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PROLOGUE


Marbella Region, Spain, 2011


‘Get your fucking hands off me, I know nothing about the stolen gear!’ The Russian, a livid scar sliced across his cheek, struggled against his bonds as he was pushed into the deserted warehouse.


Ruby, a tall, elegant woman in Louboutin heels and a Chanel suit, waited inside. She turned, raised her eyebrows, and stepped over to the man. She smoothed back her jet-black hair, still glossy and sleek though she was forty years old and the mother of an eighteen-year-old daughter, and ran her emerald eyes over the captured man.


Several kilos of cocaine had disappeared from a drug run bound for London from South America. Her sources told her this man, who now cursed and swore in Russian as he struggled against his captor, was one of those responsible. She wanted to know everything: who was in on it, how they did it, and more importantly how they got away with it. And where was the missing shipment now? She had no doubt this snivelling traitor would talk. Alfie, her dead husband’s twin, would make sure of it. And when she had the answers, she would take her revenge.


Alfie, his designer Westwood suit in stark contrast to the aura of menace he exuded, held the man still. His wiry build and arms filled with tattoos were covered from view by the finest virgin wool, though his stare was hard as he kept the man in his grip. He watched Ruby assess their prisoner, her cool gaze sizing up the man who’d thought he could get one over them, and smiled unpleasantly. He knew Ruby wouldn’t back down until she got the answers she sought. He understood that underneath the polished exterior of a wealthy, classy lady was a woman who had stopped at nothing, including murder, to get to where she was today: the head of a drug cartel that spanned half of South America, Europe and Russia. He saw a woman who had worked her way up from nothing, from a poverty-stricken background in East London, who had faced hardened criminals without blinking, a woman to be reckoned with.


Formidable she may have been – ruthless, too – but her instincts were as sharp as the steel blade that once marked the crook they interrogated, a man who waited for her to speak, his face a picture of terror as he realised there was no escape from her. Ruby’s reputation preceded her. She had killed before and wouldn’t hesitate to do so again, if required.


‘Oh, but ya do know about them drugs that disappeared between Cartagena and London,’ Ruby said slowly, dropping her voice almost to a whisper.


‘We know you was at the dock the day they vanished,’ Alfie said. ‘You was seen talkin’ to some of the men just before the heist, the men who also disappeared with our goods. Now, tell us everythin’ you know or you’re a dead man.’ He shoved the terrified crook down onto a chair, then pulled out his gun and pointed it at the man’s head.


‘No one can ’ear ya scream out ’ere, son, so spit it out . . .’ he snarled.


The man had been seized at the Glasgow dock where the shipment had gone missing. Beaten and roughly handled, he’d been brought half-conscious via car boots and private air strips to this disused warehouse an hour’s drive from Malaga, the city where Ruby’s empire was now based. He was ready to talk.


‘Shit, shit, OK, don’t shoot me. Listen, I can help you. I know something about the robbery, the death of your husband. Please, listen to me . . .’ The man was wide-eyed with fear now. He stared at Ruby. She glanced at Alfie.


‘What d’ya mean, you know somethin’? Alfie sneered. ‘He’s lyin’ to ya, hopin’ the cavalry will arrive. I’ve got news for ya, mate, there ain’t no cavalry. It’s just us, and we’ve got all the time in the world.’


Ruby paused. She saw his fear, that was obvious, but her gut told her there was something else at play. If there was anything she’d learned in the life of crime she’d led, it was to trust her instincts. She knew people would say anything to save themselves, but it seemed strange the man had mentioned the robbery in which her husband Archie had been murdered when he was caught for a different crime.


‘No, Alfie, let’s ’ear him. Go on, speak,’ she commanded. Alfie walked round to face the Russian, and pointed the end of the gun into the frightened man’s face. The man gabbled now, his words falling over themselves as horror overtook him.


‘I mean it, I know what he did to you. I was too afraid to tell you, but I know something about your husband’s death, I know who ordered it . . .’


Alfie glanced swiftly back at Ruby.


‘He?’ she said pointedly. ‘Who are ya talkin’ about? If ya know anythin’ about my Archie’s killin’ then tell us now.’


‘Spill the fuckin’ beans, you cunt, and ya might just live,’ Alfie added, but it was Ruby who was in charge. She walked slowly up to the man, who quaked and sweated. Her heels clicked on the cold, hard surface in the dark space. The nearest village was half an hour’s drive away. They were alone.


‘We buried my husband two days ago, so tell me, his grievin’ widow, what do ya know, Micha? What could ya possibly know about that robbery?’ Suddenly, out of nowhere, there came the sound of a car driving wildly towards the warehouse and then screeching to a halt. Ruby looked up quizzically. No one else knew about this place, where interrogations like this occurred, where those who thought they could do over Ruby and her cartel learned otherwise.


Despite the sound, the man opened his mouth, but before he could speak, the warehouse door slammed open.


‘Jesus fuckin’ Christ, what the fuck’s goin’ on?’ Alfie yelled. They recognised the man marching in as one of their henchmen, another Russian employed by their business associate, drug baron Vladimir Ivanov. The man – a bearded, tall, burly guy wearing a black coat – strode into the warehouse, gun in hand.


‘What the fuck—’ Alfie started to say again but the man, who held a large rifle, ignored him. Before Ruby could say anything, the henchman raised his weapon.


‘You caught the scum that took the coke. Good.’ He turned to the captured man. ‘My boss Mr Ivanov sends you this.’


He pulled the trigger: BANG! The sound ricocheted off the walls. In a mess of gristle and bone, blood splattered across the concrete floor as the Russian shot his countryman at point-blank range. Alfie leaped out of the way but was sprayed with blood. He pointed his gun at the henchman. Ruby stood still, half-wondering if the gun would be turned on her. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d stared down the barrel of a weapon that could kill her in a millisecond.


‘It is done. I will inform my boss.’


The man barely acknowledged them. He turned to leave but Ruby stopped him.


‘I’m your fuckin’ boss and you just shot a man who had information about my Archie’s murder,’ she said coldly. ‘You can tell Mr Ivanov I’ll be in touch. This won’t ever happen again.’


She nodded to Alfie, who looked like he wanted to kill the man, and she walked out, her brother-in-law beside her, her head held high though anger burned through her.


‘And you can clean that body up,’ Ruby called back.






PART 1


REVENGE


Marbella, Spain, 2011






CHAPTER 1


‘Cathy, darlin’, I need to ’ave a word with ya,’ Ruby called up to her daughter, who was in her bedroom in the plush villa they shared in an exclusive Spanish resort.


The palatial home was a long way from the place Ruby and her brother Bobby grew up in many years ago: a squat, terraced Victorian house in Star Lane, East London. In the intervening years, Ruby, helped by Bobby and her husband Archie, had created a criminal empire, from safe-breaking to drug-running, which had afforded them a life of luxury – and a life of continual danger too. The danger seemed no more present to them than now, a week after Ruby’s beloved husband Archie was shot by robbers attempting to steal money from their safes in front of the two women, his wife and their daughter Cathy.


Ruby had been blissfully happy with Archie, the only man she’d ever given her heart to, and the man who helped propel her into the big time. His father, Lloyd, ran a large drug cartel which Ruby had been only too happy to join – and spearhead – with her sharp instincts and razor-like mind, and her skills in negotiation surpassing all others. She’d spent years fronting up the company, entering into a partnership with a Russian drug baron, and dealing with some of Europe’s most dangerous and brutal crooks. Yet, it had all led to this, the death of Archie, and the proof that their life was one of immeasurable risk. Ruby knew now, more than ever, that one false move, one hesitation, could be the death of them all. Which was why even now, after she’d buried her husband and was consumed by grief, she had to carry on; she had to make her family safe.


She had watched the priest as he read the funeral liturgy, hardly able to believe it was Archie in the coffin that lay in front of her, covered in flowers; the white lilies he liked to buy her, and never would again. There had been crowds of people, all shady characters, big names in the underworld, who’d paid their respects, lavishing large sums of money on the new widow and paying tribute to Archie, a boy who came from nothing. Archie had been a ruthless businessman but he was a gentle husband and a loving father, while Alfie, his twin, dealt with the dangerous end of the business sourcing cocaine and bribing officials in South America, the home of the cartels they bought drugs from. Alfie, who looked so like Archie yet was hardened in a way his twin never had been, had wept openly at the funeral despite his tough man image.


In contrast, Ruby hadn’t shed a tear. She knew they would call her cold, with a heart of ice, and that suited her image. She must appear strong, without even a chink in her defences, and so she had to do what she’d done since she was a young woman starting out in the underworld: she needed to bury her feelings as deep as they’d dug her beloved husband’s coffin that day. Perhaps one day she would allow them to resurface so she could grieve properly, but on the day of the funeral she was being watched by the most dangerous men in the business, and so it had not been the day. She had learned the hard way to show no emotion, give nothing away. Life was too dangerous, too fragile to let her opponents see any sign of weakness, even when in the depths of grief. Somehow, she got through that day, supporting Cathy, comforting Alfie and Lloyd, and never, ever showing anyone her pain. Now she had to do it again, because she knew deep down that she had to send her daughter away from her at the exact moment her daughter needed her love the most. The wrenching sensation was almost physical.


Ruby, an elegant, slim, still-beautiful woman, knew it was the only way she could protect Cathy, give her the time to grieve her dad, and put her somewhere she knew she’d be safe from the crooks, criminals, henchmen, drug-pushers and cartel bosses who circled Ruby like sharks. The decision brought Ruby no joy. She regretted that she couldn’t give her only child a place to grieve – it hurt her deeply on top of the loss of the man that meant so much to both of them. Ruby had shot both gunmen dead, but she had been seconds too late to save Archie from the same fate. Loss piled upon loss. Ruby had lost so many people over the years: her beloved mum Cathy and dad Louie who would be horrified by her life of crime and by this life she had created; her little brother George; her best friends Charlie and Maureen Beaumont who had mentored her as she’d established herself as a tough negotiator, a woman to be reckoned with in the criminal world; and now her adored husband, the man of her life. Ruby became a crook to provide for her family when she, her brother Bobby and little George became orphans. They’d seen no other way to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table. They had much more than that now; their life was worlds away from their small ambitions back then. And yet the price of her success was high. Would she have paid it knowing how things would turn out? It was too late to ask. This was her life. And she had to stay on top. Or, like a house of cards, it would all come tumbling down.


Knowing she had to act quickly after the funeral, Ruby had set in motion the next course of events.


‘Darlin’, come down, will ya? I really need to talk to ya.’


When there was no response, Ruby sighed and headed up the stairs, feeling the soft white carpet under her stiletto heels and holding onto the sweeping balustrade as she went, inwardly still marvelling at the luxury which was now hers. For a moment, in her mind’s eye, she saw the rickety wooden staircase, bare of carpet, in her old family home. It was meticulously clean, her mum Cathy had real pride in cleanliness, but no amount of scrubbing could make the stairs, or the floors, or the surfaces, appear anything other than shabby. So much had changed. So much more would, now that Archie was gone and she had to find some way of living without him.


Ruby tapped on Cathy’s door.


‘Listen, Cathy, I need to speak to ya. Couldn’t ya hear me?’


Ruby walked in softly, but caught Cathy wiping away tears.


‘Oh, darlin’, it’s OK to cry. You miss yer dad, it’s natural to grieve for him,’ she said, her voice low as if talking to a frightened child, though Cathy was almost a woman.


‘Why did Dad have to get killed?’ Cathy said, turning to face her mum, her eyes red-raw from crying. Ruby’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of her, though Cathy was still so pretty with long dark blonde hair like her dad’s and those green eyes inherited from Ruby. Was there an accusation in Cathy’s words? Did she think her mum could’ve done more?


Ruby went over that evening at the villa in her mind every night as she lay in bed not sleeping, going through every detail obsessively, trying to see what she might’ve done differently, wondering if anything might’ve stopped the worst from occurring. She searched every second of the events, but in vain. She and Cathy had returned from a day of pampering to find Archie tied up in the lounge and two scruffy balaclava-clad robbers holding him at gunpoint. The villa security guards were nowhere to be seen and the three of them were alone as the men demanded Ruby open the safe and give them the cash stashed inside. What the robbers didn’t know was that Ruby always kept a gun in each of their safes. As soon as she clicked the safe open and put her hand on the gun, they shot her Archie, and she reacted by pulling the trigger on both crooks, killing them stone dead. It happened in a blur of seconds. Time stood still as Archie’s blood mingled with that of the robbers, deep red on the white marble floors. Then Ruby awoke as if from a nightmare, and ran to her husband, cradling him in her arms, knowing he was lost to her, as Cathy screamed and screamed. What else could she have done? Did Cathy blame her for her dad’s death?


‘What d’ya mean darlin’? Dad got killed because them robbers were bastards who shot him and then were goin’ to kill us all as soon as the safe was open. If I hadn’t had that gun inside, we’d all be dead.’


Cathy looked up at her. Until that moment of the robbery, Cathy hadn’t known about the true nature of the family business. Ruby and Archie had preferred to keep her protected, and had sent her to an exclusive international school where she’d been oblivious of their trade. Of course, Cathy had known they’d built up a business importing and exporting products but, amazing as it seemed to Ruby now, Cathy had never asked what the products were, and Ruby had never told. Cathy was an innocent, or had been until the murder of her dad and, before that, the horrible events with her uncle George, who had stolen her innocence properly. He’d raped her when she was just a child when high on the drugs he was trying to sell. Archie and Alfie had hunted him down, and would’ve tortured him, so horrified were they by his actions. It had been Ruby who’d stepped in, who’d done what needed to be done that night. It seemed she’d made a habit of that. She knew now though that there were no thanks for this – and her actions that night created fallout all through the family.


Ruby shuddered. So many secrets. So many lies, and so much death. And in all this, Cathy had turned to Belle, taking comfort from her rather than her own mother. That’s how Ruby knew she was making the right decision, though it hurt her to do it. She had to get her daughter away from this life, back to England where Uncle Bobby and his wife Aunt Belle could take care of her. Ruby had always been jealous of the bond that had grown between Cathy and Belle, but right now, when the criminal underworld might sense the new vulnerability of Ruby and her family, it was best to use that relationship and get Cathy away.


‘You’ve been through so much, Cathy,’ Ruby murmured, stroking her daughter’s honey-coloured hair and pushing a tendril back from her face.


‘I wish it’d been me, not Dad, that was killed. I’d give anything to have him back.’ Her daughter’s voice broke and the tears came again.


Cathy’s accent was a world away from Ruby’s. The young woman had been to an expensive school and spoke with a vaguely European-sounding accent that was hard to pin down, interspersed with cut-glass English expressions. Ruby still spoke like the cockney she was, never leaving her roots behind though she was now a wealthy woman living an international jet-setting life, clad in designer labels and drinking only the best champagne.


‘Don’t say that, darlin’. I can’t bear to ’ear ya say that. I’d give anythin’ for your dad to be ’ere but he ain’t, baby. He’s gone and somehow we ’ave to try and find a way to manage. That’s why I wanted to speak to ya.’ Ruby had pulled her daughter close but now she sat back upright and held Cathy at arm’s length, staring into those innocent eyes that were almost as green as her mum’s.


‘I’ve been doin’ a lot of thinkin’ and I want what’s best for ya. If I’m honest, then I don’t know if we’re safe ’ere. With your dad’s death, the businessmen I deal with—’


‘The dealers and pushers, you mean . . .’ Cathy interjected, her expression hardening with disapproval.


‘Yes, love, the pushers and dealers, the hard men and cartel bosses around Europe, well, they’ll all be expectin’ me to collapse, to lose my edge because of my grief, and they’ll be sniffin’ around tryin’ to take our territories and our contacts. I ’ave to be ’ere to stop them and show them, at least on the outside, that it’s business as usual. I know that sounds harsh.’


Cathy nodded. ‘Yes it does,’ she said, pulling her cardie around her and moving back from her mum.


Ruby looked down at her hands. She still wore her engagement ring, a diamond solitaire that winked up at her. She gained strength from the hardness of this rock that had withstood millions of years of compression – the sheer power and beauty of it. Sometimes she knew how that stone felt: being squeezed from all angles, being made hard and brilliant by the pressure.


She breathed in and said, ‘I’ll come straight out with it, Cathy. I’m goin’ to send ya to England to live with Aunt Belle and Uncle Bobby. It ain’t safe for ya ’ere and there’s too many memories. I know how close you are to Belle,’ and here Ruby had to stop as emotion welled up inside her. It pained her to see how much Belle has become a maternal figure to Cathy, and how this seemed to shine a light on Ruby’s failings as a mother. Ruby was a fierce negotiator, a cunning businesswoman, an adoring wife, but somehow, she never got it right with the daughter she loved so much. Perhaps she wasn’t the maternal type? Perhaps Cathy would’ve been better off with Belle for a mum rather than Ruby, and the thought of that gave her fresh grief. Ruby looked away from the daughter she loved yet couldn’t quite reach, and said, ‘I know I haven’t been the best mother to ya. I know you’d be happier if I’d stayed at home and baked cakes, but that’s never been me. It don’t mean I don’t love ya, though, please remember that.’


A tear slid down Cathy’s face but eventually she nodded.


‘I’m scared for you, Mum. I’m scared for all of us. I had no idea our lives were in so much danger. I knew we were rich, that was obvious, and I feel so stupid now for never asking how we got to be like this.’


It was Ruby’s turn to nod.


‘Darlin’, I would never ’ave told ya. Some things are best left unsaid. Those robbers won’t be back, so don’t worry about me. I’ll get everythin’ ship-shape ’ere and then I’ll be over. Listen, I’ve booked you onto a flight tomorrow morning, first class. You can make a fresh start, a new beginning in England, away from this place and the horrors ’ere. I’ll help ya pack if ya want . . .’


‘No. Thanks, Mum, but I’d rather sort my stuff alone.’


Ruby blinked, trying not to break down. She hadn’t told Cathy that she was convinced the robbery had been a set-up, and had almost had proof of it. Some things couldn’t be shared with a girl as vulnerable as her daughter.


Ruby tried to smile, to reassure her.


‘All right, darlin’. Just let me know if ya need anythin’. I’ll be over to see ya once things are clearer ’ere, I promise.’


It broke Ruby’s heart to see her gentle daughter nod then turn away from her, leaving her to get up off Cathy’s bed where they’d been sitting, and make her way back downstairs. Ruby could’ve wept at the thought of her daughter’s obvious coldness, the hurt and fear underneath it. I’m doin’ the right thing by her, Ruby thought, though she wondered if she was merely convincing herself.


*


The next morning, Cathy stepped into the chauffeured limousine, which had blacked-out bulletproof windows. Two silent minders sat either side of her in the car, both carrying guns. Any pretence that they were a normal family was gone now. Cathy had politely refused her mum’s request to come to the airport and see her off, so Ruby, respecting her wishes, was consigned to standing at the villa’s main entrance, underneath an archway of orange trees. She blew her daughter a kiss as the car rolled off the driveway, the engine murmuring low as it took her Cathy away from her.


‘I’ll be over soon, I promise ya. I love ya, Cathy,’ Ruby whispered, her smile never faltering. She carried on waving even though the car had swept out of the driveway, leaving her standing alone. In the time it took for a heart to beat, she was taken over by the desire to unleash her feelings, to crumple with the sheer weight of the loss of her daughter. She breathed in, taking in the scent of oranges in the warm morning sunshine, then she looked at the entrance, her force of will triumphing over her emotions.


‘Shut those gates,’ she ordered the security guards, who were now posted twenty-four hours a day along the length of the villa’s estate. She turned, breathing in another long, deep breath, then stalked inside, her heels clicking on the marble floors, her head whirring with all the things unsaid between them. Her heart felt like it was breaking all over again at this new loss, that of her daughter, as Cathy flew out to be comforted by another woman.






CHAPTER 2


‘You don’t ever send your men in to override my decisions!’ Ruby thumped the table as she emphasised her complaint. She was fuming. Vladimir Ivanov sat opposite her at the oval glass-topped table in her office, with Lloyd and Alfie on either side of him. She was standing, then pacing, so furious was she by what had happened.


Ruby had called the meeting a few days later, after Cathy had gone. The sun shone through the huge floor-to-ceiling glass window that looked over the small bay beneath them. The ocean was grey-blue and the waves choppier than their usual hazy calm, signalling a storm out at sea. It wasn’t just the Mediterranean that was stormy.


‘Don’t ever think of doin’ that to me again. We’re business partners, but your henchman seemed to think you were the boss. Well, I hate to break it to ya, Vladimir, but you ain’t.’


Lloyd, a good-looking man in his sixties, with streaks of silver grey in his immaculately trimmed hair, looked up at her, and without having to say anything, he signalled with his eyes that she should steady herself, rein in her fiery temper. It wasn’t often Ruby lost her cool in business, but this was something else. She saw the killing as an attack on her authority, her power base, and no one, not even a billionaire Russian drug baron, would take that away from her. Her emotions were running high after Cathy had left for England. Even though she was convinced she had done the right thing, the departure of her daughter, and the knowledge that she couldn’t comfort her the way she needed, had upset Ruby more than she cared to acknowledge.


Ruby breathed in and out, standing and clutching the back of her chair, and locked eyes with Vladimir, who had stayed silent until now. The Russian waited for Ruby to calm herself before he spoke, his voice like treacle.


‘My dear lady, I can see I have offended you greatly. I apologise for the distress I have caused you. My man acted without authority, no matter what he said to you at the time, and as a consequence, I have let him go. A mistake was made. We are all only human – even in business.’


Vladimir smiled, but his eyes glinted cold and blue. Ruby’s heart still pummelled in her chest though any onlooker would think she was quite serene by now. She’d had so much practise at mastering her feelings. She looked at the man they had invited into their empire, and knew that his denial would not stop her instincts nagging at her.


She was convinced there was more to the shooting than he was making out, yet she could say nothing, outwardly, at least, in the face of Vladimir’s words. She knew she should let this drop for now, but she found she couldn’t.


‘Listen, the man, Micha, almost gave us a confession. He was about to tell us more about the robbery and Archie’s murder and your man killed him before he could speak. How dare ya do that?’


‘Ruby, I think you’ve said enough,’ warned Lloyd. ‘Let’s please get to the business at hand, we ’ave the missin’ coke to discuss. We need to find a new, reliable, supplier, or someone else’ll muscle in on us.’ Ruby had never questioned her father-in-law’s authority before – nor he hers. The atmosphere in the room was tense. Vladimir looked down at his gold Rolex and then spoke, his voice as calm as the sea was now choppy.


‘What can I do to make up for this . . . this lapse of judgement on my associate’s behalf, a man who has paid for it with his livelihood? Should he pay with his life too?’


Ruby shook her head, but didn’t speak. Lloyd was the first to reply. Alfie was silent, though the veins in his neck twitched, showing his agitation. None of them were buying Vladimir’s explanation, but as he was their partner, and a powerful ally, it would’ve been suicide to call him out for lying to their faces.


‘As ya know, Vladimir, we’ve always felt two chancers wouldn’t ’ave the balls to mastermind gettin’ into the villa,’ Lloyd sighed. ‘It takes money, proper money, to buy off security guards who know they’d be hunted down afterwards, if anyone survived. They can’t ’ave been actin’ alone. Someone else, someone with access to money and weapons, and who wanted us dead, had to be behind this.’


He leaned back in his chair, his handsome face lined now, looking like the grieving father he was. Ruby almost broke down at the sight of him. No parent should have to bear the death of a child.


In the drama of the events surrounding the robbery, funeral, and shooting of this possible lead who might’ve unravelled the secret they all wanted to know, she’d hardly had a moment to check in with Lloyd. She saw the grief raw and brutal on his face, and for a moment she felt like she couldn’t breathe. It made her contemplate something else, a question that had been in her mind since the day Archie died. How long could they stay in this game and survive? All of their lives were at risk. Every moment of the day they had to rely on their guards doing their job, the bulletproof glass doing its job, the bribes and backhanders doing their work too.


The thought that perhaps they should wind up the company, get out while they were still ahead, had crept into her thoughts each night as she waited for the sleep that wouldn’t come. She hated seeing her father-in-law suffer. He was the steady hand at the helm, the one who’d seen his cartel grow from a small seed to a giant oak tree. She had come on board and proved to be a natural leader, but it was Lloyd who was at the heart of their empire. He looked beaten, and it was the first time Ruby had ever seen him this way. He’d been a blagger – a bank robber – when he was in England, pulling off some of the UK’s largest heists until, finally, he’d been caught and banged up.


He’d taken prison in his stride, even making lifelong partnerships with people like Charlie Beaumont, who’d become Ruby’s mentor and friend. Lloyd had also brought up Archie and Alfie single-handed before he did time, and afterwards he’d moved them all lock, stock and barrel to Spain. Better climate, better villains, Lloyd would laugh, and he was right. Within ten years he’d set up the family business and money poured in as they expanded their trade from London into the rest of Europe and South America. Yet it was only now that he looked like the burdens he carried, the lifestyle he led, weighed heavily upon him.


Vladimir stood up abruptly. Still no one else said a word.


‘I have spoken to all my contacts here, and I know everyone, my dear friends, but no one knows these men who killed your husband. They just got lucky. You have to try and move on.’ He walked over to Ruby, adjusting his gold cufflinks, signalling that he was ready to leave this meeting though they hadn’t discussed the actual business of the day: securing the new supplier.


‘This man who says he knew something was lying to you. I’m sorry, but he was trying to save his skin.’


The Russian crime boss touched Ruby’s arm lightly. Something about the gesture made her recoil, but she didn’t show it. Instead, she stared up into his eyes and murmured her thanks, gesturing for him to sit down and finish their business.


‘It seems I’ve spoken out of turn, please forgive me, Vladimir.’ He nodded his head to signal his acceptance of her apology but stayed standing, gripping the white leather back of one of Ruby’s designer chairs.


‘We ’ave important business to talk about and we need your presence – and your contacts – as our supplier is now suspect. If Lloyd is right, if those men who broke into my villa were workin’ for someone, I want to know about it. That won’t ever change, and I won’t ever apologise for it.’


Alfie coughed, showing his approval, though it flew in the face of the formal niceties of their meeting. Almost without thinking, Ruby took a small step closer to Vladimir. She held his gaze as she spoke.


‘I promise all of ya that if we find who was responsible, then I want to kill him myself.’


Vladimir held Ruby’s gaze, steady and direct, which sent a shiver down her back. She glanced away, feeling her intuition stirring. When she looked back, the Russian had a bland smile on his face and whatever it was she’d sensed evaporated in the sunshine that had broken through the storm clouds.


‘Now, gentlemen, let’s get back to business. Vladimir, you ’ave a new contact in Bolivia? I’d like ya to talk us through your proposal, and how much of the product we can expect . . .’


There was a brief silence, and after only a short pause, the Russian sat back down and the meeting recommenced; all the while Lloyd looked over at Ruby, who had taken her place, sitting at the head of the table, sensing her apprenticeship in crime was over. Ruby, once an office girl who longed for a designer handbag, was now the true head of an enterprise that stretched from the Pacific Ocean all the way to the edge of Siberia


An hour later, a plan was in place for Alfie to return to South America with free rein to bribe anyone and everyone they needed, however powerful or rich, so that their supply of cocaine to Europe wasn’t interrupted in future.


‘Get rid of every man who worked on that last shipment. We might’ve caught one but there’ll be others who can’t be trusted. Get rid of them all, and I also want you to put the word out everywhere. Someone was behind Archie’s murder. They wanted him – and me – dead. I want every contact in every country we deal with to hunt the truth down. And when we find him, I want him alive – for now.’


Ruby swept her eyes around the room to each man in turn, finally resting on Vladimir. He bowed his head, his eyes cast down, his agreement secured. Ruby’s gaze lingered on him a second longer before she stood up, saying, ‘Thank you, gentlemen, I know you’re all busy people and I won’t keep ya a moment longer.’


She walked out of the room, closing the double doors behind her as the men continued talking. She pulled her phone from her handbag, a glossy Prada crocodile-skin clutch. The real deal. Just like Ruby.


‘Bobby, how is she?’ Ruby walked to the infinity pool and, sitting at the edge, took off her stiletto heels and dipped her feet into the cool water. She gazed at the grey-blue of the sea on the horizon, the palm trees waving gently in the breeze. Sometimes she had to pinch herself to believe all this was real. She was surrounded by beauty: marble floors, sweeping staircases, pots of white lilies, maids, chefs, chauffeur-driven cars, designer clothes and shoes and even a yacht, yet she knew she’d give up the lot in a heartbeat if she could see Archie one last time. She missed the sincerity in his gaze, the way he used to kiss her lightly on the lips and pull her towards him. His instincts were always to protect her. For a moment, she imagined nuzzling into his chest, listening to his heart beating steadily, the familiar sound of her beloved husband, and she felt utterly bereft. All the memories hovered there, just out of reach, which is where Ruby felt they were safest. If she let herself remember him, really remember him and how he made her feel, she’d break down completely.


‘Hello sis, yeah she’s OK, but she’s grievin’. She’ll be all right, she’s safe ’ere with us. Did ya want to speak to her?’ Bobby replied, ever the pacifier. He was her older brother by a year but he was always the soft-hearted one. Bobby didn’t have a ruthless bone in his body, and he’d taken a lot of convincing to become a crooked locksmith, using his keys, or twirls, as robbers called them, to break into safes and steal cash or paintings worth thousands, sometimes millions, of pounds. It was only because they couldn’t make ends meet while their mum was dying, only months after their dad was killed in an accident at work in the scrapyard, that Bobby reluctantly left behind his apprenticeship and first sold his skills for the cash they desperately needed. He had wanted it to be a one-off, but the money began to roll in, and they had no other option. Their survival depended upon these earnings.


Growing up surrounded by crooks and villains in the East End, it was hardly a surprise that two young people, Ruby and Bobby, would leave their straight life behind, but it had never been their intention. They’d been brought up to live an honest life, however impoverished, but in the end it was the only way they could bring up their orphaned baby brother George and keep a roof over their heads and food on the table. The shame of giving their father a nine o’clock trot, or pauper’s burial, sat with Ruby even now. After a lifetime of working in the scrapyard and bringing up his family, Louie had nothing: no money, no savings, nothing stashed under the mattress. He’d died young, only forty-one years old the day a faulty crane dropped its load of twisted, mangled metal parts onto him, killing him instantly. The nine o’clock trot was the council-organised funeral; the body taken to the cemetery early, before the paying punters, for a short ceremony and a quick burial in a cheap coffin.


Afterwards, Ruby and Bobby hadn’t even been able to afford to put money behind the bar for the wake, and the few visitors that came had to buy their own drinks. The humiliation had seared into Ruby’s soul, and she’d vowed on that day never to be in that position again. She’d decided to do whatever it took to have money in her purse. Bobby, her sweet, gentle older brother, had not shared her ruthless intentions. He’d always wanted a simple, honest life, like their parents had made, but it was a choice they couldn’t afford to make.


Ruby reflected on this, and the love she felt for Bobby, knowing she owed him more than anyone.


Ruby heard muffled footsteps and then Bobby’s apologetic voice.


‘Sorry, Rube, she’s gone out shopping with Belle. Thought I might’ve caught them before they left . . .’


Ruby felt a tear prick the corner of her eye, which she batted away furiously.


‘That’s absolutely fine, Bobby. I’m glad Cathy is gettin’ out and about. It must be doin’ her the world of good to be with ya both,’ she managed to say.


‘Another time, Rube. Give her a ring in a couple of days, yeah?’


‘Course I will Bobby, give her my love, won’t ya. Tell her I miss her.’


Ruby hung up. She felt like her heart had swooped down to her stomach. It’s OK, Ruby, she’s bein’ looked after and even doin’ normal things. They love her just like you do . . .


Despite her own assurances, Ruby couldn’t help the envy she felt towards Belle. It reared up, even as the sun began to set and the bay lit up with thousands of magical pontoon lights. She didn’t see any of it. The loss of her daughter was a fresh wound piled upon so many others.






CHAPTER 3


Two days later, after a fitful night’s sleep, Ruby rang England early so she’d catch her daughter. ‘Cathy, darlin’, how are ya? I’m so glad you felt well enough to go out shoppin’,’ she said, hoping her tone was lighter than she felt.


‘I’m OK, Mum, it’s lovely being with Belle and Bobby, they’re taking good care of me. We did go out yesterday and I’m sorry I wasn’t at home to speak to you, but it was really nice just doing something normal,’ Cathy replied. She sounded calmer, less distraught, more ‘normal’. Ruby paused for a moment as her words sank in, particularly the mention of ‘home’ being her aunt and uncle’s house.


This closeness between Belle and Cathy was like a physical pain to Ruby, yet she knew she had to be grateful that her daughter was living away from the danger of the world she’d created. For a second, Ruby shut her eyes and imagined giving it all up, becoming a ‘normal’ straight person again and being with her daughter rather than heading up a drug empire. The thought of it almost made her dizzy, yet she knew herself well enough to understand that something still drove her on, even with these thoughts nudging her. Ambition? Perhaps. Fear? Sometimes. Or maybe, by now, she didn’t know any other way to be. She knew they’d have to give up eventually, retire as most crooks did to make way for the young blood following hard behind them, but in her heart she knew she couldn’t do that yet.


‘Mum? Are you there?’


‘Sorry, darlin’, I’m tired, still not sleepin’,’ Ruby replied. The thought of failing her daughter was what kept her awake each night, along with her longing for Archie. It seemed that every time she turned off the lights at night, her worries, all the things she’d buried during the day, showed up to haunt her, robbing her of sleep. Every night she saw Archie’s face: his blue eyes that looked at her so intimately, his dark blond hair with its first streaks of silver, his high cheekbones and full mouth. The thought he would never kiss her again, hold her or make love to her was unbearable, yet what frightened her most was thinking of the day his face would fade, when the memories would become foggy, less clear. This thought terrified her because when that happened it would feel he’d truly left her.


A silence settled between Cathy and Ruby. Ruby searched her mind but couldn’t think of what else to say. She wanted to ask Cathy if she was OK, without being trite. She wanted to tell her that she loved her deeply and it was a wrench not to be able to comfort her. Yet, the pause in their conversation seemed to drift on. Perhaps there was too much to say.


‘Darlin’, keep yerself safe. I’ll call again tomorrow. I just want ya to be happy, that’s all,’ Ruby said awkwardly.


‘Thanks Mum, and you. I hope you’re OK too.’ Cathy seemed just as stiff, just as unable to express herself. Ruby put it down to exhaustion, and the emotional whirlwind she and her daughter had been through in past years. Her daughter had been raped, then held at gunpoint in a robbery where her father was killed. It was enough for any person to deal with, yet strangely, instead of drawing them closer, it felt as if there was a new gap opening up between them. Ruby hoped it was only temporary.


The next call was from Vladimir.


‘Dear lady, we need to have a meeting right away, it’s urgent. I have some very important information for you all. I’m on my way to you now in my helicopter.’


Ruby headed through the house to the office where Alfie was making last-minute preparations for his flight to Bolivia and Lloyd was calling one of their network in London, promising that the new supply of coke would be flown in within days.


‘It’s Vladimir, he just rang. He’s on his way ’ere sayin’ it’s urgent, so urgent that he’s flyin’ in . . .’


Lloyd and Alfie looked up at her, eyebrows arched.


‘What can be so important that he gets in his helicopter and flies 150 miles here?’ Lloyd said.


Vladimir had been meeting a Bolivian official who was taking a vacation, staying at a very exclusive hotel in Seville, courtesy of their cartel, and promising to cast a blind eye over their products as they left customs in South America – for a huge fee, of course.


An hour later, the sound of the helicopter’s blades cutting through the sky alerted them to the Russian’s arrival. From the window, they watched as the chopper landed safely on the villa’s helicopter pad and the wind created by the spinning steel tore through the palm trees nearby. Two armed guards ran over to escort the businessman inside. Vladimir stepped out, his suit immaculate, his short hair barely moving as the air swirled around him. He walked swiftly towards the villa, acknowledging the three of them briefly with a small wave before entering via a door at the back of the building.


He marched into the office, and without a formal greeting, got straight to the point. ‘I found him. I found the man responsible for your husband’s death. It was a former associate of mine from Russia who has been trying to take over our business.’


Everyone stared back at the Russian.


‘Someone encroachin’ on our territory?’ Alfie responded, glancing swiftly at Ruby who stood stock still, waiting for whatever was coming next.


Vladimir’s eyes darted around the room.


‘So, you’re tellin’ us that you discovered there was a plot against us?’ Lloyd said.


‘Yes, that is right. Your dead man, Micha, was correct. The robbery was a set-up. There was someone behind the terrible events of that day. Your deaths were meant to appear as part of the robbery when, in fact, they were arranged so that Alec could muscle in on the empire you have created.’


‘So, where is this associate of yours, Vladimir?’ Ruby said, getting straight to the point, ‘I want to meet him.’


‘Ah. Dear lady, he is dead,’ Vladimir said, adjusting his cufflinks. ‘He would’ve killed me, I had only one option. He had to die.’


There was a moment’s silence as the news they’d all waited to hear was digested. They should’ve been celebrating, yet something about this didn’t feel right, not to Ruby, anyway. She felt a prickling sensation on her skin, like a form of warning.


‘What d’ya mean he’s dead?’ she snapped. ‘I told ya I wanted to be the one who killed whoever was responsible for my Archie’s murder. You’re now tellin’ us that not only did ya find him, but ya got rid of him as well? And all of this in two days, without sayin’ a word to any of us?’


Vladimir nodded, though he didn’t quite meet Ruby’s gaze as he replied.


‘I apologise for not telling you. I thought I would sort this out myself as it was a countryman of mine. I went to see him alone. He was an old KGB colleague, Alec Rumanov, a man I knew well in Moscow. I realised this was a mistake when he pulled a gun on me. I had no choice. I shot him before he killed me. That’s all there is to say. It’s dealt with, dear lady. We move forward now.’


It sounded plausible enough. Alfie shrugged, accepting the news, but Ruby’s mind was whirring.


‘Why ’ave I never ’eard of him, then? This Alec Rumanov must be a big player to try and barge in on our business. So why ’aven’t we met him before?’ Ruby asked. She was like a Rottweiler with a rat between her teeth, she couldn’t let go of it. She hesitated when she saw the frown on Lloyd’s face. Again, she was questioning Vladimir’s word, and this went against the code of honour among their kind. They were business partners, and so their word to each other mattered. If Vladimir was saying this is what happened, then again, at least outwardly, she had to agree. Otherwise, she risked him losing face, and the consequences might be serious. Upsetting the Russian, with his extensive networks, contacts, henchmen and killers at his heel, was not the way to sort this. She knew she had stepped over a line, but something about all this still didn’t make sense to her.


‘Vladimir’s explained what ’appened. He’s right, we ’ave to move forward. Ruby, why don’t ya take a breather. We’ll sort the Bolivia deal.’ Lloyd was all charm as he spoke.


Ruby nodded.


‘I’m fine to stay ’ere. Vladimir, I didn’t mean no offence to ya. On behalf of all of us, I thank you for sorting out my husband’s killer. I’m only sorry I weren’t there to see it.’ Her face was now as calm and professional as it would be with any other transaction between them.


‘Run through the details of Alfie’s trip again. Can we guarantee the border crossings will go smoothly?’ She sat down at the oval table and gestured for the men to join her, nothing in her manner suggesting how agitated she felt underneath her now-serene exterior.


After Vladimir had flown back to Seville, Ruby poured Lloyd and Alfie whisky, preferring vodka for herself.


‘Keep an eye on him,’ Ruby murmured, keeping her voice low in case any of their considerable number of staff were in Vladimir’s pay.


‘Find out what ya can about that Russian who Vladimir says was behind it. My hunch is . . .’


Ruby didn’t have time to finish her sentence as the housekeeper, a stern Spanish woman, entered the lounge to announce dinner was served.


‘Hold that thought, Rube. We’ll do what ya ask, now let’s eat,’ said Lloyd, his hand on her back as they walked into the palatial dining room which was filled with the white lilies Ruby adored.


Later, Ruby sat by her pool, the cicadas sounding all around her, the heat slowly leeching from the day. She could do nothing to challenge Vladimir openly. She thought about Archie, what advice he would’ve given her, how he would’ve settled her, telling her she had to trust someone. She thought about her parents, Cathy and Louie, those simple souls who believed in the goodness of people despite growing up in Canning Town where there was plenty of evidence to the contrary. They would’ve washed their hands of her and her life, preferring to know nothing about it. Their love for her, Bobby and George wouldn’t have changed, but they’d have hated the path their children had chosen. Finally, she remembered her beloved friends Charlie and Maureen. She’d inherited the palatial villa they were based in from them, as well as a considerable fortune, propelling her into millionairess status. Charlie had been her crime mentor, the big boss of the underworld who took her under his wing before his untimely death in a car crash. He’d been faithful to his wife Maureen, who was Ruby’s closest friend, and she’d died alongside him as they’d rushed back to help her when Bobby was nicked by armed Flying Squad officers who had forced their way into their Chigwell home. That was the legacy of Freddie Harris, a low-life crook who’d mugged them off – a legacy she’d repaid in murder. Archie, who was Ruby’s boyfriend at the time, and Alfie, had hunted Freddie down like an animal and butchered him. His remains were fed to pigs, his teeth and nails thrown into the Thames. She’d blamed Freddie for her friends’ deaths as they drove to try to get Bobby out of the charges of robbery levelled against him.


She knew revenge, which is why she distrusted Vladimir’s words. She knew about killing, about what drives people to vengeance, and in that deep, primal knowledge, she couldn’t find the passion behind Archie’s killing. She couldn’t trace the scent of the killer back to this Russian, Alec, though it was only a hunch. Charlie’s face swam in front of her eyes. He’d had blue eyes that seemed to see into someone’s heart and mind. He would’ve known if he was being lied to. She could almost hear his voice saying to her, ‘Trust no one.’
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