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1980


It was seven in the morning, and it was freezing, a yellow-grey cast to the clouds that spoke of snow. The north wind bit like a rabid dog. The shivering staff were readying themselves to go back into the huge supermarket warehouse on the outskirts of London after their tea break. Perishing out here. But at least it was fresh air, a break from the monotony of inside.


‘Right, better get to it,’ sighed Jane, casting one last look around the bleak landscape of the industrial estate before crushing the stub of her fag out beneath her heel.


It wasn’t exactly pretty by the wire fence, where they stood hunched against the searing wind, and the job was boring as fuck, stacking this, moving that, but it paid the bills. She was up to her eyeballs in debt after the usual Christmas blow-out. Buying the kids presents she could ill afford. Well, could not afford, not since their dad, the rotten bastard, had taken to the hills last June. So the job had to be done. Love it or hate it.


She took one last wistful look at her Sun newspaper. Mrs Gandhi had won the election in India, the steel strike was ongoing, and the Ruskies were swarming all over Afghanistan, trying to wipe out Afghan army units or the mujahideen, no one seemed quite sure which. Jane folded the paper, shoved it under her arm. Same old shit. Happy New Year!


‘Yep, we’d better,’ said her mate Susan, and chucked the remains of her tea onto the scrubby patch of grass, moving along with everyone else toward the high warehouse wall.


Nobody took any notice of the armoured van coming down the road beside the perimeter fence behind another, larger lorry. The payroll van came at this time every week, no big deal. But then the huge eighteen-wheeler juggernaut in front of the van carrying all their wages suddenly braked, jack-knifing to a halt in front of it.


The payroll van screeched to a standstill.


Everyone stopped and watched, open-mouthed, at what was happening twenty yards away from them.


What the . . .?


Now another van, dark green, roared up and slid, scorching rubber, close to the back of the payroll van.


‘Jesus, what . . .?’ The workers stood transfixed, disbelieving.


Men were pouring out of the juggernaut and the green van.


‘Christ almighty,’ gasped Jane, clutching at Susan.


The men wore body armour, balaclavas, rock-climbing helmets, heavy boots and overalls. Some were carrying shotguns and others had pistols. Two of them got out chainsaws from the rear of the green van. They shimmied under the payroll truck and the chainsaws roared into life as they cut into the truck’s hydraulic cables.


‘Christ, they’re gonna take the money!’ said Susan. Like iron filings to a magnet, all the workers shrank back against the wall of the building.


‘Look . . .’ Jane said. One of the guards inside the van was picking up his radio.


‘DON’T!’ said a hooded man standing in front of the van. He was holding something up in each hand; both items were green and circular.


‘What’s he doing?’ whispered Jane, trying to blend into the wall, make herself invisible. All her co-workers were doing the same.


‘Look!’ said Susan, her voice shaking.


‘Those are limpet mines,’ said one of the men further along the line – Tezzer, who was in the Territorials of a weekend, strictly for the piss-ups with his mates. He was white as a sheet. ‘Someone ought to do something,’ he muttered.


‘Yeah?’ asked one of his co-workers. ‘Well, you’d be a fucking good choice for that.’


It was a standing joke in the warehouse – everyone sneered at Tezzer and his tough-guy act. They were all sick of hearing Tezzer brag about what a fearsome ‘soldier’ he was.


‘I mean . . .’ started Tezzer.


‘Yeah, go on, Tez,’ said a couple of the others, and soon there was a chorus of encouragement.


Jane and Sue watched, appalled, as Tezzer took a few steps forward.


‘No! Don’t . . .’ said Sue faintly.


One of the men who’d arrived in the juggernaut had spotted Tezzer. Now he was coming at a run. ‘Get back you bastard!’ he yelled.


Tezzer froze to the spot, too scared to move back or forward. The man from the juggernaut took this as a sign of rebellion and ploughed in, clouting Tezzer in the midriff with the butt of his shotgun.


Shrieks went up from the line of workers. Tezzer doubled over, clawing at the man with the gun, grabbing at his helmet as he went down. Tezzer’s fingers caught in the man’s balaclava, dragging it askew and then off.


They all saw it: thin blond hair, runty, wrinkled features, a mouth twisted in a snarl, gold chains at the man’s neck.


‘You fucker!’ the man shouted, and clubbed Tezzer with the shotgun’s barrel.


‘Oi!’ Other men were starting forward, shocked at what had happened to Tezzer. He might be a boastful little prick, but this wasn’t on.


‘I told you! Get the fuck back!’ roared Runty, and he let a deafening shot off into the sky. Ignoring the writhing Tezzer lying on the ground, he yanked his balaclava on and slapped the helmet on his head again.


‘Christ! Look!’ muttered Jane to Sue.


The man holding the mines had pressed a button on one, arming it. Red lights started flashing. Then the other one. Now he was fixing both onto the bonnet of the payroll truck. He was staring into the cab of the vehicle with clear intent.


Touch that radio again and you’re dead.


The guard inside the van put the radio mike down and raised his hands in surrender.


Traffic was building behind the scene of the robbery. Commuters were trying to get to work. One of them got out of his car and came up to see what was happening, and the watching workers let out horrified gasps as one of the raiders fired over his head. The man scuttled back to his car.


‘The police will come,’ said Jane, trembling. ‘Won’t they?’


Susan wondered what the police could do about this little lot, even when they got here. And where were the building’s security guards? The warehouse had eight of them. What were they doing? Sitting by the fire in the control room, the fat bastards? They should be out here, doing some-bloody-thing. Although Christ knew what.


‘We ought to get back indoors,’ said Susan, but she couldn’t move after that gunshot, and nobody else was moving, either.


The chainsaws fell silent. The two men came out from under the payroll van. One went to attack the hinges at the rear.


Those are black hands, noted Jane. The man wasn’t wearing gloves. And there were black dreadlocks trailing down his back.


He went over to another big lorry, parked opposite and pulled away a length of tarpaulin to reveal a massive metal spike. Then he jumped up into the cab, and reversed at full throttle. There was an almighty boom and the spike punched a hole in the armour plating of the van.


‘Oh shit,’ said someone in the queue.


The man threw the truck into reverse and rammed the spike home again with another ear-splitting crash. When he did so, a grin showed up in the mouth hole of his balaclava. Jane saw gold.


‘RIGHT!’ shouted one of the men – and they were in, unloading the bags of cash in double-quick time and shoving it into the green van.


Police sirens were sounding in the distance. Jane and Susan stood there, quivering, as one of the gang paused at the back of the van, looking around, looking at them.


His shotgun swung in their direction. Was he smiling? Mocking them?


‘Fuck,’ whispered Jane, feeling her bowels loosen.


‘Tell your boss: this is a present from Thomas Knox,’ he shouted over the freezing roar of the wind. Then he turned away, jumped up into the green van.


It was done, over.


Three million quid had just been lifted from a warehouse that paid protection money to Kit Miller.
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Usually, for most people, Friday was a good day. Herald of the weekend. But not for Detective Inspector Romilly Kane. She was on the phone to her husband Hugh. ‘I’m going to be late again,’ she was telling him. ‘Sorry.’


‘S’OK,’ said Hugh.


She could picture him standing there in the shabby little kitchen of their – well, her – place near Ladbroke Grove. He’d be leaning against the counter. Dark-haired, bearded, and a passionate advocate of every left-wing cause going. He was Hugh the caring person. Everyone’s huggable friend, the social worker. They’d met through work when they’d both been on a nasty child-abuse case five years ago; a year later, they were married. She’d kept her own name. Maybe that had hurt him, who knew? And he’d moved in with her. Well – sort of.


Ah, sore point.


What Romilly had learned about Hugh since they’d married was that he was an expert at sitting on fences. Hedging his bets. At first he’d talked about selling his place and both of them pooling their resources, buying a new place that was wholly theirs. But that plan had been abandoned. He’d kept his tatty little bachelor flat, going back there weekly ‘to see everything was OK’, sometimes staying overnight. Once, Romilly had snapped and raised the issue and it had sparked a fierce argument. It was then that she realized he was never going to sell it. And he was never going to properly buy into their marriage. The flat was his way of keeping his options open.


She’d given up arguing with him about it. Hugh was everyone’s friend, but it was all show. The reality was that he was too unfocused and lazy ever to commit to a meaningful relationship. It had reached the point where she was actually glad of his regular absences – and she knew that wasn’t a good sign.


So, hands up: their marriage wasn’t going terrifically well. They’d both plodded on with it, living day to day, ignoring the awkward moody silences, the unasked questions.


Do you still love me?


That was one Romilly thought she already knew the answer to. And there was another one, equally important: Do I still love you?


Truthfully? She knew the answer to that one, too.


‘Sorry,’ she said again. ‘Ten at the earliest, I reckon.’


‘OK, don’t worry. No problem.’


DCI James Barrow was coming toward Romilly’s desk and his eyes told her there was something important on his mind. A skinny six-feet-six-inches tall, he wore rimless glasses, had a long, weathered face and a shock of faded-ginger hair. He was a nice man and Romilly both liked and respected him.


James was well-balanced, dedicated, pushing fifty, long-married and not often given to excitability.


‘Got to go,’ she said to her husband, and put the phone down.


‘Wages van robbery,’ DCI Barrow told Romilly as she started shuffling bits of paper around her desk. Much as she tried, her desk always looked like an explosion in a paper factory. He handed her another sheet of paper, with the details of the robbery on it. She scanned it briefly. ‘How much?’ she asked.


‘Three mill,’ he said.


Romilly straightened. ‘You what?’


‘Better get out there,’ he said. ‘SOCOs are on it.’


‘Yes, sir,’ she said, standing up, hitching on her jacket, snatching up her bag. She went through to the outer office where the rest of the major crimes team were beavering away. ‘Harman!’ she bellowed to her bulky, bright-eyed and prematurely balding DS, way down the other end of the room.


Harman looked up.


Romilly waved the sheet of paper. ‘We’re on,’ she said, and Harman grabbed his coat.
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DI Kane and DS Harman arrived at the warehouse and found a scene of chaos. SOCOs milling about in white coveralls, police tape strung up around a procession of vans, cordoning off the whole area, police cars parked up five-deep. Romilly grabbed one of the officers and asked to be filled in.


‘Bomb disposal are on their way,’ he said, indicating the wages truck with two mines stuck to its front. ‘Limpet mines. Not a huge blast, but enough to kill anyone at the wheel. Scary people, these. Ex-military maybe. Armed to the teeth, by all accounts.’


‘Anyone hurt?’


‘One hero who thought he’d have a go,’ said the officer. ‘Carted him off in an ambulance, but it don’t look too bad.’


‘Christ alive,’ said Harman, looking over at the shattered wages van. The two mines on its front were still flashing red.


‘Three million,’ said a SOCO, shaking his head. ‘Not a bad payoff, eh?’


Romilly and Harman headed inside the warehouse. It was huge, stacked with shelves up to its vast ceiling. She snagged a passing blue-overalled worker. ‘Where’s the manager’s office?’ she asked.


He pointed out a row of glass-fronted offices at the top of a set of stairs on the far side of the building. ‘It’s the first one,’ he said.


The two detectives went up the stairs and were confronted with a closed door marked ‘Kevin Batley, Manager’. Harman knocked at it. It was flung open instantly.


‘Yes? What the fuck is it now?’ a short, balding man asked them angrily.


‘You’re the manager?’ asked Romilly. Over his shoulder, she could see a white-faced young woman sitting by a desk inside the office.


‘I am.’


Romilly showed him her warrant card. ‘I’m DI Kane, this is DS Harman. We’d like to ask you some questions about the robbery.’


The phone was ringing. The woman picked it up and spoke.


‘Is this necessary right now? I’m up to my arse in it here,’ Batley said.


‘Head office,’ said the woman at the desk. ‘Shall I . . .?’


‘Tell them Mr Batley’s busy. For the moment. And that he’ll ring them back as soon as possible,’ Romilly told her. Then she turned her attention to Kevin Batley as the woman relayed what she’d just said to head office. ‘Let’s talk.’


‘What, right now? You do realize there’s a fucking bomb outside my building?’


‘Bomb disposal are coming,’ said Romilly. ‘We need to talk now, Mr Batley.’


‘Christ, all right. If we bloody must. Julie!’ he bellowed at the woman as she put the phone down. ‘Give us a minute, will you?’


Julie stood up and slid past them all, out of the office, and went off along the landing.


‘Right! Come in,’ he said, ushering them inside and closing the door. He went around the desk and sat down. ‘So, what do you want to know?’


‘Anything you can tell us. Anything you saw. Any detail will help.’


‘I didn’t see a damned thing. There’ll be CCTV, of course. Security will have seen the whole thing happening from the monitors – it was them who phoned your lot while I sat up here all unaware that I was about to be blowed to kingdom come.’


‘Limpet mines only cause damage in the immediate area of the blast,’ said Harman. ‘You’re safe up here.’


‘Was there anyone out there when it happened?’ asked Romilly.


‘Yes. About thirty of the workers. They’re all inside now. And fucking traumatized.’


‘We’ll need to speak to all of them.’


‘Bastards! You know what they’re saying? That it was an organized crime gang that did it. One of those gangs you people never seem to tackle.’


‘What?’ Romilly was frowning at him. ‘How d’you know that?’


‘They fucking-well announced it, didn’t they,’ said Kevin. ‘One of them said this was a present from Thomas Knox. Everyone’s heard of that bent bastard.’


‘Who would be stupid enough to announce their involvement in a robbery?’ Harman asked Romilly half an hour later, when they were trudging down the stairs with Kevin Batley leading the way.


‘One gang trying to make trouble for another?’ she suggested.


‘Maybe it’s a double bluff.’


‘Or maybe a challenge.’


Batley was calling the workers together, clapping his hands and standing on a pallet to give himself a little height. They gathered nervously, some of them still looking shaken from their experience.


‘We want to know everything you saw. However insignificant,’ said Romilly. ‘If any of you think you have something that could help in our investigation, please hold up your hand now.’


Several did. One woman stepped forward and said: ‘I think one of them was black. He had black hands. No gloves, not like the others. And I saw dreadlocks down his back. And he had gold fillings in his teeth.’


‘And you are . . .?’


‘Jane Mowbray,’ she said. Harman was taking notes.


Another woman piped up: ‘We all saw another one. Tezzer knocked his hat and balaclava off. He was scrawny. Tatty blond hair. Wrinkles. He wore gold chains. And his teeth were bad.’


‘Anything else?’ asked Romilly.


Silence.


‘Look, if that’s all, can we get on?’ asked Kevin Batley.
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There was happiness, and then there was what Daisy Darke felt when she danced in Rob Hinton’s arms at their engagement party that same evening. The lights were low in the big living room at the back of Ruby Darke’s house, and it was hot in here despite the cold outside, with nearly a hundred people crammed in, all of them high on booze, sugary cake, too many sandwiches, sausage rolls and cheese straws. Everyone was pleased, after the excitement of Christmas, to have this celebration to ease them through the end of the January doldrums. The DJ they’d hired for the night had Peaches and Herb on the turntable, singing ‘Reunited’. It was a smoochy number and one that made Daisy smile, because she and Rob were reunited, after quite a long time apart.


Five years ago, they’d split up. Mostly that was down to Rob, not her. Rob had a chip on his shoulder about Daisy having grown up in the palatial Brayfield House with her bastard of a father Lord Cornelius Bray and her supposed ‘mother’, Lady Vanessa – who had turned out not to be her mother at all. Ruby Darke was her true mother, but Daisy had been to finishing school and spoke with a plum in her mouth, and she knew that Rob had tried to get over it, he really had, but for Christ’s sake he was an East End boy and she knew it grated.


So, he’d finished it.


Daisy was aware that his mother Eunice had called him a fool.


Daisy’s twin brother Kit, who was also Rob’s boss, had come to her defence and kicked his arse royally over it.


But Rob had been unmoving. It was over.


For a long time after that, she knew he’d deliberately steered clear of her. And then one day – this had been about a year ago – they’d bumped into each other unexpectedly at Kit’s house, and that was it. They were back on again. So here they were – yes, reunited. And engaged.


The smoochy number drew to a close and the DJ put on a fast track by the Bee Gees. Daisy and Rob left the dance floor, and so did a few other couples.


Ruby and Kit came over. Daisy thought again how very alike her mother and brother were, both of them dark-skinned, black-haired, and stunningly attractive. Ruby was wearing a simple lime-green shift, Kit was in a black bespoke suit. Daisy was so proud of him. She thought that Kit had grown in stature over the years. Once, her twin had worked as an enforcer for big noise Michael Ward. Michael had owned clubs, restaurants, snooker halls, and was paid protection by half the businesses in town. When Michael died, all that he’d owned had passed to Kit, his right-hand man.


‘You happy, darlin’?’ asked Ruby, hugging Daisy as Kit went on to where the bar was set up, then vanished into the next room.


‘Happiest I’ve ever been,’ said Daisy truthfully.


‘Call for you,’ said Leon, coming up to Ruby. ‘Unless you seen Kit, he could take it . . .’ Kit wasn’t in sight right now, so she went off into the kitchen and picked up the phone.


‘Hello?’ she said.


Kevin Batley’s furious voice bellowed out of the receiver at her: ‘Would you mind explaining to me, you cowing bitch, just what the fuck we pay you people for?’


‘Show everyone the ring,’ said Rob’s mother Eunice, who was sitting with her partner Patrick Dowling – Rob’s father having died four years ago – and Rob’s older sisters, Trudy and Sarah, and their husbands. So the happy couple did the rounds, and everyone oohed and ahhed over the sapphire with tiny diamonds clustered around it, all set in a platinum band.


‘Beautiful,’ the women gushed. ‘Oh, that’s lovely.’


‘Must have cost you a fucking fortune,’ said the men to Rob, pulling his leg.


‘You’ve got great taste in women,’ said Ashok, who also worked for Kit. He gave Daisy a kiss on the cheek.


‘Yeah, but she’s got fucking awful taste in men,’ said Fats, another of Kit’s employees. He gave Daisy a hug. ‘What’s she see in ’im, eh?’ Fats asked Ashok and Daniel, Rob’s younger brother. Daniel was the quiet middle child, not in-your-face assertive like his older brother Rob and not mouthy like his younger one, Leon. ‘Ugly as sin and big as a house,’ said Fats.


Daisy was giggling, her eyes dancing with mirth as she looked at Rob. Rob was big – six foot three – but he was all solid muscle, with fine, handsome features, straight treacle-blond hair and sexy khaki-green eyes. Every time she looked at him she thought, God, I am so lucky.


‘Oi! You pair,’ said Rob, pulling a laughing Daisy away from Fats and Ashok. ‘She’s spoken for.’


Ruby came over. She looked troubled.


‘Everything OK?’ asked Daisy.


‘Yeah, fine.’ Ruby gave her daughter a bright smile before turning to Fats and snagging Daniel as he passed by. ‘You two. With me.’


‘What’s that all about?’ Daisy asked Rob, watching her mother’s departing back with concern.


Daisy was getting used to the fact that Ruby, once a model citizen, had over the past couple of years become a key part of both the legit and criminal businesses that Kit ran. Ruby had her own interests, too – she’d acquired a Soho nightclub, for example – but her flair for business had made her an invaluable part of Kit’s team.


‘Whatever it is, Ruby’ll sort it,’ said Rob.


Finally they were able to escape outside, alone, just the two of them. Daisy shivered and Rob took off his jacket and draped it round her shoulders. He’d always looked after her, cared for her, stood by her, even when she’d been a total pain in the arse, and she loved him for that. She could feel his warmth trapped in the purple silk of the lining, enveloping her. Rob pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Now the noise was really cranking up in there, the DJ was playing ‘YMCA’ by the Village People, and everyone was singing along. There was a lot of stamping of feet and clapping and shouting. Rob and Daisy had to stop kissing, they were laughing so hard.


‘It’s been a great night,’ said Daisy.


‘Fucking fantastic,’ said Rob. He stared down into her eyes. She was a beautiful, statuesque, corn-gold blonde, blue-eyed like Kit her brother, but with a complexion like fresh summer rose petals. ‘You gorgeous thing,’ he murmured.


‘You’re the gorgeous one.’ Daisy snuggled up. ‘We’re going to be so happy, aren’t we?’


‘Yep,’ said Rob.


They were interrupted by Daisy’s six-year-old twins barrelling out of the door. There was a blast of hot air, a crash of singing voices, a hard disco beat and a glimpse of many hands forming the letters Y M C A.


Matthew yelled, ‘Uncle Rob,’ and flung himself at Rob, who laughed and hoisted him up for a hug.


Luke, always the quieter one, fastened himself to Daisy’s legs like a large limpet.


‘How ya doin’, soldier?’ Rob asked Matthew. ‘Having a good time?’


Matthew nodded and cuddled in. Rob smiled into Daisy’s eyes over her son’s head.


‘We’re going to be fine,’ he said. He ruffled Luke’s hair, who gave him a shy grin. ‘That right, Luke?’


‘Yeah!’
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An hour after he’d made the call, Kevin Batley sat tied to one of his own kitchen chairs, bloodstained and battered, and reviewed the situation. He hadn’t thought today could get any worse, but he’d been wrong. Usually he was cock of the walk; king of all he surveyed. He strutted around at work, in a place as big as an aircraft hangar, watched the staff straighten their spines and work that bit harder whenever he passed by. He enjoyed his job. The power of it. His to hire and fire. His to goose behind the filing cabinets if he so chose. Which his little dolly-bird secretary wouldn’t ever complain about, because she wanted to hold on to her job. It paid well, even if it meant working with him.


So tough shit, Julie.


But today wasn’t like any other day he had ever experienced. Three mill in wages, gone. Bloody bombs outside his patch. Today was the sort of day where you were happy when the bastard finally came to an end. And you hoped you would live to see tomorrow – but right now? That was doubtful.


First, it had happened. The robbery. So sudden it made your eyes water. So violently efficient it had shocked him and everyone else in the warehouse to the core. His responsibility, of course. The buck stopped with him.


When panicky members of staff came hammering at his door he’d told them to piss off and shut up. Too bad he couldn’t do the same when the police came knocking. And after enduring their stupid questions he’d had to put up with more of the same from his superiors upcountry, who were already in touch with the insurance people. And then he’d got the roasting of his life from the chairman of the supermarket chain.


Jesus, what a day.


‘I’m still waiting,’ said the woman.


Despite the dire straits he was in, Kevin Batley noticed what a looker she was. He’d never actually seen her before, not close up. He’d heard about her, of course. He’d dealt with her son, Kit Miller, just once – and that had been a pretty damned scary experience, not one he cared to repeat. The man had left him in no doubt he was fucking dangerous. Since then, all he’d seen of the firm that his firm paid protection to was Fats, who came and collected the money every fortnight. Fats, who was now clouting him in the head like he was a punchbag.


The call from the chairman was where it had all gone wrong. He’d received the bollocking. Taken it on the chin and up the arse. Afterwards, smarting, stinging with resentment, red in the face with humiliation, sweating with stress, he’d put the phone back down and wondered if he would still have a job come Monday. He had security guards about the place, why hadn’t they done something? Too slow. It had all been too sudden. He’d sacked four of them, straight off. The ones he didn’t like, anyway. The other four he’d spared. For now. He was a beneficent ruler, all-powerful. Couldn’t believe the Chair had spoken to him over the phone like he was some fucking lowlife office junior getting a carpeting. He had his own designated parking space at the front of the building, and his Aston Martin was parked in it. He ran this place. And yet they talked to him like that, like he was nothing.


It was all too much.


Not thinking – furious, wounded – he had snatched up the phone and called the number. When it was answered, it sounded like a party going on at the other end. Oh, they were having fun, were they? When he had been living through the worst day of his entire life? He’d demanded to speak to Kit Miller himself, or to the mother, Ruby Darke. She was the one who came on the line, and by Christ he was ready for her, incandescent with rage. That was when he’d said the words he now wished he could snatch back.


‘Would you mind explaining to me, you cowing bitch,’ he’d said, ‘just what the fuck we pay you people for?’


Huge mistake.


Now here he was, sitting in his own home, tied up and punched to fuck. She’d showed up with two heavies, Fats and some other guy. On his fortnightly visits to collect their fee, Fats was all smiles and courtesy. No courtesy now, though. None of that. Fats and the other one had battered him about the head until his ears rang. He was bleeding from cuts all around his eyes and chin.


‘Don’t mark him up too much,’ said the woman.


So they’d started on his middle. The woman stepped daintily back as he shook his head and a crimson droplet fell near her black suede court shoes. He yelped as a punch landed right in his belly, which was soft from too many expense-account lunches.


‘Still waiting,’ she said near his ear.


‘I’m s-sorry,’ he gasped out.


‘Louder,’ she said.


‘I’m sorry!’ he shouted, and started to sob.


Ruby Darke stared down at the man. You couldn’t let disrespect go unpunished, but right now, seeing him broken and pathetic, she felt some sympathy for him. Kevin Batley was an arrogant little man used to chucking his weight about. He’d just miscalculated, that was all.


She nodded to Daniel. Rob’s younger brother had joined the family firm a couple of years ago. He was a lean young bruiser with a patient, solid presence who was getting very handy on the firm. Ruby liked him. He was much easier to deal with than the youngest Hinton boy, Leon, who was fiery and unpredictable. Then she nodded to Fats, who was an old hand in such matters.


The two of them loosened the wire binding Kevin’s wrists.


‘They say anything, these people? When they were taking the cash?’ asked Ruby. She was not an unreasonable person, and Kevin Batley did have a point; the warehouse paid protection to the family firm, and it was down to them to rectify this situation if they could. So he was right to be upset. But not abusive. She couldn’t tolerate that.


Kevin shook his head. His eyes widened in wild hope as his wrists were freed. They weren’t going to hurt him any more.


Without a word, Ruby and the two men made their way to the back door, now hanging from its frame where they’d kicked it in and come storming into the house.


‘Wait . . .’ Kevin licked his dry lips, wincing as his tongue touched a sizeable, oozing split there.


Ruby Darke turned back. She looked so bloody civilized, that’s what struck Kevin. She was tall, slender and neatly groomed in a lime-green shift dress and black jacket. Half-caste, obviously, with her black hair gleaming in its tidy chignon. Long gold earrings catching the light as she moved. Her eyes were dark, speckled with gold. A beauty. But cold as ice. Back in the days when she was running Darkes, the chain of department stores that bore her name, she was known as the Ice Queen of Retail. But now she’d grown into something else. Something deadly.


He tried to think, but his brain felt like mush. Hadn’t one of the girls – was it Jane? – hadn’t she said . . .? Yes. Now he had it.


‘An employee who’s in the Territorials tackled one of the raiders, pulled off his balaclava. Everyone got a good look at him. Thin bloke. Gold chains around his neck. Blond hair. Raddled skin. Bad teeth. And one of the girls saw a guy with black hands, black dreads. And gold fillings, she said.’


‘Anything else?’ asked Ruby.


‘Yeah. There is. As they were leaving, one of them yelled that this was a present from Thomas Knox,’ he gasped out. ‘He’s one of your lot, isn’t he?’


Ruby took a step towards him and her eyes were like flint.


‘You fucking what?’ she asked, very cold.


Shit, thought Kevin as the two heavies began to walk towards him. ‘I mean, in the same sort of trade as you and Mr Miller,’ he said in a rush.


The two men were coming closer, closer.


Ruby Darke was staring into his eyes, a cobra mesmerizing its prey.


Kevin knew then that the day wasn’t over.


Not yet.
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Thomas Knox was pissed off. First it had been the police, hauling him in for questioning about some robbery or other. And now he opened the door to his plush Hampstead pad and there was Ruby Darke, with whom he had once had a hot thing going, a major thing, and she was grabbing him by the throat and shoving him back into his own damned hallway.


Her eyes were crazy-mad, glaring into his. He was a big man, blue-eyed, blond-haired, and he’d liked the thing they’d had going together, he’d thought it was something special. But it had fizzled out and he was surprised to see her, and even more surprised at her obvious fury.


‘Hello, Ruby,’ he managed to croak. ‘What the fuck are you doing? Chloe could have been here.’


‘Oh, your wife? Not that I give a toss, but I just saw her leave. This isn’t a social call. And I’ll tell you what I’m doing,’ she said, her voice flat and without emotion. ‘I’m asking you a question, and I want a straight answer. I mean, straight.’


‘Go on then,’ he said, wondering if he was going to die right here in his own hallway. If she had a knife or a gun in her pocket – and she might – this could turn nasty in a heartbeat.


‘Did you have anything to do with that warehouse robbery?’


‘Christ! Not you too. I’ve spent most of the day down the police station, answering their stupid questions.’


‘Did you do it? Was it you?’


‘No,’ said Thomas. ‘Fuck’s sake, of course not. Someone’s playing silly buggers. It was nothing to do with me. I know Kit’s over that side, why would I do a stupid thing like that, step on his toes, start a war between him and me?’


‘You swear? Or by Christ, I’ll slit your throat myself, I promise you.’


‘On my life,’ he said.


Ruby stared into his eyes for long, long seconds. Finally she pulled back.


‘Kit was ready to come over here himself and rip you a spare arsehole,’ said Ruby. ‘But I said you would never do a thing like that. Not on his manor. Lucky for you, he’s letting me handle it.’


‘Well, you’ve handled it,’ said Thomas.


‘The men who did it said it was down to you. “From Thomas Knox,” they said. What were we supposed to think?’


‘That I’d be fucking mad to announce it?’ he suggested.


Ruby narrowed her eyes and stared at his face. After their affair had ended, she’d heard on the grapevine that he’d married Chloe, a glamorous and much younger woman. She’d seen them around town a few times. Chloe Knox was big-breasted and blonde – a real-life Barbie doll. Ruby sometimes thought that she should have been Mrs Knox; but somehow the moment had never seemed right, and it had passed them by.


‘I’ll see you later,’ she said, and opened the front door and was gone.


‘Right,’ said Thomas to empty air, staring after her as he sagged against the wall. Mad bitch! He was wondering if she really would have slit his throat. Probably yes, if push came to shove.


She was hot as hell though.


Crazy as fuck, true – but still red hot.


That afternoon, Ruby was in the sitting room at the front of her Marlow house with Kit, watching copies of the CCTV tapes from the warehouse.


‘I’ve spoken to Thomas,’ said Ruby, as they saw the robbery unfold on the screen.


‘And?’ said Kit.


‘And he says, on his life, this had nothing to do with him. Someone’s mixing it.’


‘Assuming he’s telling the truth.’


‘I think he is.’ On the screen, Tezzer was being hit with the shotgun.


‘Yeah, you think.’ Kit looked at his mum. He knew her and Thomas Knox had been close. And now, this. Was Knox playing them? Or getting some sort of twisted revenge on Ruby? He couldn’t be sure. ‘Did you dump him? Or did he dump you? You never said.’


‘Does it matter?’


‘It might.’


Ruby paused, then said: ‘I dumped him, OK? After I realized that he had a whole stableful of whores besides me. His new young wife, Chloe? She was one of them, and I guess she played the game smarter than the rest, because he upped and married her.’


‘OK. Look – there’s the bloke.’ Kit froze the image. Blond hair. Scrawny. Bad teeth. Gold chains. ‘Don’t recognize him.’


Kit started the thing running again. There was the black man, dreads down his back. A flash of gold when he grinned as he rammed the wages van.


‘I’ll show this to Thomas, maybe he knows them,’ said Ruby.


‘Yeah,’ said Kit, standing up. ‘And maybe, even if he does, he’ll say he don’t. Listen, I want a sit-down with Knox, soonest.’


Ruby eyed her son. In this mood, he was capable of a wrong move. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’ll handle it.’


‘The fuck you will.’


‘I will.’ Ruby stood up and looked him in the eye. ‘Kit. If there’s a moment, a single frigging moment when I doubt what he’s saying, then he’s yours. I promise you.’


Kit met her gaze, unblinking. Finally he nodded.


‘Do it,’ he said.
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Barry Jones came into his DI’s office in high excitement. Romilly and Harman were in there, talking over the case. Romilly was wondering if they’d missed anything.


‘I just got off the phone with bomb disposal,’ said Barry, hefting one heavy arse cheek on to the edge of Romilly’s desk.


‘Go on,’ she said. This sounded promising. Barry was a big man, running to flab, his hair starting to go grey; he looked like a cosy house husband with his beige cardigans and ill-fitting trousers, but appearances were deceptive: Barry had an extremely agile brain.


‘Clever really.’ Barry was shaking his head in admiration. ‘You know what those limpet mines were?’


‘No. Tell me.’


Barry paused for dramatic effect, then said: ‘Meat pies.’


Romilly squinted up at him. What?


‘Yep.’ He nodded. ‘Tinned meat pies. Fitted with magnets and flashing lights. Painted green so they looked military. Only dangerous if you eat ’em. You ever had one of those bloody things? No meat. Pastry like lino.’


‘You’re kidding.’


He made the sign of the cross on his chest. ‘God’s truth.’


Romilly let that sink in. Fucking meat pie tins. Barry hauled his bulk off her desk and made his farewells with a grin.


‘Cheeky bastards,’ said Harman.


‘Clever too.’ Romilly looked at the clock on the wall. Six. Christ! She wasn’t looking forward to this. But she stood, gathered up her things.


‘There’s something I have to do at home,’ she told Harman. ‘I’ll come straight back when I’ve finished.’


Romilly left her office, pausing at the door of the big main office where her team were still hard at work. It was all hands on deck over the warehouse job, the nick was a madhouse of action, ringing telephones and shouted conversations as the large team of detectives worked on it. Surveillance operations had been set up on six known criminals – including Knox – who could have been involved.


So far – nothing.


That bugged her. Seriously.


She was hoping the van used to ferry the money away from the scene would be found somewhere, dumped; but no. So there were rafts of coppers out now checking through all the car sales places, breakers’ yards, anywhere a hot motor could be easily disposed of.


And they were hauling suspects in. People who were in this line of work, and were always on the police radar. For months her team had been covertly watching a scrap-metal merchant called Finlay who’d long been suspected of large-scale auto theft and armed robberies. It had turned up nothing; County had been bellyaching about the cost. Now the warehouse thing had kicked off, the police were all over Finlay like a rash, combing every yard he operated and all around his home, too, fully expecting to discover the getaway van.


So far – nothing.


They’d turned over all Thomas Knox’s businesses, and drawn a big fat blank there, also.


Romilly was almost glad to get out of the building for a while. As she headed for the door, Bev Appleton, a DS and a friend of Romilly’s for years, caught her arm. Bev was big, blonde and pretty, a married mother of two lively kids.


‘You OK?’ she asked.


‘What?’ Romilly jerked to a halt. ‘Oh! Yeah. Fine.’


‘Only you look like shit.’


‘Thank you very much.’


‘Just saying. Bad deal over the warehouse business,’ said Bev. ‘You sure you’re OK?’


‘Oh, the usual. That’s all. Men. You know.’


‘Maybe we can catch up later?’ Bev’s sharp eyes were still resting on Romilly’s face.


‘Sure, yeah,’ said Romilly, and surged onwards.


She felt faintly sick. She’d set this up, no one had forced her hand. This was the decision she’d made, and now . . . now it was time.


She let herself in the front door quietly. Not creeping in, exactly, but she wasn’t announcing her entry with trumpets and fanfares. And she heard them almost straight away. Noises upstairs. She put down her bag and went up there, pausing when she reached the top stair. Am I sure I want to do this?


Right now, she felt she was out of choices.


She moved along the landing, pushed open the master bedroom door.


And there they were.


Romilly stood in the doorway and watched her husband’s bare arse pumping up and down between the legs of Sally, the barmaid from the Nag’s Head. That sick feeling washed over her again. Her stomach churned and clenched. Well, she’d known, hadn’t she? Really, she had. In her gut. She folded her arms and watched them for several seconds, until Sally’s eyes flickered open and looked over Hugh’s shoulder – and straight at her.


‘Jesus! Hugh!’ Sally yelped.


It should almost have been funny. But to Romilly it felt sad. Yes, she’d known at some subliminal level what was going on. But here it was, confirmed. Hugh sprang up like a startled deer, clutching the sheets around him. Sally lay there, spreadeagled, before she too grabbed for cover. Romilly stared at her. Then she said: ‘Well don’t just fucking lie there, Sal. Pour me a pint or something.’


‘I . . . I . . .’ Sally stammered, red-faced.


Romilly turned her attention to her husband. ‘I’ll be downstairs,’ she said. ‘When you’re ready.’


Romilly waited in the kitchen, scanning the day’s paper without taking much in. The strike was worsening, British Steel was talking about axing over eleven thousand jobs in Wales by the end of March. In Belgrade Tito’s left leg had been amputated to stop the spread of gangrene. She shuddered and dumped the paper in the kitchen bin.


Finally, Hugh came down dressed in his bathrobe. She could hear Sally up there, scrabbling into her clothes. All a bit undignified.


Hugh’s face was like thunder. ‘You said you were going to be late again,’ he said. ‘Ten, you said.’


Romilly gave him a look. ‘You what? Listen, Hugh. News alert. I’m a detective inspector. I catch criminals for a living. I set a simple trap, and you fell right into it.’


‘Clever bitch, aren’t you,’ he sneered.


‘Blimey, Hugh,’ said Romilly, shaking her head. ‘Whatever happened to the caring, compassionate social worker guy I married, eh? I never thought you’d turn out to be such a walking ruddy cliché, bonking the local bike because your wife doesn’t understand you.’


‘But that’s the trouble,’ said Hugh angrily. ‘You don’t.’


‘Oh, I think I do. You’re dancing the horizontal tango with Sally in my bed, in our bed. Why didn’t you take her back to that cosy little hovel of yours?’


‘I . . .’ he started.


‘I’ll tell you why. It was to give me the finger, wasn’t it? To say, “Fuck you, Romilly, what would you make of this?”’


‘Is it any wonder that I’ve got to look somewhere else for affection?’ he demanded. ‘Fuck’s sake! You’re married to your sodding job, not to me. It’s fucking boring. You are boring.’


‘I see.’ Romilly nodded, taking it in. She was a workaholic bore. Nice. ‘Oh look, here comes your little playmate.’


Sally came thundering down the stairs. She cast a look in their direction as she passed the open kitchen doorway, then she scuttled out the front door and was gone. ‘Bye, Sal!’ shouted Romilly after her.


‘So what now?’ asked Hugh.


He looked, thought Romilly, like a sulky kid caught scrumping apples. Pathetic.


‘Get any stuff you need together,’ she said, going through to the hallway and picking up her bag. ‘I want you out of here by the time I get back tonight.’


There! It was done. She walked out of the house and over to her car. The sick feeling had abated, a little. She tried to pinpoint how she felt right now. Down the road, she could hear Sally’s heels clacking on the pavement as she made her escape. Maybe I’ve just escaped too, she thought. As she climbed into the driver’s seat she turned this over in her mind, analysing it. She was good at analysing things. How did she feel? And it popped into her head, straight away.


She felt relieved.
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The killer was a perfectionist, with a tidy mind; he was the sort of man who would feel compelled to straighten the tins in a food cupboard – supposing he ever had one, which he didn’t. But if he did, he’d have them all facing neatly to the front, and arranged in date order. He was even neat in his personal appearance, always beautifully turned out; clothes clean and pressed, hair trimmed, shoes polished. Mess, disorder of any kind, upset him. Which was why he was looking in disgust around the room he was currently sitting in.


He was in a big, red-brick house in central London. It had huge bay windows and high-ceilinged rooms, so the actual proportions of the place were delightful; but inside, in this vast living room, years of dust and dirt had accumulated. The furniture looked tired, threadbare. Three yappy little dogs were hurling themselves around the room, snapping at each other in a game of chase, snarling and barking.


The killer hated dogs. Dirty, snivelling things.


Sometimes, when he was practising for a job, he used stray dogs as targets. Tidied them away afterwards, of course; he couldn’t leave a mess.


He could smell the dogs in here. A pungent, eggy smell; raw and canine. He was trying to hold his breath, and failing. He could see a small brown deposit over in the far corner of the room. Jesus. How could anyone live like this?


‘That’s hardly mates’ rates,’ the man seated opposite him was saying. ‘What, no discount for rellies?’ he complained.


‘Twenty grand now, twenty when the job’s done. I think that’s fair. You haven’t told me the target yet. I’ve never liked the idea of flying blind.’


‘These are the details.’ The man handed over a folded scrap of paper and a small stack of photographs. The killer unfolded the paper and looked at it. Scanned the photos. Then he tucked them all in his pocket.


The dogs were still rushing around, panting, tongues lolling. One brushed against the killer’s ankles, and he moved his legs quickly to one side. Filthy things.


‘All right?’ said the man.


‘The date’s fine. Gives me plenty of time to get things straight.’


‘Good. I’ll need to go to the bank,’ said the killer’s uncle.


He was thinking that his nephew – his brother Bill’s boy – was weird as ninepence, wandering the country on his own, rootless. Jobless, too, except for these ‘removals’ he did now and again. You couldn’t reach him when you wanted to. No address. No phone. Nothing. So he’d had to contact his brother, tell him he wanted a word with the peculiar bastard. His brother hadn’t had a clue where his own son was. So he’d phoned his mother, the killer’s grandma. The killer had stayed with her as a nipper after his mother – Bill’s wife – had scarpered, and he still dropped in on special occasions – birthdays and so on – to see the old girl. Finally, weeks later, contact was made.


‘I’ll come back tonight,’ said the killer, standing up. ‘Say, seven o’clock?’


‘Fine,’ said the man, and his nephew left the room. The man breathed a sigh of relief. The bloke might be useful, and he might be his own flesh and blood, but still – he gave him the fucking creeps.


Catching the Tube, the killer went straight to a lock-up he kept under a false name over in Peckham. He opened up, collected his bag, relocked the door, and went to the hotel he’d checked into the day before. He changed his trousers because the dog had brushed up against the ones he’d been wearing, and put the dirty pair in another bag. When that was done he had a cup of tea, washed up the dirty cup, saucer and spoon, wiped down the tea tray. Taking a third bag with him, he headed back over to his uncle’s place to collect his first payment. No dogs in evidence this time, and thank God for it.


Having done all that, he was suddenly in the mood to celebrate. Why not? He’d get dinner at one of the local restaurants, and then he’d start researching his target. No time like the present. He felt quite excited now. He always enjoyed the prospect of a kill. Dinner first – and after that he’d go to Soho to have a look at Ruby Darke’s club, see if he could spot her there.
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Crystal Rose was sitting in a giant champagne glass in Ruby’s Soho burlesque club. The glass was overflowing with bubbles that glittered with rainbows as they drifted down onto the stage. Crystal, a tiny and beautiful brunette, appeared to be naked in the bubbles except for one ornate diamond necklace. She was lifting one leg provocatively, then the other, stroking her hands down over her own shapely limbs and smiling coyly at the audience.


To the background track of ‘Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend’ sung by Marilyn Monroe, Crystal twisted and writhed, then finished her routine with a flourish, standing up in the glass, bubbles lightly – suggestively – coating her nudity.


The lights winked out.


When they came back on again, two sequin-covered acolytes – Crystal’s ‘Rosettes’ – had appeared and a set of steps had been placed in front of the huge glass. As Crystal Rose descended to stage level to rapturous applause, waving left and right, her two assistants covered her with giant white-feather fans tinted pink by the lights. She was ushered off the stage, blowing kisses to her audience.


Ruby Darke watched it all with interest. Crystal was good but God she was a pain in the arse. Ruby ran this single club as she had once run a countrywide retail business – with an iron fist in a velvet glove. She surrounded herself with a good team but sadly also had to contend with very young and gorgeous girls like Crystal, who were hell to handle. Capricious. Demanding. But necessary, drawing in the punters like bees to honey.


One of these days, Ruby thought, burlesque was going to go mainstream like it had back in the day when she had been onstage at the Windmill. After selling her business, she’d visited strip clubs and lap-dancing clubs, wondering if she might take one of those over and expand it, but she hadn’t really wanted involvement in them; it wasn’t her thing. And then she’d seen current-day burlesque being performed, and instantly she was sold. It was teasing, artistic, sexy but not lewd. It was very like what she’d done when she’d been young and foolish and in love with that rat Cornelius Bray. Of course, Cornelius had turned out to be a son-of-a-bitch bastard, and it had all ended badly, but still – the burlesque had triggered a nostalgia in her. She loved it, and it seemed the punters did too.


‘She’s good,’ said Laura, the club manageress, a six-foot redhead with huge, shrewd blue eyes, who was sitting beside Ruby at her table near the stage. ‘And Christ, don’t she know it.’


‘She’s better than good, she’s terrific,’ said Ruby. ‘Draws the punters like no one else.’


Crystal was a hit, there was no doubt about that. Ruby looked around with satisfaction. The club was packed tonight. Every night Crystal appeared, there were people queuing fifty-deep at the door. Ruby was pleased. She’d started this club mostly to give herself an interest after she’d sold the Darkes chain of stores, and to help launder some of Kit’s cash through the tills, but it was making a pretty healthy profit in its own right.


‘Trouble is, she only wants three nights a week,’ Laura sneered. ‘Family commitments, my arse. She’s making enough out of us on those three nights not to bother herself with working too hard the rest of the week. Lying at home painting her toenails is my best guess, while watching TV. Which leaves us short of acts,’ said Laura.


‘Yeah, but we’ve advertised. No bites?’ They’d put ads in all the papers.


‘Some. But we want quality, like Crystal – and that’s rare.’


‘The agency not sent any new ones over?’


‘No one I’d care to put on stage.’


The general theme of the club was discreet erotic retro – so when Crystal wasn’t dazzling her adoring public, the acts comprised of Forties-style performers with their hair in victory rolls, singing old hits like ‘Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy’. Those acts went down well. But Crystal was a bigger draw.


‘What about her two acolytes? The Rosettes. One of them like to step up? Take centre stage?’ asked Ruby. The Rosettes were Crystal’s younger sisters, and they seemed terrified of her.


Laura shook her head and smiled grimly. ‘Have you met Crystal?’


Ruby had to smile. Crystal was queenly, bossy, a right regal pain in the backside.


‘You want to start world war three? Crystal would go apeshit if she wasn’t head honcho over the other two. Older sister syndrome. You know what that’s like. Oh look,’ said Laura, gazing over toward the club entrance.


Ruby looked and felt her innards shrivel. Shit.


‘Ain’t that Thomas Knox?’ Laura glanced from him and back to Ruby. ‘He’s one of the big boys around here. A local face. Didn’t you and he . . .?’


‘Yeah, we did. Once. Ancient history,’ said Ruby.


Last time she’d seen Thomas, it was in his hallway and she’d been spitting mad. They still had stuff to square away, him and her. This time – for the first time ever, so far as she knew – he was bringing his young trophy wife into her club. What the fuck was he playing at?


Ruby couldn’t resist the urge to examine Chloe in minute detail. Mrs Knox number two – the faded and faithful number one having been kicked to the kerb years ago – was a heavily made-up blonde who was wearing a red silk shift dress that very nearly covered her huge, balloon-like breasts.


‘Hot, isn’t he?’ smiled Laura.


‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Ruby, giving her a scathing look, turning her attention firmly away from Thomas and his wife. Was he taking the piss?


‘Well, I wouldn’t say no,’ said Laura.


Ruby watched from the corner of her eye as he and Big Tits were led to a table by one of the hostesses. He passed by Crystal, who was just taking her seat, her eyes darting everywhere, her smile neon-bright – Look at me, I’m the star of the show – beside a neatly dressed man with dark hair.


‘Wouldn’t kick that out of bed,’ said Laura on a sigh, watching Thomas with narrowed, predatory eyes.


Ruby shrank into her chair as he flicked a glance in her direction. She reached for her voddy and orange and drained the glass.
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