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Chapter 1


‘Miss? Are you all right, miss? Are you injured?’


Ruth heard the words but they were echoing and distant, like when you duck your head under the water at the swimming pool. The light too. Everything bright and blurred and fractured. She felt a hand on her shoulder, shaking her, and the voice got more insistent.


‘Miss? Can you hear me? Are you injured?’


Then she saw him, a smear of a yellow hi-vis jacket, short brown hair in a buzz cut, pink skin, a tiny smudge of dry shaving cream behind his ear. She shrugged him off. She felt sick and her head was screaming. As if the worst hangovers of her life had all got together and flash-mobbed her frontal lobes.


‘What’s your name, love?’ he said, leaning so close she could smell the coffee on his breath. ‘Can you tell me your name?’


‘Ruth,’ she said.


He seemed reassured.


‘Great, Ruth. Well done. Now, are you injured?’


He kept his eyes on her, waiting for her to reply, but murmuring into the radio on his lapel at the same time. ‘Female, early twenties. Conscious and talking.’


‘No, I’m OK,’ Ruth said, guessing. Someone shouted a little way off, and hi-vis’s head flicked up.


‘Just stay here. Don’t try and move. I’ll be back.’


He got up and headed towards the other voice out of her blurred field of vision. That’s fine, she thought. Take your time. I don’t think I’m going anywhere just yet.


I’m not drunk. I’m not in a hospital. Think, Ruth.


It was like trying to see your reflection in a tiny mirror; you could catch a glimpse of little bits, each fractured image neat and pin-sharp, but they didn’t add up to a whole picture. Not yet. One thing at a time.


She was sitting on a black-and-white tiled floor, her legs half under her, leaning against a purple velvet banquette – the sort stuffed very tight with the buttons driven down deep into the plush. Not at home in Brockley then. Not that Brockley was really home yet; she’d only been there three months, a baby Londoner still getting used to the commute into Green Park. The weekends she spent walking, trying to learn the city through her feet. She’d done Spitalfields and the West End from Piccadilly to Tottenham Court Road a couple of times; been to the National Gallery, the Tate Modern twice and the British Museum; and round her own patch, in south-east London, she’d covered Peckham and Dulwich. The rest of the lonely city was still vast and uncharted. There be dragons. A memory, a flash, a hot roar and then the sound of shattering glass falling in a thin rain.


She blinked again. She had something in her eyes and her skin felt gritty. Where hi-vis man had been blocking her view, she could now see a chair on its side, one of those bistro ones with a curved back and a wicker seat, and an overturned table with a veined marble top. She tried moving her head; the world lurched and a sudden wave of nausea made her close her eyes again.


Bits of her body seemed to be clamouring for her brain’s attention, overloading her. The cold of the tiled floor through her jeans, a slow boom of a headache radiating out like shock waves from the centre of her skull, a metallic taste in her mouth, a pressure in her side. And a sharp concentration of pain in her left hand. She opened her eyes, looked at it lying in her lap, and turned it upwards. Her palm was smeared with cream, and she could see a narrow fissure of blood, a long knife-like swipe from her index finger to her wrist. It looked deep, starting to blossom with blood, so it must have just happened – whatever ‘it’ was. She fluttered her fingertips and registered they were still working through the resulting lurch of hurt. The flurry of pain flowed up her arm and got lost in the booming ripples in her skull.


Don’t throw up.


She needed something to bind up her palm, and found, magically, a scarf, held ready in her right hand, pale blue and patterned with skulls. Such soft, fine material. She tied it closely around the wound and held her arm up across her chest. Keep the wound elevated. She recognised the scarf, but it wasn’t hers. Two Ruths in her head now: one who knew what to do with an injury and a silk scarf, then this other dullard still trying to work out where she was. The dullard needed more information. What could she see? Shattered crockery everywhere, spread across the tiles between the upturned chairs, flashes of knives and teaspoons, the glitter of broken glass and food.


The dam broke and her memories came in a rush, a stuttering flood of jump-cut images. A café, that’s right. A fancy one on Piccadilly in the West End. She had a flash of coming in here off pavements clogged with weekend crowds and tourists, the road a tight parade of black cabs and double-decker buses, the smell of diesel. It was a Saturday afternoon and London had looked good, pretty, its postcard self. Not hunched and rain spattered. For the first time she’d felt, walking along the street, staring in at the windows, like she might be able to make a home here. Survive the first isolated lonely weeks, find a foothold, a handhold, a bolt-hole, a safe space.


But why had Ruth come in here? This grand European-style café with huge plate glass windows, all lined with extravagant fancy cakes, creamy monstrosities in teeth-aching pastels. The waiters wearing white shirts and black aprons. Tea served in silver pots. Not Ruth’s sort of place. She was on a bottle-of-water-on-a-park-bench budget.


The scarf. Yes. Ruth had seen the blonde woman looking through a jeweller’s window, opposite the Ritz. The blonde was with two dark-haired girls and they had all been pointing out rings and bracelets on the black velvet cushions and laughing, the blonde woman leaning forwards so her face was level with the girls’. Ruth had come to a halt next to them, studied their reflections, and her heart had stopped dead in her chest at the sudden, miraculous sight of them. The scarf was trailing out of the woman’s handbag, twitched at by the spring breeze and the passing crowds. Careless.


Ruth shifted her position against the banquette and wondered if she could stand. No. She absolutely definitely could not. Best wait for hi-vis man after all then.


The woman and the girls had moved on. Another image. The loose folds of the scarf in her own hand. She had almost kept it, almost shoved it in the pocket of her jacket, turned round and walked away – it felt so delicious against her fingers. Then she’d turned away from the window to catch up with the woman and the girls, just in time to see them come in here. Here.


A new pain, slow and sudden at the same time, was growing out of the pressure in her side. It pulled her back into the now. Ruth pressed her uninjured hand onto her flank and bit back a groan, lifting her head. A woman, not the blonde, as over-packaged as the cakes, was now standing right in front of her among the spilt food and the overturned chairs. Ruth looked up at her. She seemed a bit vacant, as if she was searching for a friend, scanning the crowd, her left hand raised; her Birkin handbag in the crook of her arm.


Not less than seven grand, that bag, Ruth knew that. Her boss had one. Whenever she carried it she had this look of being both faux-casual and eagle-eyed at the same time, like someone at a party who knows their date is way too hot for them and is secretly scared their status symbol will be spirited away by someone who could really carry it off. Someone like this woman. The bag looked right on her arm. She turned slightly and Ruth saw her right side was ruined. The cloth of her top burnt off, the skin showing black and pink. The side of her face was sooty and the bottom part of her right arm was missing. She shook, began to fall. Ruth tried to force herself up; her sneakers scrabbled for purchase on the slippery tile and she tipped over onto her elbow. A fresh barrage of pain came as the woman began to fall. Ruth put out her bandaged hand, but the woman was too far away.


Another hi-vis jacket person, a woman this time, swept in and grabbed hold of the falling woman round the waist, supporting her on her good side, then half led, half carried her out towards the street, shouting for help.


‘Table for one, miss?’


That’s it, Ruth had reached the Please wait to be seated sign, scanning the interior for the blonde, still blind after coming in from the sun. Something in the waiter’s tone suggested Ruth had no right to their overpriced cakes. Sod him. She wouldn’t spend a tenner on a scone, but she could. She had a job, a bank card. She’d ignored him for a second, then spotted her. The miraculous mysterious blonde. She was sitting at one of the tables against the wall, on a velvet banquette, staring at her phone with the two girls opposite in high-backed chairs, their dark heads bent together over the menu.


‘I’m not stopping, thanks. That woman dropped her scarf,’ Ruth said. ‘I’m returning it.’


‘I can take it for you, miss.’ He put his hand out.


She stared him down. ‘I can manage. Don’t fret, mate. I’m not here to steal your cream jug.’


He had backed off, half shrug, half smile.


The walls were lined with mirrors, so everything – the light, the chatter, the chink of silverware against the teacups and china plates – bounced back and forth in the space. The woman with the two girls looked up. She was beautiful, early forties maybe, but with high cheekbones, lips glossy and eyes dark, her hair salon styled, but not overdone, not like some of the women here and the cakes they were eating. Poised.


She had caught Ruth’s gaze and raised her eyebrow in enquiry. Her gold-coloured iPhone went face down on the table. One of the girls got up, menu in hand and stood next to her, pointing out something on the stiff card. The woman put her arm round the girl’s waist, but she was ignoring her, still waiting for Ruth to approach.


Pain getting worse. Where was that the blonde now? Had Ruth lost her chance? She rubbed her eyes and felt that strange grittiness on her skin again, then a sweetness on her lips. Christ, sugar. She had sugar in her eyes, no wonder she couldn’t see anything. She blinked. Cleared it off with her sleeve. Then she saw the gold iPhone under the table, screen shattered, its light pulsing. And behind that, in the shadows behind the overturned tables, a heavy- looking coat . . . That’s too warm for spring. No, it’s something else.


Ruth had been holding out the scarf, the line about seeing the woman drop it all ready and formed in her head, and then something had made her turn round. A squeal of breaks outside, shouts, the door opening and three men striding in.


They hadn’t looked like fancy-cake eaters. Combat trousers, dark hoodies. Their faces were wrong somehow. Masks. Halloween masks. Were those semi-automatics? Were they police? Why would the police be wearing Donald Trump masks? Ruth remembered, re-felt her slow, curious confusion, her bafflement. One man had lifted his gun and fired it into the ceiling; yelps of alarm had turned to screams. They looked at each other and the other two threw tight black globes, passion fruits, grenades. They looked exactly like the ones you see in the movies.


The men had chucked them underarm as if they were throwing tennis balls to a kid with his first racket, one into the back of the room, one – Ruth looked straight at the masked face – towards her. More screaming, chairs tipping over, people scrambling away, plates and glasses crashing to the ground.


Ruth had looked down and seen the ugly ovoid spin to a halt at the feet of the other dark-haired girl. She had stared at it, frozen in fear, and Ruth had . . . Her mouth turned bitter as terror finally turned up late and loud. Ruth had dropped to her knees, and grabbed the damn thing, and chucked it away towards an empty table at the end of the counter. God, she hoped it had been empty. She had just needed to get it away from the girl.


Then the explosions while she was still in a half-crouch. The dragons roaring light and heat. She had lifted her hand to cover her eyes even while the shockwave threw her backwards. She felt the neat slice of spinning glass on her palm, then the suddenly solid air cast her down hard among the wreckage. Everything upside down and inside out and her brain shutting down and blanking out.


Hi-vis came back.


‘OK now, where does it hurt, Ruth? Can you move? I’m John.’


Bless, John remembered her name – and they say London is unfriendly. Speaking was harder now. Funny, and right when things were beginning to get sorted in her brain.


Ruth looked down at her side and he helped her peel her fingers back from the pressure-pain in her side. A great black stain was soaking her good weekend top now and she saw the red slick around her fingers, the bright edge of a chunk of glass the size of her hand disappearing into her side. She felt her gorge rise.


Nice to meet you, John.


She wrapped her fingers round it.


‘No, Ruth, don’t pull it . . .’


He made a grab for her wrist. Too late. She yanked it free and let it fall on the tiles beside her. Her vision went swimmy again. Maybe that hadn’t been a good idea. The urge to throw up was back.


‘Jesus, woman.’


John drew in his breath. He rummaged in his bag while Ruth turned away, stared at the shattered, buzzing phone. And . . . And in its pale-blue light . . . Thinking was hard again. John pulled something out of his bag of tricks, ripped off a plastic wrapping with his teeth. She flinched as he lifted up her shirt and pressed some sort of dressing to the wound. It felt firm and giving at the same time.


‘Let’s get you out of here,’ he said.


No.


‘Come on. Can you stand? The ambulances are waiting.’


‘Wait, John.’


‘Ruth, we need to get you to hospital.’


Some people just won’t listen. She punched his shoulder, weak as a cat. Found her voice.


‘John, fucking hang on, man . . .’


He paused, primly surprised at the swearing, the sudden Teesside twang in Ruth’s accent, the closed-fist punch in all this velvet and crystal.


‘Under the table, up against the wall!’


And at last he looked, saw, gasped, reached out with his hand and touched the bare, still leg of one of those two dark-haired girls.


‘Keep pressure on that wound,’ he shouted at her as he stood up and started dragging the table out of the way. I’ll do my best, mate, Ruth thought. But I’m not making any promises. ‘Mike, Vera, there’s a kid back here!’


Well done, John. The voices slipped away again and a cold peace came down between Ruth and the world like a wall of snow, a wall of sugar and cream.










Chapter 2


Three Months Later


Ruth was eating toast and scrolling through Google Images when the doorbell went. She got up stiffly and shuffled downstairs. Delivery for one of her housemates probably. Or one of those guys who sell dusters door to door.


She’d recovered from her injuries pretty well, coming to in the ambulance, then finally, properly, in a private room at St Thomas’. Apparently the room was a perk of being involved in a ‘terrorist incident’. The nurse had told her how many stitches she’d needed in her hand – eighteen – and about the operation to repair the nick on her kidney from the glass, long but successful, then had asked if she was up to seeing the police. They came in an hour later, notebooks at the ready.


Hi. Ruth Miller. Twenty-three. Administrative assistant at Harrison and Partners Wealth Management in Mayfair. Recent arrival in London. Nearly got killed in a cake shop. Picked up a live grenade and threw it behind the till saving three or four lives including her own, so kudos. But bit of a bust after that. Didn’t see anything worth seeing, doesn’t know anything worth knowing.


Ruth had tried to help, but the three men who’d come into the café with their squall of violence had had the light behind them and those stupid masks on. The detectives closed their notepads with tight smiles and thanked her. Told her not to fret. They had the CCTV, the number plate of the car, the tiny fragments of grenade picked out from the cream and glass, shell casings. The counter terrorism lot were a smart bunch. They’d work it out. If she was sure she couldn’t think of anything else? She paused. Then shook her head. Nothing.


Later in the afternoon one of the liaison officers had asked her to talk to the press. There would be a lot of interest in her, the woman explained, her bright blue eyes framed by clumping mascara. Ruth was such a hero, grabbing the grenade like that, saving the kiddies. Ruth shook her head and explained why she couldn’t talk to the press. The liaison officer was immediately sympathetic, understanding. Yes, they would keep her name out of the papers, of course they would. Least they could do, she said, choking back her tears and squeezing Ruth’s shoulder. Two days later she was back in Brockley, signed off work for eight weeks with a victims’ fund cheque which covered rent and groceries. Told to heal. She read. Researched. Ate toast.


Finding the name of the blonde woman had been easy. It was right there in the reports from the first days after the attack, among the calls for action and conspiracy theories. Elena Shilkov, Russian national and philanthropist, second wife of Yuri Shilkov, accountant and financial advisor to the oligarchs. Both resident in the exclusive enclaves of Kensington. A bit more searching, dropping crumbs on a knackered laptop she’d bought from a pawnshop in Bermondsey, and Ruth had arrived at a website for Elena’s charitable foundation, with an email address. There were pictures of Elena too, mostly from the Evening Standard diary pages; a series of portraits in ball gowns, posing on red carpets, hugging models, designers, actors, all at charity galas and openings. Elena wore a different dress but the same smile on her face each time. It was definitely her. No doubt.


Ruth had written the email: My name is Ruth Miller, I was in the café that day, trying to return your scarf. I still have it. Can I pop by and give it to you sometime? I don’t trust the post.


Can you even pop by a house in Kensington? Would a Russian even understand what it meant? As soon as she’d sent it, it seemed like a mistake. Ruth fretted, bit her nails. She was bound to get the brush-off, be told to leave the scarf with the doorman or just keep it. Perhaps she should have said she was the girl who had noticed her dark-haired daughter thrown by the force of the explosion into the shadows, but that would have made it look like she was after a reward. And she didn’t want a reward.


That had been a week ago.


The doorbell rang again as Ruth got to the bottom of the stairs, ready to exchange nods with an Amazon delivery guy, and opened the door. Not a delivery. Not a duster salesman. It was the woman still splattered all over Ruth’s open browser windows. Elena Shilkov herself, in tight stonewashed jeans and Gucci belt, a white shirt, heavy gold chains around her neck and smiling that smile. She offered her name and her hand – smooth skin, firm handshake.


Ruth stared at her for fully three seconds.


She began to look impatient. ‘From the bomb? I have come to see you. Is it convenient?’


‘Yes. Sorry. Of course.’


She took a step back to let Elena in and took her into the living room.


‘Tea?’


The Russian woman nodded. ‘Tea is good.’


Ruth headed into the kitchen and clicked the kettle on, all the conversations she’d practiced whirling round her head like dead leaves in the wind. They’d all begun with Ruth arriving at Elena’s place, not Elena storming into the house in a cloud of expensive perfume and her designer jeans. She opened the cupboard. Why had she never bought decent mugs? Every one of them had some logo on them, or a funny-not-funny slogan advising calm and gin. There were a couple of plain-blue Ikea ones at the back. Not fancy, but not so infantile either. She brushed toast crumbs off her hoodie as the tea brewed. She hadn’t noticed how worn the cuffs were getting. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter.


When Ruth came back through to the living room clutching the mugs, Elena was peering at the bookshelves, a collection of tatty paperback thrillers. She turned back into the room and flashed that smile again. She was too bright, too glossy for this room. A stadium floodlight in a forty-watt-bulb house.


‘How are your girls?’ Ruth asked, putting down the tea mugs on the coffee table (did nobody ever wipe that thing?) and sitting on the edge of the sofa.


‘All good.’ Elena picked up an empty vase on the mantel piece, looked at the bottom of it, then set it down again with a bored sniff. ‘Katerina’s arm was broken, though I think that was because the fat waitress stood on her, and Natasha had to have three operations.’ She held up three fingers. ‘But now she is good. They are back at boarding school.’


She said it all so offhandedly it was almost funny.


‘And you, Ms Shilkov?’


Elena plonked herself down on the sofa, nearly bouncing Ruth off it, then shuffled up very close to her and looked at the ceiling, pointing with one manicured fingernail to a tiny mark at the edge of her eye.


‘Call me Elena. See? Only this! One inch different and I would be wearing an eyepatch now, like a pirate. My plastic surgeon is an artist. Urgh, any other man would have left me looking like a monster, but he is a master. Very expensive. Very excellent. He made sure I stayed quite perfect. Oh and concussion . . .’


She made an exploding gesture next to her head and shrugged. Ruth caught a breath of her perfume again, musky and citrus.


Elena scooted further away, picked up her tea and sipped it, then made a face and put down the mug again.


‘Sorry, did you not want milk?’ Ruth said. ‘Sorry, I just added it without thinking.’


‘Tea!’ Elena said, rolling her eyes. ‘It is like everything with the Russians and English. We think we like the same things, but we like them different. In Russia we make our tea very strong, very dark, then add a little lemon, a little sugar. I cannot like these tea bags . . .’


Elena said it with a rich disgust and Ruth laughed. Elena grinned back at her.


‘And this “sorry sorry”! I was in a shop yesterday, the woman in front of me wants to buy wine, the man behind the counter, he wants to sell her wine, so why did they have to say sorry to each other seven times? I counted.’


She didn’t seem to expect an answer. Instead she just stared round the living room again with frank curiosity. A bland painting of flowers over the empty fireplace, the bookshelves, the TV. The decorations had all come with the house. Ruth thought it looked great when she took the room here, but it all seemed a bit drab and shabby now. She tried to remember if she had brushed her hair this morning. Probably not.


Her housemates were all at work. She shared with a junior lawyer, a video editor who wanted to direct and a woman who worked in advertising, who came home pissed three times a week and constantly claimed to have ‘a bit of a cold’. Then Ruth. Ruth had got the job at the wealth management place through an agency, so the company sent flowers and a bath oil gift basket to the hospital, and the agency sent them another girl. The housemates had visited her while she was recovering and had kept asking if there was anyone they could call, kept asking till it had got embarrassing, telling them again and again to their concerned smooth faces no, there wasn’t anyone. She could have called the Cunninghams, her final and favourite foster family, but didn’t. Pat might have thought she needed to come, or send Mike, and they both feared and hated London with a passion.


‘I am glad I still have my daughters. That is because of you.’ Elena reached out and patted Ruth briefly on the knee. ‘It is good I dropped the scarf.’


Then she took Ruth’s hand. Ruth tensed up. Elena put her free palm against Ruth’s shoulder, like she was holding her in place. It wasn’t violent, but still Ruth felt herself go still, like an animal being controlled. Elena was examining the scar on her palm.


‘You, I see, had a shit plastic surgeon.’


Ruth pulled her hand back.


‘My fingers work, that’s all I care about.’


Elena gave her a side-eye but Ruth meant it. Seriously, burn scars on the face or your nose sliced off would have been grim, no mistake, but a mark like that on her palm? She honestly didn’t care. She had worse scars than that when she walked into the bloody cake shop.


‘So you can still type. Good. And this?’


Elena pointed at Ruth’s side.


‘It’s fine.’


Which was true too. Just a bit of stiffness now.


‘Do you still have the scarf?’ Elena asked after a pause.


‘Yes, I do.’ She went to fetch it from her room. Taking it to the dry cleaners had been her task of the week when she got out of hospital. When she went to pick it up again the woman behind the counter had returned it to her with a sort of reverence, in a little package of tissue paper. Ruth had looked it up online. Alexander McQueen, £300.


She handed it over. Elena didn’t even undo the tissue paper.


‘I think they managed to get rid of the bloodstains,’ Ruth said.


‘Good.’


‘Elena, I . . .’


‘Come and work for me.’


‘What?’


Elena chuckled and wagged her finger close to Ruth’s face. Her nails were neatly manicured, but short and unpolished.


‘You didn’t say “sorry”! Maybe you are not that English after all!’


Ruth blinked. ‘Did you just offer me a job? I don’t understand.’


Elena nodded. ‘It is not difficult. I need you. You are a secretary, I am told. I need a secretary. A person. You will live at my house, with the girls when they are at home and my husband and my stepson, Andrei. You will do things I need doing and I’ll pay you five thousand pounds a month. Are you still too sick? You don’t look too sick. Just like a person with no job.’


‘In your house?’


‘Yes; housekeeper, head of security and you live in.’


‘No nanny?’


‘We send the girls to school. Nanny only in holidays, sometimes.’


She pulled her phone out of her pocket, checked a message and made a tutting noise at the screen before shoving it back. Gold again, like the one she had had in the café. Ruth’s heart jumped and steadied.


She touched her hand to her hair. Definitely unbrushed. Did she say five grand? A month? That’s what, sixty a year?


‘So you didn’t come because of my email?’


Elena lent back in the sofa, put her feet up on the coffee table and thrust her hands in her pockets.


‘Email? I do not do email. That is why I need a secretary. A nice policeman told me your name and address.’


That was helpful of them. Ruth shook herself, told herself not to be so touchy. What did it matter? Elena was here now, they were having a conversation and that was what she had wanted. The job thing had to be bullshit. Ruth couldn’t do anything worth five grand a month. Was it charity? A thank you for the grenade? No, she might have unbrushed hair and a cheap rented picture on the wall, but she was not a bloody charity case. ‘I’m signed off until next week, then back to the agency. They’ll find me a job.’


Elena tutted under her breath. ‘A stupid job. For less money and ten per cent of that, they keep.’


Ruth had an image of being able to press the ‘See balance now’ button on the ATM screen without a spasm of fear. Of buying the supermarket ‘Finest’ products and not even adding up her purchases as she went. Of walking into Jigsaw or L.K.Bennett and not heading to the sales rack at the back. God it was tempting, just like she’d been tempted to stick the scarf in her pocket and walk off on the day of the attack . . . but no. She shook herself. Sod it. She’d worked way too hard to take handouts and she wanted to talk to Elena, not just doff her cap and get a fistful of cash. Nothing else mattered. She could get another job; she could keep on managing with the discount stores and the small bedroom at the back of this house.


‘And I will give you clothes, because . . .’ Elena waved at Ruth’s ensemble. ‘Because you need clothes. I’ll give you phone and iPad and if I fire you, you get a payment of ten thousand pounds but you can’t sue me.’ She lifted a finger again and put her head on one side. ‘I do fire people sometimes. They are irritating. The lawyers made me put that in. Ten thousand, but no suing.’


Get thee behind me, Satan. This is not for you, Ruth. Don’t be daft. This is just a rich woman’s whim. Even if you wanted this job, it’s just an illusion. She’ll forget she offered it to you tomorrow. You’ll get dropped again.


‘But aren’t there agencies for that sort of thing? For executive assistants for people like you? And how do you know I’d be any good at the job?’


Elena pulled on one of the gold chains round her neck. Ruth saw that between the links were woven little enamels of doves and red berries. A short impatient sigh.


‘There are no “people like me”. After the nice policeman told me your name, I had people look at you. They spoke to the money place you worked. They said you were a good worker. Thorough. Careful. You have no boyfriend. No family so no reason you cannot live at my house. And best of the best: you saved my life. And my girls. I do not need an agency to tell me what I want. Agencies are irritating.’


Not a whim then. Ruth wanted a minute to let her brain unscramble, restart this whole conversation.


‘I’ll need to think about it. And I need to ask you something.’


‘Ask anything.’ Elena got to her feet and dusted off the front of her jeans. ‘But go dress, come to my house. See your room. Ask there.’ She looked at her watch. ‘I need to go home.’


Ruth stared at the cooling tea. She could go and visit the house, couldn’t she? That would be a way to restart this conversation. And she was . . . curious. She wanted to see behind the money walls, just for a minute. How often had she wondered, walking around London over the long lonely winter, how the other half lived? Or the other one percent, the ones who got to eat those mad cakes. Carry those bags, shove those scarves carelessly into those bags. Now she had been given an invitation to go and have a look. She could ask there, in the house. Elena had to go, so she had to go with her. Simple as that. She’d still get her answer.


‘Fine. I’ll be a minute.’ Elena applauded as Ruth got slowly to her feet. ‘God, you know how to get your way, don’t you?’


‘Yes, it is very easy. Be rich. Now hurry up.’










Chapter 3


When Ruth followed Elena out of the house and down the front path, shoving the recycling bin out of the way, she half expected one of those low black limousines you see patrolling in circles round Selfridges to pull up, but no. Elena drove herself. She pressed a button on her key fob and the lights of a dark-red Porsche parked on the double yellows right outside the house blinked in welcome. And Elena drove well too, singing along to Queen but handling the car with a sort of careless, competent grace. It wasn’t until they’d crossed the river and were working through the city that Ruth even noticed the grey saloon car following them. Elena noticed her clocking it in the rear-view mirror.


‘Security,’ she said with a short sigh. ‘Sometimes I like to run from them in the streets, it keeps it interesting for us. But today I am very good.’


‘What do you do, Elena?’ Ruth asked.


She flashed a sideways grin. ‘You don’t ask what my husband does? Most people, they see me and say “and what does your husband do?” ’


Fair point. Ruth didn’t answer at once. She would have asked that question too, but the way Elena drove had made her think twice about it.


‘I tell you both things,’ Elena said, slowing for a red light and stretching out her fingers on the leather steering wheel. ‘My husband is a businessman. Like an accountant. Me, I make things happen. Deals. Introductions. I help. I am like a management consultant. He is Arthur Andersen, I am McKinsey.’


‘And this job you are offering me?’


‘Appointments, parties, tickets, errands, charities! Emails. Who to give money to, who to ignore. Boring shit I don’t want to do myself. If I could make you do pilates for me, that too.’


And people got paid five grand a month for that? Money worked differently in London though, a lot of the numbers didn’t make any sense to someone like her. She’d learnt that idea at the wealth management place already. Learnt not to make faces about what the other girls thought was a ‘total bargain’. Learnt not to choke on her tea when she saw the invoices come in for the bottled water and fruit baskets.


On the Bayswater Road Elena indicated left, turning onto a private street. There was an actual guard booth right on the road. The bollards dropped into the tarmac as Elena turned in. Ruth noticed a pair of policemen, semi-automatic rifles across their chests.


‘The Israeli Embassy is on this street,’ Elena said. ‘And others. Romania, I think. And William and Katherine next door. Very safe.’


Guns didn’t make Ruth feel safe. She looked out of the window. The road was lined with perhaps a dozen stuccoed mansions, each in its own plot. Tall windows, doorways with porticos on classical columns. Plane trees. Fairy land. Money land. Elena pulled up and as Ruth stepped out of the car even the sunlight felt more buttery than it had in south-east London. And it was quiet. She could hear birdsong.


Elena slammed her car door and dropped the keys into her handbag. The bag was Chanel. The keyring had a Tiffany fob. Pavement, low wall with iron railings but no gate, a gravel driveway edged with huge plant pots with squared-off chunks of hedge in them. A brick path leading from pavement to front steps. More gates either side of the house connecting the structure to the walls that marked the edges of the property. A dozen shallow stone steps to a porch. A man in a dark suit stood in the shade of the portico. He didn’t greet them as they approached, or open the door. He wore shades and an earpiece.


‘All right?’ Ruth said to him and Elena gave a little snort of amusement.


‘Good afternoon, miss,’ he said. Not looking at either of them.


Elena pushed open the door. Ruth felt a shock of wrongness then realised: if you have armed guards at the end of your street and a guy standing on your front steps, you don’t need to scrabble in your bag for a latch key. You don’t lock your doors. OK.


The floor in the hallway was black-and-white marble tiles. Hell. Ruth hesitated. Had to take a deep breath before stepping forward. She couldn’t look at tiles like these without seeing the aftermath of the explosion, or worse, the grenade coming to rest at the girl’s feet. She could still feel the weight of it in her hand. Head up, Ruth. The walls were blistering white, with panelling picked out in black and punctuated with huge modern art canvases. Ruth’s visits to the Tate meant she could recognise the Hirst and the Basquiat. The place was huge and everything shone like it had just been polished by unicorns. Ruth didn’t think she’d ever seen a house this clean.


‘Would I have to run the house?’


Elena shook her head, dropped her bag on the hall table.


‘No. I saw your home. Anyway, I have Masha, she is cook and housekeeper, and she runs the staff. You don’t work for the house. Just me.’


Then she stopped suddenly. Ruth, craning her neck to watch the staircase ascending towards a skylight, high above them, almost walked into her.


‘It will not be boring, Ruth. You want to be a businesswoman for a career?’


What? Where she grew up people thought they were really lucky to get a job; no one dreamt of having a career. Careers were for rich people and southerners.


‘Maybe. I’d like to help people.’


Elena rolled her eyes then pushed open a door. Ruth squinted in the rush of sunlight. A narrow room with vast windows leading to a terrace. Scattered sofas and low tables.


‘Garden room. Downstairs is the family kitchen.’


There was a staircase behind them. Elena jogged down it and Ruth followed. Lower ground floor. They were deposited into a huge kitchen, its back wall like an old-fashioned orangery with double doors out to the garden in the middle. A patio with a path, then more gravel, then lawns and hedgerows beyond. The room was a sort of T shape, with an oak table in the cross bar which must have been twelve feet long. A set of window seats in pale green ran along the glass wall.


‘Sweet. But no one comes to London to help other people, they come here to help themselves. Still. You want to help people? Get rich. I can teach you many things,’ Elena said over her shoulder. ‘How to deal with people.’


She pointed at a door on the right of the kitchen proper. ‘Your office. Next to head of security. Opposite, housekeeper’s office. Come this way.’


Behind the housekeeper’s office a corridor opened out into an area like the lobby of a smart hostel. Another kitchen set-up, settees. Two round tables with Ikea dining chairs.


‘Masha and head of security live here too,’ Elena said. ‘This area is for you and them. And for the breaks for the morning daily people.’ She waved at a door in the far corner. ‘To basement. Storage. Yuri and me have the real basement. Gym, cinema and garage, but it has a different staircase. Other side of kitchen.’


She strode on, passing one, two doors to her right, and pushing a third open.


‘This is your room.’


She stood aside so Ruth could go in first. The room was simple. A double bed, a chest of drawers and a wardrobe, a sofa and a pair of easy chairs facing a TV. An empty bookshelf, a brightly coloured print above the TV. It was twice the size of Ruth’s room in Brockley. She felt almost hungry looking at it. Wolf-ish.


‘For answering emails?’


‘For doing what I want without irritating me with little questions.’


‘And what makes you think I won’t ask irritating questions?’


Elena came in and sat on the bed, her hands tucked under her thighs.


‘I feel it. I saw it. You saved my girl. Your employers say you are diligent. Smart. After the café, Yuri and me got many new people. I thought, that girl who threw away the grenade – that’s who I want. So I came and got you.’


Elena got up again, wandered over to the window and peered out.


‘For weeks and weeks after it happened, I couldn’t leave the house. Now I start work again. So I need a new person.’


Ruth didn’t answer. She had to say something soon, before this went too far.


‘Come up to the library,’ Elena strode off again. ‘I have contract for you.’


Jesus, she worked fast. Elena had it all planned out. Ruth hovered in the doorway. She’d say no. The whole thing was too mad, too fast. Don’t be impulsive, Ruth. Think it through. If something looks too good to be true, it probably is. She took one last look at the room though. Windows. Guess that’s what made this the lower ground floor. They’d dug out a light well. The window had bars on it. Very safe. And the quality of it. You could tell that mattress wasn’t lumpy and stained, the sheets weren’t charity shop buys faded with a million washes. No.


Upstairs again, through the garden room. Elena was still moving fast, turning through the lobby into a drawing room which looked over the front of the house, then shoving open the doors at the back, which led into a library. It was like stepping between movie sets. The modernist palace was replaced by a country house set, something out of Harry Potter. A double-height room lined with books, the shelving broken up occasionally with oil paintings of pale women in flowing dresses, and furniture made of dark wood and leather.


‘This is where I work,’ Elena said, twirling round, her hands high. ‘Here or in my bedroom.’


The library was big enough for the grand piano to be one of the last things Ruth noticed. Its lid was covered with photographs of family groups – some black and white, lots in colour, studio portraits and snaps in mismatched silver frames. Ruth drifted towards them. Family photos always seemed to attract her.


Then she saw it, in the middle: the two dark-haired girls, Katerina and Natasha, with another woman. The woman was turned away, her red hair covering most of her face, and the top of her head cut off by the frame. They seemed to be on a boat or on a beach; the air behind their heads was the pristine blue of meeting sky and sea. The girls were grinning wildly. Ruth reached out to touch it, then sensed Elena at her elbow. She felt awkward, off balance.


‘The girls look happy.’


‘Everyone is happy in photographs.’


‘Who is that with them?’


‘Pfft. The holiday nanny. The contract is on the table.’ Elena pointed to a neat pile of papers on a low coffee table between leather settees in front of the fireplace. ‘Go read it.’


‘Elena, I need to tell you something.’


Before she could say anything else, she heard the click of a door, and turned to see a man, youngish, dark hair and suit, emerging from an entrance at the back of the library.


He had an earpiece, Ruth noticed, like the man on the step, but no shades. Too young to be Elena’s husband, surely. And he didn’t look like an accountant. He nodded to them and walked past them towards the dining room.


‘Michael, meet my new PA!’ Elena said, and he stopped and turned round. ‘She’s living here. Ruth, this is Michael Fitzsimmons. Our head of security.’


Michael Fitzsimmons glanced at Ruth, half-glanced really, then frowned at Elena.


‘Elena, you can’t just hire people off the streets. We need to get her checked out.’


‘I got her checked out,’ Elena said, in a sing-song voice.


‘With whom?’


‘Michael, I can pick up a phone. I will not tell you what number I dial every time. She checks out. Her references are good.’


Ruth had a sense Elena was enjoying this, the irritation of Michael Fitzsimmons.


‘How can I protect you if you do this, Elena?’


Elena put her hands on her hips. ‘No one has thrown a grenade at me since we hired you, Michael. You’re doing a fine job. Very well done.’


She reached her hands out in front of her offering a flutter of ironic applause.


‘There is an agency.’


It was like she was a pot plant or something. Furniture. Ruth felt her temper rise. She sat down on the sofa and pulled the contract over.


‘But Michael, Elena says agencies are irritating,’ she said, starting to read. She didn’t need to look up to know she had caught his attention. Elena crowed.


‘See! Yes! I think they are very, very irritating. My good friend Ruth is correct.’


‘Where are you from?’ Michael said. Ruth gritted her teeth. Her vowels slipped a bit if she was angry.


‘Middlesbrough.’


She studied him over the top of her contract. Square jaw, tall, clean shaven. He was glossy too, not like Elena, but like a well-fed dog. Like a Labrador, something like that. Like grass-fed beef.


‘How did you get here?’ he asked. The patronising bastard.


‘A bus. Then Elena drove me from Brockley in her Porsche.’


She returned to the contract. Forty hours a week, but out-of-hours calls to be expected. One free day a week, flexible and by prior arrangement. A non-disclosure agreement. She caught a reference to the ten grand severance payment. Mostly though she could just feel him looking at her.


‘Very well. If you give me your driving licence, I can do my own checks now.’


Ruth lifted her eyes from the small print. He was actually holding his hand out to her as if she was just going to reach into her back pocket and get her wallet out. Yes sir, no sir.


‘I haven’t agreed to take the job yet.’ He stared at her, a much longer, more assessing look this time. ‘And I don’t drive.’


Elena plumped down on the sofa next to Ruth, her arm along the back, and extended her long legs out, crossing her ankles on the coffee table and giving a rich throaty laugh.


‘Bye bye, Michael! Go secure something!’


The irritated stare and outstretched hand turned into an amused shrug, a shake of the head.


‘As you wish, Elena.’


He managed to make it charming. They watched him leave, the door from the library to the corridor clicking shut behind him, and there was a moment of silence as they both stared into the space he’d left behind him. He was like the waiter in the café. Giving off that ‘we both know you don’t belong here, so let’s not have any trouble’ vibe. It wasn’t up to him to say where she belonged.


Elena swung her legs off the table again, leaning forward in the same movement and flicking open a low wooden box which sat next to the contract. Ruth had thought it had cigars in it, but no. A pair of Montblanc fountain pens.


‘But you will take the job?’ Elena said. ‘I need you.’ Ruth stared at the pens. ‘I want someone with . . .’ she paused. ‘Someone with strong bones. Polite, but not always so “sorry sorry sorry”. You have strong bones.’


Maybe she was better qualified for this job than she thought. Why not? This woman said she needed her and apparently no one else did. Not any more. Ruth thought of the money, the room. Like big golden apples ready to fall in her lap.


‘If you buy me clothes, do I get to keep them?’


Elena nodded as if she thought this was a sensible question, then picked up the contract and leafed through it. She pointed to a paragraph.


‘Only if you stay at least three months from the purchase date. We must keep the receipts.’


She stared for a moment at the array of photos on top of the piano, the crisp glint of the Mediterranean sky, and felt a pulse of longing under her ribs. Another life. Another fresh start.


‘Fine. You got me.’


Elena cheered and clapped her hands together, then handed Ruth the pen.










Chapter 4


Elena texted Ruth the next day saying she was sending a car on Wednesday morning. Three days from meeting her to moving in. When Ruth hauled her suitcase down the front path at the appointed time, she found Michael waiting for her, leaning against a gleaming Prius.


‘Morning,’ he said without smiling and hefted all her worldly goods into the boot with no visible effort.


She nodded, then slid into the front seat, waiting for him to get into the driver’s side before she said anything. He started the car by pressing his thumb to the steering wheel and it purred quietly into life.


‘Fetched by the head of security? I’m honoured.’


‘Elena’s idea,’ he replied, turning out of the street onto one of the larger roads winding towards New Cross. ‘She thought it would give us a chance to get to know each other.’


‘Are you sure she isn’t punishing you for something?’


He laughed, a short bark.


The car smelt new. Perhaps that was how the world was going to smell from now on: of paint and high-end cleaning products. She thought about her sad belongings in the suitcase. Some clothes, a few books, a handful of souvenirs. She fiddled with the seat belt, trying to get comfortable.


‘Did you say goodbye to your flatmates?’ he asked.


‘Yes. We don’t know each other that well. Once they knew rent would be paid until the end of the month they just wished me luck. They won’t have trouble filling the room.’


She felt him watching her, a curious interrogative stare. It felt vaguely uncomfortable.


‘So have you checked me out then? I’ll quiz you. What’s my blood type?’


He was watching the road again.


‘O neg. Very dull.’


‘Soz, man.’


He drove calmly. No aggression, no sighs of frustration at the buses, slowing to allow hungover students staggering across New Cross Road to reach Goldsmiths in safety.


‘Rest of it was interesting though. Ruth Miller, born 27th January 1996. Father unknown, mother struggled with alcohol addiction. Seven foster homes, four care homes. Managed to get five GCSEs, then two A-levels second time round. A two-year course in Business and Administration at Middlesbrough College. Likes include reading and cinema. Done waitressing and data entry. Got a job at a local solicitors’ office, then six months ago, moves to London to temp. Attracted by the bright lights were you?’


What was that, less than a hundred words? Her whole life in a paragraph. He had his facts straight though. She wanted to tell him they bought her a cake to wish her luck and say goodbye at the solicitors. She still had one of the candles and the card they’d all signed in her suitcase. Leaving that job had been another daft decision made in a moment. She’d been persuaded to sign up for an adventure, then when the adventure fell flat she was too proud not to follow through. Like this. Picking up the contract to annoy Michael. Signing the contract because she wanted to feel the weight of the pen in her hand. Action brings good fortune. Act in haste, repent at leisure. Jesus. Sometimes her head was just a bran barrel of stupid phrases like that.


‘There are bright lights in Scarborough, Michael. Illuminations, every year. We went on the bus from the home one Christmas as a treat. What about you then? Since I don’t have access to your file.’


Roadworks in Bermondsey. For the first time Ruth noticed he wasn’t using GPS. He seemed to know the back routes and rat runs like a cabbie.


‘Guess.’


‘Fine.’ She twisted in her seat. Studied his hands, the shape of his muscles under his well-cut suit, the line of the jaw, the texture and colour of his skin.


‘Military, I think. Officer not a grunt. Not infantry. Bomb disposal or something like that.’


His hands tightened on the wheel. ‘Close enough.’


‘Lots of guys in the army where I come from. And I’m not done yet.’


‘Go on.’


‘Wait, I like this bit.’ They were crossing Tower Bridge. Crowds filled the pavements and over their heads Ruth could see the Tower of London itself, while skyscrapers reared up beyond the buildings on the edge of the City. Black cabs and red buses occasionally blocked out the view of the river, the swoop of the bridge’s painted ironwork. It was like the opening of a movie. She wondered if the feeling of being a tourist in this city ever wore off. He was watching her watching. Let him. ‘OK. Home counties. Nice school. Small private one, or a grammar. Nice girlfriends but you never got round to marrying any of them, which makes your mum sad.’


He smiled. ‘Surrey. And I’m telling Elena she hired a witch.’


‘Yeah, you want next week’s lottery numbers?’


Her voice sounded suddenly tired. He didn’t reply, and she stared out of the window. Embankment. Westminster. Big Ben shrouded in plastic sheeting.


‘You haven’t told me how I came to be working for the Shilkovs yet,’ he said finally, just as Ruth was twisting in her seat to look at the green and gold awnings of Harrods.


‘No idea. Money probably.’


He didn’t reply. Money. A simple word for a lot of weird stuff, Ruth thought, examining her hands, folded on her lap. Status, value. What is a person worth? At the wealth management company they had tables for it so they could advise their clients on life insurance. High Net Worth Individuals. Some of it was to do with if you had dependants or not. A couple of kids and the advised amount went shooting up. But if you had no family, you were allowed to live or die at no cost to anyone.


‘So what’s it like working for them?’ Ruth asked eventually, not sure if she wanted to hear the answer.


‘Interesting,’ he said in that tone of voice that could mean anything.


They were approaching the house now.


‘Let’s get you settled in then,’ Michael said. ‘Today is admin. Tomorrow you start work.’


 


They went in through the back. The gate on the southern side of the house swung open as they approached and Michael drove through and crunched to a halt on the gravel outside the orangery-type doors of the family kitchen. Ruth got out and stood back, trying to get an idea of the place. Staircases of sand-coloured stone swept up either side of the kitchen to the terrace. So those central windows leading onto it must be from the sunroom. Above that were another two stories of windows, then slate grey roofs above, steeply pitched.


She jumped as Michael set the case down next to her. She pulled out the handle and tilted it forward.


‘Elena and Yuri encourage the live-in staff – that’s you, me and the housekeeper Masha – to use the front door,’ he said, ‘but deliveries normally come through one of the side gates and round the back. Hey, Sam! This is Ruth.’


Christ, she hadn’t even noticed the man in a suit standing in a shadowed corner of the terrace. He raised his hand in greeting.


‘How many guards are in the house?’ Ruth asked.


Michael opened the door into the kitchen for her. ‘Depends who is here and who isn’t. And mostly no one in the house but me. Security sweeps of the house for bugs or anything like that are done twice a week but at random and by an outside firm. CCTV round the perimeter, nothing inside. As for guards, always someone out front and another out back. Three men on standby in the guard lodge at the bottom of the garden in case Elena or Andrei want to head out independently. I’m normally with Yuri. This is your office.’


He pushed open the door Elena had pointed out on Monday. Not bad. Desk, a screen, a landline. Filing cabinets in the two corners opposite the door. Ergonomic chair. A full lever arch folder in the centre of the desk and an iPad and phone next to it.


‘So does Elena head out often? She said she likes ditching her follow car for sport sometimes.’


He shook his head. ‘Far as I know, when she went to see you it was the first time she had left the house since the attack.’
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