head while she showered and got dressed before heading out to meet her old newspaper pal Andy Simpson for dinner. He’d called her mobile after being told by her office in Glasgow she was out of town. She was glad, and would have phoned him anyway, as much to pick his brains as for the company in London. Grizzled old hack that he was, Andy didn’t miss much, and she knew that, when in London, and surrounded by the so-called big hitters and egos, it was good to have a Scottish ally. Rosie knew Andy would be his usual wily, charming self, out to prove he was ahead of the pack but watching her like a hawk in case she stiffed him on the story. And at the same time she knew there would be a faint hope on his part that he could get her into bed, now that she was down in the Big Smoke on what he had made his own turf after fifteen years as a top front-line hack in Fleet Street.


Rosie smiled as she clocked him coming into the bar and striding across the wooden floor. Simpson certainly walked the walk. A grin spread across his face when he saw her.


‘There she is. Scotland’s finest.’ He pulled Rosie to her feet. ‘Let me get a kiss at you right on the lips.’


He planted a too-lingering kiss and held her tight.


‘Steady the buffs.’ She pulled away. ‘Do you do that to all the hacks who come from Glasgow?’


Still holding her, Andy scanned her face.


‘Only the ones I’m secretly in love with . . . and you know I’ve always loved you.’ He touched her face. ‘You’re looking well . . . Seriously.’ He gave her another tight hug then released her. ‘Oh, and I read all about that shit in Spain. Fuck me! You could have been a dead woman.’


‘Aw, don’t you start, Andy. Everybody says that. But believe me, nobody knows it more than me.’ She ruffled his hair, picked up her glass and drained it. ‘Come on. It’s your round. Tell me what’s been happening to you these days. How’s life?’


They walked towards the bar.


‘I’m good. But listen. About the UVF and the coke story. Fucking hell! Some mad bastard tried to burn your arm off with a blowtorch? Is that true? Christ almighty! Are you all right? Really?’


‘Of course I’m all right.’ Rosie shrugged, as the image flashed behind her eyes. ‘I can’t play the piano as well as I used to but, apart from that, it’s all good.’ She puffed. ‘Come on. I can’t be arsed talking about that now. It was nearly two months ago. I’ve been in hiding in Bosnia since then. The UVF put a hit out on me.’


‘I heard that, too. You need to watch yourself.’ He grinned. ‘I mean, a bullet or a stab in the leg doesn’t do your reputation at the front line any harm. But you don’t want to be getting killed. Because then you’ll just be a dead reporter . . .’ He leaned into her and whispered. ‘. . . And we’ve not even been to bed yet.’


Rosie laughed and shook her head, remembering the drunken clinch with him a few years ago back in the days when she drank a lot more than she did now, and could be reckless with it, too. She knew better now. She paced herself. And she didn’t get involved with other reporters. Most of them were a bit mentally deranged, like herself, anyway. They were good fun, focused on the job, and the job was their lives. But the part that didn’t involve work was usually well fucked up. She knew that better than anyone.


They sat back, clinked their gin and tonics, relaxed in each other’s company. Rosie was genuinely glad to see him, but she knew Andy would be looking for an equal share of anything she came up with from the Scottish side of the investigation. She’d see what he’d got first, she thought, watching him take out his notebook and flicking through the pages, but she wouldn’t be throwing her lot in with him, or any other hack in the press pack who liked to work together to make sure none of them missed out. That wasn’t how she operated.


‘So what’s the rumour mill spewing out on this, Andy? Don’t tell me the lecturer was a drug dealer,’ Rosie said.


‘No. Nothing like that. Strangely enough, there’s not been that much speculation at all. We’re all over it down here at the moment, but that’ll die down if the cops can’t keep the interest up. They have to keep giving the hacks something to keep us going. I’ve told my Met contacts that we need new lines every day to keep it alive.’


‘So have they given you any intelligence at all?’


He took a swig of his drink and flipped over a page.


‘One line for tomorrow that I’ve got to myself, but I’ll share it with you, for old time’s sake,’ he winked.


‘I’m all ears,’ she said, ignoring Andy’s game face.


‘It’s not much really, but just that he had a flat down here in London, or he had access to a flat. That’s all they told me. Didn’t say if he owned it or whatever, just that he had been down here for the past three or four days. Looks like he came down quite a bit. I’ve been round to the place. Neighbours remembered him coming and going over the years. But, typical for London, no bastard knew who he was.’


‘Where was the flat?’


‘Just off Kensington High Street. Close enough to the posh part but far enough away, if you get my drift.’


‘What . . . central London? On a university lecturer’s pension?’


Andy shrugged. ‘Could have been left to him by a rich relative or something. I’m still checking it out. But there’s nothing too mysterious about that. It’s not the kind of thing somebody shoots you for.’


‘Was he a perv? Maybe using the flat for rent boys?’


‘Nothing to indicate that. He was married. Grown-up family. Two sons. One in the USA and the other in Hong Kong . . . And anyway, this was an execution. Professional job. No doubt about it.’


‘What about the four guys? The Sun story said they were Russians.’


‘That might be right, even if it was a flyer by the Sun. One of our crime boys got a nod from the cops today that the waitress said she thought they were Russian. And you probably know that Mahoney used to lecture in East European Studies at Glasgow.’


‘You think it’s connected?’


‘Who knows. We don’t have enough information on his background yet. That’s what’s really annoying.’


‘Are we likely to get the names of any of the people in the café? Anyone we can get to for a bit of colour? Eyewitness accounts?’


‘We’re working on it. The café’s closed today while Forensics sweep the place. But it’s supposed to reopen tomorrow.’


‘Great. It’ll be good for a colour piece anyway . . . But we really need something more to go on. What about the friend he was with? Apparently, he’s an old mate from university. What’s his background?’


‘Haven’t been told much. He lives in Glasgow. But the cops have said he’s in a right old state. In shock. I don’t think we’d get much change out of him at the moment, and anyway, we don’t even know where he is.’


Rosie nodded.


‘I’ll probably only stay here for a couple of days, then head up the road. We need to dig around on Mahoney’s background back home. Maybe someone will come out of the woodwork.’


Rosie was already thinking of her friend Mickey Kavanagh, the private-eye ex-cop with contacts everywhere. If anything was worth hiding, Mickey would dig it out. She’d call him later. But first, she had to charm Andy into staying onside, so her back was covered in London if anything blew up.


‘So, Mr Big-time London Hack. Where can an impressionable Glasgow reporter buy you dinner? And, remember, my expenses are only a fraction of yours.’


‘Fear not, my lovely. Dinner is on me.’ Andy drained his glass and stood up, offering his arm. ‘Let’s go.’









Chapter Two


Rosie was a little hungover, sitting at a small table in the King’s Cross café, as far away as possible from any activity, but close enough to watch. It looked like business as usual – if you didn’t know that a man had been shot in the head here less than forty-eight hours ago. Scenes of crime officers had been all over it yesterday, dusting for prints, removing anything that might help identify the killers. But there had been so much mayhem when the shooting started, with frantic customers running around, that much of the crime scene would have been contaminated by the time they got there.


It was almost mid-morning when police allowed the owner, a pot-bellied little Greek man, to reopen, after much huffing and puffing from him that he was losing a fortune. He was clearly aware that the café would be even busier now, with punters eager to see the spot where a man was gunned down. Rosie watched him wringing his hands as he described to reporters what had happened, saying how it was just like the movies, and she could see he was relishing the extra trade that the morbid curiosity factor was bringing in. At least he had had the decency to clean the blood off the walls, Rosie noticed, as she watched him point to the table where Tom Mahoney had sat. Christ! There’s money in everything – even cold-blooded murder.


Last night’s dinner with Andy had gone on too long. And too much drink had been taken even before they’d gone on to the Soho bar where celebrities and actors hung out. The paparazzi photographers were lurking outside, hoping that some big shot would fall out of the bar drunk, snogging a woman, or man, who wasn’t their partner. They were seldom disappointed in this neck of the woods. Andy and Rosie had been engrossed in their one-in-the-morning drunken, intense conversation about life and love and ‘where did it all go wrong’, with Andy telling her that his latest live-in lover was leaving him. Rosie had jokingly suggested he should try keeping his trousers on when he was out without his girlfriend. He was flirtatious and affectionate with Rosie all evening, both of them knowing they were not going to end up in bed but enjoying the closeness of being a couple of lonely misfits. Now on her second coffee, Rosie called the waitress over and ordered more water. Rehydration Station – too little too late.


Earlier she’d watched as the waitress protested outside as photographers took pictures of the staff arriving at the café. She was pretending to be coy but was obviously relishing her fifteen minutes of fame, as she declared that police had told her not to talk to the media, then seconds later was blabbing to everyone.


‘I’m a journalist from Scotland.’ Rosie looked up when she came over to her table to take her order. ‘From the Post.’


The waitress put her hand up as though she were a celebrity.


‘I’m not giving interviews.’


Rosie managed to keep her face straight.


Of course . . . I was just thinking . . .’ She paused. ‘Sorry, I don’t know your name?’


‘Karen,’ the waitress replied.


‘Karen. I was just thinking, that with this being such a big story and the interest from the papers and television, that someone like yourself will be crucial to the inquiry. I wondered how that makes you feel.’


‘Well,’ Karen said, tossing her blonde ponytail and pouting her pale-pink lips. ‘I’m doing what I can to help the case. All I can say is what I saw.’


‘You were the only waitress here, weren’t you?’


‘Yeah. The other girl, Jen, was at the dentist. So it was just me . . . I saw it all.’


She batted her eyelashes twice, as if she were waiting for a flashbulb to go off.


‘I was wondering,’ Rosie said, ‘did you actually serve those guys? . . . The four men the police are talking about?’


‘I’m not really supposed to say.’


‘I understand that. But what you’re saying to me right now . . . you know . . . it doesn’t have to come from you. I don’t have to put it in a quote. You can be anonymous. I’m just trying to gather information, and you are a very important figure in this whole case.’ Rosie laid on the flattery thick.


Karen examined her fingernails then rolled her eyes at Rosie.


‘Well. As long as you don’t say it came from me.’


‘Of course not.’


She glimpsed over her shoulder to see if her boss was looking. He wasn’t.


‘I did serve them,’ she said softly. ‘They were big, kind of Russian-looking guys. Or Polish. Or something. You never know really. You get all sorts in here, so you do. Locals, office workers . . . and all the passing trade from the street. Loads of people with luggage coming off the Eurostar on their way somewhere, usually going towards Euston Station. You see a lot of foreigners. Loads from Eastern Europe.’


‘So it would be nothing untoward to see four big Russian-looking men.’


‘Not really. They were just customers to me. They ordered the lamb stew and sat there stuffing it down. They weren’t very friendly. Didn’t hardly look at me.’


‘Where were they sitting?’


Rosie watched as Karen pointed to the spot, two tables away from where Mahoney had sat.


‘And who was at the table between them. Anyone?’


‘Yeah.’ She made an indignant face. ‘Some nasty woman. She gave me a hard time for not serving her coffee quick enough. Like, as if I’d nothing better to do. I was rushed off my feet. She was dead edgy.’


‘Was she on her own?’


‘Yeah.’ She paused. ‘Actually, she spoke kind of like you. I think she might have been Scottish. Maybe. Yeah. Probably was, come to think of it.’


‘What did she look like?’


The waitress shrugged:


‘Dark hair, kind of messy. About thirty. Jeans, shabby looking.’


Rosie thought for a moment then asked her to describe what she saw from the second the shooting started. Karen told her she’d just cleared a table at the back of the café and had gone to the counter and put the tray down when she heard the gunshots from behind. She’d turned around in time to see the man slip from his chair and on to the floor beneath the table.


‘It was like watching in slow motion. I was totally stunned. Terrified. Blood everywhere. Poor guy. He’d been really nice to me, and his pal was friendly too. He was kneeling on the floor beside him and he was really crying sore, trying to stop the blood. I felt so sorry for him. The girl was there too. The angry one. She was crouched on the floor beside them.’


‘The girl? What happened then?’


‘I can’t remember much. I was screaming and hiding at the side of the counter. I was terrified they were going to shoot more people. I mean, that’s what happens in the movies, isn’t it? I had my hands over my head, so I only saw the back of the men as they left.’ She paused, licked her lips. ‘Then she left, too.’


‘Who?’


‘That girl. The Scottish one.’


‘What. She left the café?’


‘Yeah. Everyone else was too petrified to move. But she got off her mark.’


‘Really. I wonder why?’


‘I’m guessing she didn’t want to talk to the cops. Maybe she was on the run. Or she was part of it too, maybe, with the men.’


Rosie tried not to smile.


‘That’s a bit of a vivid imagination you’ve got there, Karen. Have you told the police all this?’


‘Yeah. I did. They said they’ve interviewed nearly everyone in the café and the ones they haven’t got full interviews from yet, they’ve given their addresses. But they didn’t say anything about the girl.’


‘So maybe she’s got in touch. They’re not going to tell you that, are they?’


Karen shrugged.


‘She was probably part of it. I told them that.’


‘Based on what, though, Karen?’ Rosie asked, surprised.


‘Just a feeling.’


Rosie nodded. She’d heard more than enough. Whoever the girl was in the café, this daft waitress had condemned her as an accessory to murder. God spare us from amateur sleuths. She drank her coffee and left a fiver tip for Karen.


‘See you again, Karen.’ She slipped her business card into the top pocket of the waitress’s blouse.


*


Rosie made a cursory trip to the address she had for Mahoney’s block of flats but, as she suspected, there was a uniformed Met officer at the entrance, so she couldn’t even knock on the neighbours’ doors. By early afternoon, she was back in her hotel bedroom, putting her story together for tomorrow’s Post while trying to negotiate her way through a room-service club sandwich. Why did they do that to a sandwich? Stack it up like a multistorey so that you had to eat it with a knife and fork? By the time she’d given up on it, the plate looked like someone had trampled all over it.


She reread her copy, keeping one eye on Sky News in the corner. They still had Mahoney’s murder high up on their news list, but there were no new lines. Her email pinged with copy from Declan, the young reporter back at the Post, assigned as her legman on the Scottish end. He’d already been to the Mahoney house, but the wife was saying nothing, was surrounded by friends and old colleagues of her husband, and too upset to speak. Her sons were on their way back from abroad. From Declan’s copy, it seemed like Mahoney was hugely respected and revered after a lifetime at Glasgow University. Rosie had written a colour piece on the scene inside the murder café based on what she had from the waitress. But she hadn’t decided what to do with Karen’s line about the ‘Scottish’ woman who left the scene before the police arrived. She’d run it past McGuire, let him decide. Her mobile rang.


‘Hey, Andy. If you’ve got a scoop you’re not sharing with me, I hope you’ve got fire insurance – because I’ll hunt you down,’ Rosie joked.


‘Would I ever, sweetheart.’ Andy’s voice was gravelly from last night’s booze and chain-smoking. ‘How you doing, darlin’? That was a great night. I was a bit shagged this morning, though – or, in fact, not shagged, if you get my drift.’


Rosie smiled to herself.


‘I do. What you up to? I’ve been round to Mahoney’s flat, but a cop’s on the door. Couldn’t get near enough to doorstep any neighbours.’ She decided not to tell him about the supposedly Scottish woman who did a runner from the café, though from the way Karen blabbed to everyone, she wouldn’t be surprised if he already knew.


‘Not much to go on. I’ve had a nod that the flat isn’t in Mahoney’s name, so I don’t know if it’s a relative or a friend, or whatever. I’m trying to check it out.’


He told Rosie the name and she wrote it in her notebook.


‘Is there nothing from the police at your end to suggest who would want to bump this guy off? What about his mate – Hawkins? Anything from him?’


‘Too upset to talk. He’s on his way back to Glasgow as we speak.’ He paused. ‘To be honest, Rosie, this won’t run and run here unless it opens up a bit. I’ve got another story to do – a big drug case finishing today, and I’ve been doing the background – so I’m heading down to the Old Bailey now. I’ll keep an eye on the shooting, and we’ve got someone else covering for the day, but we’ve kind of moved on here.’


‘How very London,’ Rosie said with a hint of sarcasm, though she knew how quickly even major stories slipped down the news agenda back home, if something more tantalizing cropped up. But it was more so in London.


‘Yeah,’ Andy said. ‘You know what it’s like. So much going on here. We can’t get bogged down on shootings and murder unless they’re really big. Happens every day in London.’


‘Not to retired university lecturers, Andy. It’s obvious someone wanted him dead.’


‘Yeah. But I’ve told my detective contacts that unless they can throw us a bone, the story will be history.’


‘Maybe that’s what they want,’ she said, knowing she had nothing to back it up, apart from her distrust of authority. ‘Maybe it will suit them for the story to disappear.’


‘Aye, right, Rosie. Conspiracy theories are not fact.’


‘But sometimes they turn out to be, if we keep digging.’


‘Sure, darlin’. Couldn’t agree more. But not for me, not today. What you doing later? Fancy a curry?’


Rosie was already thinking of her next move, and dinner with Andy was nowhere in her plans.


‘Don’t think so. Not tonight. I might be getting pulled back up the road in the morning. Not much really for me down here. I think Mahoney’s background – old students and stuff and former colleagues – might throw a better light on things.’


‘Maybe. Listen. You will give me a shout, though, if you get anything . . . you know, mark my card. I don’t expect you to share any major exclusive – I know what you’re like – but at least mark my card.’


‘’Course I will,’ Rosie said, not convinced that she would.


‘I need to go. The judge was already charging the jury, so they might be out by now.’


‘OK, Andy. Keep in touch if you get anything.’


Rosie hung up. Her next call was to Mickey Kavanagh, and she gave him the name Andy had given her of the owner of the flat, to see if he could dig anything up.


She ordered more coffee from room service and was about to ring McGuire’s office when her mobile rang.


‘Mick. I was just about to ring you. How spooky is that?’


‘It’s nearly two in the afternoon. You should have phoned before this, Gilmour. Have you got anything exciting for me? Anything different from the same old shite that’s running on the telly and the wires?’


‘Maybe. Let me run this past you.’


Rosie told him the waitress’s story about the girl with the Scottish accent.


‘How come the cops haven’t put that out?’


‘Sometimes they don’t straight away. They might be working their way through all the punters in the café, and haven’t acted on the waitress’s statement yet. Or maybe they’re keeping it to themselves for now.’


‘Why?’


‘Don’t know, Mick. Who knows the inner workings of Scotland Yard?’


‘Well, they’re too fucking late. We’re using that tomorrow. We have to. It’s the only thing that’s different. Mystery Scots woman flees bloodbath. Stick a call into the cops and find out if they intend putting it out.’ He paused. ‘In fact, don’t bother. We’ll just run it and see what happens.’


‘They’ll be raging if we do that, especially if they were intending drip-feeding it to the press.’


‘Fuck them. They don’t run the news agenda – we do. Do it up and bung it over so I can have a look. And plenty of colour in the café. I like blood and screams. I’m funny that way.’


‘OK. Sure.’


‘Anything else for you down there, apart from enjoying yourself, spending my money?’


‘No. Not at the moment.’


‘OK. Come back tomorrow then. Give it the morning then get a lunchtime flight. There’s more to be done up here.’


‘I agree. I’ll talk to Marion.’


McGuire hung up.


*


Andy’s suggestion of a curry had put Rosie in the mood, but she didn’t want company. Once she had sent her story, she took a stroll around the King’s Cross area, along to the station, towards a little corner and a wall a few yards from the entrance. Every time she came to London her feet seemed to make their way to this spot. It was almost a ritual, a kind of reaffirming of who she was, how far she’d come. A lifetime ago, Rosie had pitched up here after she’d had as much as she could take of living with her mother’s sister’s family and their chaotic existence in the Glasgow tenement. She had just turned sixteen, and all she possessed was twenty quid, a hold-all full of clothes and a head full of dreams. She stood looking down at the spot where she’d woken up shivering after sleeping outside on her first night in London. She recalled the chill, the loneliness, the feeling that she’d been on the run all her life. But nothing had been stronger than the hope that surged through her that drizzly morning. Now Rosie smiled to herself as she gazed around her at the bustle of human traffic around the station, each person with their own story, their own dreams. She had done all right. She’d come a long way. Her mother and father would have been proud. She shook herself out of the moment and walked away.


She found a little Indian restaurant, where she devoured a massive meal, savouring every hot chilli like a true Glaswegian who’d been deprived of their staple diet for weeks. Bosnia had been great for lots of other reasons, but no matter where she travelled to, she missed her curries. She sipped from a bottle of lager and looked out of the window at the steady stream of London traffic, and across the road, at the people with bags and suitcases on wheels heading up towards Euston. She thought of the woman Karen had told her about who had run out of the restaurant. She was intrigued by that. It didn’t need to be anything to do with the shooting – the Eurostar probably carried at least half a dozen drug mules or criminals every trip. Perhaps the woman had a bag full of cocaine and couldn’t afford to be anywhere near the police. She felt a little guilty that she hadn’t passed the line to Andy, and would have to lie to him that it had come to the news desk on wire copy. She knew he wouldn’t believe her, but that’s how it was. Her mobile rang. It was Mickey Kavanagh.


‘Hi Mickey. You were quick.’


‘That’s what all the birds say.’


‘I don’t believe that for a minute. An international stud like you?’


‘I try,’ he said, ‘but I just get so excited.’


Rosie heard him chuckle. She was looking forward to having dinner with him. She owed him for his help on her last big story.


‘You’re going to love this, Rosie. I’ve checked out the owner of Mahoney’s flat.’


‘And?’


‘It’s him.’


‘But that’s not what I was told. It’s a different name.’


‘I know. I got one of my mates to run a passport check. The name on the register has a valid UK passport, and guess who’s mugshot is on it?’


‘You’re kidding me.’


‘I kid you not. It’s Mahoney. He had two passports – well, two that we know of.’


‘What the fu—?’


‘He’s a spook, Rosie.’


‘Seriously?’


‘Well, I’m still digging. I’ve got mates looking into it. But I’d put good money on Mahoney having a past that involves more than his Eastern European Studies at Glasgow Uni.’


‘My editor’s going to love this.’ Rosie could imagine McGuire punching the air with excitement.


‘Yeah. But you know what that means, Rosie. You’ll get bugger all from the cops now on the murder.’


‘We’re already getting nothing.’


‘Not surprised. They’ll be playing this close to their chest, but I’ll see what I can dig up.’


‘Brilliant. Hey, Mickey. Let’s have a big dinner. I’m back tomorrow.’


‘Sure. I’d love that. I’ll keep you posted.’









Chapter Three


Ruby examined her reflection in the full-length mirror of the hotel lift, glancing over her shoulder, satisfied by the way the skin-tight black jeans emphasized her firm bottom. The cream, soft leather vest clung to all the right places, showing her toned, suntanned arms and athletic shoulders to maximum effect. More rock chick than glamorous, and topped off with a luscious mop of shoulder-length jet-black hair, tousled perfectly to give that I’m-fun-and-I’m-carefree look, which was far from the truth of who she really was. But for the next few hours, Ruby just wanted to relax and savour the moment of a job well done. More than a job – an ambition. She’d waited exactly twenty-five years to watch that bastard finally get his day. Revenge was indeed a dish best served ice cold. She pulled down her sunglasses and winked at herself in the mirror as the lift doors opened into the palatial foyer of London’s Ritz Hotel. Nobody would ever think of looking for her here. Those halfwits back on the Costa del Sol would still be sifting through the smouldering embers of the house. Fuck them. The jungle drums would be beating all over Glasgow by now, and that definitely niggled, but the bastards would never find her.


She eased herself on to a stool at the bar and ordered a large vodka and tonic, watching the barman as he kept pouring, waiting for her to tell him to stop. She didn’t.


‘My kind of barman,’ Ruby murmured, lowering her dark glasses a fraction so their eyes met.


‘My kind of woman,’ the barman replied with a hint of an accent.


He had that been-around-the-course glint that said he knew who was up for it and who wasn’t from the moment they walked into the bar. She liked that in a man. Straight and to the point. Ruby flashed him a flirty smile. She took a long, lingering drink and watched from behind her sunglasses as he polished tumblers at the far end of the bar, sneaking furtive glances at her. She smiled inwardly. Just for the sheer hell of it, she might even get laid tonight.


*


The following morning Ruby arrived at Euston just in time to catch the ten o’clock train for Glasgow. She stepped on board and slung her small case in the overhead rack, where she could keep an eye on it, then slumped into a seat, hoping nobody would join her at the other side of the Formica table. She could have gone first class – it was not as if money was a problem. But first class was never all that busy, and she didn’t want to risk being in a place where she might be easy to spot. You never knew who was on a train from London. Any of the toe-rag drug runners making a drop or a pick-up for the firm could be sitting on the train; even that far down the food chain they would have heard by now that Rab Jackson had been murdered in Spain. Torched in the famous Costa del Sol villa he’d retired to five years ago. He had left Tony Devlin, the hoodlum who had become like a son to him, to take over the business. Rumours would be flying all over the shop as to who was responsible – there would be claims from rival gangs from Glasgow to Manchester that it was their hit. But alarm bells would have rung at the very top of the organization when they couldn’t get hold of Ruby. And once they discovered that her body wasn’t in the burnt-out villa along with Rab’s, there would be all sorts of serious shit flying around. Because Ruby was the accountant.


She drained the bottle of mineral water she’d brought with her and bought another and a coffee from the trolley as it passed. Gazing out of the window, she sipped from the polystyrene cup as the countryside whizzed past. She sometimes forgot how green it was back home. She’d been away too long, but it had been a means to an end. Call it dedication – more than that: it was a vocation. Everything she’d done in the recent years had been orchestrated so she could finally achieve the retribution her mother and sister deserved – even if it was too late for both of them. The landscape of Rosie’s childhood sped past her in a flurry of images. Train trips down the Scottish coast to Helensburgh, her mother’s adoring face while she and Judy giggled and played games during the journey . . . before it was all snatched so brutally away.


Ruby yawned and sat back, but her mind was too full of business to sleep. Her thoughts wandered back to the previous night at the Ritz, and the barman, who she’d surprised by whispering her room number as she left the bar. Then surprised him even more when she’d kept him up most of the night with her sexual athletics until they’d both collapsed, exhausted. When she’d asked him to leave so she could get a couple of hours’ sleep, he didn’t look in the least resentful. If that had been a man treating her like that, she’d probably have been upset – though no man she’d slept with had ever asked her to leave the bed.


She carefully took the little red book out of her handbag and ran her forefinger down the various bank account numbers where she’d stashed a fortune away in the past three years, ever since Rab Jackson had been gullible enough to allow her access to his accounts. Fuck him. He was so stinking rich on the misery of others he wouldn’t have known exactly how much money he had anyway. That’s what made it easier for Ruby. Jackson had been too busy with the sycophant film producers and writers who fussed around him, delighted he’d agreed to let them make a movie of his chequered life, to notice that Ruby was systematically plundering his bank account, siphoning cash to various personal accounts she had set up in different countries. It would take forever to disentangle the complexities of her handiwork on Jackson’s investments. But that wouldn’t stop them being suspicious. As she closed the diary, a scrap of paper fell out of it onto her lap. She studied the scrawl on the paper, at first wondering what it was, then she remembered picking it up from the table in the café in King’s Cross. She strained her eyes to read it, but all she could make out was what looked like the name of a company. J B Solutions. She didn’t know why she took it in the first place, but stuffed it back in the notebook and put it away.


*


As the train disgorged its passengers onto the platform at Glasgow Central Station, Rosie stepped out and melted into the crowd. She’d tied her hair back and pulled on a black baseball cap with the brim pulled low over her eyes, and as she strode through the concourse she didn’t linger to look at the throng of people coming and going, living ordinary lives, making their way home from work, heading off for the weekend to be with loved ones. She kept her head down and walked out into the late-afternoon sun and filled her lungs with the fumes of Glasgow traffic. She was home. For the moment. She jumped into a black taxi and closed the door.


‘Where to, doll?’


‘Bridge of Weir, please.’


She saw the driver eyeing her in his rear-view mirror. It was at least a thirty-quid hire to the affluent country village twelve miles outside of Glasgow. She could see his mind ticking over along with his meter. In her shabby jeans, T-shirt and baseball cap, he’d be hoping she had the money to pay. But without a word, he stuck his car into gear and headed out of Gordon Street and up St Vincent Street, towards the M8 motorway to Renfrewshire.


Ruby stared out of the side window at the sun throwing shadows on the city’s magnificent sandstone buildings. Pictures of herself at various stages of growing up flooded through her mind. The carefree Saturday afternoons going to the matinee at the Odeon Cinema with her mother and Judy, then afterwards sitting in George’s Square, feasting on fish and chips wrapped in newspaper, until it was time to get the bus back up to the Maryhill tenement where they lived. Happy days – even though she knew that by nine thirty in the evening while she and Judy were in bed, the men would come knocking on their door with plastic carry-out bags of vodka and a few cans of beer. They wouldn’t stay long, and then some other man would come, or maybe even two together. Ruby and Judy could hear them laughing, sometimes arguing, then noises they didn’t recognize. She’d blackened Billy Millar’s two eyes in the school playground one day when he shouted at her that her mother was a whore. He never said it again, but it didn’t make it any less true. It was her mammy, and she’d heard her crying in the night too often after the men left for her to feel anger or disgust at what her eight-year-old concept of a whore was.


Ruby swallowed the lump in her throat as the cab pulled out of the city and onto the motorway. Her stomach knotted a little at the thought of seeing Judy again. She’d been coming back as often as she could to see her sister in the home. Three or four times a year, if she could manage it without anyone finding out where she was. As far as most people were aware, Judy was long dead. And Ruby decided she’d keep it that way when she’d found her all those years ago, a half-starved wreck in a locked ward of a Dickensian NHS psychiatric institution. Judy would remain dead so she could work towards the single goal that had driven her since that night all those years ago. She blinked away the picture. At least Judy was in a decent place now, and not in that shithole where they’d left her rotting for years. Ruby’s money had made sure she was well cared for, and every time she came over from Europe she’d sit with her, talking to her empty eyes, holding her hand, telling her stories of the two of them as children, hoping to provoke some reaction, evoke some memory. But Judy’s fixed gaze never flinched. Nothing. Maybe today it would be different.


*


The nurse on reception looked up and smiled when Ruby came through the swing doors and into the sterile tranquility of the main foyer.


‘Hello, Ruby.’ She put down a folder and came out from behind the desk. ‘How lovely to see you. Are you well?’


‘Yeah,’ Ruby said from behind dark glasses. ‘I’m good.’


She couldn’t remember the name of the middle-aged nurse who always greeted her with a caring smile each time she visited. Ruby viewed it with the cynicism with which she had viewed most things as she grew up. You get what you pay for. If it had been the NHS hospital, you’d hardly have got a nod from the staff, they were so hard pressed. Here, amid the oil paintings and leather sofas in the foyer, it was all grace and charm. If you weren’t coming in to visit a loved one who was either in a permanent vegetative state or wired to the moon, you’d think you were in a boutique hotel.


‘How is she?’ Ruby asked, as they walked along the polished corridor to Judy’s room.


The nurse turned to Ruby and made a sympathetic face.


‘The same, I’m afraid.’ She sighed. ‘We just have to keep hoping. We should never give up hope.’ She paused, turning to Ruby. ‘She’s up, and we got her dressed. We told her you were coming.’


Ruby nodded as they turned the handle on the door and walked in.


Judy was sitting in a glossy white wicker chair by the window, a shaft of setting sun catching the paleness of her cheeks.


‘Look who’s here, Judy. Your wee sister.’


Judy stared straight out of the window, where acres of soft green grass stretched and spread into foothills in the distance. A male nurse pushed a wheelchair carrying an elderly patient down a tiny path towards the lake.


Ruby gave the nurse a nod.


‘Thanks. We’ll be fine now.’


The nurse backed away, smiling, knowing she’d been dismissed.


Ruby took a deep breath and swallowed back her tears. Every time she came here it was the same. It ripped the heart out of her. Judy was all she had in the world. Even as children they had clung to each other, both somehow aware of the fragility of their lives. Then, after the fire, the terror of that night and the awful brutality, everything died – not just their mother – in the inferno of their home. Judy had retreated into her silent world, and she hadn’t spoken a word for years. While Ruby grew up shunted from one children’s home to the other, she had believed her sister was dead. The social workers had even told her so. No details. Nothing.


Ruby walked towards Judy and stood in front of her and the window.


‘Hey, Judes. How’s it going, big sis?’


She bent over and kissed her cheek. She put her arms around her and held her close, wanting to bury her face in her sister’s hair and again feel safe, like they used to when they had curled up in bed like spoons at night.
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