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Dedicated to my beautiful grandchildren, 
Samantha, Mia, Emily, Alana, Mano, Lacey and Fletcher.


In memory of Billy Blundell: 
A true friend, a true gentleman, a true legend.






FOREWORD BY MARTINA COLE


As I hope some of you will know, I’ve been writing about dangerous and powerful women for a long, long time and I know how interesting they are.


Linda Calvey is a friend of mine. A strong woman and a woman with a story. Her life reads like it’s straight from one of my books, and it’s also true. Her voice is real, and like my characters, comes from a world that few can possibly imagine. Linda is also a diamond. She sticks by what she believes and looks after her friends.


The book you are about to read is written by someone who the British authorities considered dangerous enough to lock up for eighteen years. She grew up in the East End, knew – knows – all the faces. She was in deep with the gangsters, robbers, hit-men, gamblers and chancers who controlled the area. It was fast and glamorous and promised money; often violence and definitely power. But things took a wrong turn and she was convicted for murder and went to prison. The papers called her the Black Widow – the men in her life had a habit of turning up dead.


If you’ve read my books, you’ll know that I’m interested in strong women, who take matters into their own hands; women who kill. When a woman writes about crime and violence, they have a different perspective on it than men. Maybe they fundamentally understand it better. They are often on the wrong end of it. Linda Calvey knows a thing or two about that, too.


The Locksmith is a story about a family in east London. At the center of it all is Ruby, who along with her brother Bobby, are a simply a pair of straight, sweet and gobby kids from the tough part of Canning Town – until they are forced to make some hard choices. One step into the criminal underbelly of the East End, soon becomes two, and Ruby quickly discovers a natural talent for negotiating with villians and robbers. So their rise to power begins, with Ruby calling the shots. In this alternative underworld of crime, villains aren’t born, they are made.


I loved every page of this story and I think you will too. It’s a tale that unfolds as you get to know the characters, their family and the world they inhabit. Some writers write what they know. Linda writes about what she lived, and I believe is the bravest and most authentic new voice in crime fiction.


Martina






PROLOGUE


‘Where’s the money?’ shouted the man wearing a balaclava. He marched up to Ruby and pointed his gun directly in her face. ‘Tell us and you live.’


The tall, elegant woman turned to face him, staring down the barrel of his gun. She gave no indication of the lightning jolt of fear now coursing through her veins. Being on this side of the gun was scarier than she’d imagined.


‘Give them nuthin’. Open the safe and we’re all dead!’ yelled her husband Archie from the other side of the room. She caught sight of him, tied up with a gun to his head. Scanning the large lounge, she saw two masked assailants, no security guards or staff in sight. The second man, pointing his gun at Archie, slammed his fist with full force into Archie’s face, breaking his nose. The violence was shocking. She wanted to scream but she controlled the impulse. She mustn’t show fear. If there was anything she’d learned from the life she’d led, it was that.


Blood ran down Archie’s face, splashing onto the white marble floors.


‘Give. Us. The. Money.’ The first man moved closer, the tip of the gun almost touching her cheek. His voice was a snarl.


Ruby’s hackles rose but still she said nothing. She realised immediately that these men were inexperienced crooks, probably a couple of thugs who’d taken their chance and bribed the villa guards. Ruby knew proper crooks and these men weren’t it. The staff were away at a festival, something anyone local would’ve known. Simple but effective, she thought to herself. This instinct gave her strength, focus.


‘All right,’ Ruby said, her voice steady despite the trembling already threatening to take over her body, her heart pounding against her slender chest. ‘I’ll give you the money.’


‘No! Ruby they’ll kill us, d’ya hear me?’ Archie coughed, sinking back into the chair he was tied to. The pain of his injury stopped his plea.


Ruby continued as if her beloved husband was not in the room, as if he wasn’t bleeding heavily from his broken nose. A fly buzzed against the huge glass window that overlooked the bay. The hot Spanish sunshine glittered on the turquoise sea as it lapped against the white shore far below.


‘I’ll do what you tell me, but you don’t touch him.’ Ruby shot back with authority.


Ignoring her, the second gunman raised his weapon as if to strike the man she loved again.


‘You. Don’t. Touch. Him.’ Her voice was low. Despite her pounding heart, she remained calm, dignified.


For a second, she wondered if the robbers had heard her. She knew they might just shoot them anyway, leave them for dead and escape with the priceless paintings that lined her walls. That would cause them problems, though. They’d have to move the stolen artworks, and looking at the two men, they didn’t look the type to have high-class art contacts. They looked downright scruffy. Ruby’s instincts told her they were nobodies, and she would bet her life they would keep going all the way, intent on stealing the prize in the form of the rolls of cash in her safe.


‘Gentlemen,’ she said. ‘I’ll get you the money but put yer guns down. You’re makin’ me nervous and I might forget the combination . . .’ She smiled, knowing the effect it would have on them.


She sensed, like an animal scenting its prey, that they were rattled. Though she could only see their eyes, slits inside their headgear, she noticed their gazes were darting around the room, edgy and wild. She knew they were expecting her – a woman – to panic, to scream and faint, but that wasn’t her style. She was the calm negotiator, the steely head that had faced down bigger villains than these two scruffy chancers. They had no idea who they’d come up against. Ruby was no longer the innocent young woman she’d once been. Every second that went past was giving her a creeping advantage.


Reluctantly, both men put down their guns. Ruby, satisfied by their acquiescence, allowed herself a small smile as she slowly began to move to the back of the room, turning her back on the gunmen. Her expensive heels clicked against the marble, the only sound except for the rasp of the men breathing inside their menacing balaclavas. Not exactly beachwear. A balaclava on a scorching hot day was another sign of their need for this money. Why torment themselves unless they had to?


Each step she took brought her closer to the family safe. Now no one breathed. The air was turgid, the heat overpowering. She leaned forward and pushed aside an abstract painting. Behind it was the large metal safe, not the only one in the plush villa, but it was the one they used most and she guessed the burglars didn’t know about the others. It wouldn’t matter anyway. A plan was forming in Ruby’s mind. Always sharp, she knew she had a split second to decide the next step.


In that moment, Ruby saw herself as if from a great distance. A woman, still beautiful, still composed, and about to make the most important move of her life. The stakes weren’t just high, they were soaring. If she got this wrong, they’d all be dead. Ruby’s mind began to clear. She saw herself as a child, sticking up for her friends at school unafraid of the bullies. She saw herself as a young woman, living a good, normal life. And she saw herself making the hard choices, always knowing she wanted more. Well, now she’d got it, all right. She had more of everything: money, glamour, danger . . .


The time had come. Ruby glanced back at the men. She caught the look on their faces, a look of expectation, of riches to come. They looked like they could almost smell their victory – and in that second she knew they’d kill her the moment they laid eyes on the money. She focused her attention back to the dial, taking a deep breath. Click. Click. Click.






PART ONE


THE DECISION


Canning Town, 
London, 1990






CHAPTER 1


‘Not sausages again, Mum. Can’t we ’ave somethin’ different for once?’ groaned the teenage girl as she nudged her brother, sitting across from her at the small kitchen table.


‘Be thankful you’ve got this, Ruby,’ said Cathy Murphy, as she spooned mashed potato onto her truculent daughter’s plate. ‘You know money is tight, it’s the best I can do, love.’


Ruby gave Cathy a sad smile. ‘I know, Mum, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to rub it in. It’s just sometimes I wish we could ’ave steak and chips like they have at Sarah’s . . .’


Sarah was Ruby’s best friend and neighbour. They’d grown up together.


‘You know where her old man gets his cash from, don’t ya, Ruby?’ Her brother Bobby spoke between mouthfuls of sausage, barely looking up from his plate.


Ruby gave him a withering look. ‘Course I do, I wasn’t born yesterday. He’s a blagger. That’s a bank robber to you, Mum.’ Cathy sniffed, showing her disapproval but Ruby continued, ‘Some say he’s big-time now. All I know is that Sarah wears posh dresses bought from proper shops while I’m still wearin’ dresses from Rathbone Market . . .’


Ruby looked down at the soft yellow frock she was wearing. She liked the way it contrasted with her coal-black hair and brought out her green eyes. It fitted her slim figure beautifully, though it had been second-hand. The hems were fraying – again – and she needed to replace some of the buttons down the back.


‘You look gorgeous, Rube, you always do, my darlin’,’ Cathy looked over at her, trying to reassure her daughter.


The gesture only made Ruby roll her eyes and grin. ‘You know what I mean, though . . .’


Their entire world was enclosed within the East End and the neighbouring roads next to Star Lane. Every day of Ruby’s life had been spent in these streets, surrounded by people she’d known since she was born. It was a close-knit community, but a place divided sharply into those who stayed on the honest path – working manual jobs, eking out their wages until pay day – and those who walked a very different path. Unlike her family, many of Ruby’s friends, including Sarah and the other girls she hung out with, had already turned to crime. Most of it wasn’t big stuff: hoisting or cashing fake cheques and nicking postal orders. Some of her mates’ dads did jump-ups – jumping onto lorries to steal whatever they carried, or diverting lorries and their contents by dressing up in security garb or fluorescent jackets to lure unwary drivers to offload onto stolen trolleys. From what Ruby heard, it was a trick that worked surprisingly well much of the time, but of course, the drivers might’ve taken a back-hander to look the other way.


It was how things were done. The attitude was that big firms could afford a loss here and there, so what was the harm? Those were the people who could buy a round in the pub, or go up to the West End to buy proper clothes from real shops like M&S. To Ruby, that seemed like the height of luxury, and something the Murphys would never have.


Everyone, Ruby and her family included, knew what their neighbours were up to, but the code of silence of the East End, one that had existed for generations, still stood. You didn’t grass up your own, no matter what they’d done. No police, or Feds as they were known to Ruby, were ever called. What happened in the streets around Star Lane was a world unto itself, and that’s the way most people liked it. Most people – except her mum and dad.


Ruby looked around the table in the small kitchen. Everyone she loved was there: her older brother Bobby, her mum Cathy now taking off her faded apron and sitting down to eat, and her dad Louie, who until now had been washing his hands at the sink. Their neat terraced Victorian house might be small, but it was home. And her dress might be second-hand, but they had everything they needed.


‘Louie, get yerself sat down and let me dish up yer dinner. You look done in.’ Cathy frowned. She worried incessantly about her husband, especially after the death of his father, Jim. It’d been Jim who’d taken in Ruby’s parents when Cathy fell pregnant. Cathy’s own parents had been quick to see the back of her.


Ruby smiled at her dad, her co-conspirator and ally.


Louie turned to wink at his daughter as he offered his plate up to her mum. ‘Don’t fuss, love, I’m fine,’ Louie said, waving away her concern.


Louie spent his days at the scrapyard on the Isle of Dogs, a few streets behind their house. It was a bustling place filled with stacked-up discarded cars, forklift trucks moving large machinery into piles, and workers and sellers haggling over the price of that day’s offerings. It was hard work and long hours for little pay, but Louie grew up around the site, dodging cranes and trucks and following his own dad around after school.


‘Darlin’ I’ve been workin’ on that scrapyard since I was fourteen, but it’s tough work. A man gets tired,’ Louie said, picking up his knife and fork and looking at Cathy expectantly.


‘I know, love, and your dad always said he’d wanted better for ya. He never wanted ya to leave school and earn a wage in such a place . . .’ Cathy started to say, but Louie cut in.


‘Look, babe, Dad brought me up on his own. We needed the money. I never regretted it, though sayin’ that, I nearly did today; it was a bad day, I’ll admit that.’


‘Why, Dad?’ asked Ruby as she cut up her sausages.


Louie glanced over at his wife, suddenly unsure if he should say what was on his mind. Cathy stopped dishing out Bobby’s food. ‘Go on,’ she said, eyebrows raised. Louie looked like he regretted mentioning it.


‘One of the cranes almost took out a pile of scrap. It ’appens. I’m fine and no one got hurt . . . It’s times like that I’m bloody sure ya need to make the most of your locksmith apprenticeship, ya won’t be followin’ in my footsteps, Bobby.’


‘Language!’ admonished his wife, but her face was worried rather than stern.


‘I’m fine,’ Louie said. ‘Now let’s eat, I’m starvin’. And anyway, all I ever wanted was to raise a good family and get a good wife, and I done that.’ He smiled at Ruby.


‘Somethin else did ’appen today,’ Louie swallowed his forkful of heavily salted potato and boiled peas, and leaned forward.


‘Not sure I want to hear this,’ Cathy said, sitting down and starting to eat. ‘Bobby, get yer elbows off the table. We might not ’ave cash to throw about but my kids will grow up with proper manners,’ she muttered.


‘I am grown up, Mum!’ Bobby beamed.


‘Go on, Dad,’ Ruby interjected, keeping the peace.


‘Well, somethin’ ’appened today that hasn’t ’appened for a long time. I got offered crooked work . . .’


The revelation prompted Ruby to glance over at Bobby, who was looking at their dad in surprise.


‘You said no, right, Dad?’ Bobby said, putting down his fork.


‘Course I did, son, but they were pretty insistent. These blokes I knew at school came in to the yard, drivin’ a right old banger of a van. I thought they looked shifty. I went to say hello and shake their ’ands, and they drew me over to the van, opened up the back doors and there it was . . .’


‘There what was?’ Ruby burst out. She was dying to know the answer.


Louie turned to look at his daughter. He could see the glint of fascination in her eyes. ‘It was a safe. They’d nicked it from a warehouse down the docks and wanted me to open it with my welding torch.’


‘I could’ve done that without the mess for a nice fee. Wouldn’t take more than a minute to crack a safe open,’ Bobby cut in, laughing.


It was clearly a joke, but Cathy frowned again. ‘Go on, love,’ she said to her husband.


‘That’s it. They offered me a small fortune to crack it. I told them I don’t do that kind of business. I said, “Everyone round ’ere knows I don’t do no crooked work, I leave that to the villains around our way.”’ At this point Louie frowned. ‘For a minute, I thought they weren’t goin’ to take no for an answer,’ he said.


Cathy’s face registered alarm. She understood what he meant. ‘Did they threaten ya?’ she asked.


‘I think they thought about it,’ Louie answered carefully. ‘Luckily there were a couple of the lads on site and they saw what was goin’ on and came over. But for a minute there . . .’


Ruby saw the briefest glimpse of fear on her dad’s face and guessed there was more to the story than Louie was letting on.


‘Anyway,’ he said with forced brightness, ‘everyone knows now, if they didn’t already, that I don’t work for crooks, so why come to me?’


It was clear to Ruby that this had upset him. Nobody said anything. They all knew that Louie was straight as a die. He’d lost friends growing up because of it; there were pubs he couldn’t drink in because he wasn’t part of the local crime network. Everyone but everyone knew how strongly he felt.


‘I told them to sling their hook, but still, it’s a different world these days. Everyone’s tryin’ to make an easy coin. It ain’t right.’


Suddenly Ruby spoke. ‘How much were they offerin’?’


‘Never you mind how much, you just get on and eat yer dinner,’ Cathy chipped in. ‘We don’t take dodgy money, as Grandad Jim said—’


‘A straight pound is worth three crooked pounds,’ chimed Ruby and Bobby together, rolling their eyes. They’d heard the phrase a million times. It had been drummed into them by their grandad and dad throughout their childhood.


‘Yes, and don’t you forget it!’ Louie barked. He looked serious. ‘If you let in one monkey bastard then they’ll all come runnin’ and you’ll be a crook like all the others, always watchin’ yer back.’


Ruby laughed as a memory came back to her, clear as anything. ‘“Monkey bastards.” It’s like Grandad is sitting at the table. I must only ’ave been six the first time I heard him say that and I said to him, “Grandad, what’s a monkey bastard?” and Mum whacked me one for swearin’.’


Bobby grinned back at her and Louie laughed out loud. Cathy wasn’t so amused. She stepped over and smacked her daughter lightly on the arm, just as she’d done when she was a little girl. ‘And you’re not too old to get another whack now. No swearin’ in this house!’


‘Ow, don’t do that, Mum!’ Ruby giggled, rubbing her arm, but she carried on all the same. ‘The worst of it was that I was sittin’ there thinkin’, When do I get to meet a monkey bastard? They sound so excitin’!’


Cathy and Louie shook their heads in unison, both now laughing. It was her mum’s turn to sigh. ‘You’re right though, Louie. If you do one job, they’ll all be comin’ to ya to do the next one and the next one. It ain’t worth it . . . I know times are hard right now . . .’


Louie smiled just a little sadly. ‘I know, love. The leccy needs toppin’ up and I could do with some new work boots . . . but that’s not the way we’ll do it. Anyway, easy money ain’t easy at all, you know that as well as I do. Let’s eat our dinner and be thankful for what we’ve got.’


The moment of jollity evaporated. Underneath the humour was the harsh fact of their life: they didn’t have much. But they had each other. Sometimes Ruby wished she could just throw their standards out of the window and enjoy the good life like her friends, but she knew what was important. Ruby was happy with her life, with her small bedroom, her second-hand clothes, with her friends, but sometimes, just sometimes, she wished for more.






CHAPTER 2


‘Come on, I’ve got somethin’ to show ya,’ Sarah whispered, her face alight with mischief. Ruby was at her best friend’s house for the evening while her parents were at the pub.


‘What is it, Sar, I want to watch telly,’ Ruby answered, barely looking up from her programme.


‘Come on, I’ll show ya somethin’ better than the telly,’ Sarah said conspiratorially. Ruby looked up at her friend, whose eyes twinkled in the dim glow cast by the lamplight. She smiled. It was probably just a trick her friend was playing on her but she would humour her. Ruby yawned. It was quite late and really, she should’ve been getting back home. Her parents knew where she was but she hated staying away from them for too long.


‘This way.’ Sarah led Ruby out into the thin entrance hall. The evidence of her family’s criminal activities showed in the expensive wallpaper, flashy net curtains, the new chandelier that was too big for the small lounge. It was as unlike Ruby’s home as it was possible to be, despite being the same size and layout. Ruby liked to run her hand across the wallpaper pattern gently as she walked, thinking one day she’d have posh wallpaper to match.


‘Why are we ’ere?’ Ruby asked, looking confused. She’d seen the front door and hallway a million times. There was nothing new there except the carpet that had recently been laid, a brand new one with swirling red and brown patterns to match the beige walls. Ruby knew that carpets were expensive. She didn’t have any at her house.


Sarah reached down to grab the corner of the expensive flooring.


‘What are ya doin’? You’ll ruin it!’ Ruby gasped.


‘Look! Watch me . . .’ Sarah lifted the corner and tugged at it until whatever was sticking it down released its hold and the thick polyester carpet curled upwards in Sarah’s hand. Beneath it was what looked like a trapdoor, albeit a small one.


Sarah pulled up the hatch to reveal a large black holdall.


‘What’s in there, Sar?’ Ruby asked, though something told her she didn’t really want to know.


‘You just wait and see,’ her mate replied mysteriously, unzipping the bag and plunging her hand inside. Seconds later, Sarah pulled out her discovery.


‘It’s a bloody gun!’ Ruby gaped. She stared disbelievingly at the weapon in Sarah’s hand, suddenly frightened. Her heartbeat quickened, her pulse beating inside her brain. She swallowed, digesting this new sight. Every second that passed made her feel more like bolting back home to safety. Sarah, meanwhile, was grinning, transferring the weapon between each hand as if trying on a new accessory. Her friend seemed mesmerised by the black revolver, peering at it from all angles, while Ruby just felt sick.


‘Put it back, Sar. We shouldn’t ’ave found it.’


‘Don’t worry, it ain’t loaded,’ Sarah replied, grinning at Ruby’s discomfort. ‘And anyway, Dad won’t actually use it. He says it’s to scare people into givin’ him what he wants. So, it’s really just for effect.’


‘But why would he need it?’ Ruby was puzzled. She knew that Sarah’s mum was a dipper, a shoplifter, and her dad broke into places to steal things, but this was a whole new level.


‘My dad says he’s movin’ up in the world, he’s goin’ to be a big-time blagger,’ Sarah couldn’t hide her pride. She puffed her chest out, then held out her arm, pointing the gun squarely at Ruby.


‘Don’t bloody point it at me! Put it down. Sar, stop it!’ Ruby hissed, making Sarah giggle.


‘Don’t worry, scaredy-pants, Dad keeps the rounds separate. He says he won’t load it, only wave it around when he starts doin’ the bigger jobs like robbin’ banks for Charlie Beaumont.’


Ruby had heard of blaggers and knew Sarah’s dad did some small jobs but had never realised that the people she knew were doing big-time jobs. A blagger, or bank robber, was the top of the criminal hierarchy, everyone knew that.


‘Who’s Charlie Beaumont?’ Ruby said. Her voice sounded strange, as if she had something stuck in her throat.


‘Oh,’ said Sarah airily, ‘he’s Dad’s boss now. He’s a proper crook, a big-time blagger and he knows all the big jobs. My dad’s gone up in the world. He says that as soon as the money comes in, we’ll move to a bigger house somewhere posh, just like Charlie.’


‘Oh, but I don’t want ya to move,’ Ruby replied, her head spinning. She’d grown up in Star Lane. She knew that petty crime was rampant and people did what they did to survive, but this was something else, something she’d never experienced before.


‘You’ll come and stay in our mansion, don’t worry, we’ll still be friends . . . Go on, Rube, try it yerself. It feels heavier than ya think.’ Sarah held out the gun but Ruby shook her head. ‘I don’t like it, Sar. You, your parents and Alan could all be in big trouble.’


Suddenly all Sarah’s nice things – the huge television, the Betamax video player – all seemed to belong to a world Ruby didn’t understand. She didn’t want to admit, even to her closest friend, that the sight of the gun had shocked her, but she couldn’t help but shudder.


‘Put it back. It ain’t right to get it out. Yer dad won’t like us playin’ with it . . .’


‘We ain’t playin’ with it, Miss Goody-Two-Shoes!’ Sarah sneered, sensing her friend’s dislike. ‘Anyway he’s my dad and I can do what I like with it.’


‘Go on, just put it back. Please, Sar.’ Mollified by Ruby’s plea, her friend replaced the handgun in the holdall and zipped it up. Ruby watched as Sarah closed up the hidden hatch and laid the carpet flat again. She felt better once the gun was hidden, but she still had that queasy feeling of walking into new, unchartered territory.


‘I’ve got to go . . .’ Ruby said falteringly, trying to smile at the girl standing in front of her. Sarah shrugged her response.


‘See ya,’ Ruby said. Her friend stared after her as she left through the small kitchen that was filled with boxes of top-of-the-range toasters from a jump-up Sarah’s brother Alan had done recently.


When Alan’s luck came in, the whole neighbourhood knew about it as him and his dad, Mike, would buy rounds in the pub all night, returning home pissed and singing loudly, waking up the whole street. Sarah would always have a new dress or shoes the next day as well. Ruby had even seen Mike hand a big wad of cash to Sarah’s mum, Julie, over the dinner table on the nights she stayed for tea. The family talked about robbing and stealing openly and easily, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. It was the opposite of her own house, but Ruby was used to Sarah’s family. Now the gun, the blagging . . . that seemed something else.


Her head was buzzing as she crossed from Sarah’s yard to her own via the small alleyway that ran along the back of the Victorian terraced houses.


‘Sarah’s parents in The Anchor again?’ Cathy sniffed disapprovingly as Ruby opened the back door and let herself into the small kitchen. Ruby watched her mum sipping a cup of cocoa, a rare luxury in their house, trying to puzzle out what to say.


‘A penny for ’em, darlin’,’ her mum said softly. She must’ve spotted something, some expression on Ruby’s face. Ruby was different to the rest of the family, but Cathy knew her daughter. Whereas her oldest child Bobby was content with his home and family, Cathy had a feeling that inside Ruby was yearning for something better, a cleverness that wouldn’t be content with a small, honest life. The knowledge scared her. She worried for her daughter.


‘Did something happen, luv?’


‘Of course not. I’m just tired, Mum, I promise. I’m fine. I’m goin’ to bed.’ Ruby managed a weak smile. There was no way she’d willingly share the news of the gun with her mum. She knew Cathy would hit the roof. Louie, her dad, would go ballistic if he found out what was really going on next door. Ruby’d never be allowed to hang out with Sarah again for sure, so she hurried through the kitchen and up to her room at the back of the house. She needed time to think.


Cathy watched her daughter as she made her way upstairs, a slight thread of concern nagging her, but it was late and she too was tired, so she let it lie.






CHAPTER 3


BANG, BANG, BANG. Ruby startled awake, glancing at the alarm clock by her single bed. It was just past 6 a.m. and the dawn sunlight was only just filtering through her plain curtains.


‘POLICE! OPEN UP!’


‘Oh my God!’ Ruby exclaimed, leaping out of bed and running the few paces to her window. Her small bedroom was at the back of the family home, overlooking their yard and the neighbour’s yard too. As she pulled a section of the brown fabric aside she saw heavily armed officers wearing full military-style black gear, guns pointing at Sarah’s kitchen door.


‘Bloody ’ell, what’s goin’ on?’ Bobby burst into the room rubbing his eyes. His pale blue pyjamas were rumpled and faded from repeated washing, and his sandy-coloured hair was sticking up without the gallons of gel he usually applied to it.


‘Shhhh,’ Ruby gestured to her older brother to be quiet, putting her finger to her lips and motioning for him to come over to where she stood. There was little furniture in the small room: a bed with a pink bedcover that Ruby had had since she was a young girl, a lamp for reading and a wardrobe. Bobby sidled over next to her and peered out.


‘Be careful, you don’t want the Feds to see ya!’ Ruby admonished her brother.


Bobby shrugged. ‘What’s it to do with us, anyway?’


‘It’s bloody Sarah’s ’ouse, that’s what!’ snarled Ruby. Just then there was a loud crash as the door was kicked in and the line of black-clad coppers shoved their way into her friend’s home. Ruby’s heart was beating wildly, though it wasn’t out of fear for herself or her family. Bobby was right, they hadn’t done anything to bring the Feds to their door, but Ruby was terrified for her friend. What would happen to the family if they nicked Sarah’s dad? What if they nicked Sarah? How would she cope being banged up? Ruby pushed Bobby aside to try to get a closer view.


‘Ouch, Bobby!’ Ruby elbowed her brother as he trod on her foot clumsily. They peered out of the window, waiting to see what would happen next.


‘What’ll they do to him when they get him?’ Bobby whispered. He seemed shaken by the experience though he’d grown up around criminals and the ever-present threat of them being caught.


The question was answered almost immediately. A young woman’s voice escalated to its crescendo, screaming for all she was worth. ‘Dad! DAD! GET YER ’ANDS OFF HIM. DAD, DON’T LET THEM DO THIS TO YA! ’


It was Sarah’s voice. Ruby craned her neck, trying to see her friend, just making out her blonde hair and a flash of her pink pyjamas. Ruby wanted to help and felt desperate knowing there was nothing she could do to stop this. Then came Julie’s voice. ‘You fuckin’ bastards. Get yer ’ands off my ’usband. He ain’t done nuthin’ wrong. NUTHIN’.’


Just then, they caught sight of Mike being tussled to the ground, almost bringing down a line of washing along with him. Expensive underwear, designer tops and luxury cotton sheets threatened to engulf them all.


Ruby was frantic now. ‘Poor Sarah. Oh my God, they’re arrestin’ her dad. What will they do without him?’


One of the coppers threw off the washing, and was greeted with, ‘Oi, you mind my sheets, you FILTH!’


Ruby was unable to tear her eyes away from the scene unfolding beneath her window. She saw Mike kick a bin over, all the while yelling at the top of his lungs.


‘Bloody ’ell, they’ve nicked him, all right,’ Bobby exclaimed, forgetting to whisper. One of the officers suddenly looked up, though Mike was making a real racket as he shouted obscenities at the Feds and they couldn’t possibly have heard him.


‘Shut the bloody curtain!’ Ruby never swore in front of her family as she always got a smack for it, but this was something else.


‘I can ’ear them takin’ him down the alley,’ said Bobby. He was right. They heard the sound of metal clanging as more bins were kicked over. The captured man grappled along the back alleyway to where a cop car would surely be waiting.


Both of them peered round the curtain again to see Mike, who was now in handcuffs, disappear, though they could still hear him.


Then several more policemen appeared from the kitchen door, all carrying boxes of the stolen goods that had been piled up in Sarah’s house. Seconds later, a copper walked out carrying the large black holdall Ruby knew only too well. At the sight of it, Ruby froze. ‘Oh my God, they’ve got the gun!’


Ruby’s voice was low but Bobby heard well enough. He turned sharply to look at his younger sister. ‘They’ve got the what? What the ’ell do you know about a gun, Ruby Murphy?’


‘That’s exactly what I’d like to know!’ Louie’s voice thundered behind them. They both turned in shock to see their father standing at the bedroom door, his face wearing an expression of pure anger. ‘I ’eard ya, Ruby. What d’ya know about guns?’ Louie’s hair was still tousled from sleep, but his dark eyes were hard as he scanned his daughter’s face. ‘Tell me the truth.’


‘Dad, I don’t know nuthin’ really, I promise,’ Ruby stuttered. ‘Last week Sarah showed me where her dad kept that holdall. The gun was inside it. That’s all I know! It was nuthin’ to do with me, and I hated seeing it. I know I should’ve told ya but I didn’t want you and Mum to worry . . .’ Ruby trailed off miserably, wondering what punishment she would receive for not imparting this information sooner.


At the sight of her distress, Louie changed tack, becoming softer. He ran his hands through his thick black hair and looked back at her, this time with concern. ‘Ruby, all we want is for you to be safe. We’ll talk about it this evenin’, but I want you to swear to me you’ll never go round to Sarah’s house again.’


Tears started to fall down Ruby’s cheeks, but she nodded. She’d heard her friend’s distress without being able to help, and she’d witnessed the unthinkable, a parent being arrested and taken away. All she could think of was how upset Sarah must be now – and she couldn’t even go to comfort her.


Louie saw the tears, and with a soft voice said, ‘Now get back to bed the both of you. I’m just glad neither of you are caught up in all this. We don’t ’ave nuthin’ to do with crooks from now on, and that includes your friend. Sorry, Rube.’


With that, her dad sloped off back to his bed. Ruby prayed he would say nothing to Cathy about the gun. She couldn’t imagine what her mum would do if she knew, but she did know she’d hit the roof good and proper.


Her dad’s words stung. Ruby couldn’t imagine life without Sarah. They’d been best friends since before primary school, and she knew she couldn’t – wouldn’t – drop her, even if it meant incurring her father’s wrath. She couldn’t just leave her to deal with this alone. Somehow she had to try to see her.


 


Luckily, Louie didn’t tell Cathy and so no more was said. The street quietened down, though the neighbours were all buzzing with gossip for days. Ruby was too worried about her friend to care what the local gossips said over the back-yard fences.


It took a couple of days, but eventually Cathy was out working at the local tobacconist and Louie was sorting out something at the scrapyard, leaving Ruby free for the first time since the arrest. She rushed across their yards and knocked softly on Sarah’s door. Sarah hadn’t been seen since the arrest, which Ruby had expected, but she’d been worried about her friend.


No one came to the door. Ruby pushed it; it was usually open, as were all their doors. Today it was shut. She knocked again, this time harder. Still no reply.


The next day she did the same. Each time her mum and dad were out Ruby tried to see Sarah.


It was over a week later that Ruby saw Sarah coming out of the local supermarket. She ran over, filled with relief at seeing her, but when Sarah turned to her, her expression was hostile. Her friend usually wore pink lip gloss and make-up, but today her face was bare. She looked like she hadn’t eaten a decent meal in days and her face looked different, harder. Sarah was the first to speak.


‘Dad’s goin’ away . . . for a long time . . .’


Ruby stepped towards her, desperate to comfort her but not sure what to say all of a sudden. This wasn’t the reunion she’d expected.


Sarah took a step back. Before Ruby could say anything, Sarah blurted out, ‘Mum says I can’t speak to no one about it.’


Tears were now pouring down the girl’s face, and she wiped them away roughly. Ruby stepped towards her friend again, wanting to hug her, but Sarah put her arms out to stop her and shouted, ‘Don’t touch me you dirty pikey.’


For a second, Ruby thought she’d misheard. ‘Sarah . . . ?’


Her friend’s tear-streaked face turned into an ugly scowl. ‘Mum says we don’t want no more to do with ya. Don’t come to my ’ouse again, d’you ’ear me?’


Ruby nodded, unable to speak, so shocked was she by her friend’s unkind words. Sarah stalked off leaving Ruby standing alone in the street. Even though it was a sunny spring afternoon, Ruby pulled her second-hand cardigan around her tightly, as if to protect herself from her friend’s cruel words.






CHAPTER 4


Ruby was devastated by her friend’s rejection of her. For the next few days, she contrived to hide away in her room, trying to think why Sarah had spoken to her so harshly. She wasn’t just upset, she was puzzled. Why on earth would her best friend ditch her like that? What had she done wrong? Ruby racked her brains and could think of nothing. Obviously, her Romany roots had upset her friend but why would that suddenly be an issue? The Murphy family was descended from Gypsies, and she had grown up being taught to be proud of her family’s past. Louie said people could be judgemental about Travellers, but Ruby had never experienced anyone using it against her – until now.


She was still puzzling over Sarah’s words on her way to Rathbone Market a week later.


‘Come and get yer apples. Lovely, juicy apples. Oi, darlin’, come an’ taste one of these beauties,’ hollered the fruit and veg man, giving the teenager a wink. It was Saturday morning, the sun was out, and Ruby did what she’d done every weekend for the past couple of years and had taken herself off to the thriving marketplace off Barking Road, only a short walk from Star Lane. She tried not to think about the fact that she usually went with Sarah.


There were stalls of all descriptions running the length of the road, selling second-hand clothes, soft furnishings, fabrics, toys and bric-a-brac, as well as spicy Jamaican food, and fresh fruit and veg. Crammed next to the veg man’s stall, filled to bursting with potatoes, carrots, cabbages, oranges, bananas and apples, was a woman selling oversized underwear. Huge pink bras and large lacy knickers wafted in the breeze. Ruby caught herself smiling as she walked past, through the crowds of people, remembering how she and her brother would scream with laughter as children at the sight of ladies rifling through the knickers, looking for a bargain. Cathy would always hurry past, her cheeks red with shame, dragging the two siblings with her as they pointed and giggled loudly. They’d always laughed about it as a family later, even Ruby’s mum enjoyed the joke once they were out of earshot of those poor women.


‘. . . I’ve got hairdryers, I’ve got toasters, I’ve even got hair curlers. Now come on, ladies, what’ll it be today? Yes, you, come and ’ave a go on my curlers . . .’


Ruby moved past the electrical man’s stall, wondering where he’d nicked the goods from this time. He was a hoister. Every week he had a different display of nicked goods at knock-down prices. She gave him a smile, which made him doff his cap to her as if she was a proper lady, and Ruby couldn’t help but laugh. She loved the sights and sounds of the market – the bustle of the women as they elbowed each other out of the way, haggling over camisoles and bags of peaches, the sound of the stallholders hawking their wares, the passers-by and the smell of Caribbean spices mingling with it all. It was like a hive and the stallholders and customers were like the bees, buzzing around a flower, all looking for the same bit of nectar.


Just then, as Ruby started to feel at peace for the first time since losing her friend, the local troublemaker Freddie Harris stepped out in front of her, blocking her way. Freddie was a mate of Bobby’s, though Ruby could never work out why her brother spent any time with him. He was a wide boy, a Jack the Lad who boasted about doing jobs for the blaggers and crime bosses. He thought he was sharp, but Ruby thought he was a loser, doing other peoples’ crooked jobs and thinking he was something special as a result. He even looked like a weasel, with greasy brown hair permanently slicked back, a neck-full of gold chains and expensive trainers. Ruby was not impressed.


‘What d’ya want?’ she said impatiently. ‘I’ve got things to do and I don’t want to be bothered by the likes of you.’ Ruby could never bring herself to be nice to Freddie. She saw him as a snake, ready to strike. He was always on the take, borrowing money from good-hearted Bobby and ‘forgetting’ to pay him back.


‘That’s not very friendly. Ain’t no way to say ’ello, eh, Ruby Green Eyes,’ he said, his voice oily, his manner reptilian. He always stood too close, and Ruby had to fight the urge to push him away.


‘Don’t call me that!’ Ruby hit out at him, a course of action that only made him grin. She couldn’t let him see he’d riled her. He loved the conflict, loved winding people up, especially her, and Ruby didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. She sighed to herself. She knew the only way to get rid of him was to listen to whatever he had to say. She could tell by looking at him that he wanted to deliver some news, something unpleasant, most likely. She just had to wait it out then get on with her day.


‘Tell me, then,’ Ruby said, smiling at him through gritted teeth.


‘Tell ya what?’ Freddie looked over his shoulder a few times, always wondering who might be coming up behind him.


‘Tell me whatever it is you’re so desperate to tell me.’ Ruby tried to keep the smile on her face but it was hard. Freddie was enough to provoke anyone.


‘All right, then, I’ll let you into a little secret . . .’ He leaned even closer. She could smell the beer on his breath and it revolted her but she stood her ground, waiting for the bombshell to land. Freddie was loving this. He was all smiles as he said, ‘People round ’ere are sayin’ a few things . . .’


‘Oh, and what might those things be, Freddie?’ Ruby replied with wide eyes, looking as innocent of the murderous thoughts in her head as she possibly could.


‘Oh, it’s good, believe me, Ruby Green Eyes, it’s really good – though not for you and your pikey family,’ he leered. His eyes flicked away, always just avoiding her gaze. Oh yes, Freddie was really enjoying his moment of power.


‘What are people sayin’? Spit it out, Freddie, I haven’t got all day. And I’d prefer it if you didn’t call my family pikeys.’ Ruby was rapidly becoming weary of this game. She didn’t care to spend any more time talking to this weasel than she really needed to, especially if he was going to insult her and her family.


Freddie stepped back as if in shock, though it was clearly part of his twisted performance. ‘Don’t ya know what everyone’s sayin’, Ruby Green Eyes?’ he said with exaggerated concern.


‘No, I don’t, Freddie. Why don’t you be the one to tell me. I can see you’re dyin’ to.’ This time Ruby stared at him until his eyes were forced to meet her gaze. She knew this always rattled him. She wasn’t scared of this loser. Ruby could handle herself where Freddie was concerned.


Now she’d stolen his thunder, Freddie almost reluctantly imparted his information. ‘They’re sayin’ it was either someone who was jealous of them, or it was Gypsies who dobbed in a friend of ours, a friend of ours who is looking at doing ten years for blagging . . .’


Ruby instantly realised Bobby’s repellent mate was talking about Sarah’s dad. ‘What are ya on about? I don’t ’ave time for this,’ Ruby cut him off. She tried to push past him but he grabbed her arm, stopping her from leaving. Freddie sensed his target had hit home.


‘Oh yeah, people are sayin’ it was pikeys who done for Mike. Now, d’you know any pikeys who might be jealous of all their pretty things?’ Freddie stared straight at her.


Ruby didn’t back off though. She squared up to Freddie, anger building up inside her. ‘What’s that got to do with me?’ she said, but she already knew. Even though her family had nothing to do with the arrest, suspicion would fall on anyone with her background. ‘My family might not be crooks, but they’re not grasses either. Now you know as well as I do, Freddie Harris, that my family don’t ’ave a jealous bone in their bodies, and, yes, we are Gypsies, so bloody what? We’re proud of our roots, and we don’t care what people say around ’ere because we done nuthin’ wrong.’


‘That’s not what people are sayin’. Everyone round ’ere thinks your family are the grasses, so you’d better watch out. I’m doin’ ya a favour warnin’ ya.’


Freddie was now smiling widely, like the Cheshire cat. He licked his lips as if he could taste her words. With a small shrug of his bony shoulders, Freddie swaggered off, pausing to glance back at her before starting to whistle. Ruby’s blood was boiling. Her morning, which had been strange anyway without Sarah, was now completely ruined. It didn’t bother her what Freddie thought, but if everyone thought that, then the Murphys were in for a tough time. Her family would be shunned by the community and goodness knows what would happen as a result. The unwritten code of the East End was known by all: no one grassed to the coppers. Breaching the code meant there’d be consequences, and the thought chilled Ruby to the bone.


Suddenly, she lost interest in buying the clothes she’d set out to find today. Her excitement at being able to buy things to wear to her new job in an office up the West End had disappeared. She was due to start in a couple of weeks, but with a sinking heart, she decided to head home. She felt tired and had a desperate urge to get back home to the people she loved.


 


When she got home Ruby couldn’t hide her feelings from her mum. Cathy took one look at her daughter, dragging her feet on the floor, and without a word, pulled her aside. ‘Sit with me, love. Now, I know somethin’s botherin’ ya. Tell me what it is, perhaps I can help.’ Ruby looked at her mum’s still-pretty face, her fair hair still worn long, her blue eyes full of concern.


‘What’s wrong, darlin’? You’ve been so sad about Sarah. Is that what’s botherin’ you?’ Cathy leaned forward, putting her arm around her daughter.


‘Mum, I bumped into Bobby’s mate Freddie Harris at the market . . .’


‘Oh yes,’ frowned Cathy. She disliked the weasel even more than Ruby did, if that was possible.


Ruby came straight out with it.


‘Everyone’s sayin’ we grassed up Sarah’s dad, and that’s why he’s gone to prison.’ Ruby started to cry. Her mum held her tighter, rocking her gently in her arms. ‘What’s goin’ to happen to us, Mum? What will people do? Are we in danger?’


Cathy took a moment to reply and when she spoke, she was careful with her words. ‘That isn’t good, Rube. We might ’ave to be a bit careful, but we’ll keep tellin’ people it weren’t us. It weren’t us, was it, Ruby?’


‘Course it wasn’t! I’d never grass on my best friend!’ Ruby was stung into defending herself.


‘That’s all right, then. Listen, I’ll speak to your dad. He’ll know what to do. If there’s any comeback it’ll be him and Bobby who’ll get it, so they need to be prepared,’ Cathy said.


‘Comeback?’ Ruby asked, wiping away her tears.


‘You’re not a child any more so I won’t lie to you. Perhaps it’s best if all of us keep a low profile for a while, for a week or two. I’ll tell your dad and Bobby they can’t go down the pub on a Friday for a while. People round ’ere don’t take kindly to grasses. I’m not sayin’ we’re not safe, but we need to be careful.’


Ruby shuddered.


Just then, Ruby caught sight of the old black-and-white photo sitting on the kitchen mantelpiece. It showed a beautiful woman, long dead, to whom Ruby bore a striking resemblance. The picture was of her granny, a Traveller who fell in love with her beloved Grandad Jim.


Cathy turned to look at the photograph. ‘D’you remember the day that Grandad Jim told you about your Granny Ruby? You never met her, of course, as she died givin’ birth to your dad, but by all accounts you’re so like her.’


Ruby nodded, tears filling her eyes again. This time she wouldn’t cry, though. She was done shedding tears over anything Freddie Harris said.


Ruby spoke in a whisper, smiling sadly at the image. ‘She wasn’t meant to marry Grandad but her brothers worked with him, so when they fell in love, the Travellers let them get married. Grandad told me about her when he was ill himself. He still spoke so lovingly about her. He told me that my eyes were the exact same shade of emerald green as Granny Ruby’s and that’s why I was his favourite.’ Cathy squeezed her daughter’s hand as if to say, ‘Go on’.


‘When I held Grandad’s hand it was so frail and papery. He was dyin’ then and I was too young to really understand. He told me that I reminded him of Granny, and that every time he looked into my eyes he saw hers starin’ back.’


It was Cathy’s turn to look sad. She nodded silently.


‘He told me to always be proud of my roots, to be proud of comin’ from Gypsy blood.’ Ruby managed a smile as she recalled the conversation. Jim had died only a few short weeks afterwards, and it was the last real conversation they’d had together.


‘Yes,’ Cathy said, after a moment’s silence as they both remembered the man who’d given them so much love and happiness, ‘he loved Granny Ruby fiercely. He took Louie to Appleby Fair every year to show him what bein’ a Traveller meant. He wanted him to know his heritage – your heritage.’


Ruby smiled again as she recalled his obvious pride, his love for the woman who refused to go to hospital and died in childbirth as a result. His love for her had been undimmed by time.


When Cathy finally left, Ruby sat down heavily in front of the small mirror in her bedroom. A beautiful young woman with jet-black hair, creamy skin and those brilliant green eyes that had come down to her through the generations stared back. A thought was forming in her mind, a decision she was in the process of making. Eventually she spoke out loud, not taking her eyes off her face. ‘From now on, it’s family and only family,’ she vowed.






CHAPTER 5


‘You ready to go, love?’ Cathy smiled at her daughter. She almost couldn’t believe Ruby was starting her first job, and as a trainee admin girl in a large, busy office in the West End. No newsagents for Ruby.


‘Ready. How do I look?’ Ruby said as she descended the stairs. She was dressed in the best she could afford, a pencil skirt from Rathbone Market, a pretty pale pink blouse patterned with tiny flowers, and a pink headband to keep back her shining hair. She had even applied a small amount of make-up, blush for her cheeks and a touch of red lipstick. Cathy felt a sudden urge to cry as she looked at her beautiful daughter; a woman stepping out into the wider world.


Ruby sensed the conflicting emotions her mum was feeling; the strange pull of wanting Ruby to stay a child for ever, and the opposite urge to send her out into the world to find her place in it. She gave her mum a sweet smile and before they could say anything else, she nodded. Cathy nodded back, there was no need for words. They understood each other completely.


‘Don’t worry, Mum, I’ll be back about 6 p.m. for dinner,’ Ruby said eventually. ‘You OK?’ Cathy, who was usually ready with a smile, looked tired. Ruby had noticed dark rings under her eyes lately and she looked a bit paler.
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