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  With love to Cliff, as always.




  





  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  The Camorra is Naples’ equivalent organization to the Mafia. It came into existence in the eighteenth century, about a hundred years before its Sicilian counterpart.




  Now it is a huge political and economic force in southern Italy, and its tentacles stretch out even further, well beyond Italy’s shores . . .




  





  THE DARKE FAMILY




  

    [image: ]


  




  





  




  ‘What’s gone and what’s past help




  Should be past grief.’




  WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE




  The Winter’s Tale




  





  PROLOGUE




  1975




  It happened one night as Reg drove Ruby Darke home to Marlow on the edge of the Thames. And really, was she even surprised? For weeks there had been such stress, such an

  atmosphere of dread surrounding her that the final thing, the last act in this horrible play, was almost a relief.




  She was a strong woman. Tough in business, uncompromising, used to cutting deals and making her mark. After years of graft, she was now not only Ruby Darke the once-despised mixed-race child

  from the East End, she was also known as the Ice Queen of Retail, owner of the Darkes chain of department stores.




  Ice Queen, she thought to herself. What a joke.




  She had never felt as weary or as vulnerable as she did at this moment. Michael, her great love, had been murdered, Kit was in trouble – and now there was Thomas Knox who had come into her

  life and tipped her world upside-down, ruined everything. And these awful people, this merciless Italian clan who seemed intent on damaging the Darke family any way they could.




  As the Mercedes turned into the drive leading up to her small Victorian villa, she sat up and stretched in anticipation. A hot bath, a warm bed. She needed both, then she’d start to feel a

  bit better.




  But . . . there should have been two men on the gate.




  The thought sprang into her brain and with it Ruby felt a bolt of fright shoot from her feet right to the top of her head. The family was under threat, so Rob had been taking extreme measures to

  keep them all safe. Instead of leaving it to Reg, her chauffeur and minder, to protect her, he’d assigned two men to guard the gate . . .




  But they weren’t there.




  ‘Reg . . . ?’ she started, alarmed, her heartbeat quickening.




  Reg said nothing. He kept driving.




  Ruby reached forward and tapped his shoulder. ‘There was no one on the gate. Where are they?’




  Reg didn’t answer. He brought the car to a halt outside Ruby’s front door. In the white glare of the headlights she could see people moving about. But not Kit’s people. These

  were men she recognized, with a shiver of foreboding.




  She lunged across the seat and threw open the far door, getting ready to run. But someone blocked her path and leaned in. As the interior lights came on, she saw Fabio Danieri standing there

  grinning at her.




  Then the other rear door opened, and Vittore Danieri got in and sat beside her. Ruby shrank back. Fabio got in too, so that she was caught, helpless, between the two of them.




  ‘Good evening, Miss Darke,’ said Vittore, turning his dark vulpine gaze on her.




  Jesus, they were going to snatch her. They really were.




  She thought of Kit, the son who still resented her, hated her for giving him up all those years ago. He had said he would try to forgive her, but he never had; she knew it. Now her heart

  clenched as the bitter realization hit her. If they thought he would pay them even a single penny to get her back, they were mistaken. He wouldn’t.




  But maybe this wasn’t a kidnap at all. Perhaps this was it, the end: perhaps they just intended to kill her, not bargain over her. As if reading her thoughts, Fabio drew out a knife and

  held it almost casually against her throat.




  Panicking, straining away from him, terror gripping her, she could only think of Thomas’s last angry words: that there could be bits of her daughter Daisy sent through the post to her,

  bits of Daisy’s children if this feud with the Danieris wasn’t brought under control. But he’d got it wrong. She realized that now.




  It wouldn’t be bits of Daisy, or her kids.




  It would be bits of her.




  ‘Now, Ruby Darke,’ said Fabio. ‘You choose. Where should I cut you first?’
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  Earlier in 1975




  The late Michael Ward and Tito Danieri had been business partners, barely tolerating each other but rubbing along well enough as they poured their own money and a big

  government grant into the refurbishment of a group of derelict cotton warehouses in the Albert Docks. Now it was the evening of the launch, and all the VIPs were assembled there, cooing over an

  elaborate model of the projected finished article.




  There would soon be designer shops, restaurants, a docklands railway – everything that was needed for smart young execs to live the ‘café society’. Everyone was

  impressed. There were drinks, nibbles and hostesses shimmying around among the excited crowds, handing out smiles and nourishment.




  It was a fun night, and Tito pressed a lot of flesh and charmed a lot of women with his bulky prosperous silverback looks, ice-blue eyes and dashing grey beard. Michael Ward – his business

  partner – of course, wasn’t there, because Michael Ward was dead.




  Tito gave the nod at around twelve-fifteen, and one of his boys hurried off to fetch his coat. He made his way outside into the damp night air with his three minders moving ahead of him. It had

  been a good night, he thought with satisfaction, puffing on a freshly lit Cohiba. And there would be more to come. He was a millionaire now, a situation that could be improved upon still further.

  Tito had big plans.




  Sorry, Michael, you didn’t live to see this, our night of triumph, he thought.




  A shame, really, but they’d never got on. Tito’s friendship with the Conservative peer Cornelius Bray – and other things – had grated on Michael Ward, who was firmly in

  businesswoman Ruby Darke’s corner. And Ruby and Cornelius . . . well, there was bad blood there. Lots of it.




  Suddenly there was someone standing right in front of Tito, between the boys and himself. He couldn’t see a face, not even in the sickly sodium glare of the street lights. The face was

  covered. Tito’s eyes widened in shock and his mouth opened to say, What the fuck . . . ?




  But there was no time for that. A piercing, awful pain in his chest whipped the breath out of him, crushed any facility for speech.




  Stabbed I’ve been stabbed what are they doing why are they such fucking fools . . .




  He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t shout to his minders for help. His mouth drooped open further, the cigar falling to the ground in a small shower of sparks. Tito felt blackness descend

  like a thick curtain as his legs started to buckle beneath him.




  ‘Not smiling now, are you, Tito?’ the figure whispered, and then there was more pain, unbelievable pain, as something was yanked from his chest.




  It was Miller’s voice! It was him, that cunt Kit Miller!




  Knife . . .




  He clawed at Kit, but he was already gone, running off into the deeper shadows. Tito folded almost gracefully to the ground. He barely had time to hear the shouts as his boys realized what had

  happened, then he closed his eyes and died.
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  One of Tito’s less experienced boys, one of the three who’d been with him at the Docklands launch, was sent to the favourite family-owned nightclub – which

  Tito had grandiosely named Tito’s in his own honour – to find Vittore, Tito’s brother, while the other two, each of them trembling with shock, said they would call on Tito’s

  mother Bella, break the bad news. They’d had to leave the scene when the ambulance and the police came. What the fuck – it was too late to do anything for Tito, anyway.




  It was gone one in the morning, and downstairs Tito’s was quiet, a man tinkling away a bluesy few notes on a piano, the lighting low and drifts of cigarette smoke creating a drowsy miasma

  around the couples talking softly at the tables as the hostesses slowly circled them. Donato went through the main body of the club and straight upstairs. One of the boys was on the door there, and

  he took one look at pudgy Donato’s face and let him through without a word.




  Inside the flat it was less tasteful nightclub, more Roman orgy. There were chandeliers and Aubusson carpets, deep sofas and a roaring fire. Five men, all big faces from around Little Italy,

  were being fawned over by a mob of girls – all of them beautiful, all scarcely wearing a thing.




  Everyone was laughing, drinks were being filled and refilled. A fat swarthy-skinned man with his trousers pushed down was in a corner with a blonde woman between his legs, her mouth full of

  cock. Another man had a girl on his lap, squeezing a handful of naked tit. And another – ah, Jesus, there was Fabio! – he was lounging there with one of the women, a luscious nude

  brunette, nibbling at her neck, whispering in her ear.




  Donato went straight over to him.




  ‘Fabio!’ said Donato. He was a cruel-eyed youngster, short, stocky, always up for a fight. Now, he looked like a kid who’d had his favourite toy snatched away. He looked like

  he was about to cry.




  Fabio glanced up, still smiling, a curl of smoke coming from the cigarette held loosely in his hand. The voluptuous naked girl with him stared up at Tito’s boy with dead-eyed disinterest.

  With Fabio distracted, she raised her glass and took a long drink of champagne.




  ‘Donato?’ asked Fabio, half-smiling, thinking that he’d fuck the girl very shortly. She’d be only too happy to open her legs for powerful Tito’s handsome baby

  brother; they always were. Across the room was a large gilded mirror, and Fabio could see himself reflected in there: he’d been admiring himself all evening, his glossy black hair, his

  perfect nose, his olive skin. He was a very good-looking young man, and he loved mirrors.




  ‘Is Vittore here?’ asked Donato.




  As if Fabio hadn’t been hearing that all his life! Is Tito here? Is Vittore here? Always looking over Fabio’s shoulder as they said it, searching for the older brothers, the ones

  that could be relied upon for good sense – never for Fabio, the youngest. It hurt him, every single time. Like it had hurt him when his mother and father took in his little sister, Bianca, a

  white-blonde miniature usurper, just three years old, who had instantly become the centre of his parents’ universe. He’d been seven when that happened, and for him it had been a

  disaster. At least, before she came along he’d been the youngest, the baby of the family. After Bianca arrived on the scene, what was he? Not even that, not any more.




  ‘Can you see Vittore here?’ snapped Fabio. Stupid cunt.




  ‘Fab, it’s Tito . . .’ Donato yanked out a chair and seemed to collapse into it. His face was bleached of colour. He looked like a man in turmoil.




  ‘What about Tito?’ asked Fabio impatiently when Donato said no more.




  Donato’s eyes came up and met Fabio’s.




  ‘He’s fucking dead, Fab. He’s dead.’




  Fabio felt time freeze. He looked at Donato. There were actual tears making tracks down Donato’s face now. Donato the hard nut. Not very bright. Not bright enough to see that

  he’d been made a patsy by two much smarter players, that was for sure. He was sitting there blubbering like a child.




  ‘What . . .’ Fab felt the smile, the one he had used to such effect on the girl – fuck knew what her name was – stall on his face. The smile stayed there, but the life

  had gone out of it. ‘What did you say?’




  ‘Tito’s dead,’ said Donato. And he told Fabio about it then, through sobs and hitches and gasps.




  About halfway through, the girl got up. Fabio grabbed her arm. ‘Where you going?’ he asked.




  ‘I . . .’ she started.




  Fabio yanked her back down.




  ‘Ow!’ she complained. People were turning, staring. Fabio still held her arm, crushing it.




  ‘No, you don’t run off and tell everyone the news like it’s a freak show,’ he said in a low voice. ‘You stay here.’




  ‘You’re hurting—’ she said.




  ‘You stay here,’ he said, and this time she remained silent. His returned his attention to Donato. He was thinking Tito, dead? No. Not possible.




  Tito had been there all his life, an absolute and uncaring despot; ruling the roost after Papa went, with Vittore waiting in the wings, ready to take over when his turn came.

  Fabio’s turn at being head of the family was way off. It had been set in stone for so long, this fact, that Fabio had almost come to accept it. Almost. He’d always known

  he’d have to attend two funerals before his turn came. Two graves to stand by, and then all hail King Fabio! He’d always thought that, even as a small boy.




  ‘And where the fuck were you when all this was happening?’ he asked.




  ‘We were right there with him,’ said Donato. ‘Right there. This bastard came out of nowhere and did it.’




  ‘Right in front of your eyes,’ said Fabio.




  ‘Yeah. Just like that.’




  Fabio let go of the girl and stood up. He was nodding, his head bent. Then without warning he lashed out, grinding the glowing tip of the cigarette hard into Donato’s cheek. Donato

  shrieked; so did the women in the room. The stink of scorched skin drifted up, and a faint repulsive sizzling. Everyone was suddenly on their feet, knocking chairs over, backing away, yelling and

  screaming. Donato was sobbing in agony. He had fallen to the floor and was holding his hands to his burned face.




  ‘You were there when it happened? And you didn’t stop it?’ roared Fabio, leaning in and jabbing the glowing cigarette against Donato’s face again, then again.

  Donato screamed.




  One of the other men made as if to intervene. Fabio saw the movement and lifted his arm and pointed a rigid finger at him.




  ‘I really wouldn’t,’ Fabio hissed. Then he turned to the room at large and shouted: ‘Place is closed, folks. Everyone out now.’




  No one moved. Everyone stared at the stricken Donato.




  ‘Off you fuck!’ yelled Fabio, full volume.




  They started moving then, the women gathering up their clothes, grabbing handbags, edging away, their eyes still on him, the way you would keep your eyes on a dangerous animal that could turn

  and attack.




  Fabio pressed the point harder: ‘Get out of here! Show’s over!’




  Slowly, everyone started to move toward the door. Fabio stood glowering until the last guest closed the door behind them, leaving him alone with the cowering Donato.




  ‘You stupid cunt,’ he said, and grabbed a heavy marble candlestick from a table and waded in.




  Then, when he had seen to Donato, taught him a lesson he would never forget, Fabio went through to the office next door. With hands that shook with a mixture of excitement and terror, his

  knuckles sore and bloodstained, he phoned his brother Vittore. He didn’t know what to do, but he knew that Vittore would. And the irony of this did not escape him.
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  This is a nightmare, thought Bella Danieri. She couldn’t believe that she wasn’t asleep and dreaming this horror. Her boy Tito was dead. In the small hours

  of that same morning, she sat with Fabio and Vittore in her kitchen. Maria had come in, briefly – she knew she wasn’t welcome, she was never welcome at any family occasion

  – and she’d hugged Bella and said she was so sorry about Tito, was there anything she could do?




  ‘Go to bed,’ said Bella, shrugging off her daughter-in-law’s embrace as if she were an annoying insect to be swatted aside.




  Maria stiffened, glanced at Vittore; he nodded and she left the room. Presently they heard the door across the hallway close loudly, and Bella slopped brandy into three glasses.




  ‘Who did it?’ said Vittore into the sudden silence. ‘That’s what I want to know.’




  Fabio glanced at his older brother. ‘He had a lot of enemies.’ Even you, brother dear. And me. Neither of us could wait for him to be out of the way, so that we could have our

  turn.




  But he didn’t say it; Vittore would flatten him if he did. Instead, he sipped the brandy and stared at Mama Bella. Earlier, when Vittore had confirmed the news, she had sobbed and shrieked

  and clutched at her chest. Now she seemed calmer.




  ‘I want to know the answer. Whoever did this is a dead man,’ said Vittore.




  Bella took a swig of the drink. It warmed her, but not enough to reach the chill that had settled over her soul as Vittore spoke. Vittore wanted revenge. He wanted to find who had killed Tito,

  and take vengeance on them. But that would place him, Vittore, her favourite boy, in danger. She didn’t want that. She had just lost one son. She didn’t want to lose another, most

  particularly not the one who was so precious to her.




  ‘There is something I have to say to you both,’ she told them.




  ‘Oh? What is it, Mama?’ asked Fabio.




  Bella looked from one to the other. Vittore so masculine, so imposing; Fabio so handsome. Her boys. Then her eyes dropped to Fabio’s grazed and bloody knuckles. She guessed that someone

  had paid for bringing bad news to Fabio; this was the way it worked in the Camorra.




  ‘It could have been anyone who did this,’ she said shakily. ‘One of the establishment, someone Tito crossed over a business deal or a woman.’




  ‘Tito crossed a lot of people,’ agreed Fabio.




  ‘It could have been Miller – Michael Ward’s number one,’ said Vittore. ‘Maybe he believed we carried out the hit on his boss. That’s a possibility.’




  ‘Or it could have been any one of a dozen others,’ said Bella tiredly, shaking her head. When her eyes met Vittore’s again they were full of command. ‘Now I’m

  telling you. Both of you. There will be no reprisals. I won’t have more bloodshed.’




  ‘But Miller—’ said Vittore.




  ‘We don’t know who did this,’ said Bella, steel in her voice.




  ‘Mama—’ started Vittore, coming to his feet.




  ‘No!’ Bella stood up too. The fists she rested on the table were shaking, but her eyes flashed with fire. ‘I’ve lost one child this night, do you think I will

  risk another? I mean it, Vittore. No reprisals.’




  Fabio drank down his brandy and eyed the two of them, staring at each other across the table.




  ‘Swear to me,’ said Bella.




  ‘What . . . ?’ Vittore was almost twitching with suppressed aggression.




  ‘Swear it,’ she repeated, glancing down at Fabio.




  He shrugged. ‘All right, Mama. If it means that much to you, I swear. No reprisals.’




  Her gaze turned to Vittore. ‘And you? Vittore?’ she prompted.




  He heaved a sigh. ‘No reprisals, Mama. I swear, all right? I swear it.’




  Bella nodded. After a second she sank back into her chair. Looked at her boys, her two remaining living sons, and asked herself, Are they lying, to please me?




  She suspected they were. But she had done this much. She thought of Kit Miller, and his mother. There was one more thing she could do, to make sure that no other sons ended up on a

  mortuary slab. She’d had years of this, of the killing, the crooked deals, the stress and the lust for revenge, and she was tired of it all. Then her mind turned with soul-wrenching sadness

  to her daughter; this would break her heart.




  ‘Someone ought to go in the morning and tell Bianca,’ she said.




  Vittore nodded. ‘I’ll do it,’ he said.
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  ‘Blood will flow.’




  Ruby Darke would never forget those words, coming down the phone line at her. It was like a witch’s curse, she thought later, because blood did flow, oh yes indeed. But she

  didn’t know, not then. She just picked up the phone, like you do, like thousands of people do, every day. They pick up, and bang. Their world changes for ever. ERNIE’s snatched

  their premium bond numbers out of the pile. Or someone they kissed goodbye only an hour ago is dead, heart attack. The fates roll the dice, and we are all helpless pawns on the great game board of

  the uncaring universe.




  Ruby didn’t expect either good news or bad, not that day. But when she looked back, that was how it all started: with the phone




  the witch’s curse . . .




  ringing in her Victorian villa in Marlow.




  She was hurrying through the hall, the spring sunlight making pretty patterns as it shone through the stained-glass panels beside the front door. She threw a casual remark back

  at her daughter Daisy, who was in the kitchen with Nanny Jody, feeding Matthew and Luke, Daisy’s year-old twins.




  ‘Hello?’ Ruby unclipped an earring, smiled her automatic professional smile.




  She hadn’t genuinely smiled since last November, not since Michael Ward had been found shot dead in an alleyway. She thought about him every day. Mourned him bitterly. Missed him

  so much. Even though she knew what he’d been, she’d loved him.




  On the surface, Michael had been a businessman, giving generously to charities, stumping up for the Aberfan disaster, raising donations for the Hackney Road Queen Elizabeth Hospital for

  Children. But underneath the façade? He was a crook, the feared leader of one of the big organized gangs who ‘ran’ the streets of London, like the Krays had, and the Richardsons,

  the Regans, the Nashes and the Carters . . . Some of those gangs were off the scene now, and there were new developments: the Maltese were muscling in, the Mafia was cruising around, looking tasty,

  and then there was Tito Danieri’s lot, his camorristi, who should have been sweating it out in Naples but were here instead, causing trouble. Ruby wanted no part of that world.




  Ruby and Michael had been in their forties when they met, too old to be called boyfriend and girlfriend. But they’d been passionate, committed lovers and she felt she’d buried a part

  of herself when she’d lost him. Slowly, though, she was coming back to some semblance of normality, telling herself to get on with it, that life had to go on regardless how much it hurt.




  In the aftermath of Mike’s murder she’d ceased to care about the business – Darkes department stores, the chain she had built up from a single corner shop originally run by her

  dad – but now she was forcing herself to take up the reins again. As it had done so often in the past, work provided solace, kept her sane. Helped her to cope with her loss, just as it had

  when her twins were taken from her at birth.




  She was lucky, she had to keep telling herself that. Against all odds, thirty years after she was separated from them, Daisy and Kit had come back into her life. Daisy, who’d been brought

  up by her biological father and his wife, had found it easier to forgive than Kit, who’d never known what it was to have a family. Even after he’d learned how she was forced to give him

  up, he couldn’t stop blaming her for abandoning him. While everyone else had rallied round after Michael’s death, Kit had kept his distance. That hurt her terribly.




  Daisy, however, had been wonderful, as had Rob, Kit’s second-in-command, and all her staff. There had been notes of sympathy from her workers at all the stores, and even from

  Michael’s contacts and business associates, people she barely knew. Flowers from a man called Thomas Knox, and a note expressing his deepest sympathy. Then, a little later, a letter sent to

  her office, offering her help if she should ever need it, asking her to call him, asking if he could call her . . .




  Ruby had quickly decided that she never would. She suspected that Knox, like Michael, operated on the precariously narrow line between big business and criminal activities, skirting between

  legit and not-so-kosher deals. Bad enough that Kit was following that same perilous path; all she wanted now was to escape that shadowy underworld. It was dark and it was dangerous. Look at what

  had happened to Michael. Wasn’t that proof enough?




  ‘Do you know a Thomas Knox?’ she’d asked Rob one day. She could always talk to Rob, far more easily than she could talk to Kit. Rob was solid as a rock; he’d been her

  minder last year, when she’d had need of one. He’d saved her life.




  ‘Knox? Sure. Hard man, a real face. He was at Michael’s funeral – didn’t you see him? Big guy. Fortyish. Blondish sort of hair. Why?’




  ‘No reason,’ said Ruby.




  She was sure she had seen Knox there, watching her with hard blue eyes.




  She kept the flowers – they were beautiful – but she binned the note, and the letter.




  As she picked up the phone, Ruby’s mind had already made the assumption that it would be something to do with her plan to roll out coffee shops across the Darkes chain.

  Shifting to professional mode, she forced herself to confront her reflection in the mirror above the telephone table. Lately, she had avoided mirrors. Now she looked and there she was: Ruby Darke,

  still battling away, still coping. She saw a woman of a certain age and mixed race, dark haired with café au lait skin. She was model-thin (maybe too thin, since Michael had gone and food

  had lost its appeal) and elegant. She was dressed in black, and pearls. Her features were delicate, and her straight, thick black hair was swept back into a neat chignon. She looked confident and

  wealthy. But her eyes, darkest brown with speckles of copper-gold, told the true story. The expression in them was anxious and miserable, full of sadness.




  ‘Is that Ruby?’ It was a female voice, accented – French or Italian? – with a hint of uncertainty.




  ‘It is.’ A little frown of puzzlement wrinkled Ruby’s brow. ‘Who is this?’




  ‘I am Bella Danieri. Tito’s mother.’




  Ruby’s false business smile dropped away. Italian, then. She’d heard the news about Tito, and how he’d died. Everyone had.




  ‘I want you to come to his Requiem Mass,’ said Bella. ‘If you would.’




  ‘Well I . . .’




  ‘Please. I want you to come.’ And Bella started reeling off the time, the place, the date.




  Ruby paused, hearing but not wanting to, wondering how she could get out of this. She hadn’t even known Tito, not really. He’d been an associate of Michael’s, so

  she’d brushed up against him once or twice. She hadn’t liked him. One look into those soulless eyes had told her all she needed or wanted to know about Tito Danieri. She had formed the

  strong impression that Michael had done his utmost to keep her out of Tito’s way. So no, she didn’t want to attend his funeral.




  ‘I don’t know . . .’




  ‘Please, you must.’ Bella’s voice trembled. She stopped speaking. Then she seemed to gather her strength to go on. ‘Please come. I have to talk to you. Or I tell you,

  blood will flow.’




  And there it was. The witch’s curse.




  Blood will flow.




  And God help them all, because it did.
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  There was something awesome about Bianca Danieri, with her straight fall of silvery white-blonde hair, her lily-pale skin and her turquoise-blue eyes. And she knew it.

  Exploited it, in fact. To emphasize the whiteness of her hair and skin, she always wore white. The woman in white, pale as the proverbial ghost; that was Bianca. Even her name meant

  ‘white’. She could nail a room in one second flat, turn the attention of everyone in it directly to her.




  Bianca was twenty-five years old and for the first time ever her brothers had trusted her enough – or Mama Bella had nagged them sufficiently – to run one of the just-about-to-launch

  new Danieri family discos. This one was in Southampton at the Back of the Walls, where the ancient city fortifications still stood. Not a prime site in London’s West End like the ones the

  family already owned, oh no – not like Tito’s, or Fellows or Goldie’s; of course not. Bianca had to prove herself in the wasteland of the sticks first. Well, so what? Prove

  herself she would.




  The disco was to be called Dante’s – Bianca’s own choice, she liked the idea of replicating an inferno in here – and the red, black and gold paint was still tacky and

  stinking the place out. The kitchens had been fitted over the past week, the black carpets (which wouldn’t show the inevitable stains) were being laid today, then the furnishings were coming

  in. The sparks were in now, fiddling with the strobes. It was all hands to the pump.




  ‘Hey, Cora, you listening?’ said Bianca. ‘Drayman’s delivering at eleven, you sort him out, OK?’




  Cora, a tall redhead who’d been running bars since before Bianca was born, nodded.




  ‘And Tanya . . . where the hell’s Tanya?’




  While Cora was in charge of bar staff, Tanya was here to manage the waiters and waitresses, or rather ‘hosts’ and ‘hostesses’. They would be working front-of-house,

  dressed in fetching little devil costumes, and red horns. Red wings had been discussed as an option, but Bianca had dismissed that idea. ‘Take up too much room,’ she said. ‘You

  turn around, knock a punter’s drink flying. Nah. Silly idea.’




  ‘Tanya had a hot date last night, I heard,’ said Claire, a tiny brunette already puffing on her twentieth cigarette of the day.




  ‘I told her to get in early.’




  Cora and Claire exchanged looks. They both knew that Tanya had been moonlighting at Nero’s, a club in Portsmouth where the girls were all tricked out in dinky little togas. They also knew

  that if Bianca found out about this, she would grab Tanya by the throat and give her seven kinds of shit before kicking her smartly out the door. You didn’t mess with Bianca.




  ‘She’ll be in soon,’ said Cora loyally.




  ‘She’d better be.’ Bianca might look like a cool blonde angel, but she wasn’t up for being taken for a mug, not now, not ever. She’d been adopted into a fierce

  immigrant family, and had absorbed their ways; she wouldn’t take any shit. And it mattered so much to her that this went right. So much.




  She was special and she knew it. Bella was always telling her so.




  ‘We chose you out of all the little girls we could have brought home from the orphanage,’ Bella would say.




  Bianca had no memory of the orphanage. All she did remember was a blonde woman, smiling. One of the nuns or matrons or whatever they were called, no doubt. And Tito, cuddling her in the

  family kitchen, saying she was his little sister, his precious one – with Vittore looking on, uninterested, and Fabio looking furious. Oh – and a bead of blood, dripping from a blade of

  grass. Weird. She must have fallen over when she was small, cut herself perhaps. Something like that.




  ‘Speak of the devil!’ said Claire, as Tanya came in the door, looking washed out.




  ‘Sorry,’ she said quickly. ‘Sorry I’m late.’




  ‘What the fuck time d’you call this?’ asked Bianca.




  Tanya looked truculently up at the clock on the wall, brand new and still without its batteries, both hands stuck at the vertical.




  ‘Twelve,’ she said.




  There was a brief, freezing silence.




  ‘Don’t even think about being bloody funny,’ said Bianca. ‘Carpet fitters are coming in today, and they’re late too, so get on the sodding phone

  and hurry them up, capisce? And you keep an eye on them when they get here, I don’t want to see any joins in awkward places, I want this to look the business.’




  ‘And what will you be doing?’ asked Tanya. It wasn’t her job to balls around looking at carpets. She was supposed to be in charge of the waiting staff, wasn’t

  she?




  Bianca looked at her. ‘You got a hangover?’




  ‘A bit.’




  ‘Then I’ll make allowances. Not that it’s anything to do with you, but I’ll be interviewing doormen, if that’s all right with you, Tanya?’




  Tanya shrugged. Sure.




  ‘OK, get on with it then, the lot of you. I’ll be up in the office.’




  Bianca went upstairs. Cora and Claire looked at Tanya.




  ‘What?’ she asked.




  ‘You don’t half push your luck,’ said Claire. ‘She ain’t in the mood for fun and games.’




  ‘She never flaming is,’ said Cora.




  ‘She’s on edge with all the decorating and stuff going on. She wants the place to look right. Tito’s trusted her with it, and she wants to impress him.’ They all knew how

  Bianca worshipped her eldest brother, Tito. Claire took a long pull at her cigarette, then stubbed it out in a black ashtray on the bar. ‘Let’s get on then, shall we . . . ?’




  Half an hour later, the carpet fitters arrived. And half an hour after that, Vittore Danieri showed up.




  ‘Bianca here?’ he asked the three women, who were pausing by the bar for a fag and a coffee.




  Vittore had an authoritative way about him, like Bianca; he was big, blockish like Tito, robust and tough-looking and ugly with a hooked nose, receding black hair and bulging dark brown eyes.

  There was a stillness, a hardness about him – and he looked somehow polished like Tito too, in the way that rich guys did.




  ‘Why hasn’t he got a neck?’ they’d joked between themselves when they first set eyes on him. Vittore’s head was set low on his shoulders and it poked aggressively

  forward; he didn’t seem to have a neck, it was true, but then he didn’t seem to have a sense of humour either, so they maintained a show of respect in his presence.




  ‘Bianca’s upstairs,’ said Tanya, her eyes catching his.




  She thought of it as turning on the headlights. She turned them on now, gave him full beam, eyelashes fluttering, You want some of this? She knew he was married, but she

  didn’t give a toss about that. Of course, she would prefer to have Tito, but Vittore would do. The family was loaded, and all the brothers – even that vain little tit Fabio who’d

  come down here once trying to chuck his weight about – had an aura of power that appealed to her.




  ‘Right,’ said Vittore, and passed by all three of them without a second glance.




  ‘Shit,’ said Tanya, shaking her head. ‘Am I losing it, or what?’




  ‘Girl, you never had it to lose,’ laughed Cora.




  ‘Yeah, funny,’ said Tanya, and Claire gave a smirk.




  ‘Come on,’ sighed Claire. ‘Work to do . . .’




  Bianca wasn’t particularly surprised to see Vittore show up unannounced. She was thrilled that Tito had entrusted her with the start-up of Dante’s, after she had

  spent several years learning the business up in London; but she was under no illusions. He was expecting her to fail, to need bailing out at any moment.




  She was used to this. With three older brothers, she was always the one standing on the sidelines, the one nobody consulted or enquired after, because she was a girl and in their eyes

  that made her something less than a man, someone less likely to get things properly done. She had kicked against it for most of her life, but it was there, always staring her in the face:

  the testosterone wall.




  She might have been used to it, but that didn’t mean she liked it, or accepted it. In fact, it enraged her. She knew she was capable, sensible, tough enough to run this place.

  When she put herself forward for it, her brothers been taken by surprise; it was obvious that they wanted to say no, but Mama had backed her. They all knew Mama was the boss, so Tito had said OK,

  why not? All the time expecting Bianca to make a bollocks of it.




  And here it was, Vito checking up on her, proof that they thought her inadequate; a mere female and not even one of them. She was adopted, not proper Danieri blood.




  She waited patiently for him to say the words: Everything OK, Sis? Need a hand?




  Expecting – almost hoping – that she would say, Yes, someone’s giving me trouble, can you help me please, Vittore?




  She would rather choke than say any such thing. She was tough, through and through. She carried a .22 calibre gun in her handbag, she looked you straight in the eye and dared you to

  look back. She was Tito Danieri’s little sister. She was Camorra.




  ‘Vittore!’ she greeted him warmly as she sat behind her desk, elbow-deep in paperwork. Fucking paperwork. ‘What can I do for you?’




  It’s more what I can do for you, Sis. I’m here to help you out of whatever trouble it is you can’t handle.




  And all the while he’d be mocking her in his head, thinking, Knew it. She can’t cut it, not like us boys.




  Well, she was going to show them.




  ‘Sis . . .’ he hesitated. Vittore’s face was somehow . . . changed. No confident sneer today, and his mouth looked tight, strained.




  Bianca felt alarm spiral up through her core. Felt that soul-draining weakness that comes with the certainty that something nasty is coming, something bad.




  ‘What is it?’ she said, rising to her feet.




  ‘No. No. Sit down, Bianca. This is bad news. I’m sorry.’




  Bianca sank back into her seat. ‘Is it Mama?’ she asked, dry-mouthed.




  He was shaking his head.




  ‘It’s Tito,’ he said. ‘It happened last night, when he was at the new place in Docklands.’ Vittore swallowed hard, and Bianca was horrified to see that his eyes

  shone with tears. ‘He’s dead, Bianca. Tito’s gone.’
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  ‘Are you sure about this?’ Daisy asked her mother on the day of Tito’s funeral.




  ‘No, I’m not,’ said Ruby. ‘But I’m going.’




  ‘Then I’ll come with you,’ said Daisy, her face looming up in the mirror at Ruby’s shoulder.




  Ruby glanced at her watch. Ten to eleven. She felt a shiver of apprehension run right through her. The sort of shiver that told your senses Just don’t, OK? But she sent her

  daughter’s reflection a smile. ‘I’d rather you didn’t. Stay here with the babies.’




  Daisy’s eyes, blue as cornflowers, stared into her mother’s. She thought that Ruby’d had more than enough upsets over the past few months. She wished she wasn’t being so

  damned obstinate about this. But then, Ruby was obstinate about nearly everything: Daisy supposed that was how she came to be such a success in life.




  Could she look any less like me? wondered Daisy, watching her mother straighten her pearls in the hall mirror. It never failed to amaze and amuse her when she looked at Ruby. Daisy

  herself had the healthy tanned complexion, golden-blonde hair and robust build of a Valkyrie. There was certainly no question who Daisy’s father was: she was every inch the daughter of big,

  blond Cornelius Bray. She looked nothing like exotic, dark-skinned Ruby – unlike her twin, Kit.




  Daisy didn’t even sound like her mother. Ruby’s voice still held a hint of the East End she’d grown up in; when Daisy spoke it was with the beautifully rounded vowels

  of the Home Counties, as befitted the daughter of Lord and Lady Bray. But Lord Bray hadn’t wanted to know about his dark-skinned son; Kit had been raised in a succession of uncaring state

  orphanages. And she had always felt so guilty about that.




  In fact, Daisy felt that lately she passed her days consumed with guilt, not only about Kit but about her babies too. She loved her boys desperately, but being a stay-at-home mum had

  left her feeling restless, a little frustrated, a little bored even. Did that make her a failure as a mother? She felt that she was. And having abandoned her babies – and every

  waking minute spent away from them was torment – had she now compounded her failure by being a complete washout at her job?




  ‘How’s it going?’ Ruby asked.




  ‘Hm?’




  ‘At the store.’




  Shortly after Christmas, Daisy had asked her mother if she could perhaps work in the Darkes flagship Marble Arch store. Ruby had been surprised, but gratified. She had dreamed of her

  daughter following in her footsteps one day. But she insisted that if Daisy was going to work in the store, then she was going to have to learn the trade from the bottom up, just as she had. And

  Daisy had agreed, even though it wasn’t what she’d envisaged. She’d pictured herself doing a little clerical work in Ruby’s office, helping out Joan, her mother’s PA.

  She liked Joan, who was a merry-eyed matron and kindness itself.




  The trouble was, nothing had turned out the way she’d imagined – least of all store work. And on top of that there was the agony of leaving the twins in Jody’s care. Daisy felt

  shaky and near to tears, hyper-emotional every time she had to leave them. Plus she was still breastfeeding, which meant she had to express milk for their feeds, and wear pads inside her bra

  because her breasts leaked. Granted, the boys were gradually being weaned on to formula feed so she wouldn’t have to do it that much longer, but each day it seemed more of a struggle. Maybe

  Simon, her ex, was right: maybe she was a bad mother. True to his usual form, Simon had flown into a rage when she’d told him she planned to start work in the store, accusing her of

  abandoning the boys. Much as she hated the thought of doing anything that would please him, it was so, so tempting to throw in the job.




  ‘It’s going OK, is it?’ Ruby persisted. ‘At the store?’




  Daisy gave a smile. ‘Oh yes. Great.’




  Ruby studied her daughter’s face; she suspected that Daisy was lying, probably to spare her feelings, to avoid worrying her when she had enough on her plate as it

  was.




  I’m so lucky that I’ve found Daisy again. That she’s here with me, she thought. All the pain she had been through over the years, all the anguish, was softened by

  Daisy’s presence. Her relationship with Daisy, after almost three decades apart, had fallen almost easily into a comfortable, loving mode. But her relationship with Kit was never going to be

  so simple.




  Ruby heaved a sudden sigh.




  ‘What?’ asked Daisy, watching her mother curiously.




  ‘I was thinking about your brother,’ said Ruby.




  ‘Well, he won’t be at the funeral, that’s for sure. He hated Tito!’ Daisy snorted. ‘And you don’t have to go either. Not if you really don’t

  want to.’




  But Ruby knew that was not true. She did have to be there. Because of Bella, Tito’s mother. And because of the phone call.




  Blood will flow.




  What could Bella have meant by that? Was it a threat? Or a warning? Ruby shuddered to think of that voice on the phone, trembling yet full of determination.




  She had no choice. She had to find out what Bella was talking about.
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  ‘Honey, wake up! Wake up!’ squealed a voice in Kit’s ear.




  ‘Wha . . . ?’ he groaned, deep in a dream where a woman jangling with gold smiled at him with flirtatious sea-green eyes.




  An alarm was going off. Someone was shaking his shoulder.




  Ah shit no. Lemme sleep. Let me go back to her . . .




  ‘Wake UP!’ shouted the female voice, shaking him harder.




  Kit opened his eyes. A shadowed face was leaning over him, hair tickling his face. For a moment he thought it was her. But then he realized it wasn’t. Felt the numb deadness crush

  him again. ‘What the fuck . . . ?’ he mumbled.




  ‘It’s ten o’clock. You said not to let you sleep past ten, remember?’ said the girl, sounding annoyed.




  Kit came properly awake. No, this wasn’t Gilda. It was . . . damn. Couldn’t remember her name. His head ached, he’d drunk too much last night and fallen into bed with her, one

  of the hostesses maybe? One of the dancers? Who knew? Who cared? He’d been in a club, drinking. Which club, he didn’t know. His mouth was parched and sour, his eyes gritty.




  Ten . . . Why had he asked her to wake him at ten? He couldn’t even remember doing that, and he knew that was bad. This whole drinking thing was bad.




  The alarm was still blaring away. He reached out, thumped the switch to off. Silence fell, except for the steady background hum of traffic out on the main road. And then it came back to

  him, all of it. Today was the day of the funeral. Today was the day that Tito Danieri got planted.




  ‘Coffee,’ she said, and slapped a mug down beside the alarm clock.




  Kit pulled himself into a sitting position, rubbed his hands over his face. He looked at them, briefly. Both his palms bore pale ugly scars, but they were as much a part of him now as his teeth

  or his hair. He was used to them. Then he looked around the bedroom. It was flooded with light, fabulous and airy just like every other room in his house, which was a tall and fiendishly expensive

  Georgian place a stone’s throw from Belgravia. No more poky bedsits for him: he’d made it. Or rather, Michael had made it, and then had made him. Once he would have

  been so thrilled with all this. His own house, after growing up in rat-hole council orphanages and then making his own way out on the streets. Now, he barely even cared.




  He reached for the coffee.




  ‘So what are your plans for today?’ asked the girl, sitting there naked on the edge of the bed. She was pretty, blonde, but he still couldn’t remember who the hell she was.




  I have to stop this, he told himself. The drinking. The women. Maybe after today, I’ll be able to. Who knows?




  ‘Going out,’ he said, wincing as scalding-hot and sour-tasting instant coffee scorched his lips. He put the mug down. Looked at her.




  ‘Only I thought maybe we could spend some time together? I’m not on till eight.’ Her tone was hopeful.




  One of the dancers? Oh yeah. And her name is . . . Susie.




  ‘Sorry, Susie,’ he said. ‘Busy.’




  The girl’s cheeks coloured. ‘I’m not Susie,’ she spat. ‘My name’s Alison.’




  ‘Sure.’




  ‘I just thought . . . after last night . . .’ she said, her voice trailing off. She was wounded by his indifference. She looked at the man in the bed, so handsome, so well-muscled;

  he was like a hard-looking version of that famous actor, Omar Sharif. His skin was the colour of warm caramel, his face very still in repose, as noble and serene as an emperor’s – but

  his eyes, unlike Omar’s, were that fabulous, unexpected bright cornflower blue. She was already halfway in love with him, and he didn’t even know her name . . . and now,

  looking at him, she didn’t think he remembered that they had made love last night either. And maybe they hadn’t. For sure, she had been making love: but now she could see, with

  painful clarity, that for Kit it had been anonymous, mindless sex.




  Alison got off the bed. ‘You know what? You’re a bastard.’




  ‘I’m sorry . . .’




  ‘Yeah! Tell it to the fucking marines,’ she said, and hurried off into the bathroom.




  Kit sat there in the bed, alone, and thought of the day ahead.




  The day of Tito’s funeral.




  Something to look forward to, after all.
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  ‘Well, Astorre, how are we going to get through this?’ Bella Danieri asked the framed black-and-white photo of her late husband on the mantelpiece. No answer came.

  Of course it didn’t. Astorre had been gone for ten years now, he didn’t have to go through the excruciating pain of burying their eldest child, his favourite son, Tito. She was thankful

  for that.




  Bella picked up the photograph and kissed the still, silent face. He’d been no looker, her Astorre. Bulging-eyed and over-excitable, Astorre had been a bruiser of a man, bludgeoning his

  way through life. He was camorristi, one of the much-feared Camorra, a powerful Naples urban underworld organization. And he’d been doing well in the city of his birth until the feud

  with Corvetto forced the Danieris out of the district of Villaricca.




  Astorre had dragged himself and his Italian émigré family from those dangerous Naples gutters to the even meaner streets of London, pushing aside all those who would attempt to

  hold him back from enjoying his due: a comfortable life of crime.




  He had achieved his goals too; he’d mixed with the best of the best. The resettled Danieris had dined with MPs, celebrities and minor aristocracy. Their eldest son Tito had taken over the

  reins after Astorre’s passing, extending their criminal empire still further. Tito had proved himself a skilled puppet-master, building on Astorre’s talent for business, blackmail and

  subtle mayhem, ensuring that the family would always be safe. Too many people in high places stood to lose their easy life of privilege should the authorities ever bring trouble to the Danieri

  family door.




  Bella stood and looked around at this room, stuffed full of the possessions accumulated over a lifetime. The Danieri family had thrived in exile. At first, of course, life had been a struggle,

  but now they owned this big town-house with its many rooms, placed squarely and elegantly here in Little Italy, in the heart of Clerkenwell. They were safe, secure, among their own kind, and

  reasonably content with that.




  Bella preferred to keep her family close, under her control. She didn’t like Bianca being away so much, down on the south coast, but she kept her adopted daughter’s room just as she

  left it, so that it was always ready for her return.




  Why should her sons and her daughter find places of their own when there was this big house here, with plenty of space for them all? Of course, Tito had kept an apartment over one of the clubs

  – she didn’t want to know about that, or about what he got up to when he was there, God forbid. Fabio, her youngest boy, still lived here with his Mama, and why not?




  And Vittore!




  Bella’s lip curled. Her favourite boy, the middle son, had shocked and upset her by insisting on marrying that whore Maria. He’d been ready to break his mama’s heart by moving

  out, setting up his own household with the slut.




  Bella soon put a stop to that. She had cajoled, pleaded, cried, clutched at her chest. ‘I am losing my son!’ she wailed.




  In the end, Vittore had relented, as she had known he would. Now Vittore and Maria had their own set of rooms – lounge, kitchen, wine cellar, bathroom, bedroom, even their own little patch

  of garden – in the big family home, and there was no more talk of them moving out.




  The rain battered against the window and Bella gazed out at the dark sky, the lashing rain. She sighed then, and cursed the weather in this country. In Napoli, sweet hot Napoli, people sat

  outside, sharing grappa with their neighbours and laughing at the problems of the world under a brilliant, scorching sun. Here, they huddled indoors even in the summer months, and the air was never

  dry, it was always damp, humid: everyone went out in raincoats to dodge the showers. But there could never be any going back for the family; she knew that. This had become their country,

  their home.




  Once it had seemed that nothing could touch them here, nothing at all: and then it happened. Her son Tito, walking out of the renovated Docklands one night. An assassin, lying in wait,

  striking when it was least expected. A single thrust with a long, narrow blade, and her precious boy, her eldest, was dead.




  With trembling fingers Bella placed her long-dead husband’s picture back on the mantelpiece. She was so tired of it all: the fight, the struggle. Tired to death; all she wanted was

  peace. No reprisals, no beatings. She’d told the boys and she meant it. Tito was gone, nothing was going to bring him back. Let him rest.




  Blinking back tears, she focused on her reflection in the mirror. Why not admit it? Her husband might have been no looker, but she wasn’t either. Years of sophisticated company, high-end

  dinner parties, charity galas, and still she looked like what she was: an Italian peasant woman, her greying hair scraped back in a bun, her face a pallid network of wrinkles, her sallow complexion

  not flattered by the unadorned black dress she wore, her eyes stricken with grief.




  ‘Mama?’




  Bella turned. It was her Vittore. Her beloved boy. He too was showing signs of age: his hairline was receding, forming a widow’s peak at the front. It gave him a sinister look,

  wolfish.




  Vittore had always been her favourite, the one she had nursed at her breast for longest, the one she doted on the most. Now he was the eldest living boy and head of the family. He came forward,

  looking at his watch. It was nearly ten thirty. He kissed her dutifully on both cheeks, held her close for a moment, then pushed her back.




  ‘Finally he comes to see his mother,’ Bella sniffed.




  ‘Shouldn’t Bianca be here?’ asked Vittore, ignoring her remark. He was used to such things.




  Bella gave a shrug; Bianca was a law unto herself. She smiled faintly and patted his cheek. Vittore was her special one, that would never change.




  She thought of the old English rhyme: A boy’s your son till he takes a wife, a girl’s your daughter all your life. Bella’s heart clenched with pain as she thought how

  Vittore had gone against her wishes and wed Maria. She had warned him about dirty girls and their seductive ways, but what could you do? Men had their needs, and that bitch Maria had

  snared Vittore despite all Bella’s efforts to prevent it.




  But Bianca was completely hers. And she was proud of her. Bianca was intelligent, incisive – she was a true daughter of the Camorra. Bianca had adored Tito ever since she’d arrived

  on the scene, and her affection had been amply returned. It was Tito who had taught the girl how to shoot, how to do business.




  ‘She said she would be here,’ said Bella. ‘Or maybe she’ll go straight to the church.’




  Vittore grunted a reply.




  ‘Where is Fabby?’ asked Bella, using her son’s baby-name. Her youngest son was always off doing something or other, mostly things that were best not known about. She had no

  illusions about her family; she knew what her husband and then her sons had become. What her daughter might be, too, now that she was finally getting involved in the business. Still, she loved them

  and excused them so much. But today, Fabio should be here.




  ‘Something to do with the funeral director,’ lied Vittore.




  There was no trouble with the undertaker. Vittore knew that because he had handled all the arrangements himself. Fabio was off somewhere, doing something he shouldn’t. That was for sure.

  If he screwed up, today of all days, then Vittore promised himself he would kick Fabio’s stupid arse from here to the moon. ‘There were one or two things to be straightened out,

  that’s all.’




  The doorbell rang, and Vittore went to answer it. A moment later, he returned, followed by Bianca – dressed in black today, not her usual white. She embraced Bella, who started to cry.




  ‘This is breaking my heart,’ she said.




  ‘I know, Mama. I know,’ said Bianca.




  Maria appeared in the doorway. Pretty, curvy, dark-haired. Bianca went and hugged her briefly.




  Bella ignored her daughter-in-law. ‘I don’t want Fabby to be late,’ she fretted. She was wondering whether she had done the right thing, phoning Ruby Darke. And she wondered

  whether the woman would even bother to show up.




  ‘He won’t be, Mama. Don’t worry,’ said Vittore.




  Don’t worry! Bella had spent her lifetime worrying over her family, trying to maintain an iron hold over them. She couldn’t alter her ways. And now Tito was gone to join his

  father Astorre in heaven. In her mind’s eye, Bella always pictured her Astorre as he’d been way back in the days when they’d been young, and still living in their proper home,

  their true home – Napoli.
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  Naples, 1925




  Bella came out of the church feeling deliriously happy. She was blinking in the blaring sunlight, her laughter drowned out by noisy trumpeters as friends and family

  showered her and her new husband with rice. Bella beamed up at Astorre, her groom. Astorre Danieri had done the decent thing and married her, his childhood sweetheart, and she loved him

  dearly.




  ‘Bellisima!’ everyone yelled at the bride.




  Bella was twenty years old and for the first time in her life she felt beautiful. Astorre was twenty, too – and Bella was already pregnant, having succumbed to Astorre in one of her

  father’s olive groves and allowed him to lift her skirts and have her. Only once, it had happened – Bella always afterwards blamed the heat for her weakness that day, for why else would

  a good Catholic girl lie with a man unwed?




  When she told Astorre of her condition, he shrugged. He’d half-expected this would happen: he was a stud – a stallion, the girls said of him in tones of admiration – and it

  came as no surprise to him that his arrow had found its mark. ‘We’ll marry,’ he said, and went immediately to see her father.




  Now here they were, husband and wife at last! Bella was so happy she thought she would burst.




  But life was hard, even if she was newly married, and in love. In the dry baking heat of an Italian summer, with Vesuvius rumbling and smoking on the horizon, it was a difficult time to be

  pregnant, and Bella suffered badly from morning sickness. She struggled to keep the house nice while, as camorristi, both Astorre’s father and then Astorre himself were drafted into the

  Fascist Party.




  Four years earlier, Benito Mussolini, the blacksmith’s son from Romagna, had declared himself Il Duce and the leader of the Fascists. Astorre’s father, a widower, became involved

  in political life, but Astorre contented himself with trading in the port, where there were good profits to be made on the sly with cigarettes and drugs and other lucrative contraband.




  It was a risky time and Bella was full of fear for her new husband. Just the year before their wedding, there had been unrest on the streets, many deaths. Yes, the Fascists were in power,

  but that communist bastard Matteotti had accused them of poll-rigging. After he was shot for his trouble, Casalini, Mussolini’s deputy, was gunned down in a retaliatory shooting.




  ‘Be careful,’ Astorre told his father Franco when at last he held his own first-born, Tito, safe in his arms. Bella’d had a bad time with both the pregnancy and the birth,

  but here was their reward. They had a son.




  Astorre was concerned about his father. The communists were still causing trouble, targeting those in power, and Papa had made a particular enemy of one of the scum, Corvetto. A hard-nosed

  thug who had once been camorristi, Corvetto was a turncoat and a braggart. Papa knew secrets about the man, secrets the communist did not want known.




  ‘No worries,’ said his father. ‘Il Duce has banned all the left-wing bastards now, they can’t form parties any more.’




  Astorre didn’t believe that would make any difference. Nevertheless, he joined his father in politics.




  And Bella worried all the more.




  





  10




  1975




  ‘Put the money in here! Right here, cunt, don’t you make one funny move or you’re DEAD, you got me?’




  The terrified female bank teller behind the smashed counter stared in horror at the men, four of them, big threatening blocks of muscle clad in balaclavas and boiler suits, each one wielding a

  pick handle.




  Some of the customers were screaming. Moira Stanhope had seen her kids off to school this morning, come into work as usual, set up her position – it was just another day. And now, all hell

  had broken loose.




  The noise of the screens being broken, the sudden impact of the men’s entry into the bank, the shouting, the threats of violence, the bags being thrown across the glass-strewn counters,

  all conspired to make Moira and the two other tellers freeze, unable to function.




  ‘NOW! You hear me? Get the money in the bag NOW!’




  Moira started fumbling the cash into the bag. Such was the shock of this intrusion, she didn’t even think to press the panic button that was connected straight to the nearest police

  station. The other tellers were doing the same as her, every one of them white with fear, moving like stuttering automatons.




  Fabio Danieri watched with satisfaction, feeling so wired that he could barely keep still. Shout at anyone loud enough and they crumbled, anyone in the armed forces could tell you that. And

  sweet Jesus, could he shout. They all could, all his boys, all the little gang he’d grown up on the Clerkenwell streets with, they were swearing and screaming at the tellers,

  Move! Do it! Hurry Up!




  And like dumb cattle the tellers were obeying, ladling the loot into the bags, pushing them back over the counter.




  Piece of piss, thought Fabio.




  Then they were leaving the building, hurrying out – not too fast – to the car where Derby their jockey sat at the wheel of the high-performance car, engine running. They whipped off

  their balaclavas as they went, piled in, and Derby was away, slowly at first, sedately, but soon . . .




  ‘Holy fuck!’ shouted Derby, his eyes glued to the rearview mirror.




  ‘What?’ Fabio strained to see. A cop car was nudging in behind them.




  ‘Shit,’ he said. They had the bulging bags of cash stacked up around them. Quickly Fabio and the others started stripping off their boiler suits. Fabio was wearing jogging shorts and

  a black T-shirt under his. He could hear the bank’s alarms going now.




  ‘It’s OK. No lights, no siren. Just a patrol car, it’s nothing,’ said Derby.




  Then Fabio saw the customers running out of the bank, waving wildly to the occupants of the police car, pointing to the car stuffed with men and bags with Derby at the wheel.




  ‘Double shit,’ said Fabio. ‘Hit it, Derby.’




  Derby wasn’t called that for nothing. Give him a few thou of stolen horsepower and he could outrun anything the filth could chuck at him. It was close, but they raced

  through the streets and finally Derby gave them the slip. The boys dumped the car and the bags in a coach depot car park, stashing the cash all over their bodies under their clothes. Then they

  split up – and shit here came the filth again, just as they were saying their farewells.




  ‘Leg it!’ said Fabio.




  All the boys scattered.




  ‘Oi! Stop right there, arsehole!’ shouted one of the police, coming up fast at Fabio’s rear.




  Fabio had no intention of stopping. He took to his heels, hurling himself down an embankment straight into a huge patch of brambles. The copper – no doubt dreaming of promotion –

  followed.




  Both men started swearing and wincing. Shit, those things hurt.




  It was the death of a thousand cuts. Flesh tearing, blood dripping off him like raindrops, Fabio hauled himself out of the damned brambles, seeing the copper still in there, trapped, struggling,

  trying to break free. Fabio sped off as fast as he could. He found himself in what appeared to be a deserted storage depot, surrounded by lorries in for repair.




  Exhausted, he ran to the nearest shed door, slid it open. He slipped inside and slumped down on the floor, sweating, bleeding, shaking with the force of the adrenaline pumping madly through his

  veins. Minutes passed. He got his breath back, and . . . then he heard it.




  A police radio, crackling, coming closer.




  Shit.




  He had to get out of here. He had the cash stuffed down his underpants. He inched open the door. No one in sight, but they were there, he could hear the bastards.




  Fabio slipped outside, looking around for a way out. Quickly he pulled himself up onto the low roof of the building and nearly messed himself when a policeman went straight by the door, talking

  into his radio. A couple of seconds earlier, and he’d have seen Fabio coming out.




  But Fabio had been lucky. And he meant to stay that way. When he was sure the copper was out of sight, he jumped from the roof onto a wall, and then almost fell down onto the other side, which

  turned out to be a main road. A road he knew.




  Thank you, God.




  He grinned triumphantly then broke into an easy loping run, heading homeward. He was fit as well as handsome, he took care of himself. He was just a jogger now – so long as nobody looked

  too closely at the scrapes and the bloodstains, and the black top hid a lot of it anyway. All around him, bedlam was breaking out. Cop cars sped past, blue lights flashing, sirens wailing.




  Fabio trotted on, knowing precisely where he was going. In fact, he was getting tired of this, getting away with things by the skin of his teeth, these little bank jobs. But he’d

  accumulated a good bit of stake money in the process. Soon he would start getting into something far more lucrative and less risky.




  Fabio had been working on a plan. The smash-and-grabs at the banks had brought in cash, but he was making a name for himself and that was dangerous: it was time to quit while he was ahead. The

  drugs game was a much better bet. Friends in the trade had told him the figures, and they were mind-blowing. He could buy a load of coke in Colombia for three or four grand, then sell it on for

  thirty grand in the UK. What was not to like?




  Furthermore, he had a ready market in the clubs his family already owned. He could get people in his pay circulating among the socialites, the carefree

  daddy’s-little-rich-girls-out-on-the-town, and they could knock it out for a thousand pounds an ounce, netting him a clear thirty or forty grand profit on every deal.




  Compared to that, bank jobs paid peanuts.




  No need to enlighten Vittore as to this new status quo though. Big brother might think he owned the world now that Tito had gone off to run heaven, but Fabio liked having this secret, hugging it

  to himself. He would make a fucking fortune and it would all be his. No way was the family taking a share.
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  Kit was on his way out when he saw the woman. There must have been a smash on the road; the traffic was crawling in both directions. He sat at the wheel of his Bentley,

  gridlocked, and stared out at the God-awful weather. It had stopped raining for now, but it was still as cold as a witch’s tit out there. He wondered when this bastard headache was going to

  let go. Occasionally he sipped out of the open bottle of Scotch on the seat beside him.




  He was too drunk to drive, he knew that.


  He didn’t care.




  Places to go, things to do kept turning over and over in his mind.




  That was when he saw her. Traffic crawling along in the other direction, his own car going nowhere fast. And there was her face, in the back of a big black limousine – she was pale as

  ivory, with huge turquoise-blue eyes and . . . hadn’t Marilyn Monroe said she had a body for sin? Well this woman had a mouth like that. Sensual, full-lipped, you could imagine her doing all

  sorts of things to you with that mouth. Her hair was so white it was almost silver, falling straight to her shoulders, a black veil pushed back from it. He couldn’t see any lower, only that

  she was all in black and it drained the life out of her features. Drunk as he was, he still felt the swift urgent tug of sexual attraction.




  Her head turned a little, and her eyes met his. She didn’t look away, just returned his stare. This was no shrinking violet: her gaze was direct, intelligent. Then the traffic in her lane

  moved on, and she was gone. He turned in his seat, wanting to maintain the eye-contact, but that was it, folks: end of show. She was gone, off across the city, one more person moving around the

  vast metropolis.
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