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For Max.
May all your tomorrows be blessed.
Dream big. Be brave. Be kind.



CONTENTS
About the Author
Also By
Title
Copyright
Dedication
Prologue
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Chapter Thirty-Five
Chapter Thirty-Six
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Chapter Forty
Chapter Forty-One
Chapter Forty-Two
Chapter Forty-Three
Chapter Forty-Four
Acknowledgements
Follow Anna Smith here



PROLOGUE
‘So what now?’
Cissy turned to Bella as they stood on the steps, taking in the damp air of the thin, grey February morning. Behind them, the vast sliding steel doors of the women’s prison drew to a close, like the curtains at the end of a stage show where nobody wanted an encore. The women looked at each other as the doors locked with a heavy clunk.
‘I suppose a spa day is out of the question,’ Bella said, deadpan, pulling some crumpled notes out of her coat pocket and glancing at them. ‘I’ve got fifteen quid.’
Cissy snorted.
‘That’s ten more than me. Let’s settle for a full English breakfast, then a shower at whatever shithouse hostel they’ve booked us into.’ She turned to her friend and took a step down the stairs. ‘Come on, I heard there’s a greasy spoon down the road on the corner. Let’s just get the fuck away from here.’
It had been three years. Three long years banged up inside – half of the six years they’d been sentenced to – for a crime they didn’t commit. Not that they’d been whiter than white in the years before they landed in jail. As the wives of hardened criminals, they’d lived in some luxury. But there’s no such thing as a free ride. Bella Malone, Cissy Callaghan and their best friend, Ruby Kelly, did what they were told. They may have looked powerful in their fancy cars and kitted out in designer chic, but they were never in charge of anything, especially not themselves. And when it came to the crunch, they’d been used all along.
How could this have happened? And where were the men they’d loved and lived with, the big-time Charlies who’d given them the good life on the Costa del Sol? It wasn’t long before the penny dropped. Cissy and Bella had nobody. They were forgotten, abandoned and on their own. Ruby was gone. Now they would have to start again.



CHAPTER ONE
Three years earlier Costa del Sol
Ruby was charming the pants off big Jimmy Digby and she knew it. She was good at this shit – playing the part, making someone feel like they were the only person in the room. That’s why she was always brought in by her man when the big boys came over to the Costa del Sol for a pow-wow. They were all there, some of them sat around the long table after a lavish lunch in the cliffside restaurant, and one or two scattered around the private room, or out on the terrace, chatting and soaking up the rays of the late afternoon sun. This was the life these guys had dreamed of when they were raggedy-arse teenagers nicking cars or bullying people who were late with their loan shark payments. This was their pay-off for all the shit they’d shovelled, and the time they’d served inside when things didn’t go down as they should have. Now they seldom, if ever, even got their hands dirty. If someone had to be made to disappear, they hired a gun to do it. These days, they relished the benefits of a life of crime, and let’s face it, nobody ever complained, or if they did, they never did it out loud, at least not in this company.
Ruby was listening to this prick with the twenty-grand smile telling her how rough it had been back in the day in the council flats, but how they were now top dogs and untouchable. She nodded admiringly in all the right places, her dark eyes holding his, seeming to hang on his every word. But she kept stealing little glances out to the far end of the terrace where Cissy was being pinned to the smoked-glass balustrade by her fat bastard of a boyfriend, Terence. She could see her friend’s fear even from this distance, sense the terror that Cissy felt that things might get out of hand, as they often did. If Terence had done too much coke, then anything could happen, and he didn’t give a shit who was there to witness it.
Ruby pushed back her chair as she suddenly got to her feet, telling the man who was boring her rigid that she had to dash to the loo, but would be back in a jiffy. She patted his forearm fleetingly as though she cared. Then she gave a quick glance around the room, where everyone was either guffawing about an old story or deep in conversation. She slipped away quietly and went out to the terrace. Ruby was one of the few people who could handle the bullying thug that was Terence Sullivan. She’d proved it more than once before. She’d known him long before Cissy got involved with him, and somehow Ruby had the ability to calm him in a crisis and talk him out of some of the craziness that drove him, especially when he was coked up. And if that all failed, then she would dig her nails hard into his shoulder and fix him with her black eyes, telling him that if he didn’t stop what he was doing right now, she would put a bullet in his throat when he was sleeping. That would stop him in his tracks, because he knew that she could and would. Ruby’s reputation had been well known long before she had ever teamed up with Tommy Mallon, the hardman from Dublin who ran the show for the Irish hoodlums from Marbella to Murcia and all places in between.
‘Everything all right here, sweet cheeks?’ Ruby said as she slapped her hand a little too hard on Terence’s back.
He turned around quickly, his eyes still blazing, but her look was enough. He let go of Cissy’s arm, and Ruby glanced in disgust at the red welt where he’d been gripping her. Cissy smiled weakly at Ruby, who blinked in acknowledgement.
‘What’s happening, guys?’ Ruby said. ‘You’re missing all the chat in there. Come back in. The lads are asking for you, Terence.’ She took hold of Terence’s arm and her eyes softened as she looked at him. ‘Tell them that story of the night you robbed Johnny Franklin of his takings from the casino.’
He shot her a maniacal, coked-up grin.
‘Yeah, that was some laugh,’ he said as she ushered him towards the open terrace doors. ‘We split that bastard like a kipper, we did.’
As they went into the room, Ruby looked over her shoulder to see Cissy fighting back tears as she tried to compose herself, the Costa sun still high in the deep blue sky in this land of plenty.
Back in the room, Ruby glided past to where Bella was knocking back a glass of soda, her arm draped around Billy Dalton, who she’d been shacked up with these past three years, and finally married eight months ago. Ruby couldn’t for the life of her see what Bella saw in the stocky little bastard with the thinning hair, but if pressed, she guessed it might be something to do with his two-million-pound villa, plus the string of estate agents and restaurants Dalton had along the Costa del Sol, as well as the nightclubs in Manchester. He’d inherited it all from his father, a major player who died four years ago. Bella was nobody’s fool. She was a smart, sassy, slender beauty, who could take down a foul-mouthed thug with a sharp one-liner. When she wasn’t relaxing by the poolside of their lavish villa, her role was to oversee the money-laundering estate agents to make sure nobody was dipping into the tills, and keep the business ship-shape, because really, Billy was too thick to do it.
Ruby sat back down next to Jimmy Digby, just as Tommy Mallon pulled up a chair beside them. He casually ran a hand through Ruby’s hair and glanced at Digby in what Ruby knew was a ‘she’s mine’ gesture so that Digby would know the score – just in case he was taken in by Ruby’s charm offensive. Digby locked eyes with his old mate for a second and Ruby clocked the coldness in him, compared to the genial guy he’d been while she’d been chatting to him. Both Digby and Mallon – respected and feared as ‘The Irish’ – were two of the big dogs in this exclusive little gathering, and everyone knew it. They’d grown up on the wrong side of Dublin along with Terence. Digby ran his empire in Manchester and beyond, and both he and Mallon worked well with each other, especially when it came to pooling huge cash payments to buy coke in bulk from Amsterdam and Columbia.
Mallon and Digby had their hands on everything that was coming in and where it was going. They were as tight as they came. But if you were in this outfit, the golden rule was, no matter how much you wanted to, you never, ever touched another man’s woman. That would be the ultimate betrayal. Ruby turned to Mallon and smiled because she knew that’s what he would expect.
‘So, what’s going on over there, Tommy?’ she asked, gesturing her head to the three other men sitting on easy chairs in the corner. ‘You all looked like you were deep in discussion.’
Mallon looked at Digby and they both raised eyebrows as though they had some secret agreement.
‘Just a bit of business that has to be dealt with today, darlin’,’ Mallon said. ‘That’s all.’
‘All sorted then, Tommy?’ Digby asked.
‘Yep. It’ll be done today,’ Mallon said. ‘The boys are all organised and ready. They’ll be on it once we get out of here.’
Ruby took a sip of her white wine, then put the glass down on the table. She’d had enough. As much as she enjoyed a lunch and a couple of drinks in the sunshine, the constant drinking that was a feature of the ex-pats’ lives over here had never been up her street. She was fiercely controlled in her fitness regime and got up every morning for a run and a swim while Mallon was still spark out. Not that she didn’t know how to drink. She’d been there and done that when she was young, but there was too much at stake these days to be making wrong decisions or judgements when your head was clouded with alcohol. She got up and excused herself, poured a tumbler of icy water and headed back out to the balcony, where Cissy stood.
‘Hey, you,’ Ruby said breezily. ‘You all right, mate?’
Cissy turned to her, sniffing and wiping the tear from her cheek.
‘Yeah, I’m all right,’ she said. ‘Just . . . well, you know . . . sometimes Terence can be such a piece of shit.’
‘I know,’ Ruby said, patting her shoulder. ‘You’re going to have to make a decision one of these days, Cissy. You can’t live like that, with the constant threat of him.’
Cissy looked at her, then back out to sea, and puffed out a sigh.
‘What am I supposed to do, Ruby?’ she said. ‘There’s no way he’ll just let me walk away. He’d do me in before he’d ever let me leave him.’ She shook her head. ‘I should never have married him. I know that now, but I’ll just have to get on with it. Anyway, where would I go? I haven’t got a light, and I can’t go back where I lived and start over. I keep thinking he’ll change.’
Ruby didn’t want to say any more. Terence wasn’t going to change. Back in Dublin, he’d slashed his way to the top alongside Mallon and Digby, but the difference between them and him was that he relished the violence. The fact that he was rich now and moving in all the right circles to keep up his shitty empire wasn’t going to change him from the vicious little psycho he’d always been. He’ll kill her one of these days, Ruby thought, but she kept that to herself for now.
‘Anyway,’ Ruby said, standing alongside her, leaning on the railing so they both faced the sea. ‘I think there’s something going on in there.’ She jerked her head back towards the room, where everyone else looked like they were getting ready to leave, and lowered her voice. ‘I think two of those boys are going for a long swim tonight.’
Cissy turned to her.
‘Seriously? Who? What boys?’
‘Don’t look now,’ Ruby said. ‘But those two younger boys at the table with four of the London mob. I haven’t seen them before, so don’t know much about them. Handsome buggers, though, all gelled hair and smart gear. Twins, apparently. But word is they passed information on to some Serbian guy down here about who’s doing what in the big scheme of things. Looks like they’ve talked a bit too much.’
‘Christ! Rough justice. Stupid boys.’ She glanced behind her.
‘Yeah,’ Ruby said. ‘But the word is out, and I think their number is up.’
‘How do you know?’
‘I heard Tommy on the phone. He called them Jedward.’ Ruby chuckled.
‘Jedward?’ Cissy asked.
‘Yeah. Like those Irish twins who were on The X Factor.’
Cissy nodded, smiling.
‘Oh, I remember now. They’ll not be singing much longer then, if you’re right.’
‘Nope.’
Both of them stood in silence for a while, looking out at the sun twinkling on the sea and the picture-postcard beauty of this paradise. It was a million miles from where the pair of them had grown up in a rough Glasgow housing scheme, where the toughest survived and those who couldn’t hack it got as far away as they could as soon as they were able. Ruby and Cissy were on the run by the time they turned sixteen. They left the children’s home for school one day and never returned, making a pact as they slept under the bridge in London that night that they would never desert each other.
‘Look.’ Ruby nudged Cissy. ‘Down there in the street.’
They both watched as the young twins, laughing and joking, got into the back of the Mercedes with the blacked-out windows, then a big guy with a mop of blond curly hair got in the back beside them. Ruby knew him as Jake Dawson, a hitman from Cork, who was brought in to clean things up.
‘Is that Jake Dawson in the back?’ Cissy asked.
‘Yep,’ Ruby replied.
‘That’s as bad as it gets for the boys then,’ Cissy said.
Ruby nodded but said nothing.



CHAPTER TWO
Ruby turned her head to face the open patio doors as Tommy Mallon rolled off her and lay on the bed, his breath beginning to slow. It had been good sex. It always was – Tommy knew his way around every part of her body, and what she liked. For a man who could ruthlessly cut down an enemy in a heartbeat, he was tender and loving when they were together, never rushing the sex and murmuring how much he loved her as they lost themselves in the passion. He was like two different people. Ruby knew the man he was when she married him nearly three years ago, and she would never change him. But she loved him, and when they were together like this it was just about as good as it got.
As she gazed out at the night sky, she could hear the waves crashing on the rocks below. Usually on nights like this the sound of the sea could lull her into a peaceful, contented sleep. But not tonight. Because tonight Ruby sensed something was changing in the world where Tommy was all-powerful among the movers and shakers who operated like captains of industry, but who in reality were wolves who would tear to pieces anyone who threatened them, or even each other if they smelled a whiff of betrayal in their ranks.
Tommy swung his legs out of the bed, and Ruby reached across and ran a hand across his back, moist from the exertion of their lovemaking.
‘You all right, darling?’ Ruby asked.
He didn’t turn around and was silent for a moment, then he stood up and Ruby watched as he pulled on a pair of white boxer shorts then turned to her, his bronzed, toned body giving him the look of a man fifteen years younger than the forty-four-year-old he was. He gave her a half-smile.
‘What, you want me to come back for another tussle?’ he said, mischief in his eyes.
Ruby smiled back at him, pulling the satin sheet over her naked body.
‘Nah, I think that’s quite enough excitement for one night,’ she said, lying on her back. ‘I was just wondering, because you’ve seemed a bit preoccupied since we left the restaurant earlier, after the meeting. Is something wrong?’
She knew all right that something was wrong, because she’d seen those twins being driven away in the Merc, and she had an idea that it might be their last trip. But stuff like that was the meat and drink of the life people like Tommy led, so it’s not as if he would be plagued by his conscience. There was more to this than anyone was letting on, not that he would ever confide heavy stuff like that to her.
Tommy’s mobile rang on the table next to the half-open door, and he crossed the room and picked it up, then went out onto the patio. She watched as he stood not speaking for a few moments, listening to whoever was calling. Eventually, he spoke.
‘Where in Tarifa?’ he asked. Then it was silent again as he listened to whoever was on the line. ‘Right, I get it. As long as it was well out to sea. We don’t want these fuckers bobbing up any time soon.’ Silence again for a few moments as he listened. ‘Okay. Good work, lads.’
He stood outside for a while, staring into the blackness, then he came back into the bedroom and pulled on a sweatshirt.
‘Everything all right, Tommy?’ Ruby said.
He turned to her, fixing her with his blue eyes, and shrugged.
‘So far,’ he said. ‘We’ll see.’
He turned and walked out of the room and she could hear his bare feet padding on the marble floor until the sound faded in the vast expanse of the luxury gaffe that Tommy had told her was their home. Although Ruby knew it was never going to be her home, only his.
Eventually, Ruby fell into an exhausted sleep, and when she woke with the streak of morning sunlight through the glass, she rolled over, expecting Tommy to be asleep. But he was gone. She opened one eye and saw her wristwatch said eight thirty. He was either out for a morning run on the beach, or he’d gone to see about the business of last night that he wouldn’t talk to her about. She would have to wait until he came back to find out if he wanted to confide in her, but she wouldn’t hold her breath. And in any case, whatever fate befell the twins last night wasn’t about to impact on her day. Her mobile shuddered on vibrate on the bedside table and she saw it was Cissy. She answered, but before she had the chance to say anything she knew from the sniffs and the hesitation on the other end of the phone that something was going on.
‘Cissy. What’s up?’
She could hear Cissy stifling a sob.
Ruby murmured, ‘Shit,’ under her breath and sat up. ‘What’s happened, Cissy?’ she asked. ‘Talk to me.’
‘He hurt me, Ruby. Bad this time.’
Ruby didn’t have to ask who. It had been clear from the way Terence was headed last night that things could end in a drug-fuelled beating for her best friend. She felt a surge of heat rising in her chest.
‘Where is he now?’ Ruby asked.
‘I don’t know,’ Cissy said, through sniffs. ‘He stormed out afterwards and drove away. Left me lying in agony on the floor. He was off his head on coke, Ruby. The state he was in, he could have driven off a cliff.’
‘Well, let’s hope so,’ Ruby said.
She let the silence hang for a moment, knowing that Cissy would have agreed with her even if she didn’t want to say it out loud. Then she asked, ‘What happened? How badly are you hurt?’
‘I think I might have a broken rib or something. It hurts to breathe.’ She paused, then groaned. ‘And he smashed my hand with a hammer at one point.’
‘What?’ Ruby said, shocked. ‘A hammer?’
‘I ran at him with the hammer after he punched my face and that’s when he grabbed it off me, put my hand on the worktop and smashed it down. I managed to shift my hand a bit before he smashed it, but one side I can barely move. I collapsed on the kitchen floor. Christ, Ruby! My hand is up like a balloon.’
‘Can you move your fingers?’
‘A bit, but it’s agony. It was after that that he went crazy, smashing up the house and kicking me.’
Ruby bit back her anger. She had to stay calm, because Cissy was going to pieces, and they had to deal with this.
‘We need to get you to the hospital, Cissy. I’ll be down shortly.’
‘But Terence will go nuts if I do that. What if the police get involved through the hospital?’
‘They won’t. We’ll say you got jumped outside a bar. Or that there was a break-in. Don’t worry. But you need to get an X-ray and stuff. I’ll have a quick shower and jump in the car.’
Ruby sank back into the pillow and blew out a breath. ‘Enough is enough,’ she murmured. Terence needed to be dealt with, once and for all. She knew that Tommy wouldn’t do it, because Terence, with his vast connections in drugs from grassroots to cops, was useful, and he’d been central to much of the business they’d built up over the years, growing up on the wrong side of the river in Dublin. Tommy knew what he was like, and routinely he would give him a bollocking for the way he treated Cissy, as he had with women before her. But that was as far as it would go. Terence might come back today and apologise to Cissy, book them on an outrageously expensive cruise, and give her another fancy diamond ring. But one of these days, in a fit of rage like last night, Cissy would be dead. And Ruby was damn sure she wasn’t ever going to let that happen.



CHAPTER THREE
Cissy wore a baseball cap with the skip pulled down and big dark glasses to hide the black eye and bruising to her cheekbone. Ruby had driven her and Bella a few miles along the coast from Marbella to a bar and restaurant she knew would be well out of the way, and where they wouldn’t run into anyone they knew. When she’d phoned Bella earlier to tell her she was on her way to take Cissy to hospital, Bella said to pick her up and they would all go together. It had been a tough journey, with Cissy sobbing all the way, partly from still being in shock from the beating, and also from the pain and the feeling that this time Terence had crossed a line. This time things had to change.
By the time they left the hospital, Cissy was feeling a little easier with the painkillers, and her hand had been strapped up with a tight bandage. The doctor said although a couple of small bones had been fractured, they hadn’t moved and he fitted her with a rigid splint and padding and told her she had to keep it on for three to five weeks to give it time to heal. The X-ray to her ribs showed no fracture but very bad deep-tissue bruising in her torso that could easily have torn her kidney, the doctor said. He had a look of disbelief when she told him she was jumped by thugs as she got into her car. He wanted to contact the police but she said not to, and he gave her a look that said, I don’t believe you, this has domestic violence stamped all over it. But he said nothing, gave her painkillers and sent her on her way.
In the midday sunshine, the three of them sat sipping coffee on the terrace of the restaurant yards from the deserted beach, far enough away from the tourist spots that were popular with Brits. Here, the customers were mostly Spanish or Scandinavian – locals who lived nearby or passing trade. The sea was a flat calm and sparkling in the sunlight, and on the face of it, this looked like the dream life for three women who had come a long way and were now enjoying their day in the sun. But the reality was far from that.
‘So,’ Ruby said, glancing from Cissy to Bella. ‘I know it’s hard to think straight with what has just happened, but this can’t go on. You know that, don’t you?’
Cissy tightened her lips and nodded, but didn’t reply.
Bella pushed her giant sunglasses onto her head, revealing striking blue eyes in the sunlight, and then folded her arms across her midriff.
‘You know what, Cissy?’ she said, turning to her friend. ‘Ruby’s right. You need to get out of this before it’s too late.’
Cissy spread her hands.
‘And do what, though? I mean, where would I go? I don’t have any of my own money. Terence controls everything. He just drops me a few hundred quid if I say I need it, but I haven’t got a big bank balance.’ She paused. ‘Okay, I’ve still got my flat back home, but if I just walk out of here and go back there, he will come after me. He’ll kill me. I know he will.’
Ruby wanted to tell her that if she stayed in the situation as it was, he would kill her anyway, but she knew it would upset her even more.
They sat for a moment in silence, and Ruby looked from Cissy to Bella, and she knew they were both thinking the same as her, but would not say it out loud. So, she decided to say it herself. She leaned across the table and lowered her voice to a whisper.
‘We can get rid of him.’
Cissy took her glasses off and touched the swelling on her cheek. One of her eyes was black and raw, and almost closed. She glanced at Bella, whose lips had parted a little as they both looked at Ruby, but didn’t speak.
‘So, is that a yes then?’ Ruby said, picking up her coffee cup and draining it.
Cissy swallowed hard.
‘Jesus, Ruby!’ She sighed. ‘I don’t know. The thought of that and what might happen terrifies me.’
Bella glanced from Cissy to Ruby, then spoke.
‘And me,’ she said. ‘Can you imagine what Tommy would do if something happened to Terence, and we were in on it? I dunno, Ruby.’ She reached across and touched Cissy’s arm. ‘I mean, enough is enough for Cissy. We all know that. But getting rid? I don’t know.’
The conversation ended there, but Ruby had a feeling that this time would be different. Terence had gone too far. She regretted ever introducing Cissy to him three years ago, because she’d seen the way he treated his last girlfriend, who’d left him because he was knocking her around. Cissy had come along a year or so later when she’d arrived on Ruby’s doorstep, needing help after losing her job. Poor Cissy. She had lost her teenage son in a car crash a year earlier and the grief had been so overwhelming that she more or less just stopped functioning. And even when she finally got back into work, she couldn’t cope and kept not turning up for the job. The boss at the car dealership where she worked told her he was letting her go, and for a while, she didn’t even tell Ruby, until finally she had to confess she was broke. Ruby had taken her to Spain with her for a holiday at Tommy’s villa on the Costa del Sol, and that’s when she met Terence, who was smitten with Cissy from the moment they met. Ruby warned her not to go near him, but she was already taken in by Terence. He showered her with gifts and took her on a week-long cruise. By the time they came back, much to Ruby’s shock, they were officially a couple, married on the ship by the captain.
Ruby’s mobile rang and she stood up and walked away from the table when she saw it was Tommy calling.
‘Where are you, love?’ he said. ‘I came back in from my run and you’d vanished.’
Ruby took a couple of seconds to answer, then spoke.
‘I had to take Cissy to the hospital. Terence beat the crap out of her.’
‘Fuck’s sake!’ Tommy sighed, and she could hear the frustration in his voice. ‘What happened? Did he do it last night after they left the restaurant?’
‘Yeah,’ Ruby said. ‘I had a feeling it was going that way, Tommy. He was off his face, and already being aggressive with her, and I had to speak to him on the terrace. He’s gone too far this time.’
Tommy pushed out a sigh.
‘How bad is it?’
She told him about the hammer attack and the kicking.
‘Fuck me! I’ll talk to him,’ he said.
For a moment, Ruby stood there in silence, knowing he was waiting for her to speak. Sure, Tommy would give his lifelong mate a good dressing-down, but what difference would that make? He’d do the same again, and worse. Eventually, she spoke.
‘He needs a lot more than a talking-to, Tommy. You know that.’
Tommy let it hang for a few seconds, then answered.
‘He’s my best mate, Ruby. We grew up together. You don’t understand.’
‘Yes, I do, Tommy. Cissy and I grew up together, and it was hard times. I’m not going to let this go on.’
‘You need to stay out of it,’ he said quickly. Then, after a pause, his voice became softer. ‘When will you be home? I need to talk to you about a job that’s come up.’
Ruby sighed.
‘Soon. We’re having a coffee and trying to make sure Cissy’s all right. She’s been in a state. I’ll be back when I’m back. But you need to get hold of Terence pronto, and tell him the game is up, Tommy.’
‘Yeah.’ He hung up.
Ruby put the phone face down on the table as Cissy and Bella looked at her, waiting to hear what Tommy had said.
Ruby shrugged and shook her head.
‘Tommy’s going to speak to Terence. Fat chance that will do any good,’ she said.
Cissy’s mobile rang and she picked it up and glanced at the screen.
‘Shit! It’s Terence.’
She was about to patch the call when Ruby leaned forward.
‘Answer it, Cissy. See what the prick’s got to say for himself.’
Cissy glanced from Bella to Ruby, then put the call on loudspeaker. They leaned in to hear. Cissy stayed silent and listened.
‘Cissy, darlin’, I’m sorry. So fucking sorry.’
She didn’t answer, then Terence tried again.
‘Cissy, I promise it will never happen again. Ever. I’m ashamed of myself. I don’t know why I did it. I was off my face with the coke. Where are you?’
After a few seconds, Cissy answered.
‘I’ve been to the hospital. Ruby took me. And Bella. My face is a mess. My hand is in a splint. And my ribs are broken. The doctor said I’m lucky my kidneys aren’t bruised.’ She paused. ‘I don’t feel lucky, though, Terence.’
‘I’m sorry. Where are you? I’ll come and get you.’
‘I’m not ready to come home,’ Cissy said.
It took a few moments of silence, and they could hear Terence breathing. Then he spoke.
‘Where the fuck are you going to go, Cissy? Eh? Tell me that. I give you everything.’
‘Yeah,’ Cissy said. ‘And I’ve got the bruises to show for it.’
‘Where are you? I’m coming to take you home. It won’t happen again, I swear.’
Ruby watched as Cissy began to crumble, her lip trembling, feeling suddenly overwhelmed by it all – partly in shock, partly knowing she had nothing without Terence.
Ruby put her hand out and mouthed for Cissy to hand the phone to her, which she did.
‘Listen, you lowlife piece of shit! You’ve crossed a fucking line, you have. If you can’t see that, you’re a bigger pig-thick bastard than I gave you credit for.’
‘Ruby, put Cissy back on the phone.’
‘Fuck off, Terence. You’ve gone too far this time. That’s all I’m saying.’
‘Are you fucking threatening me?’
‘You know I don’t make threats.’ Ruby hung up, and handed Cissy back the phone.
All three of them sat for a while saying nothing.
‘We need to think this through,’ Ruby eventually said. She turned to Cissy. ‘I’ll get you a place to stay for a bit. You’re not going back there, unless you really want to, Cissy. Do you want to? It’s up to you.’
Cissy shook her head, and sniffed.
‘Fine,’ Ruby said. ‘I’ll sort you out with one of the apartments.’ She looked at Bella. ‘Then we can deal with Terence.’
Bella piped up with her usual breeziness.
‘Tell you what, ladies, why don’t we take a trip back home – to the Lake District or something? We could get the hell out of here and go to that posh new hotel and spa. It would be good for all of us, especially you, Cissy.’
Cissy wiped away a tear that had spilled out of her good eye, and nodded.
Ruby turned to Bella.
‘Great idea, Bella. Set it up, and we’ll do it in the next couple of days.’



CHAPTER FOUR
Tommy Mallon didn’t like the idea of having to work with anyone outside of his own network. Almost all of his associates were Irish, and trusting no one was in their DNA, having come from generations who could carry a grudge that dated back to the last century. They worked together, fought together, killed together, did anything to defend the growing empire that had seen Ireland go from a bit player in the drugs trade to a major force and one to be feared if crossed. But the winds of change were blowing across Europe, and Tommy could see in recent years that it was getting more and more difficult to have an exclusive foothold across the market. The hardmen from Eastern Europe were on the march – Russians and Albanians growing in confidence and strutting around the Costa del Sol, often outsmarting the dealers and suppliers on the ground, or leaving a trail of bloodshed for any gangs who refused to do business with them.
The Irish had been top of the heap for a long time now, and some of them knew that to survive, you had to bring the new men into their circle, but Tommy hated it. That’s why right now, he was sitting in a bar close to Estepona, feeling twitchy as fuck. He had agreed to a meet with some Russian prick called Vlad, who had flown in from Dubai to talk with him about future investments. He would never even have considered a meet like this a couple of years ago, but now he knew he had to move forward.
There was a lot to consider, such as the money that needed to be washed away from the normal places as profits built. There were a couple of doors that had been closed for him in terms of supply in the past few months, all because these foreign arseholes had strongarmed their way into his sources – not just his but others too – so he had to at least have a look at it. Tommy wasn’t daft. It was about surviving at the top, and it was becoming increasingly clear that if you wanted to stay that way, you had to entertain these fuckers.
He picked up his glass of fizzy mineral water and knocked back the remains of it when one of his men he had stationed outside on the patio gave him a nod as the big blacked-out Merc pulled up to the kerb. He had two men at the front and one at the back armed to the teeth and suited with Kevlar vests just in case there was any funny business. He looked up in acknowledgement and braced himself as through the open doors and into the air-conditioned bar, two men appeared. Tommy didn’t get up as they looked over, but he lifted a hand, and they crossed the room. When he saw them he was glad he didn’t get up, because these two were giants. One was a big burly guy with bare arms like hams and shoulders you could land a helicopter on; the other was tall, fit-looking and slim. He was well tanned with cropped blond hair and dressed in a polo shirt and light trousers. He strode across. Tommy stretched out a hand.
‘Hello, Tommy,’ the big blond said, reaching out. ‘It is good to finally put a face to the man with the big reputation. I hear so much about you.’
Tommy felt the tight grasp of his hand and held it just as tight even if it did hurt, and managed a bit of a smile.
‘Yeah, but you’ll only be hearing the half of it,’ Tommy said.
‘Sure,’ the man said. ‘I’m Vlad.’ He nodded his head to his cohort, who had his arms folded. ‘This is Alexei. He is my right-hand man.’
Tommy put out a hand and Alexei took it and squeezed it so hard it triggered the urge in him to hit him with a left hook, but he resisted and just stared through him.
‘Sit.’ Tommy gestured to them both. ‘Drinks?’
‘Coffee,’ Vlad said. ‘For both of us.’
Tommy waved the waiter over and ordered three coffees.
Vlad looked around him and out to the patio where customers relaxed at tables beneath the shade of large white umbrellas as waiters hovered around them, delivering drinks and taking orders.
‘I love this place so much,’ he said. ‘All of the Costa del Sol. It is like paradise to me. It has everything. The sun, the food and the beautiful women.’ He pulled his lips into a smile. ‘When you grow up freezing your ass off in a little town in Siberia as I did, this is another world.’
‘Yeah,’ Tommy agreed. ‘But you came from Dubai. Is that your base now? They have plenty of sun there.’
‘Yes,’ Vlad said. ‘My base, my business, everything is done from there now. The Arabs, they are very good at keeping things close and quiet. As long as you can afford them. And if you can, you find that in many Arab countries the authorities look the other way – if you know what I mean.’
Tommy nodded, but said nothing. He didn’t like this flash bastard at all. He acted as if he was giving him a lesson in how to schmooze your way around the world – as if Tommy really needed him and was running out of options, which he wasn’t. Well, not right at this moment anyway, but he might do soon. He had to grit his teeth and agree. Let’s hear what he has to say, he told himself. Keep it calm and easy.
The waiter arrived with the coffees and set them on the table then backed away. Vlad picked up his cup and took a sip, and Tommy clocked the diamond ring on his pinky that must be worth at least twenty grand. Vlad put his coffee down and fiddled with the ring, turning it around so the diamond caught the sunlight. Tommy waited for him to speak. Eventually, he did.
‘So, Tommy,’ he said, ‘let’s talk about how we can do some business together that will be good for both of us.’
‘Sure,’ Tommy said. He spread his hands out, indicating for Vlad to go first.
Vlad leaned in a little and lowered his voice to a whisper.
‘I have sourced some product through my Columbian connections that will blow away everything else that is on the streets at the moment. The finest, purest coke you’ll have ever seen.’ He paused, raised his eyebrows. ‘And the price is good. The best. Once you cut this for the streets, you can make more money than ever.’
Tommy listened without saying anything. He had been moving cocaine from Europe to Dublin and the UK for years, and quality was never in question, but demand was high, and better quality cut up could indeed go down well, and could bolster his position as the only man to buy it from.
‘How much?’ he asked. ‘And how about the supply – is it constant and always the best quality? This is what I need to know.’
Vlad nodded.
‘Yes, yes. Always the best. There is a never-ending supply. It doesn’t go to everyone, though. Only the elite, like yourself.’
Tommy smiled.
‘Now you’re flattering me.’
‘Maybe a little.’ He shrugged. ‘But I’m serious. We cannot deal with people who just want a few dozen kilos now and again. It is not worth the trouble. We need a constant flow coming both ways, in order for us to keep dealing with the Columbians.’
Tommy took a breath and let it out slowly.
‘The Columbians, Vlad,’ he said, looking him in the eye, ‘they are already supplying in Europe and even here in Spain. So why are they dealing with you?’
‘Because they have to. The Columbians in Bogotá are in control of everything that moves in and out, and some of the people here have been – how can I say? – stepping out of line. So, they will still be able to work and to deal to some extent, but the bulk of it is supplied through my organisation now. And even the Columbians here, they come to me. As I say, everything is worked out in Dubai and that’s how we do business.’ He paused, glanced around and leaned in. ‘Also, the moving of money. You know, to clean it up. The authorities are looking all over the place these days, and Dubai is the place to have your money. You know that, don’t you?’
Tommy did know that and he gave him a cold look.
‘I hear a lot about it. But I don’t have any problems with my business dealings abroad or my banking.’
‘But Tommy, you can have the best rates, always hidden. That we can do for you. If, for example, you bank in the Bahamas, ten thousand euros will get you a certain amount of interest, but in Dubai, you can double it, and it’s safe. Safer and hidden. It’s the best. The Arabs are not beholden to anyone, to any authorities who want to look into their banking system. They just tell them no, to go away. It’s a safe haven.’
‘Worth a thought,’ Tommy said, interested. ‘So, talk to me about payment and stuff. What do I have to do and why me? Let’s hear it, Vlad.’
‘I want you to do something for me. This is not just drugs, this is also guns. We move them to the UK and Dublin. Our dealer has gone, so we need someone else to do it.’
Tommy narrowed his eyes a little.
‘What do you mean, your dealer has gone?’ he said. ‘Gone where?’
Vlad gave him a cold stare and took a moment to answer.
‘Put it this way, Tommy,’ he said. ‘He betrayed us.’
Tommy didn’t have to ask any more. The dealer was gone. And it wasn’t on holiday.
While he was still thinking about this, Vlad went on.
‘As I was saying, we need to move a shipment of cocaine from one place in the UK to another. That’s the most pressing priority. Then, if it goes well, we can look at guns.’ He paused. ‘And, maybe in the future, we can talk about moving people.’
‘Moving people?’ Tommy raised his eyebrows, surprised. ‘Guns we can talk about, but I don’t move people. That’s not my scene. Trafficking.’
Vlad shrugged slightly and nodded.
‘Okay. For now it isn’t. Maybe another time we can talk about that. Once you see how much is involved. How much of a business it is for us. It is supply and demand. Just like any other business.’
‘Not for me,’ Tommy said, looking at him, then beyond. He shifted in his seat. He’d had enough of this chat. Whatever else Tommy had done in his organisation, he had never been involved in trafficking. It wasn’t for any moral reason, it just hadn’t happened and he hadn’t felt the need to go down that road as it was becoming more and more the focus for police investigations. Also, the publicity in the papers – it was high profile. You do that, you attract attention and end up on the cops’ radar.
‘Okay. We can talk more about it another time. It would only be one or two trips a year – I mean, for the people who were being taken.’
‘You mean, for me to bring them here? From where? France? Africa?’
‘From France, from Albania, places like that.’
Tommy let a breath out. This was new to him. He wasn’t sure about it all. But he didn’t want to knock it back because he had the feeling this was being offered as a package deal.
They spoke for a while about how it would be done, with Vlad explaining while the big henchman next to him sat expressionless, saying nothing, and not even nodding in the right places. Eventually, Tommy agreed to look seriously at it and get back to him in a couple of days.
‘Okay,’ Vlad said. ‘Whatever you decide on the people, we can work that out later. But we have one big shipment of cocaine ready to go and it could be in the UK in a matter of days for you to move. You just tell me if you’re ready. You can make a lot of money from this shipment. We want to see if you can deliver.’
‘I won’t move coke and guns at the same time,’ Tommy said. ‘It’s not what I do. I’ll move the coke, we can talk about guns later.’
‘Okay,’ Vlad said. ‘I can live with that for the moment.’
‘What do you mean for me to make money?’ Tommy asked.
‘I mean that you will make an investment for the coke, but not nearly as much as you would usually pay for cocaine of this purity. Then you do what you like with it.’ He looked at Tommy, half smiling. ‘Think of it as a test.’
‘A test?’ Tommy puffed in disbelief. ‘What? I don’t do tests.’ This prick was beginning to annoy him now.
‘Not a test, but a trial run. You can make a lot of money as a one-off. If you decide it’s not for you, then fine, we move on.’
He took a piece of paper from his jacket pocket and wrote down a phone number and handed it to Tommy, who dialled the number, so they would both have contact details.
By the time the Russians left, they’d shaken hands, but Tommy had the distinct niggle that this was an offer he couldn’t refuse. When Vlad and the sidekick left, he sat thinking about Terence. He’d spoken to him this morning, but the nutter was having none of it, demanding to know where Cissy was and bitching about Ruby interfering. He was such a hothead – that’s why he hadn’t brought him to this meeting.



CHAPTER FIVE
Ruby drove back to the villa after she and Bella had taken Cissy to one of the rental apartments the firm owned so she could stay there for at least a few days until they decided what to do next. The apartment was one of four luxury pads in the frontline beach block that Tommy’s firm had bought up through their real estate business as a means to launder money, and two of them had already been snapped up in the past few weeks, so it was going well. She didn’t bother to phone Tommy to tell him she was taking the keys to the apartment from the office, deciding she would let him know later and convince him it was the right thing to do for a short time anyway, just to let things simmer down with Terence. She knew she would make him understand. But she also knew he would stand by Terence no matter what. And that was the dilemma Ruby had. Terence was never going to change, and he would never give up his control of Cissy, so she had to figure a way to sort this out. Much as Ruby loved Tommy, she loved and cared for Cissy more, because they’d had a shared shit life in care together until they ran away as teenagers. Ruby would never desert Cissy.
As she stood on the terrace of the villa, the afternoon sun sending waves of heat rising across the landscape, Ruby pondered, not for the first time, if this was all worth it. She had everything, at least that’s how it looked on the outside. Tommy was good to her, no doubt about that. Like her, he’d been raised in the streets, living on his wits alone. He and Terence clawing their way up the murky pole, thieving, dealing, enforcing for bigger gangsters running the show. And they both knew what it was like to have nothing.
He listened to her and cared for her and he would never let her come to any harm, and she loved that about him. But in reality, she owned nothing, none of the luxurious trappings that surrounded them were hers – she had a lifestyle, but that was all.
But long before Ruby had met Tommy, she was already moving in her own direction, fighting her own battles, scared of nobody and nothing. As teenagers, Ruby and Cissy had found themselves working for a gangster in London, who owned nightclubs and saunas. They knew the clubs were all about selling drugs, but they kept themselves as far away from that as they could. And the saunas were seedy joints with hookers drugged up on cocaine, used by fat middle-aged men and young thugs out to impress each other by throwing their money around. They hated it, but stuck to their jobs and moved up the ranks.
Ruby became the manager of the organisation, moving the money from the clubs to bank accounts across London to keep the tax man away. And she was also squirrelling some away for herself while she was at it. Cissy was her right-hand woman. But then the hardmen came who wanted to take over the place and made her boss an offer he couldn’t refuse. Unfortunately for him, he did refuse, and was shot dead one night when they stormed the club as it closed up.
The gang came after Ruby to hand over the books and the bank accounts, and when they kicked in the door of her office, she was ready for them. She took the gun out of her boss’s desk and shot dead the first man who moved towards her. She didn’t even flinch and had been a little disturbed that she had felt no remorse. The second man was even easier. As he’d stood stunned by what she’d done, she shot him dead at point-blank range as he raised his gun to fire at her. From that moment, Ruby knew how to survive and that she would do so at all costs.
In the years that followed, Ruby stayed in London, running various businesses for dodgy players. Cissy had moved in with a jeweller she fell for and she went back to Glasgow, where they set up home, raising a son and living a good life. Until tragedy struck, when their son and his father were killed in a car crash, and Cissy discovered she was left penniless. Grief-stricken, Cissy had stayed in Glasgow despite Ruby coaxing her to come back to London. And she seemed to be doing well enough, holding down a job in a luxury car garage and trying to get on with her life. They saw each other a couple of times a year when Cissy came down to London, where Ruby by this time was managing a casino.
It was around this time that Ruby met Tommy Mallon when he turned up at the casino with a few of his mates, gambling big and losing plenty. She met him at the end of the evening when he invited her for a drink at the bar, and the electricity between them buzzed. He bombarded her with calls and invited her to visit him in Spain, where she had a wonderful time and could feel herself falling in love with this handsome, tough Irishman, who was fawned over everywhere they went. She knew who he was and what he did, but their affair was like a runaway train. Within months, she’d moved to the Costa del Sol and set up home with him, and they married months later. That was four years ago and for much of that time, Ruby thought this would be her set for the rest of her life. But Tommy ran the show. She worked in the business, running the string of estate agents, and she was well paid as a manager. But it was his and his alone. Sometimes it felt like this was just not enough, and that sooner or later Tommy would be under threat from some other hoodlum taking over and she would be left with nothing. She had to prepare for that. And she had, unbeknown to Tommy and anyone else in the organisation, been squirrelling money away in a secret account in the Bahamas in case one day she had to move on. The sound of the door opening brought her out of her reverie and she heard Tommy coming in, his car keys clinking on the glass hall table. She turned to face him as he came out onto the terrace.
‘All right, darlin’?’ he said, coming over to embrace her.
Ruby felt the warmth of his strong body against her and she kissed him.
‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Tough morning. Poor Cissy.’
He let her go and they stood apart.
‘I know,’ he said. ‘I spoke to Terence this morning and gave him a hard time.’ He shook his head. ‘Sometimes I think he’s just off his fucking head, Ruby. He needs to chuck that coke. It’s doing his brains in.’
This was the first time she’d heard Tommy saying this and she was glad.
‘Yeah, Tommy,’ she said. ‘And the thing is, he’s getting out of control on that, and one of these days he’s going to do something that will cause a whole lot of trouble for everyone – including you. Honestly, you need to deal with him.’
Tommy looked at her, his face turning cold.
‘Deal with him? How the fuck can I deal with him? He’s a grown man. He knows the score.’
‘Tell him you’re going to drop him if he doesn’t sort himself out,’ Ruby said flatly. ‘If it was anyone else behaving like that, they’d be long gone.’
‘I know. But I can’t drop him. We grew up together. He’s a big part of everything I have here. Terence built this organisation up alongside me. He’s still crucial to everything we do.’
‘That’s not going to last, Tommy. He’s losing the plot.’
Tommy sighed, opening his shirt and taking it off, then he turned away from her.
‘Let’s go out for dinner tonight, just the two of us. Quiet early dinner and come back here and relax,’ he said. ‘I’ve had enough of today.’
‘Where did you go today?’ she asked.
He stopped and turned around, pushing out a sigh.
‘Had a meeting with some Russian fucker. He wanted to talk to me about business, about working together.’
‘With the Russians?’ Ruby said. ‘Seriously? Those guys are ruthless bastards.’
‘I know,’ he said. ‘But things are changing down here. In fact, they’ve already changed, Ruby. You can see that. The Columbians and the Russians. They’ve got a huge foothold everywhere now and they’re not going away. Already some of the guys we know only deal with them. So, we might have to look at it.’ He walked away, then turned to look over his shoulder. ‘Get dressed and we’ll go for dinner and I’ll tell you more. I need to think about this.’
When Ruby walked into the restaurant along the coast in Cabopino, all heads turned towards her and she could see that Tommy was lapping up the admiration of the woman that was all his. Ruby knew the power she had over men because of her stunning beauty. They only saw the legs and her looks and the deep, dark brown eyes that could stare you down and make you weak. But there was so much more to her than that.
Tonight as they strolled in, the maître d’ at the entrance was all over them, fussing and finding them one of the best tables, where they could watch the sunset from the window and enjoy the palm trees in the gentle breeze. When they were seated, Ruby took a cursory glance around the restaurant where every table was filled with kindred spirits, she guessed. Some of them she was on nodding terms with, but others she didn’t know. They were probably tourists who could afford to splash out on the lavish menu here. She figured that most, if not all, of the people in here had made their money from crime over the years.
These days on the Costa there were more criminals than there were old-fashioned rich businessmen who had retired after selling up in the UK to enjoy life in the sun. There was plenty of riff-raff on the Costa too, and it was a blizzard of cocaine – but not in here. This was a classy place, with a singer crooning Frank Sinatra numbers and sounding as though he was the man himself. She was comfortable here and so was Tommy, who was on first-name terms with the head waiter as he advised them on the dish of the day. They feasted on oysters served on a silver platter and a bed of ice to begin, followed by fillet steak for Tommy and seabass for Ruby with a bottle of crisp white Rioja.
‘So, this Vlad guy you were talking about,’ – Ruby kept her voice almost a whisper; you never knew who would be listening – ‘what’s he want with you? What’s he like?’
Tommy popped an oyster from the bed of ice and into his mouth, swallowing it and relishing the freshness. He washed it down with a mouthful of Rioja.
‘I thought he was an arsehole, if I’m honest,’ he said. ‘But I managed to hide that well.’ He grinned. ‘You know how I can turn on the charm, darlin’, don’t you?’
‘Oh yeah,’ she said. ‘Charmed the pants right off me on the first date, you did.’
Tommy smiled, then sat thinking for a moment.
‘He wants me to look at going into business with him. Says the dealer he had for the UK and Ireland had to go.’
Ruby raised her eyebrows.
‘Yeah, you know what that means, don’t you?’
‘Of course. Actually, he told me, the guy betrayed him.’
‘Jesus, they’re so dramatic, these Russians.’
Tommy explained to her what Vlad was offering and how he could help with cleaning the money they made with big investments in places like Dubai, where there was a quick profit turnaround.
Tommy took a sip of his wine and leaned in.
‘He said there’s a shipment of purest coke on its way to the UK for distribution in a couple of days, and he offered it to me as a taster – at a knock-down price.’
‘What is he, Santa Claus?’
‘He said if I did this one big drop, then he would make me rich, and bring me in, and that we could work together. Run the whole show. Right across Europe and the UK. Everywhere.’
‘But you already make a fortune across Europe.’
‘Yeah, but this is bigger. Purer. And then there’s cleaning the money. I mean, we’re always trying to stay one step ahead of the bizzies the way we do it, with property and stuff, and they’re getting smarter all the time. He said the way they do it, they can’t get near it. Says they’re just not smart or sophisticated enough.’
Ruby was silent while she processed what he was saying, trying to work out what this Vlad guy was trying to do here, and she was deeply suspicious.
‘So what was the upshot?’
‘There’s a big shipment and he wants me to move it in the next few days.’
‘Will you do it?’
‘Not sure. I think it takes a bit of doing. Needs to be really tight in terms of who is on the job. What if I put someone on this job, or a couple of guys, and they let me down?’
Ruby looked at him for a while but didn’t say anything, sipping her wine looking out to sea. The waiter arrived and put the main course down, and Tommy began cutting up his steak with the precision of a surgeon, and Ruby wondered if he was used to it. Then she took a piece of her fish and chewed it, swallowing slowly and drinking her wine.
‘I wouldn’t give the bastard house room if I were you, Tommy,’ Ruby said.
Tommy didn’t answer, and Ruby knew he’d already made up his mind.



CHAPTER SIX
Bella spent the rest of the afternoon by the poolside in the lavish villa that was home to her and Billy Dalton. She was glad he was out doing whatever he did that passed for work, as it gave her time to scroll through flights and offers in the five-star spa hotel overlooking Lake Windermere, where she and the girls would take some time out for a few days. It would be a treat to get away from all this tension and from having to be at Billy’s side while he schmoozed his way around the Costa, attempting to play the big man.
He was trying to fill the shoes of his father, Johnny Dalton, who had been murdered in his home back in Knightsbridge last year, sparking off an almighty war in the East End, as Billy and his crew took their revenge out on every gangster and foot soldier responsible for his death. Johnny, who had been so respected and revered, had been living his life between London and the Costa del Sol until then. Big Johnny had seen and done it all and passed everything on to Billy, his thick son, who had always been a worry to him. And apparently sometime years ago, he’d asked his old friend, Tommy Mallon, to take him under his wing and work with him, and also to bear with him.
So far it was working. Billy was doing his bit for the empire by keeping the troops in check. As long as he wasn’t given anything too taxing for his limited wit. He was a hardman, a hothead who could fly into a rage and beat the shit out of anyone, but that was about all there was to him. There was more money than even he probably knew about, and that was where Bella had come in in recent years, seeing it and helping herself at the same time. She had moved plenty of money away to a secret account in the Cayman Islands for the day that Billy decided he’d had enough of her and replaced her with a younger model. Bella knew he was already knocking off one of the girls from a restaurant the gang owned outside Puerto Banús, but it wasn’t the kind of thing she would dare confront him about. He’d had dalliances like that before, but Bella just turned a blind eye because he always came home to her, and to be fair to him, he was good to her. Sometimes there was the little boy in him who needed her, and for all his faults, she often felt sorry for him. He would never be the man his father was, and it was only a matter of time until someone sent him that message with a bullet in his head. She just hoped she wouldn’t be there at the time.
Once Bella had settled on the best suites in the hotel for the three of them, she lay back on the sun lounger and sipped through a straw from the tall glass of iced cranberry juice, relishing the clinking of the ice, the only sound in the secluded poolside that was walled off with lush pink floral bushes to keep the wind at bay. Days like this she was glad and grateful. It hadn’t always been like this, though, and meeting Ruby and Cissy was the best thing that had happened to her in recent years. But no matter the luxury and the lifestyle, Bella lived with a huge gaping hole in her heart. Because every day she grieved for the son she lost, the boy who’d been taken from her by his grandparents when he was six years old, when she was told she would never see him again.
Bella was a recovering alcoholic and she knew deep down she would always be recovering. The option of just one drink was not even a possibility. She wasn’t yet forty, and looked in superb shape, but twelve years ago she’d hit rock bottom. She married Johnny Prentice, the son of a top London gangster, after a whirlwind romance when they met in a restaurant and nightclub his family owned. His father had robbed and murdered over the years, and his son swaggered in his footsteps to prove he was even bigger. His parents gave him control of much of the empire his father had built up, but Johnny had moved into the cocaine market and was proving a big success, bringing in millions. But he was also a coke addict himself. And gradually, Bella could see the paranoia and the mood swings and she was on the wrong end of a slap if she got drunk and talked back to him. She drank as he snorted, and so it went on, and more and more she couldn’t help herself. She drank to steady her nerves when they were in company, she drank when he was off on a coke binge to get through her day, and she drank to get herself to sleep. None of it worked. And when she had their son it got worse. She always managed to pick herself up when her in-laws came over because her mother-in-law, Carole, was a super bitch and often threatened to take her son away. And one day, she did.
She was pulled out of this depressing reverie by the thrumming of her mobile. It was a text from Billy. Will be back later tonight. I’ll be late as something has come up. Yeah, Bella thought. Sure something’s come up – in your pants.
She scrolled down and pushed the key for Ruby’s number.
‘Hey, Ruby,’ she said, brighter than she actually felt. ‘I’m ready to book our trip. You still up for it? Let’s go soon as. We can get flights start of the week, spend four days there – couple of days at a spa and touring the area, and a day or two in Manchester, then back at the weekend. How does that sound?’
‘Sounds bloody perfect to me, Bella. Get it booked. I’ve got Cissy sorted in the apartment and she says she’s okay, but to be honest, getting out of here is the best thing she could do right now.’
‘Great. What about Terence? I take it he doesn’t know where she is?’
‘No, as far as I’m concerned. And best we just get away early doors next week.’
‘What about . . . you know, what we talked about . . . dealing with him?’ Bella chose her words carefully.
After a moment, Ruby answered.
‘Yeah. Don’t worry about that, Bella. I’m figuring that out. We can talk about it over the weekend. I’m going to look in on Cissy later and take her in some food and stuff so she’s settled for at least the next couple of days until we go. She’ll be glad to get away, I think.’
‘Okay. I’ll go ahead then and book it. Talk tonight.’
Ruby hung up without saying goodbye, and Bella knew that her friend had more on her mind than a trip to the Lakes. There was a darkness in Ruby that she never showed in public, but Bella knew who she was and what she was capable of. She was the fiercest, most loyal friend to have, and the way she protected and cared for Cissy really touched her. But she knew Ruby had a past and from what she’d hinted at in the few times they’d talked about that past, it had involved making people disappear. Bella didn’t ask any more, and she didn’t want to know. She was a great friend but not someone you would want to make an enemy of.



CHAPTER SEVEN
Cissy was exhausted from crying. She’d been holding it in for hours after Ruby and Bella had taken her to hospital and they’d sat together in the beachside restaurant talking and convincing her that she was going to be okay, that she had to be strong. And she was being as strong as she could for them, because these women were really the only family she had and she knew they would walk through fire for her. So, she owed it to them to at least put on a front. But once Ruby had driven to the three-bedroom apartment on Mijas Costa and left her, promising she’d look in on her in the morning, Cissy had gone to pieces. In the silence of the lounge, once Ruby was gone, Cissy gazed around at the beautiful whitewashed walls, alcoves decorated with bright flowers, and patio doors leading to a terrace overlooking the sea.
She should have felt relieved. But as she stood there, she felt like the loneliest person in the world, and the floodgates just opened. She couldn’t remember crying like that, and feeling so desolate, since the day back in the children’s home when she was told that her mother was not coming back for her and that she was on the list for adoption. Or when she lost her teenage son in a car crash four years ago and it had been so overwhelming, she more or less stopped functioning. She knew that this would pass and she would pick herself up the way she had before, but for the moment she could do nothing but let it all out in the silence.
Eventually, she stopped and went to the fridge, pouring herself a glass of chilled water before walking out to the terrace. She could do this, she told herself. She wasn’t alone. She had Ruby and she had Bella, and the two of them would be at her side no matter what. In fact, she told herself she was lucky to be sitting here on her own, not waiting for Terence to come home, wondering what kind of mood he was going to be in, tiptoeing around him in case he went off like a rocket. At least here there was nobody to be afraid of, and in the next few days she would be back in the UK, trying her best to put all this behind her. What happened after that, in terms of what she was going to do financially, she would deal with when the time came. Ruby had told her not to worry about money, that she would sort her out for the next few months at least, and that in time she would either get her a job in the firm, or organise something for her in the UK.
The idea of going back to stay in the UK without her friends was a daunting thought to Cissy at the moment. She had almost always had Ruby at her side no matter what, and even if they didn’t see each other every day or every week, she was always at the other end of the phone. But she would go back, get a job and start again. She was only thirty-eight. If one day she found a new man, then that might work out, but she would never again think of herself as someone who needed a man to make her decisions, finance her lifestyle, because that was no better than being on the game, which, back in the day when they first came to London, she and Ruby had considered, but refused to do. She allowed herself the time to look back, because looking back was not as painful as it had been years ago. She had been kept by Terence for years, but he had called all the shots. It had been a good life in many ways, until it wasn’t.
She snapped out of her gloomy memories and went in and took a long hot shower, gingerly drying off with a soft towel. She patted her face dry and put on some moisturiser, her skin stinging as she touched it. Then she went into the kitchen and took out some food for a salad and sat out on the patio to eat it. Afterwards, she turned on the TV and settled down for the night, her eyes sleepy from all the stress and exhaustion. Her body ached all over from the beating and she took a couple of painkillers. Then she crashed out in bed and, to her surprise, slept straight away. When she woke up in the morning, she looked out at the sunshine and told herself she was ready for this day and for the future. She could do this. She had to. Then she heard the doorbell. It would be Ruby to see if she was all right, but she wondered why she hadn’t phoned or texted first. She looked through the peephole, and her stomach dropped. It wasn’t Ruby, it was Terence. Her blood ran cold.
‘Cissy, darlin’, open up. It’s me. We need to talk.’ His voice was soft and gentle.
She stood there, barely breathing.
‘Cissy. Come on, love. I’ve told you I’m sorry. Things are going to be different now. Come on, open the door.’
Nothing. Silence. She waited for what seemed like an age. Maybe he was gone, then she heard keys being jingled.
‘Cissy. Listen to me. I know Ruby brought you here as they told me at the agency that she took the keys to the place, so I know you’re in there. And I’ve got a bunch of keys here, and I’m going to check each one in the lock till I find the right one. But listen, darlin’, stop this nonsense. You’re my wife and I love you. Just let me in. I’m not gonna hurt you, I promise. I only want to talk.’
Cissy was too terrified to say anything. She stepped back softly to the coffee table and picked up her phone. She texted Ruby.
Just woke up. Terence is at the door and wants in. I’m not answering him.
She pressed the send key.
She heard various keys being pushed in the lock, one then another, then another. She wanted to put the key back in the door so he couldn’t get in, but she couldn’t find it, and she began looking around furiously to see where she’d put it. Then another key went in the lock, and the door was being shaken hard and pushed.
‘Open the fucking door, you fucking bitch, or I’ll break it down.’ Terence’s voice was full of rage now.
If she just stayed quiet, maybe he would think she’d gone out or gone back to Ruby’s. But eventually he’d find the proper key and get in. She’d have to hide. She looked at the terrace. She could go out and climb into the garden, but it was a steep slope downwards to the pathway. It was rocky and dangerous, and she wasn’t sure she could manage it. She went into the kitchen, the door rattling even more. Then she opened a cupboard in the utility room at the back of the apartment which kept the fridge and freezer. She pushed herself into the tight space behind the door and pulled it shut. She heard the door again, and this time it opened. He was in. She stood, her hand over her mouth trying to control her breathing, mobile in hand.
‘I know you’re in here, Cissy, so stop being a stupid bitch and come out and talk to me.’
She could hear his footsteps padding through the hallway and then the bedrooms, opening doors and slamming them shut. Then he was out on the terrace, and she heard the plate she’d been eating from crash onto the tiles. She held her breath as she heard him come towards the utility room and step inside. She could feel blood rushing in her head and feel the pulse in her neck. Then he opened the cupboard door. He glared at her, his lips drawn back. She could see by his eyes he was coked up. She froze, and her whole body began to shake. He reached in and grabbed her by the hair. He said nothing as he dragged her out. She squealed as he pushed her face against the wall of the utility room, banging it twice. Her already swollen cheekbone seared with pain and her lip split open again, filling her mouth with the taste of blood.
‘Stop!’ Cissy croaked. ‘Please, Terence. Stop.’
‘I told you, didn’t I? Problem is, you never fucking listen,’ he spat. ‘I said I was sorry and still you’re taking a fucking rise out of me. Look what you made me do.’
He turned her around to face him and through her blurred vision she could see the look in his eyes as he pushed himself against her and she felt the hardness of him. Then he grabbed her breast, and pushed, and she felt his hand go under her robe before he roughly shoved it between her legs. He snarled.
‘You want it, don’t you? You just want me to beg.’ He unzipped his trousers. ‘Well, I don’t beg.’ He lifted her up a little and pushed himself against her, then inside her and thrust her against the wall, his hand squeezing her neck.
‘Bitch! Tell me you’re sorry.’ His breath was coming faster.
‘Stop, Terence. You’re choking me.’ She moved her head to one side, gasping for breath.
‘No. If you’re not with me, you’re not with anyone. I gave you a good fucking life.’
He squeezed her windpipe hard. He was really going to kill her. She was dying. There were fleeting images of her mother and her son as she felt the darkness creep around her.
‘Tell me, bitch! Tell me you’re sorry!’ He thrust roughly again and pain surged through her.
‘Fuck you!’ Cissy croaked.
It made him worse, and he kept thrusting faster and with more urgency, then he gave a loud groan, pushing her hard, and she could feel him slip out of her, and his cum trickle down her thigh. He was still against her, his breathing laboured, still gripping her throat, and she could feel herself beginning to pass out. Then she heard the click.
‘Fuck you, Terence!’
It was Ruby.
He turned his head quickly, his eyes blazing in shock and disbelief.
‘Rot in hell, you fucking monster,’ Ruby spat.
Then she fired and Terence’s blood sprayed over the walls, some going on Cissy’s face, as he slipped to the floor.
‘Oh, Ruby! Oh, Ruby!’
They both stood there statue-still, looking down at him, his eyes wide with shock, as he gurgled and then stopped. Cissy dissolved in tears. Ruby put her arms around her, held her close.
‘It’s over, Cissy. It’s over.’
Cissy sobbed onto her shoulder and through sniffs, she spoke.
‘Oh fuck, Ruby! He’s dead! What are we going to do?’
Ruby released her, took her by the shoulders.
‘We’re going to deal with this piece of shit, and you’re going to just forget this happened.’
‘But what about him? What will we do?’ Cissy said, perplexed, trembling, clutching her neck.
Ruby stood for a moment, glancing around. She turned to the big chest freezer and lifted the lid, resting it against the wall. She looked at Cissy and they both stood in silence.
‘Oh shit!’ Cissy said. ‘You want to put him in there?’
Ruby nodded.
‘Quick. Get his legs. I’ll take the other side.’
Ruby put her hands under his shoulders, and Cissy grabbed his legs, and they tried to heave him, but he didn’t move.
‘Again,’ Ruby said. ‘We’ve got to do this. Come on! Take a breath. After three. Give it everything you’ve got, Cissy.’
They took a deep breath, standing there, blood smeared on both their faces, then once again eased him up so he was against the freezer. Then they both put their hands underneath him and somehow managed to tumble him into the freezer, where he fell in with a thump. They stood for a second looking at Terence lying buckled in the empty freezer, his trousers halfway down his thighs. Then Ruby turned to Cissy.
‘He’ll not rape any more women.’ She paused. ‘Come on. Let’s get cleaned up and get the fuck out of here.’



CHAPTER EIGHT
Ruby was completely calm. She knew how to do this. It wasn’t the first time she had killed. But those days were well behind her – part of another life she’d lived – and she had long since put them in a box and locked them up. She wasn’t afraid of looking back, and she could justify to herself why she did these things. But this was different. Taking out Terence wasn’t supposed to go like this. She hadn’t had time to figure out her plan. And now, as she helped a trembling Cissy throw some things into the boot of her car, she knew she had to keep calm or her best friend would go to pieces.
‘Where are we going?’ Cissy glanced across from the passenger seat as they left the highway and drove inland towards the countryside on the edge of Marbella.
‘I’ve a good mate up here,’ Ruby said, behind dark glasses, her eyes firmly on the road ahead. ‘I’ve already called him, and he’s waiting for us. You’ll be okay here until we can get out.’
Cissy bit her fingernails.
‘And does he not know Terence? Or Tommy and the boys?’ she asked.
‘He knows them,’ Ruby said. ‘But they’re not friends.’
‘Oh,’ Cissy said.
Ruby let Cissy’s curiosity hang in the air and said nothing as they drove deeper into the countryside, the road rising and twisting, giving glimpses of beautiful whitewashed mansions set in the hills as far as the eye could see. They were going to visit a man who Ruby knew and respected, a man that nobody would ever guess she had once been a close associate of. Because officially he didn’t exist. He had slipped off the radar ten years ago while he was hunted by gangsters and cops in the UK and Europe. Deep in the countryside he was heavily guarded by people so well paid they would never betray him. He seldom went out, and if he did, it was down the cliffside and onto a boat that took him to his yacht, and then to whichever destination he desired.
As they drove further in, Ruby took a gravel road for a couple of miles that led to a wide white stone driveway and high metal gates. Behind them was a house like a palace, with a marble frontage. The sun bouncing off the white walls almost blinded them as they approached the gate.
‘Jesus Christ!’ Cissy exclaimed, jaw dropping. ‘Is it some Arab king or Russian oligarch who lives here?’
Ruby couldn’t help but smile.
‘No. Not quite.’
‘Whoever it is, they must be crazy rich.’
‘Probably,’ Ruby said, scrolling through her phone and pushing a key. She leaned into the intercom and said, ‘I’m here.’
In a few seconds the gates opened and a security man with close-cropped hair appeared. He was wearing reflective aviator sunglasses, a white T-shirt and camouflage cargo pants, and carried a pistol on a side holster. Ruby could see another security guard inside the little gatehouse.
He bent down and glanced inside the car, then nodded, stretching an arm out, indicating for her to drive up. She eased up to the main entrance and they both got out, Cissy still gazing around in wonder.
‘I can’t believe this, Ruby,’ she said. ‘I mean, how? I mean, who is this guy?’
‘A good friend of mine.’
‘I’ve never heard you talk about having a friend with a place like this.’
‘No,’ Ruby said. ‘That’s what makes it so untouchable.’ She turned to Cissy. ‘Now, try and stop your mouth from falling open when you go inside, and just take it easy.’
Cissy put her hand over her lips. ‘I’m a bit scared. My stomach is going like an engine.’
‘Yeah, well, no wonder, after what you’ve been through,’ Ruby said, touching her arm. ‘But don’t worry. You’ll be looked after here, and just relax for a couple of days.’
The ornate metal door opened slowly and a tall, broad-shouldered man stood just inside. He took a long look at Ruby, then a smile spread across his suntanned handsome face as he stepped outside.
‘Look at you, Ruby,’ he said, his voice soft and affectionate. ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes.’ There was a trace of a Scottish accent, but Ruby knew he had lost much of that a very long time ago.
He opened his arms and Ruby stepped into his embrace. They hugged long and hard, and Ruby felt safe and oddly at home with him. But she was surprised that something stirred in her gut as she felt the warmth of his firm body against her.
‘It’s been a long time, Ruby,’ he said, easing out of their embrace.
‘I know, Leo,’ she replied, because it had been too long, but the way her life was now she could never have Leo in it or be a part of what he was, what she had been.
Ruby turned to Cissy.
‘This is Cissy – my oldest friend. I told you about her a very long time ago.’
He eyed Cissy, who stood there, dwarfed by the massive hallway and marble staircase, blinking in the sight as she looked at him, doing her best to pull a smile.
He reached across and touched her shoulder, giving it a little squeeze.
‘You’ll be all right here, love. Don’t worry.’ Leo’s voice was soft, the creases around his eyes crinkling as he smiled.
‘Thank you,’ was all Cissy could manage.
A man appeared from a side room and came towards them.
‘Juan here will show you to your room. Go up and make yourself at home, then come down and we can have a drink by the pool.’
Cissy looked at Ruby as Juan gestured towards the open door.
‘Oh, right,’ Ruby said, turning to Leo. ‘We’ll just get her things from the car. She’s only got a couple of bags as it was all done so quickly.’
‘No probs. There’s clothes and stuff upstairs if she needs any.’
Cissy went out to the car and Leo stood watching her as she took bags out of the boot and came back in. Juan took them off her, and she glanced at Ruby, who gestured with her eyes to follow Juan upstairs. She looked back as she climbed the marble staircase, mesmerised by the place, and Ruby gave her a smile.
‘Poor Cissy,’ she said once she had disappeared along the top hall. ‘She’s just about broken. I had to pull her out of there. But as I said to you, things didn’t go the way I’d planned it, so I’m sorry for phoning you, Leo, but I had nobody else I could turn to. He raped her.’
He shook his head, blinking.
‘Bastard.’
He ran a hand across his freshly shaved chin and fixed her with soft grey eyes.
‘So, you’ve got a body in the freezer? I hope you kept the electricity on.’ He almost smiled.
Ruby bit her bottom lip.
‘I did. But sooner or later, someone will want to rent that apartment.’
‘Well, you can worry about that when the time comes. C’mon, let’s have a drink in the shade.’
Ruby followed him out, down the steps to the decking. There were a couple of tables and sun loungers by the poolside and the only sound in the heat of the day was the chirping of crickets in the trees that surrounded the high walls.
‘You doing much work these days?’ Ruby ventured.
He glanced at her as the waiter came over with a jug of iced water.
‘You want anything stronger?’ he asked. ‘You can stay here for a few days if you want.’
‘Nah. Thanks, Leo, but I’ll get back down the road, or there will be a search party out for me.’
He was silent for a long moment. He looked away, then back at her.
‘Still with Tommy then?’
She nodded.
‘We got married two years ago.’
Ruby thought he looked a little crestfallen. He’d probably heard on the grapevine that she had married Tommy, but it was as though he wanted it to come from her.
‘You happy?’ he asked. The ice clinked in the tall glass as he poured water from the jug, his eyes meeting hers.
Ruby took a breath and pushed out a sigh. Was she happy? She hadn’t taken time to ask herself that seriously for the past two years, because she didn’t want to. She just took life as it came and what she had going on with Tommy was good, maybe as good as it could get. In lots of ways she was grateful to be with him. She could see Leo was waiting for an answer, and she knew how much he’d cared for her long before she’d met Tommy. But she’d never considered there was anything else between them, because there wasn’t.
‘I think so,’ she said eventually, then shrugged. ‘But you know what these things are like. Is it forever? I don’t know.’
‘I know Tommy Mallon,’ Leo said flatly.
That was all he said and Ruby knew he wouldn’t bring anything up now. Tommy and Leo weren’t exactly enemies. But Tommy had upset Leo and tried to get him done over once years ago, and it cost Leo a lot of money and grief. When Ruby hooked up with Tommy, he was shocked and disappointed but he accepted her reasons. Ruby and Leo had been friends and associates, but that was all. They’d had each other’s backs in the world they moved in, where making people disappear for money was part of their trade. And they did it well together, Leo bringing Ruby in when necessary for a highly paid hit on some scumbag the world would be better off without.
‘So,’ Ruby said, changing the subject. ‘Are you doing much work? You didn’t say.’
He looked at her, a smile playing on his lips.
‘A little,’ he said. ‘Now and again. If it feels right.’
There was a long silence, and Ruby couldn’t help but wonder if Leo had anyone special in his life, and before she could stop herself, she was asking.
‘So, Leo’ – she raised her eyebrows – ‘how is your life, apart from work, you know? I mean, are you involved with anyone?’
Leo’s look was sharp and she thought she’d overstepped the mark. She’d known he had women, but they never spoke about his or her relationships. She wasn’t sure why she was doing it now.
Eventually, Leo shrugged and half smiled.
‘Well,’ he said, ‘there’s no shortage of company for a handsome man like me, Ruby.’
‘Of course.’ She put her hands out. ‘Never doubted it.’
He sat back and stretched out his long legs.
‘But, well, the domestic scene is not for me. If it had been, I’d probably have been married half a dozen times. But I always catch myself on.’ He grinned. ‘I have a lady friend in Croatia who I have dinner with when I cross over in my yacht. It’s fine for what it is and it suits me.’
His eyes scanned Ruby’s face and she found herself stuck for words.
Ruby turned when she heard Cissy’s voice saying, ‘Thank you,’ to the young man standing at the entrance to the decking, showing her where to go. She walked across the tiles towards them a little hesitantly. She was dressed in white shorts that came above her knee, showing her tanned slim legs, and a baggy pale blue cheesecloth vest that gave her a look of casual freshness, making her look better already. She smiled as she approached and Leo gestured at her to sit.
‘You all right, Cissy?’ he said, looking straight at her. ‘Anything you need, just let me know. Is the room okay for you?’
Cissy blew out her lips a little then smiled.
‘It’s beautiful.’
‘Good stuff. Just chill out if you can. You’ll be looked after here. Don’t worry about a thing.’
‘Thank you.’
Ruby watched as Cissy suddenly filled up, the stress and shock of her ordeal this morning biting back, despite her being free and safe now. Ruby reached across and touched the back of her hand.
‘Come on. Chin up, girl. It’s over, I told you.’
Cissy swallowed and looked at her.
‘Is it really, though, Ruby?’ she said, her face pained. ‘What if someone walks in there and finds him? If Tommy finds out . . . Jesus. It doesn’t bear thinking about.’ She shook her head. ‘I feel terrible that you’ve been roped into this. I shouldn’t have called you.’
‘Now, don’t be daft, Cissy. Terence was poison and he’d used up all his chances. Listen, he was going anyway. It was just a matter of time. But the way it happened, I really had no option.’
Ruby’s tone was tough and, as she glanced at Leo, a smile broke on his face.
‘That’s my Ruby. Don’t mess with this girl.’ He chuckled. ‘You don’t change much, do you?’
Ruby shrugged.
‘I can’t afford to change that much, Leo.’
‘Good to know,’ Leo said. ‘What you going to do about the body in the freezer?’
Ruby glanced at Cissy and they both stayed silent. Then Ruby spoke.
‘I’ll sort it when we get back. It’ll be fine there for a few days at least. Terence was a total prick, but he was Tommy’s best mate, and there’s a lot of shared, bloody history between them. Tommy will be looking for him before the day is out, but Terence often goes AWOL if he’s coked up.’
‘So, when you go back down the road, he’ll be asking you?’
‘He might not for a day or so, but in the next forty-eight hours if he can’t get Terence, then questions will be asked. He’ll be looking for Cissy to see if she knows anything.’
‘Jesus,’ Cissy murmured.
‘Don’t worry,’ Leo said. ‘He’ll never find you.’
‘I’m going to phone Bella and bring our trip forward by a day or two. Let’s go on Sunday or Monday. Get out of here pronto.’
Cissy nodded, and drank a long gulp of iced water.
Leo turned around to the man hovering in the doorway then looked at Ruby and Cissy.
‘Let’s have a spot of lunch before you go back down to the coast, Ruby,’ he said.
‘Great,’ she replied. ‘I’m starving.’
Cissy glanced at her, nodding, and Leo smiled.
‘Nothing can put you off your food, Ruby. Just like old times. Always hungry.’
They watched as a couple of casually dressed young men and a girl came out to the patio area in the shade and wheeled out some dishes covered by silver domes, followed by a trolley with drinks and ice. They looked like ordinary staff but Ruby knew they would be more than that. To work for Leo on any level they had to be special, and there was probably much more to them than serving food.



CHAPTER NINE
Bella lay back on her sun lounger and keyed in the passcode for her bank account in the Cayman Islands. She watched the screen on her mobile, waiting for it to load up, marvelling at the very fact that she was lying here in the splendour and sunshine, and able to actually do this. Technology was a wonderful thing, she thought, as long as you were able to keep everything close to your chest and guard your codes and numbers with your life.
She was in, and she scrolled down to see the bottom line. She had just deposited seven and a half grand from her account under a different name in the UK to the Cayman account and was glad to see it was already there, nudging the balance up towards eighty-nine grand. She smiled, took a long drink of her cranberry juice, and gazed out to the palm trees, listening to the sound of them fluttering in the breeze.
Within the next year or so she would have the guts of a hundred grand, and that’s when she would make her move, she thought. Compensation. Redundancy. Once she had that amount of money that she could access, and more if she played her cards right, she could bail out completely, disappear, and then start the ball rolling on looking to have some kind of relationship with her son. She could prove, with a good lawyer, that she was booze-free and wealthy, and she was determined to do it. She had told Ruby and Cissy this and although they sided with her, Ruby was always cautioning her to be careful. Dalton was thick but he wasn’t that stupid, and if she got greedy in any way, someone would find out.
She was careful. Always. She closed down the page and checked the message from Ruby. She told her to bring the booking forward, that it was important to get out quickly. Then her phone rang: it was Ruby.
‘Hey, Rubes. Where’s the fire?’
Ruby was silent for a moment and Bella sat up. Then Ruby spoke.
‘Bella, I’m on my way back from dropping Cissy at a mate’s house in the countryside to look after her.’
‘I thought she was at one of the apartments.’
‘She was. But Terence found her.’
‘What?’
‘Yeah. He nearly killed her, Bella. And the bastard raped her. Cissy had sent me a panicked text to say he was banging on the door and I managed to get over there quickly. Just as well or she would be dead.’
‘Jesus!’
‘What happened?’
‘Well . . . I shot Terence.’
‘Fuck! You shot him?’
‘I had to. He was choking the life out of her. And he was getting done anyway some other time, so it just happened sooner than we thought it would. Fuck him.’
‘Jesus. So where . . . where is the body?’
‘In the chest freezer in the utility room.’
‘Oh, for fuck’s sake!’ Bella snorted. ‘Of course nobody will ever look there!’
‘It was the only option at the time. He’ll be stiff by now.’
‘So what happens when Tommy starts looking for him?’
‘Christ knows. That’s why I want us to get the fuck out of here soon as.’
‘Fine. I’ll book the hotel for tomorrow and sort flights. Shit, man! This is insane!’
Bella put her mobile back on the glass side table next to her lounger and looked around her. She shook her head almost in disbelief at what Ruby had just told her. She stood at the poolside, took a deep breath then stretched her arms above her head and dived in, relishing the cold water. With each breaststroke she could feel the strength and muscles in her arms as she propelled herself forward, kicking her legs and enjoying the feeling of being fit and healthy. She couldn’t help seeing the image of her son from that day she’d glimpsed him as he came out of the school gate and climbed into the waiting car. She swam on, breathing rhythmically, dreaming of the day she would see him again.
Bella thought of the bottom line on her secret bank account and swam out, happy that her goals were beginning to be realised, one by one. The first had been to get sober. It took a few months, a lot of anguish and several panic attacks, but she was well past that now. She was at the stage where she could go to functions without feeling sweaty and anxious that she wasn’t drinking. In fact, now she was so far down the line she didn’t even need it. And God knows, living with Billy Dalton could easily have driven her back to the drink. But she had focus in this past year, and she could see herself getting where she wanted to be. And it wasn’t here. Ruby and Cissy had become such close friends that the thought of severing ties with them by disappearing was something she didn’t want to imagine, so when the time came, she would tell them.
She reached the other side of the pool and relaxed with her arms stretched over the poolside as she lay, her body weightless in the water. She rested her head back on the concrete and blinked up at the blinding sunshine in the clear blue sky. Then she got out of the water and stepped across to the huge four-poster sun lounger fringed with mesh nets, and lay down, her wet body enjoying the warmth of the sun. She had so much to be grateful for, she thought to herself. Her life was coming together, the dark past was a long time ago and she was confident now she would never go back there, no matter what.
The sound of the car pulling up in the driveway behind the high wall of the villa signalled Billy’s arrival. He always revved the engine twice before he switched it off, like some boy racer petrol head thrilled with his set of wheels. He’d never really grown up in so many respects, and there was a lot to like about him with his kind gestures towards her and the way he took care of her. And he understood that she was completely off the drink and respected her for that. But it never stopped him from going on the lash and pitching up drunk at 3 a.m.
‘Look at you, my darlin’.’ Billy stepped onto the patio, a smile across his face. ‘You look good enough to eat.’
As he spoke, he pulled his T-shirt over his head and unbuttoned his trousers, stepping out of them. Bella smiled back at him as he gave her a mischievous grin, sliding his boxers off and walking out of them. Then he dived into the pool and swam a length. She heard him climb out of the water and could sense he was walking towards her. Her eyes remained closed, and then she could feel his head cold and wet between her legs. She giggled as he eased her bikini bottoms down a little, and his tongue flicked her a couple of times before he rose, smiling, then locking his mouth over hers. Bella could feel him against her and the eagerness in his erection aroused her. He kissed her hard, breathless, as his tongue probed her mouth. He pushed back for a second, his eyes all over her, as he eased her bikini down and gently caressed between her legs, watching her as she closed her eyes, her hips moving to his touch. His fingers probed inside her as he gently stroked her slowly, then faster, and Bella could feel the rush building up in her so quickly as he touched and stroked her, pushing his hardness against her until her breaths came in short gasps. Then the waves of pleasure rushed through her and she groaned in ecstasy, as he pushed himself inside her and thrust until they both climaxed, Bella’s arms around his shoulder as he slumped against her.
‘That’s what you get for looking so gorgeous, babe,’ Billy whispered, nibbling her ear. ‘You’re the best, darlin’.’
Bella didn’t answer but squeezed herself against him. The best. She could almost smile at the pure brass of him, when she knew that on any given afternoon he’d be banging a busty barmaid from one of his bars dotted along the coastline. If she thought about it too seriously, she would feel a bit of shame that he used her like this, but the bottom line was, he was such a great shag that in these moments when he gave her such a good time, she could forgive him anything. The moral high ground was for others, not for people like her. She knew what her role was here, and luckily, she enjoyed the sex as much as he did.



CHAPTER TEN
Ruby weaved her way down the hills towards the main road that would eventually take her back to Mijas Costa. She was in no hurry, and she had her windows open all the way, enjoying the warm breeze and the scent of the countryside, the narrow roads lined with a floral vista of pinks and reds and purples. She took long breaths and slowly let the air out of her lungs, and it felt like a cleansing of her soul after what she had done this morning. Yes, she’d taken a life, but she wouldn’t let herself feel any guilt for ridding the world of a piece of shit like Terence. She wasn’t proud of everything she had done in some of her darker days, but it had mostly been about retribution, and she never regretted any of it, not for a minute. It had been the way the cards had fallen for her.
She hadn’t invited any of the crap that had been dealt to her from the days when she was just a frightened little girl, abandoned and living in dread of what each day would bring. She seldom went back in her mind to those days, but when she did, it was to the image of her mother that last day when she’d looked up from the street to see Ruby waving goodbye to her, expecting as she’d promised that she would be back after she finished working in the pub. But she never came home that night, or any other night. Because as Ruby slept that night, her mother was murdered. And when she was woken by the sound of her door being battered and the flashing lights of the police cars engulfing the darkness of her bedroom, Ruby’s life had changed forever. She was never told as a child the truth of what happened that night, but for bewildered, heartbroken Ruby, what mattered most was that her mother was gone.
Ruby blinked the memory away, and thought about Cissy up in the villa, and how she would be so impressed by the splendour and easy charm of Leo, who would make sure that this morning’s hellish trauma would be kept in perspective while she got through the aftermath. And he wasn’t the kind of man who would take advantage of a vulnerable woman. Leo was a class act.
The traffic was backed up by the time she got onto the main highway along the Costa del Sol, and Ruby sat idly watching the cars, the buses full of people headed along the coast. She was looking forward to a few days with Bella and Cissy – a proper girls’ outing with some relaxation, a spa and a bit of shopping to put the recent shit behind them. Her mobile rang and she could see on the dashboard screen it was Tommy.
‘Okay, darlin’?’ he said. ‘Where are you?’
‘Just heading back from Marbella – pottering about down there at the shops. Traffic is hellish, but I shouldn’t be too long. What’s happening?’ Ruby said, knowing she had to nail this act, and bracing herself for any trick questions.
‘Listen, darlin’, do you fancy a bite to eat tonight? I’m having dinner with the big Russian fella, Vlad. I’d like you to come.’
Ruby didn’t have a quick enough answer to get out of it, but she’d give it a try.
‘Really?’ she said. ‘I don’t like the sound of him, Tommy. He’s just another of these big Russian wankers down here trying to muscle everyone else out. You sure you want to get involved with him?’
She heard Tommy sigh.
‘Well,’ he said, ‘truth is, I think I have to give him a proper hearing. I mean, he talked to me the other day as I told you, and it was about sounding me out, but I think he’s keen. It could move the firm on to bigger things.’
‘Yeah,’ Ruby said. ‘As long as he’s running the show.’
Tommy was silent for a moment. And Ruby knew she wasn’t going to win this.
‘I hear what you’re saying, Rube. But let’s just have dinner and go along with it for a bit. See what he brings to the table.’
‘Okay,’ Ruby said after a few beats. ‘Sure. We can have dinner. Do I have to keep my mouth shut, or can I tell him he’s a dick if he’s behaving like one?’
Tommy snorted a laugh.
‘Well, let’s just play along with it. I mean, it’s only dinner.’
‘Yeah, right. Okay. I’ll be back shortly and get myself organised.’
The restaurant was old-fashioned Spanish, steeped in tradition, with dark heavy oak tables and ornate carvings of wood and metal on the walls. The white-coated waiters fussed around tables bedecked with stiff linen table covers. There were secret corners and alcoves, where business could be discussed, or affairs played out, and plots hatched in quiet discretion. Ruby and Tommy had been here a few times, and she knew Tommy frequented it when he was doing business, no doubt when he and Terence were organising who needed to be knocked around or bumped off. Ruby was surprised that in the two hours since she’d arrived at the villa, Tommy hadn’t once asked about Terence, or Cissy – not even to check how she was doing. It irritated her a little, but when Tommy was all business that was the only thing he cared about, and a bit of domestic turmoil probably hadn’t even entered his head. But as they got out of the car to head into the restaurant, Tommy turned to her.
‘By the way, how’s Cissy?’ he said, then shook his head. ‘I haven’t been able to get Terence all fucking day.’
Ruby’s gut did a little flip, but she was ready for this.
‘She’s fine. Staying with an old mate from London. She’s hurting, though.’
‘Yeah, I know. When I get a hold of that bastard, he’ll get it in the neck. He’s over the score, he is.’
If only you knew how much over the score he was, Ruby thought, as an image of him with Cissy against the wall choking her flashed through her mind.
‘He’s not answering his phone,’ Tommy said. ‘He’s probably out shagging or putting more shit up his nose.’
‘Yeah,’ Ruby said, not wanting to invite any more conversation.
They stood at the entrance of the restaurant as the maître d’ glided towards them, smiling and shaking Tommy’s hand. Across the dimly lit restaurant, they could see an atrium terrace at the rear, where there were only a couple of tables. At the edge of it, Tommy clocked one very large, bulky Eastern European-looking gorilla stood watchful, his eyes scanning the room. Then through the decor he saw Vlad, sitting with another burly henchman. Their eyes met. Vlad did the economic slight nod and tiny movement of his eyebrows to signal that he’d seen him. The maître d’ showed them through to the table. As they approached, Vlad, noticing Ruby, got to his feet. He gave a quick flick of his eyes to her figure-hugging cobalt-blue, off-the-shoulder dress that revealed a hint of her strong, athletic, tanned shoulders. She knew she looked good in it, and she knew Tommy would enjoy that Vlad was looking at her, because Ruby was all his. She smiled at him as Tommy introduced her.
‘Vlad, this is Ruby, my wife.’ He grinned a little. ‘I’m a lucky man.’
Vlad pulled his lips back in the smile of a predator and spoke: ‘If a man has a woman who makes him happy, then he is rich, my friend, and very lucky.’
Christ, Ruby thought, hoping her disdain didn’t show. Are we going to be quoting gift card philosophies now? She allowed herself a decent smile, Vlad’s steel-blue eyes drinking her in.
‘I try my best,’ Ruby said, knowing it was the right thing to say.
‘Please, sit.’ Vlad motioned them to the big heavy oak chairs opposite him. ‘Let’s have some drinks.’ He glanced at the waiter hovering nearby.
They all ordered gin and tonics and settled into their seats as Vlad glanced around him.
‘This is a splendid-looking place, Tommy,’ Vlad said. ‘Excellent choice. Always good to have the benefit of someone who is local and knows what makes this beautiful coast tick.’
‘Well,’ said Tommy, smiling, ‘I don’t know about that, but I do know where some of the best restaurants are, Vlad. And they’re not the ones a lot of the ex-pats go to. They’re the ones where you find the clientele almost exclusively Spanish. This is where you get the very best food and wine, and of course the best service. Oh, and by the way, I can recommend the bulls’ cheeks if you’re feeling like some good meat cooked in fine wine. They are out of this world, it’s a speciality here.’
‘Bulls’ cheeks,’ Vlad said. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever had the pleasure.’
The gin and tonics arrived and they all clinked glasses.
‘To us,’ Vlad said. ‘To good business and the future.’
Jesus, Ruby thought, it seemed a bit early for that. But she said nothing and painted on her best smile, then took a hearty swig of her drink.
For the next while they made small talk, and Ruby listened as both men regaled each other with stories of growing up in tough neighbourhoods and how they earned their spurs by being the best at what they did and taking no shit from anybody. Any time now, Ruby thought, they’ll be swinging their dicks onto the table for comparison. But she listened, nodding in all the right places. She knew much of Tommy’s story anyway. He told a story of how Terence once set fire to the car of one of the biggest enforcers on the north side of the city while he was in it, because he had beat the crap out of the father of one of his friends outside a pub after an argument. Vlad smiled and nodded his approval.
‘I would like to meet this Terence,’ he said. ‘He sounds like my kind of man.’
Tommy nodded.
‘You will,’ he said.
Ruby bit the inside of her jaw and glanced from one to the other. Yeah, right, she thought. You might find him a little cold, though. She tightened her lips to stop herself smiling at the image, but she really felt like saying it out loud.
As the wine flowed and the starters were savoured, Vlad told how he had grown up in a backwoods village on the Russian border with Ukraine. He said the local politician, who was thick as thieves with the Russian mobsters, molested his cousin when she was just fourteen years old, but it had been kept quiet because everyone knew you didn’t mess with the politician. Vlad bided his time, and when it was right, he ambushed the man one freezing night, cut his throat and strung him up by the ankles on a tree next to his house, where he was found in the morning by his horrified wife. Vlad knew he had to get out then, so he went on the run and eventually ended up in Moscow, where he got a job in a warehouse that moved vodka around the country and abroad. It was run by the local mafia and before long, Vlad had made himself indispensable. It was an impressive story and Ruby could see how both of them were proud of their achievements. She sipped her wine as Vlad turned to her.
‘So, Ruby, how does a beautiful woman like you come to be living the good life in Spain? What kind of work do you do, if I may ask?’
Ruby glanced at Tommy, who half smiled, encouraging her to talk.
‘I work a bit in the property side of things. You know, acquiring property, moving things around.’
A crafty smile played on Vlad’s lips.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Moving things around is good. It’s how you stay ahead of the game.’ He poured a little wine into each glass. ‘And I’m sure a beautiful woman like you doesn’t have any skeletons in the cupboard, like me and Tommy?’ He grinned.
Before she had a chance to answer, Tommy piped up.
‘Oh, you’d be surprised, Vlad,’ he said, smiling. ‘Ruby here is no pushover, and she can look after herself. She’s full of surprises is my Ruby.’
Tommy ran the back of his fingers gently down her arm as Vlad looked on, the glass to his mouth, eyebrows raised as though waiting for an answer.
‘If I told you,’ Ruby said, ‘I’d have to kill you.’
She held Vlad’s icy glare for a moment, then burst out laughing, and Vlad clapped his hands at her mischief-making. Tommy looked pleased. If only he knew, Ruby thought.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Ruby was glad Tommy was out of bed and gone before she was awake. She’d slept longer than normal on account of the drinks they’d had last night. She’d drunk more than usual, but it had helped ease her through an evening of listening to Vlad talking about how rich he was and how stupid the police and authorities were because he was more or less untouchable. He said they were all on the take across Europe, but she, and especially Tommy, knew that just wasn’t the case.
Every now and again something went wrong in the smuggling of drugs, and the jails were full of mules and others along the murky food chain who had been caught because the various crime agencies were working together more effectively than ever. Tommy didn’t argue much, though, Ruby noted, and he seemed quite taken with Vlad altogether. It irked Ruby that some big dog like Vlad could just appear on the scene and suddenly act the king. Maybe Tommy was just playing along with it.
Before they went to bed, Tommy had said he was going out early with Vlad to some big warehouse he wanted to show him, close to the docks down in Tarifa. Vlad wanted to show him how their operation worked. He’d asked Ruby if she wanted to come, but she told him she was too busy organising for the girls’ trip tomorrow. He told her he might be away overnight as a shipment was coming in and Vlad wanted to show him the set-up. For all his bravado, big Vlad was putting a lot of trust in Tommy, someone he barely knew, by showing him stuff like this, but Ruby supposed he had done a bit of homework on him before there was any approach. And Tommy would also know that if he opened his mouth to anyone, then it would be the last time he would. She was glad, though, that he’d be away all day and night, because the less Tommy was around her, the less chance of him going on about Terence and how he couldn’t get him on the phone.
She saw that Tommy had left a fat wodge of fifty-pound notes on the kitchen worktop, along with a message scribbled on a napkin to have a good time. There was a lot of fifties, and Ruby pulled one out and held it up to the light at the patio door, hoping it wasn’t a fake. It looked good, but you could never really tell. She took the cash into the bedroom and put it in the zipped pocket of her cabin case. It was at least two grand.
After eating her breakfast on the terrace, Ruby peeled off her towelling robe and lay naked on the sun lounger, the early morning sun warming her body. Then she stood up and dived into the water, swimming two lengths of the pool before lying floating on her back, gazing at the blue of the sky, enjoying the sound of silence.
She thought of Cissy up there in the Marbella hills with Leo, and toyed with the idea of calling her. But she decided to leave her to figure things out in her head for herself, because from now on life was going to be different for her best friend. There was no going back. Terence was over, gone, probably icing up nicely in the freezer by now. Ruby considered for a moment if she should do anything about getting rid of his body, but she knew there was nothing she could really do without attracting attention.
She hadn’t told anyone in the estate agency that she was taking the keys of the apartment to put Cissy into it for a few days, so nobody would be going there. The fact that Terence was able to open the lock on the door must have been because he took the bunch of master keys for all the apartments in the complex, and by a process of elimination, he had got in. The image of Terence choking Cissy, with his trousers at his knees, was burned into her brain – as was the look of disbelief on his face when she shot him in the head and he slumped, dead before he hit the ground. Poor Cissy. She had a lot to deal with now. She’d be strong as long as Ruby and Bella were around her, but on her own, she’d have a hard time. They would talk about the future over dinner tomorrow and the long days ahead. She eased herself out of the pool, dried off and slathered some sun cream on, before slipping on her bikini and lying on the sun lounger.
Her thoughts drifted back to Leo’s house in the hills, and she recalled how she’d first encountered him. Ruby had been working in a casino in London’s Chinatown for over a year and did well enough to be promoted from a croupier to deputy manager. Like many casinos, it was all corrupt and the house invariably won, even though plenty of people left of an evening with their pockets bursting with notes from the roulette tables or blackjack games. Everything was fixed, and from her vantage point high up on the third floor she could see across every table, every game, who was winning and who ultimately would be losing – especially if they’d been winning too much too often.
There was also a poker game in a private room, bugged with cameras so they could watch from upstairs, but this game was only for the big players and only they decided the stakes and who won. The pot was minimum ten grand. That’s where she first spotted Leo. He was at a poker table with three other players: two of them she knew as notorious London hoods, and one Columbian guy who used to come into the casino for poker games, and usually left with a fortune. He had to be cheating was her assumption, but that was none of her business. If he was and he was found out, he would no doubt be dealt with away from the casino, and his body would be found floating face down somewhere along the River Thames. This night, the game had gone on longer, and Leo looked to be stacking up a pile of cash from his win. But then suddenly the door to the room burst open and some guy wearing a ski mask appeared with a gun. He was pointing it at Leo, shouting, ‘Where are the diamonds?’
For some reason she never really understood, Ruby took it upon herself to go downstairs and burst through the door, shouting, ‘Police! Everyone out! Now!’
The stunned gunman looked at the Columbian, who picked up his money, stood up and scarpered along with the others. Only Leo remained seated, cool as a cucumber, folding his money and stuffing it in his jacket pocket, as the gunman vanished. There was just the pair of them, and he looked up at her as he got to his feet.
‘Thanks. You saved my bacon there,’ he half smiled. ‘Why did you do that?’
Ruby shrugged.
‘I’ve seen that Columbian guy in here playing. I think he’s cheating. I don’t know what the diamonds and all that crap is about, but I don’t want dead bodies in here on my watch.’
‘You run this place? I’ve seen you around.’
‘Deputy manager,’ Ruby replied.
He gave her a long look, then scribbled a number on the back of a fifty-pound note.
‘You ever need anything – a job, anything – call me. In fact, call me anyway. You’re too smart to be working here.’ He paused. ‘I’m Leo.’
He handed her the note then turned around and walked out of the back door onto the side street. A couple of nights later as she left the casino at midnight, a black Porsche pulled up to the kerb and it was him.
‘You want to go for a bite to eat? I know a decent little place in Soho.’
‘I’m tired,’ she said.
He spread his hands.
‘It’s just food, and a chat. Nothing else. Come on, I want to thank you for saving me.’
There was something about this guy she liked, but she couldn’t explain what it was. She was curious.
‘Okay,’ she said, getting into the passenger seat.
At first she didn’t really know what he did, or if he was really who he said he was – an ex-military man who did some jobs for the security services. He worked out of a basement in the back of a restaurant in Soho that he told her he had a share in. In the restaurant, they ate a light meal of chicken and rice, and Ruby listened to his story. Then he cut to the chase. He offered her a job. To her shock, Leo knew exactly who she was and much of her background, right down to the runaways she and Cissy had become when they bailed out of the children’s home after they left the boss of the place for dead. He’d asked her where they’d got to and how they’d survived on the run for all these years. Jesus. He even knew her birth date.
‘Who the hell are you?’ Ruby asked, about to stand up and leave. ‘You some kind of weird stalker? What do you want with me?’
He calmly watched her, then asked her to sit down.
‘I like the cut of your jib,’ he said. ‘Technically, you’re invisible – with the fake ID and stuff. Someone like you who is invisible could be invaluable to me, and I could help you make a lot of money.’
‘What the fuck kind of business are you in?’ she asked.
‘I dabble in this and that,’ he told her. ‘Not drugs. Diamonds.’ He’d paused, then he looked her in the eye and said, ‘And I make people disappear.’
‘What the fuck?!’ Ruby said. ‘Why would I want to get involved with anything you do? It sounds too dangerous for me.’
‘Like you’re not dangerous enough? How long do you think you can keep running for? You’ll get caught eventually – for the perv you nearly killed in the home, and Cissy will fall apart and spill the beans, then you’ll be back where you started, together in an institution, only this time you’ll be banged up for a long time.’
Ruby didn’t speak for a long moment, then she looked at him.
‘What kind of people do you make disappear?’
‘Bad people,’ he said. ‘People who have stolen and hurt and caused mayhem.’
‘For the mob? You work for a crime family?’
‘Sometimes,’ he said, shrugging. ‘If they want to make someone disappear and if the money and the circumstances are right.’ He lifted his glass to his lips. ‘And sometimes I work for the government.’
She raised her eyebrows. She didn’t believe him.
‘Doing what?’
‘Various things. Things happen that they can’t control and there is only so much they can do through the courts and the justice system. Sometimes it’s easier for them just to make someone disappear. And that’s where I come in.’
She shook her head.
‘Jesus! And what do you want with me? I don’t know about any of that shit.’
‘You’ll learn,’ he said. ‘I’ll teach you.’
‘Why me?’
‘You seem like someone I could rely on, once we get to know each other.’
She gave him a long look as his eyes roved over her.
‘Get that out of your head,’ she said.
‘I’m not thinking that. Don’t be silly.’
‘So, what am I supposed to do? Be your assistant hitwoman?’
He smiled. ‘Well, I wouldn’t put it like that.’
‘You going to train me up? How much will you pay?’
‘You’re asking all the right questions. You’ll get paid well and be given a good flat and a nice car. And yes, I’ll train you. You know your way around computers and the internet?’
‘Of course. I’m not daft.’
‘Good,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to teach you how to shoot.’
‘Wherever I go, Cissy goes,’ she told him.
‘No,’ he’d said. ‘No Cissy. You can look after her and you can see her sometimes when you’re not working, but this business is just between us two.’



CHAPTER TWELVE
Ruby’s mobile ringing brought her back and she sat up in the stifling heat. It was Bella.
‘Bella. What you up to?’
‘Packed and raring to go,’ Bella said. ‘I fixed up the Lake District. I’ve found a beautiful, secluded place, off the beaten track. It’s a five-star hotel with a Michelin-star restaurant and an amazing spa. I was there three years ago with Billy.’ She sounded excited. ‘We can stay there for two nights then go on to Manchester for shopping. I’ve got flights for three tomorrow afternoon from Malaga. What about Cissy? Where is she? Have you seen her?’
‘Yeah,’ Ruby said. ‘I took her to a friend’s house up in the Marbella hills. We’ll have to go there in the morning to pick her up. She’s fine, she’s been there since yesterday.’
Bella didn’t ask what friend or who it was. She knew Ruby well enough to know that you didn’t ask questions like that. If she said she was looking after things, then she was. And the body in the freezer was proof that she always meant what she said.
‘So, what time tomorrow? Will I come to yours or do you want me to drive?’ Bella asked.
‘I’ll drive,’ Ruby said. ‘You come over here and we’ll go down to Marbella. Early doors. Come here around nine then we can get Cissy and go to the airport, or maybe leave the car back at mine and get a taxi. You okay with that?’
‘That’s all cool by me. Can’t wait.’
Ruby hung up and padded into the bedroom, putting her case on the bed to begin packing. They’d only be gone for a few days and it wouldn’t be sunny over there, so all she needed were jeans, trainers, some dress trousers, leggings, and relaxation stuff and a warm fleece.
She went out to the terrace and looked across at the sea as a yacht glided past in the distance, the carefree life of the wealthy. She’d got used to that. And maybe one day, she would move away from this, away from Tommy. But not right now. Tommy was good for her most of the time, but although she was his, he would never totally be hers because he always strayed, and she didn’t, even though she’d had plenty of opportunity. Tommy would have taken some crazy revenge anyway, but she had enough with him and didn’t need to look for sex elsewhere.
Sometimes, when she looked back on her own life, the freedom, the lack of ties, the element of danger in every job Leo had her do, the stakes were high, and one false move and it would have all been over. There was something exciting about that, even though it was a life without love or ties. She really didn’t know what she wanted at the end of the day, but deep down she felt that this wasn’t enough. It had been feeling that way for some months now and she’d been putting it down to age or Tommy philandering with other women. But going away this weekend with the girls was exactly what she needed. She had something good to come home to and she would always have to remember that, because before, she didn’t really have anything to come home to, and maybe that’s why she’d kept on running, kept on taking the jobs risking her life.
Her mobile rang and it was a call from one of their estate agents regarding someone wanting to see an apartment, and saying that they would take the couple over to see it. When Ruby realised it was the apartment where Terence was in the freezer, she quickly said no, that she would do it.
Ruby was changed and outside the apartment complex within an hour. The four-storey block they owned had eight apartments, two on each floor. She let herself inside the building and switched on the CCTV cameras, which she’d switched off before she left the building the day she shot Terence. None of the apartments were occupied at the moment so she knew nobody would notice. She stood for a few minutes in the sunshine, then a small car pulled up and couple in their forties climbed out. They were red-faced from too much sun in the morning, smartly dressed and looking full of enthusiasm. The man was in chinos and a blue linen shirt, and the woman was dressed in a yellow shift dress, tossing her hair back and wearing noisy bangles. She had the hideous pillow lips that so many women and young girls had these days, which made them all look the same. They were looking to buy and had been along the coast, and were recommended here as it was close to the shops and the beach.
Ruby gushed about the property, but as she put the key in the door she felt a little hot and her mouth was dry. She shifted up a gear, to the old Ruby who knew how to be calm in a crisis. She opened the door, stepping into the bright, airy hallway. She’d been inside first to make sure there was no smell, even though she hadn’t been expecting it as Terence was in the deep freeze. She showed them around the two bedrooms and two bathrooms and they chatted as they surveyed the living room. The couple thought it was ideal. Then they toured the kitchen, and they were impressed with the marble floors and the view from the balcony. She pointed to the utility room at the back but stood by the door, opening it slightly, hoping they wouldn’t want to go in. But the man stepped forward and squeezed in.
‘Oh look, Tess. It’s got a big fuck-off chest freezer,’ he enthused. ‘We could buy a pig and stuff it in there and eat good Iberico all year round. Look at this, love.’
Ruby discreetly turned around and made sure the padlock was firmly on, and stood with her back to it.
‘It’s locked at the moment,’ she said. ‘I don’t have a key.’
‘What? You got a body in there?’ He grinned and his wife simpered behind him.
Ruby laughed.
‘You’ve been watching too many crime shows,’ she said.
The couple lingered in the house a few more minutes, then declared the place looked ideal and they would be back in touch. She showed them the door and went outside, waving as they drove off. She let out a sigh of relief, feeling the sting of sweat on her back. She went back into the apartment then opened the padlock and slowly pulled open the chest. Terence was there, face covered in frost and his trousers still at his knees. She quickly slammed the lid down and locked it. Then she got out of the apartment as fast as she could.
Ruby hadn’t slept much; the image of Terence’s frozen face kept flashing into her mind. She’d finally dropped off, but had some weird dream where Terence was alive and punching the lid of the freezer. She was wakened by the banging, and for a second she wasn’t sure where she was, then she realised it was the loose shutter on the bathroom window, knocking due to the sudden wind that had whipped up.
She lay in bed, rubbing her eyes, then checked her phone. No messages from Tommy. He could have ended up anywhere, she thought, and he didn’t even know this Russian guy who could just have lured him down to Tarifa to dispose of him. Perhaps all the talk of bringing him in was to lull him into a false sense of security when all he wanted to do was put the opposition out of the game. She pushed thoughts like that away. Tommy would be more than able to handle any situation, and she knew he wouldn’t have gone down to Tarifa without at least two or three minders close by, all of them tooled up in case of problems.
He’d probably ended up in some sleazy all-night bar with Vlad and his cohorts, but she would never get to hear any of that. She didn’t care to anyway. She pushed back the silken sheet and swung her legs out of bed, pulling open the terrace doors, flooding the room with morning light and the gentle hum of water sprinklers twirling on the grounds below.
Later, on the drive up to the Marbella hills, Bella was telling Ruby about the spa treatments and massages she had lined up for them, as well as the taster menu at the hotel’s restaurant. As they drove further into the countryside and turned off the main road into a tight winding stretch, Bella turned to her.
‘Where exactly are we going, Ruby?’ she asked. ‘I mean, who lives out here in the middle of nowhere?’
Ruby smiled.
‘Someone who wants to be anonymous,’ Ruby said. ‘He’s been here for years.’
‘And you know this guy how?’
‘He’s been a friend of mine for a long time. We did some work together.’
Ruby could see Bella watching her, waiting for more, but she would know that was all she was going to get.
‘Ruby the mystery woman,’ Bella said.
Then they came over the brow of a hill and ahead of them was the vast villa and grounds of Leo’s place, surrounded by high gates and fences. Out the corner of her eye, Ruby could see Bella’s jaw drop.
‘What the actual fuck is this?’ she said, wide-eyed. ‘Is this where Cissy’s been holed up?’
‘Yep. Decent gaffe, eh?’
‘Christ! Who lives here?’
‘My friend. You’ll meet him in a minute.’
Ruby pulled up to the gate and pushed the key on the post, which had facial recognition and scanned her, then the gates clinked and began to part.
‘Wha . . . You kept this quiet.’
‘I’m seldom here, but it’s a good place for Cissy to feel safe.’
Ruby eased the car through the gates and over to the vast expanse of courtyard and pulled up. The massive door to the villa opened and Leo appeared, with Cissy behind him, dressed in shorts and a vest.
‘Fuck! Look at Cissy! Lady of the fucking manor.’
They both laughed as Cissy gave them a wave and they could see how much more relaxed she was since yesterday. Ruby got out of the car and hugged Cissy as she came forward. Then Leo stepped in for a kiss on both cheeks.
‘How was this one then, Leo? Did she give you any trouble?’
He chuckled.
‘Not at all. Talks a lot, though!’ He grinned.
‘This is Bella,’ Ruby said as Cissy went across and hugged her friend. ‘We’re like the three amigas.’
‘Yep,’ Bella said. ‘We are that.’ She put her arm around Cissy’s shoulder. ‘You look quite at home here, mate. You all right?’
‘Yeah. Leo looked after me. I feel good.’
Bella shot Leo a glance, then looked at Cissy, and Ruby knew she was wondering just how well Leo had taken care of her.
‘Come on,’ Leo said. ‘Let’s have a bit of brunch by the pool before you guys head off.’
He walked back inside and they followed him, Cissy glancing at Ruby and Bella.
‘You okay, Cissy?’
‘Yeah. Thanks, Ruby. I’m so looking forward to getting away.’
Outside they brunched on bagels with smoked salmon and salad washed down with iced tea. After a while, Cissy left to get her bags and Bella went with her to help her, mostly for a nosey around the place. When they were gone, Ruby turned to Leo.
‘I can’t thank you enough, Leo, for taking Cissy in.’
He put his hand up.
‘It’s no problem. She’s good company. Can’t believe after all these years I finally got to meet the famous Cissy. I can see how you had to look after her, and how that punk Terence would have abused her. She’s naive and impressionable. Good girl, though.’ He paused. ‘So, anyone still looking for Terence?’
‘Well,’ Ruby said, ‘Tommy was, and has been trying his phone, but he’s gone down to Tarifa with this big Russian mobster, Vlad – looking at doing business with him. I’m staying well out of it.’
‘You should. No good will ever come of it. The Russians are bastards on every level. They’ll use Tommy and all his connections and then get rid of him. What is he thinking about? I thought he was smarter than that.’
Ruby shrugged.
They sipped tea and sat for a moment watching as a dragonfly buzzed around the pool.
‘What about Terence, in the freezer?’
Ruby shook her head and puffed out, then told him about the prospective buyers coming out to the apartment yesterday. Leo chortled at the story. Then he leaned forward.
‘You need to get rid of the body, Ruby.’
Ruby said nothing.
‘I know. Soon as I get back.’
‘Call me if you need any help.’
Ruby nodded.
‘I will. Thanks, Leo.’
‘Anytime,’ he said. ‘You know that.’
He reached across and tucked a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. It was a caring gesture, but Ruby felt a little tug in her stomach, and she hoped it didn’t show in her face.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Despite his hangover, Tommy was quite buoyed up by the time he got back to the villa in the late afternoon. He flicked on the television because he needed a bit of noise rather than the stillness when he was alone in the place. He glanced at his watch as he stripped off to his boxers, kicking his jeans away as he went to the fridge and took out a can of Coke. Ruby would be in the UK by now, he guessed, so no point in phoning her. And anyway, he’d left her a wodge of cash to make sure she had a good time over the next few days.
His head was buzzing with all sorts of possibilities after spending the day and most of the night with big Vlad and his men, drinking vodka in a tacky bar in Tarifa. It was some operation the Russian had down there. The warehouse itself was the size of a football pitch and packed with various things to be transported to the UK, with container trucks parked out in the wide-open space – most of them, Vlad told him, were filled with goods that were all legit. They had to be opened and repacked carefully, he said, with the cocaine and other drugs destined for the UK market.
On the face of it, the warehouse seemed to be exporting just about everything from bananas to furniture, to car parts and industrial steel tubes, and a dozen categories in between. Vlad had described to him how they worked and how foolproof their methods were. And he said that wasn’t even including the coke they brought in on yachts that had sailed all the way from Columbia with the purest cocaine that most dealers could never get a sniff off. Tommy knew he had quality gear himself and he made plenty, but this operation was off the scale. He was impressed and he showed it, but all the time there was the niggle in his head that with this level of organisation, and despite how big Tommy and the Irish and UK dealers were down here, they were small potatoes compared to this. He had to get a piece of this action, and that would be the next business he had to nail down with Vlad. He told him he wanted to talk to his main man, Terence, and also Billy, and iron out the numbers, to make sure they all wanted in. ‘Once you are in,’ Vlad told him, ‘you are in.’ He didn’t like that, but even with all this power he saw here, Tommy wasn’t intimidated by Vlad or any of the gorillas that hovered around him. If it ever came to a firefight, his boys were more than capable. Or so he hoped.
He picked up his mobile as he went out onto the terrace, and pushed Terence’s number again. Nothing this time. No ringing. Just a voice saying this number cannot be contacted. Where the fuck was he? Tommy called a few of his men from the local bars and haunts where he knew Terence might hang out if he was on a proper bender. Nobody had seen him for days. He asked if anyone had spoken to him. Nothing. Nada. He sat down, thinking of calling Ruby and getting her to ask Cissy if she’d heard from Terence. Then his mobile rang: it was Vlad.
‘Tommy. Sorry to phone you so quickly, you are home now?’
‘Yeah. Just got back a little while ago,’ Tommy said, slightly confused. ‘Something up?’
‘Change of plan,’ Vlad said. ‘I don’t want to speak on the phone. Have you talked to your friends, Terence and Billy?’
‘No,’ Tommy said, feeling a little inefficient that the man who was his right arm had suddenly disappeared when he was trying to impress this fucker. ‘Terence is off out somewhere. Probably with a woman.’
‘Can you meet me?’
‘When?’
‘Soon. This afternoon?’
Tommy was surprised, but agreed.
‘Can you come to Fuengirola? I’ll meet you there.’
Tommy reeled off the name of a bar he knew was safe.
Vlad agreed and then hung up without saying any more. Tommy didn’t feel entirely comfortable about the way this was happening. But he knew sometimes things changed and arrangements had to be made fast, especially if some deal had been done and a shipment was expected somewhere. He made some coffee then went into the shower and changed and got his men to meet him and drive him to Fuengirola within half an hour. He was sat at a table inside, away from the tourists. Vlad appeared along with his sidekick and they sat down. He ordered coffee.
‘So,’ Tommy said. ‘What’s happening?’ He spread his hands as he smiled.
Vlad nodded, as though he knew it was a bit unusual to be changing things quickly.
‘I have a change of plan,’ he said. ‘If you can make it happen.’
Tommy raised his eyebrows.
Vlad leaned in, and started speaking so quietly that Tommy had to strain to hear.
‘You know the shipment I told you about? The one that is now in the warehouse?’
Tommy nodded, wondering what was coming next.
‘I want it moved sooner than planned.’
Tommy’s instinct was to ask why, but as he’d agreed earlier to do the drop, he thought it best just to do as he was being asked. But Vlad looked as though he could see by Tommy’s expression that he wondered why the change.
‘Look,’ he said, ‘logistics – sometimes they change, as I’m sure you know. It works better if I can move it now, as in tomorrow.’ He paused. ‘Do you have anyone? It’s the best cocaine and it has been paid for by a contact in Newcastle. He is waiting for it. It’s all organised and it’s on its way tomorrow?’
Tommy looked at him for a long time.
‘So, you want me to organise someone for you?’
‘Yes.’
‘So, what do you want exactly?’
‘I need it delivered to Newcastle. Within a day or so when it arrives in the UK – in Liverpool docks.’
Tommy thought. His network was far and wide, but he didn’t have anyone off the top of his head in Newcastle he could totally trust, and Terence was the man for that, but the fucker was nowhere to be seen. After a while, Vlad spoke.
‘There is a hundred thousand in this for you, Tommy.’
Tommy tried not to look as impressed as he was. This was big money, and for what? Not a lot. He had to make this work. He would do it, because he would prove to this guy that he was the dog’s bollocks and he could be trusted to turn things around quickly in a crisis, which this clearly was. All he had to do was find Terence and get him to set it up.
‘Okay,’ he eventually said. ‘I can work this out.’
They sat for a moment, Tommy not quite believing what was happening and racking his brains as to what he would do if Terence could not be found. Then Vlad looked at one of his henchmen and nodded. Tommy watched as the man stepped over to the table and handed him an envelope. Vlad pushed it across the table.
‘For you, my friend,’ Vlad said. ‘As a gesture of goodwill. It is forty thousand. Just for agreeing. And much more where that comes from if we become partners once you decide if it is right for you.’
Tommy looked at the envelope but didn’t pick it up. Then he did, and held it for a moment. Vlad glanced at his watch and stood up.
‘Call me when you have a plan on how this can be done.’
Tommy nodded, but didn’t answer. Then Vlad turned and left, and he sat there with the bulging envelope in his hand, wondering what the fuck just happened.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
They’d spent most of the last couple of days in the Lake District in various spa sessions, between exotic cost-a-fortune facials, full-body massages and treatments, all guaranteed to take ten years off you by the time you were done. The treatments were punctuated by ice baths, foaming jacuzzis and blistering saunas, then more ice baths, and finally lying in a warm room with tiny lights on the dark blue ceiling to look like stars as you lay listening to relaxing music. It had been perfect after the trauma of the previous days. This was their final night before heading to Manchester for some retail therapy, and they were sitting on high stools at the hotel bar, sipping cocktails, enjoying the tipsy feeling of having drunk alcohol after a day of health food and spring water.
Bella attempted to cross her legs for the second time, but they kept slipping off.
‘Christ, my legs are so slick with all that moisturiser I might fall right on my arse if I try that again.’
She was dressed in a bronze-coloured dress that came just above her knees and showcased her long, slender legs.
‘You’re like a film star, Bella,’ Cissy said. ‘Look at the nick of you, all shining to perfection. I clocked the barman eyeing you up when you came in.’
Bella turned and flicked a glance at the tall, handsome barman who wouldn’t look out of place in the pages of a fashion magazine.
‘Yeah, he’s all right, he is. I think I might have seen him on Love Island.’ Bella chuckled as she sipped her non-alcoholic cocktail. ‘I’m old enough to be his mother.’
As soon as she said it, Bella’s smile faded, as the words rang in her ears and made her think of the son that she longed to have back in her life, but with each year that passed it looked less likely to happen. Her eyes suddenly filled up and she bit her lip, glancing at Ruby, who tilted her head and gave her a sympathetic look, reaching across the bar to touch the back of her hand.
‘Sorry,’ Bella said, choking the words out, ‘it just gets to me sometimes. One minute I’m having the time of my life, the next I’m ready for floods of tears. I’m getting worse.’
Ruby and Cissy looked at each other. They had seen Bella like this before, and it was so unlike the brash, sassy woman who had become their best friend. She was so whip-smart the way she managed Billy Dalton and his associates that everyone assumed this was all that she was. But Bella’s emotions ran deeper than that.
Ruby swirled the ice in her Mojito and looked around the bar, which was beginning to fill up with early evening pre-dinner customers. There was a medical conference of clinical psychologists from all over the country going on at the hotel, no doubt on expense accounts.
‘Maybe we should chat up some of these psychologists.’ Ruby smiled. ‘They would have a field day if they sat listening to us three at dinner.’ She tried to lighten the mood.
Bella managed a tight smile and sniffed.
‘Yeah. Actually, if you talked to any of them over a few drinks, you’d probably find they’re more fucked up than any of us.’
They were silent for a moment as the words seemed to resonate with each of them. Then Ruby spoke.
‘Well, we should use this trip to make some decisions about our lives. What do you think?’
‘Like what?’ Cissy said, looking from Ruby to Bella.
Ruby took a breath. She had to be careful not to freak Cissy out.
‘Well, for a start, Cissy, we should think about you, and what happens next for you. Do you want to go back to Spain?’
Cissy looked into her glass as though she’d find an answer in there, then she looked up at them.
‘To tell you the truth, while I was up in that place with Leo, I had some time to myself to think. I don’t think I can go back to Spain. Not right now anyway,’ she said. ‘I mean, as time goes on, everyone will be looking for Terence, and with me being there I’ll be exposed and people will be asking me questions. I can’t cope with that right now. And what if they find him? Do you think he’s still there?’ She looked at Ruby.
‘Do I think he’s still there?’ Ruby almost laughed at the question. ‘He was lying stiff in the freezer the last time I saw him. Of course he’s still there.’
Bella and Cissy smiled.
‘Yes, I know,’ she said. ‘I don’t mean that. But at some stage they’re going to find him. Then what?’
Ruby nodded.
‘Yes. That’s why it’s best if you just stay away for a while.’ She paused. ‘Actually, Leo said to me yesterday if I needed any help at any time to let him know. So I might ask him to help get rid of Terence’s body when we get back. He needs to be got out of that freezer and dumped somewhere.’ She turned to Cissy. ‘Sorry to be so graphic, pet, but I don’t think of Terence as anything more now than a corpse – after what he did and has done to you. I hope you don’t feel any sympathy or regret?’
‘No,’ Cissy said. ‘Of course not. You saved my life, Ruby. He was trying to kill me. He would have killed me if you hadn’t come in. I don’t care what happens to him now, he’ll never hurt me again.’
‘Good,’ Ruby said. ‘That’s the spirit. Now you have to think of what’s next, Cissy. Maybe you could stay in Manchester for a little while, or go back to Glasgow. You still have anyone up there?’
Cissy sighed.
‘Not really. I used to have an auntie and a cousin there, but I haven’t seen them in over thirty years.’
Ruby and Bella nodded.
‘Where do you think you’d be most comfortable for a few months?’ Bella asked.
Cissy thought for a moment, then shrugged.
‘I loved Spain, but that’s gone for the moment. To be honest, probably Glasgow. I have some memories of living there, in the housing scheme and stuff, and school before I went into the home. But all the memories after that are mostly bad.’ She swallowed and looked at Ruby. ‘Well, until I met you, Ruby. That’s twice you’ve saved me now.’
Ruby gave her an understanding smile.
‘Okay. Let’s think about it and talk over dinner and see what we can do about getting you a decent place to stay in Glasgow.’
‘I’ve no real money – well, not enough to start over.’ Cissy sounded perplexed.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll sort it.’ Ruby touched her hand.
‘Me too,’ Bella said. ‘I’ve got money.’
Cissy glanced at Bella, surprised.
‘You’ve got money? You been fleecing Billy?’
‘I call it compensation,’ Bella said, putting a hand up in protest. ‘For all the shite I have to listen to.’
They all chuckled. Ruby looked at her watch as she sidled off the stool.
‘Come on, let’s eat. I’m starving.’
‘Yeah. Let’s get some carbs in. The food’s been far too healthy here,’ Bella said.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Tommy was about to head out for lunch when his mobile rang. The name on the screen was Sean, a caretaker for one of the properties they owned. What the fuck was he phoning him for? He had staff to deal with caretakers and workmen.
‘Seany, boy. What’s up?’ Tommy’s voice was abrupt and he knew Sean would sense his irritation.
Sean took a moment to answer. Then he spoke.
‘Sorry, boss. You need to come down here. Fast.’
‘What? Come down where?’
‘To the Sanchez apartments.’
‘What’s going on?’
‘Just come here pronto, mate.’
‘What the fuck is it?’
‘It’s Terence.’
‘What has the fucker done now?’
‘Hurry up, boss.’ Sean hung up.
Tommy stood for a moment, confused, and was about to call Sean back. Then he stopped. Something was definitely up if Sean was phoning him like this. The kid sounded as though he was in shock, and he knew him as a bit of a hard bastard, so he wasn’t easily spooked. Christ, Tommy thought. Terence has probably taken some bird back there and she’s overdosed, and he’ll be lying there out of his fucking box, waiting for me to come and clean up his mess. It wouldn’t be the first time Tommy had to get rid of some woman he’d gone too far with after a sex game, or too much coke, or a mix of both. Terence was such a stupid cunt. Tommy picked up his keys and walked quickly down to his car and roared out of the driveway, headed for Miraflores. He was there in fifteen minutes. He went upstairs and banged on the door. Sean let him in, his face deathly white.
‘What the fuck’s happening?’ Tommy said.
Sean turned away and walked ahead of him, and Tommy followed, feeling the lash in his gut, wondering what the fuck he was going to encounter. There was no blood and no sign of a struggle, he thought, as they walked through the living room and kitchen then out to the utility room. Sean turned to him.
‘What?’ Tommy said.
‘I came in to fix the air con and I noticed the freezer was locked. So I busted it open as I needed to see if it had shorted something.’
Tommy’s eyes fixed Sean’s, which were full of fear. Then he opened the freezer lid, pushing it all the way up.
Tommy took a step forward. Then he saw him. He blinked. He felt dizzy for a second, then he focused. Terence was lying in the freezer, his legs kind of twisted, trousers half down. He had a bullet wound in his head and his eyes were still staring. Tommy stepped back, steadying himself against the wall. He stared at the body for a long time, in disbelief more than anything. He put his hand to Terence’s face and rubbed the frost away, then closed his eyes, blinking his own as though he could remove this image from his mind. He looked at Sean. Then back at Terence. This was his friend, his best friend, the boy he’d grown up with, the fearless nutjob that was Terence, who Tommy was endlessly pulling out of a hole. The friend who would have given his life for him. And maybe he had.
‘Fuck me, Sean! What the fuck, man!’ He motioned at Sean to close the lid, then turned and went into the kitchen.
His hands were trembling as he took his phone out of his jeans pocket. But who could he phone? The first person he’d usually phone in a crisis was Terence. But he couldn’t do that now. He would never be able to do that again. He felt a sudden catch in his chest, and he bit it back, because the last thing he wanted to do was to get emotional in front of Sean, who stood looking at him, his own face almost as pale as Terence’s.
‘Who the fuck, man?’ Tommy said. ‘Who would do this? Who could do this? How the fuck did he end up in here?’ He paused and looked at Sean. ‘We need to get rid of him.’
Sean was nodding furiously as Tommy paced.
‘Get the CCTV. Let’s see who’s been in here.’
Sean stood silent for a moment, then he said quietly, ‘It’s not been on, boss. I noticed when I came in. It was switched off.’
‘What?’
‘Yeah. I wasn’t here the last couple of days, but the place was empty when I left. It was only Cissy.’
‘What?’ Tommy turned to him, eyes blazing. ‘What do you mean, Cissy? When?’
Sean shifted on his feet and Tommy grabbed hold of his T-shirt and pushed him against the wall.
‘Talk to me! What do you mean, you saw Cissy here?’
Sean’s face flushed and his eyes pleaded with Tommy.
‘Yes, but, well . . .’
‘Hurry the fuck up.’
‘I . . . I saw Cissy and Ruby.’
‘What? When?’ he barked.
‘I saw them leaving the other day. But I didn’t see Terence. Honest to fuck, Tommy, I didn’t see Terence.’
Tommy tightened his grasp.
‘Well, he sure as fuck didn’t shoot himself and fall into the freezer, did he? Sit down.’ He pulled him away from the wall and sat him on a chair by the kitchen table. ‘Now think back. When did this happen? You saw Cissy and Ruby leave? When?’
‘I can’t remember. Morning some time. Like, maybe about eleven.’
‘Did you see Terence come in at any time?’
Sean’s head dropped to his chest, and Tommy slapped him hard.
‘What? You’re hiding something! I’ll fucking shoot you right now, you prick.’
Sean went even whiter, his eyes pleading.
‘Please, Tommy, I . . . I didn’t think anything. I didn’t see Terence. But . . . but the pool boy . . . You know the Moroccan boy? He said Terence went into the building in the morning some time. Then he saw Ruby going in. He didn’t tell me that at the time. So, I didn’t think anything. I assumed he’d just left out the bit that Terence had left with Ruby and Cissy. Honest, Tommy. I would have phoned you if I’d thought anything had happened. I just came in this morning and found him and phoned you straight away.’
Tommy walked around him, thinking hard and fast. Ruby. She hadn’t even told him where she’d put Cissy up, and he assumed she was in a hotel while they prepared for their trip to England. He knew about Cissy’s beating. Ruby. She’d done this. He knew it. The bitch. She killed him. And then she went to dinner with him and Vlad that night and he believed all her shit, not even thinking for a minute that she had murdered his best friend.
‘I’ll fucking kill her,’ he muttered under his breath.
‘I’m sorry, boss,’ Sean said, shaking.
‘I know. Fuck off out of here.’ He ran his hand through his hair, then turned to Sean. ‘And don’t mention to any cunt what you’ve seen here today, okay? I’ll deal with this.’
He turned away from Sean and heard him leave and close the door. Tommy stood for a moment, his chest tight with emotion. He couldn’t believe that Ruby had done this to him. He would take his revenge as soon as he laid eyes on her. She was dead to him. As dead as Terence, lying in the freezer. He took deep breaths to ease the pain, then he began to make calls for the clean-up job.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
It was getting dark by the time Tommy’s men began their work. Three of his most trusted associates had come into the apartment, their faces grim as Tommy met them at the door. Big Paudie O’Hara, one of the lads who’d grown up in the council houses alongside Tommy and Terence, shook his head and blew a breath out as he stood face to face with Tommy.
‘Fuck me, man!’ He swallowed and reached out to touch Tommy’s arm. ‘Where is he?’
Tommy jerked his head in the direction of the utility room, and Paudie turned to the other two men and motioned at them to come in. They followed quietly, barely able to look at Tommy. He stood outside as they went in and he heard the sharp intake of breath from them as they lifted the lid on the freezer.
‘Fuckin’ Jesus, man! Who would do this?’ Paudie said.
Tommy stood in the doorway, watching as the men turned to him for answers.
‘I’ve an idea,’ he said, his voice seeming distant.
‘Just tell me who it is, Tommy, and I’ll tear the fuckin’ arms off him.’
‘We’ll see,’ Tommy said.
He watched as Paudie leaned in and seemed to examine the wound on Terence’s head. The others stood, glancing at each other as Paudie brushed away the frost that had formed around the bloodied hole in Terence’s head.
‘Point blank,’ Paudie said. ‘I’d say whoever did this must have been standing next to him.’
Tommy saw them flick a glance down at Terence’s body, his trousers around his knees, his penis exposed, nestling behind a bush of dark pubic hair. Tommy guessed from Terence’s state of undress he might have been having a shag with Cissy when it happened. He felt a sense of the shame and indignity that Terence would feel being left like this. The guys would all feel the same, but they would never voice it. They would never know for sure what had happened and how. Only Tommy knew Cissy and Ruby had been here, and he wasn’t ready to share that with anyone yet. That fucking bitch Cissy. He’d told Terence to ditch her months ago because she was obviously making him unhappy. But Cissy wouldn’t have been the one to shoot Terence. Only one person would have the balls to do that – Ruby. She could shoot, and she had a gun. He’d seen it in the drawer in the dressing room of the villa, a small pistol but powerful enough to do this kind of damage, especially at close range.
He’d joked with her before that he’d never step out of line because he knew she would shoot his balls off. It was a joke, though, and it didn’t stop him chasing other women. His gut told him this gun had Ruby’s fingerprints all over it. Whatever happened in the lead-up to the killing, there were other ways to deal with Terence than shooting the poor bastard when he was unarmed. He would have sorted Terence out. Ruby would fucking pay for this.
‘So, what do you want us to do, Tommy?’ Paudie asked. ‘The lads have got stuff with them. We can get him out of that fucking freezer and into a bag. Then get him in the van.’ He sounded as though he was picking his words carefully.
Tommy nodded.
‘Yeah. We need to take him out to sea – nice and far.’
‘Of course,’ Paudie said. ‘We have the boat down at Puerto de la Duquesa. We’ll take him down there and go out a bit.’
Tommy took a breath.
‘Okay, I’ll come with you.’ He paused, swallowed. ‘I don’t want him to be alone when he goes into the water.’ His mouth tightened.
The men stared straight ahead, none of them daring to answer or comment.
‘Okay,’ Paudie said. ‘Come on, lads.’ He glanced at Tommy. ‘It’s not going to be pretty, Tommy, getting him out of there. But there’s no easy way to do this.’
One of them went outside to the van and returned with a black bag which could have been for golf clubs. He spread it out on the ground, unzipped it and opened it up. Then they got to work, trying to ease Terence off the bottom of the freezer where the ice had packed around him solid. They chipped and moved and slowly released him. Then they put ropes under him and yanked him up slowly. Tommy knew he would never unsee that image. Then one guy went to his feet and the other to his shoulders and they eased him onto the bag. He was a big man and his bottom half took up most of the bag, but they managed to stuff his legs in it, then one went outside and got another bag and they put that over his shoulders and head and finally got it zipped up. It was rough but they put ropes and netting over it and secured it with elastic straps and metal clips. Finally, they were ready. A stretcher was brought in from the van and they eased Terence onto it and slowly the four of them took him down the stairs, out of the apartment block and pushed him into the van.
‘I’ll follow you,’ Tommy said.
He stood for a moment as the van backed up to the front door, turned, then drove out of the sloping driveway towards the winding road away from the area. Tommy looked around him to see if there were lights on in any of the other villas nearby. The place was deathly quiet and most of the owners were either out or not living here at the moment. The owners of one of the apartments that had been bought hadn’t moved in yet; he was glad of that. He got into his car and followed the tail lights of the van as they came off the narrow avenue and took the slip road onto the highway towards the port of Duquesa.
At the furthest point of the port it was silent, save for the chiming of sail ropes against the masts, breaking the stillness of the night. Most of the yachts were empty on the far side, nestled along the stretch of quayside bars. But here, there was nothing. The van pulled up and drew in. Tommy parked beside it, and he stayed in the car while they reversed up to the boat. One of the boys got out and onto the boat, putting down the gangplank and securing the ropes. Then they took the body out of the back and he watched as they very carefully and slowly carried the stretcher onto the boat. This was not how he imagined Terence would be carried away when his time came. The pair of them had joked about the size of their funerals in Dublin, and how all the lads and all the big shots would be there. The whole of the north side would never have seen the fucking likes of it. There might even be a few priests and maybe a bishop, Terence had laughed. But not tonight, Terence, Tommy thought. Tonight it’s just you and me, my friend.
Tommy got out of the car and followed them onto the boat, and stood as the engine purred to life and Paudie eased it away from the quayside and out into the blackness of the ocean. They went out what seemed like a long way but they could still see the lights of Duquesa in the distance behind them, and Tommy urged them to go a little further. The water was calm but the further out they went, the choppier it got. Tommy knew it was time.
‘Okay, lads. This’ll do.’
They slowed the boat down, and Tommy went across to the stretcher and unzipped the top of the bag. He hunkered down for a moment, gazing at Terence’s face, now blue around his lips and cheekbones. Tommy touched his ice-cold cheek and ran a hand through the curls that had made him look the cutest wee lad as a child, when in fact he was a complete tearaway.
‘Jesus, Terence! Look at the fuckin’ cut of you! I’ll make it up to you, I promise.’ He shook his head, and turned to Paudie and the lads, motioning to the water.
They tied heavy kettlebells around the ankles of Terence and pulled the ropes tight. Then they lifted the stretcher to the edge, and Paudie blessed himself, as did the other two. They turned to Tommy, who blinked back tears and nodded. The stretcher was tilted and they watched as Terence’s body made no sound as it slipped off and disappeared beneath the waves.
Tommy held back his tears until he was in his car and driving home, then suddenly they wouldn’t stop. His eyes were blurred and he kept wiping at them with the back of his hand, sniffing and swallowing as a raft of memories flooded through his mind of a lifetime with Terence. They’d been on the cusp of being the biggest things to come out of Ireland, and now Terence wouldn’t be here to see it. He promised himself that he would stop at nothing now to build this empire and make it even bigger, in honour of Terence. He had composed himself by the time he pulled up outside his villa, just as his mobile shuddered and rang on the driver seat. He recognised the number as Vlad’s.
‘My friend,’ Vlad said, his voice deep and rich. ‘How are you?’
‘All good here,’ Tommy lied.
‘I have some information for you. You have a plan?’
‘I’m working on something,’ Tommy lied. ‘It should be finalised by the morning. When is the stuff coming?’
‘It will be at the docks in Liverpool early in the morning. Can you get someone to move it? Someone reliable?’
‘Sure,’ Tommy said. ‘It won’t be me obviously, but it should be straightforward. We will make sure it gets to your contact. Just tell me where.’
‘You are sure of this?’
‘Yes, don’t worry. How big is it?’
‘It will be in two large suitcases, and one smaller one. Everything concealed in packages.’
‘Okay. I’ll get someone to liaise with him before Liverpool. They’ll drive it to the Lake District, and it will get picked up from there to go to Newcastle.’
‘What is the Lake District?’
‘It’s a beautiful place away from the main roads and motorways. It’s a good place to drop something if it’s being moved. I’ve used it before.’
‘And is it close to Liverpool?’
‘It’s close enough, and far enough away. I’ll sort it.’
‘Good.’
‘I’ll make the plan, finalise it and then tell your contact where to meet tomorrow.’
‘Okay. We talk tomorrow.’ Vlad hung up.
Tommy opened the door of the villa and stepped inside the quietness. He went to the fridge and took out a beer, sinking it in a few gulps. Then he went into the living room where among the magazines was a piece of paper with the name of the hotel Ruby and her mates would be staying at in the Lake District. They were leaving tomorrow evening for Manchester, if he remembered. He sat back, then scrolled down his phone to find the guy he knew would be the key to his plan.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Tommy had been awake half the night. It had taken him a long time to get hold of Jimmy Digby, because Jimmy didn’t take calls from anyone without them being vetted by the people who surrounded and protected him. Digby was one of the top tier of the Irish, who worked closely with Tommy and Terence and Billy, with them setting up deals together, pooling their money for bulk buying, and helping each other clean up the dirty cash. Digby was one of the Irish team’s biggest dealers.
It was usually Terence who travelled to Manchester to do business with him, but one time Tommy went, and the three of them had spent a couple of nights swanning around the city, where Digby was treated like royalty by the owners of the bars and restaurants who knew better than to treat him any other way. Digby was the big man who ran the show from his base in Salford, where he’d moved to from Dublin, slashing and murdering his way to the top. Now he was one of the most feared gangsters in the city and beyond. Those who had been stupid enough to take him on over the years vanished without a trace, buried in concrete graves deep in the countryside or turned into pig feed in the farm he owned on the outskirts of Knutsford in Cheshire. He used it a lot and always joked that it was the reason he never ate bacon or sausages.
Digby lorded over his empire but he never got his hands dirty, and he didn’t care how his minions did their jobs as long as they got shit done. He had made plenty of them rich enough over the years and the top guys in his crew drove around in fast cars and enjoyed the benefits of lush gaffes. But it only worked if they kept up the work and their mouths stayed shut, and they remembered that once you were in there, was no road out. Digby owned you, and that was it.
Eventually, Tommy’s mobile rang on the sofa and he picked it up.
‘Tommy, lad, how’s it hangin’?’
Tommy was glad to hear his voice.
‘Ah, Digby,’ he said. ‘Good to hear from you, man. I’m not too bad.’
‘So, what’s up? How’s that prick Terence, by the way? What’s he up to?’
Tommy had to keep this light and convincing.
‘Oh, his usual bollocks, Digby. He’s been away for a few days shacked up with some bird, I’m told. Haven’t heard from him.’ Tommy wasn’t ready to tell Digby his old friend had been murdered.
‘The usual shite from Terence,’ Digby said. ‘So, what can I do for you, Tommy?’
‘I’m looking to put some seriously good shit your way.’
‘The marching powder, is it?’
‘Yep, the best. Straight out of Columbia to a table near you.’
Digby chuckled.
‘How much, and how much?’ he asked. ‘What’s the deal?’
‘Twenty big ones for you if you can do the pick-up for me, and you can help yourself to two kilos. Totally pure. You can cut it any way you like.’
‘How much?’
‘It’s free to you.’
‘Ah, fuck off, T!’
‘It is. I just need you to do something for me.’
Tommy knew too well everything that Digby was. He could have done away with him years ago, put him out of the game, because though he might have been top dog in Manchester, he was small potatoes in Spain because Tommy and his mob were top of the heap there. Digby needed people like Tommy, Terence and Billy Dalton to keep his supply up, and he knew the bastard would bite his hand off for a batch of free coke.
When he finished talking to Digby and filling him in on the detail, they both said they would talk tomorrow night. Digby hung up, and Tommy sat staring at the mobile for a long moment, then he got up and went to the drinks cabinet and poured himself a large Jack Daniel’s. He went to the freezer and dropped two ice cubes into it, watching as they cracked when they hit the amber liquid.
Back in the living room he plonked himself on the sofa, swinging his feet onto the coffee table. He swirled the heavy crystal glass and took a good gulp of his drink, feeling the straight JD burn all the way down. He picked up his mobile and scrolled down till he saw Ruby’s number. His thumb hovered over the ring key for a few seconds as he pictured her face, the pure beauty of her, the rage in her dark eyes that had drawn him to her the first time he clapped eyes on her. He shook his head almost in disbelief at what she had done. How could she do that to someone she knew was the centre of his life and had been since they were kids? There was a darkness lurking below the surface of the woman he fell for. He’d always suspected it.
He pushed the key and heard it ringing a few times. He waited, and finally, she answered.
‘Ruby, sweetheart,’ he said, in his soft Irish voice, ‘I was beginning to think you’d run off and left me there.’ There was noise in the background as though they were in a bar. ‘You at a party without me?’
He listened and could picture Ruby smiling as she spoke.
‘Nah. Not fit for parties, Tommy, darlin’. We’re in the hotel bar, having a few drinks. It’s lovely. But we’re knackered after all the spas and healthy stuff the past couple of days. And the walking. We’ve walked our socks off.’
‘You enjoyed it then, with the girls?’
‘Been magic, Tommy. We’re going to Manchester tomorrow evening and staying overnight and doing some shopping. Won’t be long till we’re back. You missing me?’ she purred.
‘Oh, yeah,’ he said. ‘Every little bit of you.’ He paused as she chuckled. ‘By the way, don’t be ordering taxis or taking trains to Manchester, Ruby. I’ve got you a car to take you there in style. A top-of-the-range limo. Chauffeur-driven.’
‘What? Seriously? You’re kidding. Why did you do that, T?’
‘Just for the craic. After them few days with Cissy under pressure, it’ll be good to get into the luxury car and travel with a glass in your hand. By the way, how is Cissy?’
‘She’s good. She was shattered when we left, but she’s fine now. The few days away have done her the power of good.’
‘Grand.’ He waited for a few beats. ‘I still haven’t heard from fucking Terence yet. I’m getting well pissed off with him.’ He was hoping to draw her in.
‘He’ll turn up.’
‘He’ll get it in the neck when he does, swanning off like that and not answering his fucking phone.’
‘That’s Terence, pet. All the way.’
‘Right, I’ll let you get back. The limo will pick you up at six and you’ll be in the city in time for dinner. That all right?’
‘Brilliant. But you didn’t need to do that, Tommy.’
‘No bother at all,’ he said. ‘No more than you girls deserve.’



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Ruby and Bella stood outside the hotel as an early evening mist settled over the blackness of the lake, the air damp and chilly beneath a pale grey sky.
‘It’s beautiful here,’ Bella said. ‘But the cold reminds me of why I live in Spain. I’d be sitting on my terrace at this time of day, soaking up the last of the rays.’
‘Do you think you’ll ever come back to live in the UK?’ Ruby asked, gazing past her friend at the landscape.
‘Not if I can help it,’ Bella said. ‘I mean, it’s good to come back from time to time, but I can’t imagine I’d ever want to live here again. We’re minted, the way we all live in Spain these days. I’ve done my time here, growing up in shitholes. I love my life over there.’ She paused. ‘But all of that will change if I can get my son back.’
Ruby could see the pain in her eyes, and she changed the subject.
‘Do you think you’ll be with Billy into your old age, like old Brits abroad, going to tea dances in the afternoon?’ She grinned.
‘Well, that’s something you never know, do you?’ Bella said. ‘I know what Billy’s like with his shenanigans and other women, though. To tell you the truth, I put up with it because I like my lifestyle. I’m not proud to say that because it makes me sound like a bit of a prostitute, but I suppose if you strip it down, I am. Maybe we all are.’ She shrugged and looked at Ruby. ‘But I’ll tell you what, Ruby, I do my bit of work for Billy and the gang – we all do. I deal with the books and stuff, the bars, and believe me, I’m prepared for the day he chucks me. I won’t be leaving with nothing, that’s for sure.’
They both looked away as a black limo emerged out of the tree-lined driveway and swept softly into the car park.
‘Where the hell is Cissy? We told her to meet us at six o’clock.’ Ruby looked to the hotel doorway. ‘She said she was right behind me.’
The hotel door opened and Cissy came trotting out in her jeans and white Nike trainers with a heavy jacket over her arm, and pulling along her lilac-coloured shell weekend case on wheels.
‘Just in time,’ she said, smiling at her friends.
Cissy looked relaxed and rested, Ruby thought. She still had the splint contraption on her hand and wrist, but she’d told them the pain in her ribs was subsiding. The few days away had done her a world of good.
The driver climbed out of the car and stepped towards them.
‘Hello, ladies,’ he said, glancing at all of them, a cheery smile on his suntanned, handsome face. ‘I’ll sort your cases.’
He picked up the bags and went around to the boot and put them in.
Bella made eyes at him as he opened the doors and whispered to Ruby, ‘That’s some tan the big guy’s got. He didn’t get it here, that’s for sure.’
‘Behave yourself, you!’ Ruby sniggered.
‘He’s all right, though, isn’t he?’
‘Okay, ladies, in you go,’ the driver said, tugging on the cuffs of his immaculate black suit and smoothing his purple silk tie. ‘I’ve got champagne on ice for you in there, as well as soft drinks and some nibbles. Just sit back and enjoy the journey.’
Ruby slung her small leather rucksack over her shoulder, and the girls clutched their designer tote bags as they thanked him and climbed into the limo, sinking into the luxurious leather seating.
‘This is bigger than my first flat,’ Ruby said. ‘You could live in here at a push.’ She put her rucksack on the floor at her feet.
‘That was good of Tommy, organising this for us,’ Bella said. ‘He’s all right, your Tommy.’
Ruby poured a glass of champagne, and a Coke for Bella, and handed them to the women as the car whispered out of the car park and onto the road, taking a couple of twists and turns until it went onto the main stretch that would lead to the motorway to Manchester. A few hundred yards down, the limo slowed as they approached a slip road.
‘I was going to take you the scenic route, ladies,’ the driver said. ‘If that’s all right with you. It’s only about fifteen minutes longer, but a lovely drive and we might even see a sunset if the mist lifts.’
‘Yeah, why not?’ Ruby said. ‘We’re in no hurry. And we don’t really get to see this side of the world very often.’
‘Great,’ he said. ‘Would you like some music?’
‘What’ve you got?’ Cissy said.
‘Whatever. I’ve got everything from the seventies to modern. How about this?’
They sipped from their glasses as the car filled with the deep, honeyed tones of Lou Rawls.
Bella and Ruby glanced at Cissy as her lips tightened a little and they knew what she was thinking.
Bella turned to the back of the driver’s head.
‘How about some ABBA?’ she said.
The song stopped and seconds later, the unmistakable sound of ABBA blared through the speakers.
‘That’s more like it,’ Bella said.
They sang and the mist cleared so that they caught a brief glimpse of the setting sun. Soon they could see nothing but the blackness outside as they settled back with their glasses, happy and content. The road ahead was pitch black, winding in parts, and in the distance they could see the shadows of a farm every now and then on the skyline, then what looked like a small bridge across a stream. Then, it happened.
At first all they were aware of was the limo being filled with light, which looked like it was coming from behind them and was maybe the headlights of someone trying to overtake. Before they could even turn to look around, they felt a sudden bump at the back of the car and they all jolted forward as none of them were wearing seat belts. Then the limo quickly picked up speed but the driver said nothing.
‘What the actual fuck?!’ Ruby looked at Bella and Cissy.
Then, again, they saw the lights from the car behind them and they felt another bigger bump, a harder jolt.
‘Fuck me, man!’ Ruby shouted towards the back of the driver’s head. ‘What the fuck’s going on?’
He didn’t reply, and her blood suddenly ran cold. She glanced from Bella to Cissy, their faces a mask of panic.
‘Driver!’ Ruby shouted. ‘What’s going on?’
Without answering, he sped up, then swiftly turned the car off the main road onto a tight country lane that was going downhill. Ruby pushed the button to bring down her window and stuck her head outside. She could see the lights of a big four-by-four behind them, suddenly turning onto the same road. The driver of the limo sped up, and the big jeep roared behind them, trying to bump them as the driver swerved and almost went into a ditch.
‘Oh, fuck!’ Cissy squealed. ‘Someone’s trying to get us. Jesus Christ! What’s happening?’
Ruby’s head was all over the place. And then, she felt the sudden realisation that whatever was happening, Tommy must be part of it. Her stomach dropped. Tommy. Surely to Christ not? Then she remembered his final words to her last night on the phone as she thanked him for sending a car: No more than you girls deserve, he’d said. Fuck! He’d found Terence’s body! Fuck!
The limo sped up and tried again to turn off the road. But suddenly it was out of control, and they were thrown around in the back of the car as it started down a field at speed. Before they knew it, they were in the air, slapped against the side of the car, then the back, then the roof, as it turned over once, twice. She could see the terror in Bella and Cissy’s faces. Ruby saw that the driver was slumped over the steering wheel, clearly unconscious. The car overturned again and abruptly came to a halt on its roof. They were plunged into total darkness. Ruby could hear water flowing. Was it coming from the car? Was it the fuel tank? No. They were in a river.
‘Bella! Cissy!’ she called out. ‘Are you all right?’
But there was no answer. Just the sound of the water flowing and some of it now coming in through the driver’s door, where he lay unmoving.
‘Bella! Cissy! Speak to me!’ Ruby tried to kneel up on all fours but pain shot through her ankle and her head and she felt blood as she touched her face. She crawled across and could see Cissy’s white trainers and her leg twisted.
‘Cissy! Cissy!’
There was no answer. She saw Cissy’s face, smeared with blood. She reached out to touch her.
‘Cissy! Are you okay? Speak to me!’
Cissy groaned. At least she was alive. Then, in the darkness, she reached over and felt Bella’s body lying next to her on the floor, face down.
‘Bella! Bella! Tell me you’re all right!’
She crawled over. Bella was unconscious, with blood coming out of her nose. She shook her, but she didn’t react. Ruby turned around, her eyes adjusting to everything having been strewn around her. She saw her rucksack and grabbed it from the floor, managing to reach in and find her mobile, and then pushing the light on. It was total carnage. She had to get them out of here. She pushed the mangled door open, the pain shooting up her leg. She could see they were in a river, or a stream. But she could see stones, so she knew it wasn’t deep. She forced the door open with her shoulder as hard as she could, glad she had the strength to do it, then she climbed out, feeling freezing water at her feet, ankle-deep. At least they weren’t going to drown. But she had to get them out of here and call 999. She pulled at the bodies of Bella and Cissy and managed to ease them out into the river and both of them flinched at the cold. Good, Ruby thought. They’re alive. They can feel. She dragged them to the grass verge and left them there.
Then she saw the boot of the car was open and that something was in the water. She saw a black cloth case that wasn’t any of theirs and she dragged it to the grass beside them, and pulled it open. Inside were white packages wrapped in cellophane, along with wads of cash. What the fuck?! This shit must have been going somewhere. It was a set-up. Tommy had set them up. Or maybe someone had heard that it was being moved, and tried to steal it from wherever it was destined.
Then suddenly she heard voices and looked over to Bella and Cissy. But the voices were not theirs, they were male voices. She could see silhouettes of them rushing across the field towards the car. It must be the people from the Land Rover that bumped them. She took out her gun from her rucksack and settled herself behind the car front and waited. They came towards her and went to the boot of the car.
‘There’s fuck-all here. Where’s the gear? They said it was in suitcases. But listen, mate. We’ve got to kill them anyway. Just do it and we can fuck off.’
One of the guys lifted his gun and aimed it at Bella. Ruby could barely see in the dark, but she had done this before in another life, another time, when her survival had depended on it. Just as the man was about to pull the trigger, a shot rang out. He dropped. Before the other guy had a chance to react, Ruby fired again and he fell face down. Then she got up and went across to them on shaky legs and shot both of them twice again in the chest. Their bodies jolted, then went still. She called 999.
‘There’s been a crash. The limo we were being driven in has overturned into a river. We are somewhere a few miles from a hotel in the Lake District. There’s a stream, and the car overturned. I don’t know what happened. Please send an ambulance. We’re hurt.’
She hung up before they could ask any questions, but she heard them ask how many people there were, and whether there were any more details. She went across to Bella and Cissy and knelt down beside them. She tried to talk to them but there was no response. She looked up at the sky as the heavens opened up and rain began to fall and sweep across the landscape, soaking them. How could she leave them like this? She had to. And she had to take the drugs and the money or it would be found with them. In the distance somewhere, she could hear sirens.
‘I have to go,’ she said tearfully. ‘But if you can hear me, Bella, Cissy, if you can hear me at all, trust me. I’ll be back, I promise. The ambulances are on their way.’ Then she stood up, her face soaked with tears. She wiped her nose with the back of her bloodied hand and began to run, stumbling in the mud as she did. She crossed the freezing stream and climbed out of the other side and kept running as fast as she could manage, agonising pain shooting up her leg, but adrenaline pushing her on. She had to get far away from here as quickly as possible. She had nowhere to run but this was about surviving and nothing was going to stop her. Whoever did this would pay. She ran for her life.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
In the pitch black, Ruby had no idea where she was going, but she knew she had to get as far away from the crash scene as possible.
Her eyes adjusted a little to the dark, but she was running blind and stumbling every few yards, sinking into the squelching mud, the driving rain freezing on her face. At one point she tripped and fell face down in a ditch and yelped as thick bramble bush thorns dug through her jeans, and she could feel the flesh on her face and body being ripped.
She lay there in the rain, touched her cheeks and felt blood. She had to get out of here, but every little bit she moved, the thorns tore into her hands and arms. With one big push she hauled herself out, groaning in agony as she felt more flesh being ripped from her. Then she got to her feet again. She was alive and she could move, even if it was torture, so she had to keep going.
When she thought she was far enough away from the car, she turned on the torch on her mobile and quickly scanned the landscape. There were shadowy trees and open fields, but somewhere in the distance she thought she saw a light, and as she strained her eyes, it looked like the outline of a building. A house, she thought. She could head in that direction, and hope for the best. It was all she could do. Her adrenaline kept her going, but her legs felt shaky and her chest was bursting with the exertion. Somewhere in the distance she could hear sirens, so she hadn’t gone that far away. She glanced at her watch. She’d probably only been running for about fifteen or twenty minutes since she’d made the call, so at least the ambulances would be on their way or maybe already there. Cissy and Bella would make it. She couldn’t allow herself to think anything else. At least she had taken the drugs and the cash, so when the cops came, they wouldn’t find a crashed car with two women and a haul of drugs and money. She knew she’d made the right decision to leave. But what would Cissy and Bella think when they came round to find she wasn’t there? She had to find a way to let them know she was all right, but for now she just had to survive.
As she ploughed through the sodden earth, she came to a small fence and climbed across it. She seemed to be in a woodland area – where it led to, she had no idea, but there appeared to be a path because the earth was not so deep and soggy now. She kept close to the trees, and then stopped, and in the distance she could now see the outline of the area. It was definitely a house, and there was smoke coming out of the chimney. She walked slowly, carefully, towards the perimeter. There were bound to be dogs or something that would make a noise on her approach, but so far so good. She found herself in a yard around the building, where there were bits of farm machinery and an old car. She crept around to the front of the car and checked inside. No keys. Then she looked across the yard and saw a long, low building that looked like a barn or a cowshed. She made her way to it slowly, her eyes adjusting to the light through the curtains, and she came to a barn door. She stood, breathless for a moment, then carefully eased it open. From the stench of the place she could tell it was an animal shed. Her eyes scanned the interior, then she made her way to a corner, picking her feet through the straw and crap on the floor. Then her legs buckled and she dropped to the ground against the rear wall, her rucksack still on her back. Exhaustion from pain and terror had caught up with her and she just needed to lie here for a little while to get her breath back, then she would be gone, who knew where to, but she told herself just to rest her eyes, as they became heavier with every breath.
‘Who the fuck are you?’
Ruby could hear a woman’s voice, but her eyes were still closed and she thought she was dreaming. Then she heard the birdsong and sensed daylight coming into wherever she was. She opened both eyes. She hadn’t been dreaming. There was a shotgun pointed right at her. And a woman with angry, narrow eyes who looked as though she was ready to use it any second now. Ruby automatically pushed herself back to get away from the gun. Her hand went up in defence.
‘Please,’ she pleaded. ‘Don’t shoot. I’m sorry. Please.’
‘Don’t move a fucking muscle or I’ll blow your fucking head off.’
She could see the lean face and cheekbones of the tall, slim woman standing over her, glancing her up and down.
‘I won’t,’ Ruby promised. ‘I won’t move. Just . . . please don’t shoot me.’
They stared at each other for a moment, the woman’s eyes unblinking, fixed on her.
‘Who the fuck are you and what are you doing in my barn?’
Ruby tried to swallow and could taste blood in her mouth. She felt sick.
‘There was a crash,’ she said. ‘Someone tried to kill me. I had to run away, and I didn’t know where I was going. I ended up here. I’m sorry. I was hurt and fell into thorns.’
‘I can see that,’ the woman said, the gun still raised. ‘Why didn’t you call the police?’
Ruby swallowed again. She attempted to moisten her lips with her tongue but all she tasted was dried blood.
‘I . . . I had to run,’ Ruby said. ‘I was scared they would come after me. My two friends were in the crash too.’
‘Where are they?’
‘I called 999, and I heard sirens as I was running.’
‘You ran out on your mates?’
Ruby took a short breath.
‘It’s not as simple as that.’ She looked pleadingly at the woman. ‘Look, can you please help me? Put the gun down and I’ll tell you everything.’
The woman stood for a long time glancing around the shed and then back at her. A cow was lowing somewhere in the shed’s darkness. She slapped on a switch on the wall and the place flooded with light. Ruby looked around her, trying to sit up on the straw.
‘What’s in there?’ the woman asked, gesturing towards her rucksack.
‘Can I take it off? I’ll show you?’ Ruby said, hands in the air.
The woman nodded. Ruby took it off her back.
‘Kick it across to me.’
Ruby did as she asked, her stomach churning. Once the woman opened it she knew she was a goner, but she had no choice. She had stuffed the drugs and the money from the cloth bag into her rucksack before she ran. She sat up, watching as the woman unzipped the rucksack with one hand.
‘Holy fuck!’ Her eyes popped. ‘You’re a fucking dealer?’
Ruby put her hands up.
‘No, no. Please. I promise you I’m not. Listen to me for a moment.’
The woman lowered the gun.
‘Okay, but don’t move.’
‘I won’t.’
‘Tell me.’
Ruby touched her face and winced at the pain.
‘Look at the state of me. Do I look like a drug dealer?’ She didn’t expect an answer and none came. The woman just kept staring at her. Then Ruby spoke and told her what happened.
‘We live in Spain, and me and the girls – we’re best friends – were on a weekend spa at the Lake District and then going to Manchester tomorrow, or today now, for some shopping.’ She explained that her husband had sent a car as a treat to take them to Manchester, but someone was after them, bumping the car until it lost control. Ruby described climbing out of the car and rescuing her friends, but how two men turned up and she had to shoot them.
‘I have a gun,’ Ruby said. ‘You’ll see in the bag. I made sure an ambulance was coming, but I had to get away with the drugs or the girls would be caught with them. So that’s what I did. Do you understand?’
The woman listened, her face impassive, and for a while she didn’t speak. Ruby looked at her, dressed in a heavy puffer jacket, dark wellies and a thick polo-neck sweater. She looked like she was in her mid-to-late thirties. There were traces of beauty about her face, but she had a worn-out look, a tired, weary pallor. Eventually, she sniffed and spoke.
‘I should call the cops. I don’t want to be anywhere near this shit.’
‘Please,’ Ruby said. ‘I’ll just go and take the stuff with me. Nobody will ever know I was here, I promise.’
The woman looked at her, an unconvinced expression on her face, but said nothing.
‘I . . . I mean, I could give you some money?’ Ruby said it before thinking it through and now she was worried she might have offended her.
‘I’m not a bloody gangster,’ the woman said. ‘I’m just trying to make a fucking living here. I don’t need this shit.’
‘No,’ Ruby said. ‘I’m sure you don’t. Look, if you just let me get away – maybe I could wash the blood off my face, then I’ll make a run for it.’
‘And go where?’
‘I don’t know.’ Ruby bit her lip and for a moment her chest tightened and she fought back tears. She was worn out, defeated. She had nothing but hope. ‘I’ll figure something out.’
The woman took a long breath and shook her head slowly.
‘Get up,’ she said, looking at her.
Ruby put her hands on the floor and pushed herself onto her knees, then tried to put her foot down to stand up, but almost screamed in pain. She turned and put her other hand onto the stable wall, and pushed herself to her feet, pain shooting up her ankle.
‘How are you going to make a run for it?’ the woman asked. ‘You can’t even fucking walk.’
Ruby nodded.
‘I just need a bit of time. I’ll be fine.’ She swallowed hard. ‘I just need a bit of help. Look, I’m not a bad woman. I don’t know who these drugs were going to or what they were even doing in the car. We’ve been set up, I know that for sure.’
‘Set up by who?’
Ruby didn’t want to say any more. She shook her head.
‘I don’t know,’ she lied, hoping she was convincing.
The woman stood watching her struggle then turned to her.
‘Can you walk at all?’
‘Yes. I ran all the way here – a couple of miles maybe. I’ve made it worse.’
‘Yeah. You have.’ She turned away for a second, then she slung the rucksack over her shoulder. ‘Right, follow me. My name is Ellie.’
Ruby looked at her for a moment in disbelief as she turned and began to walk out of the shed. Then Ruby slowly made her way behind her, the agonising pain in her ankle bringing tears to her eyes, and making her grit her teeth with every step.



CHAPTER TWENTY
‘You’re all right, love. Just breathe.’
Bella opened her eyes, panicky at the feel of something covering her face, to the blurred image of a woman in green overalls hovering over her. Her eyes opened a little more and she could see the lights above her and feel the movement and sirens. She was in an ambulance. Going fast.
‘It’s okay, love, you’re going to be fine. Can you squeeze my hand?’
Bella felt the soft fingers wrapping around her hand and she automatically squeezed.
‘Good girl,’ the woman said. ‘You’re going to be okay. Do you know where you are?’
She was groggy and her eyes were heavy. She could feel the oxygen mask on her face. She nodded.
‘Can you speak? What’s your name? Do you know what happened? You’ve been in a car accident, love, but we’re taking you to hospital.’ She paused and Bella looked into her soft grey eyes. ‘What’s your name?’
Bella moved her lips, but she couldn’t hear her voice.
The woman leaned in close, her head turned so her ear was next to her mouth.
Bella tried to whisper.
‘Bella?’ the woman said. ‘Okay, Bella. We’re on our way to hospital.’
Bella suddenly froze, gripping the woman’s hand tight.
‘Cissy?’ she whispered. ‘Where’s Cissy?’
In some dim recollection she saw her and Cissy lying on a grass verge. But where was Ruby? She wasn’t there, was she? Then the memory went.
‘Cissy?’ the woman said. ‘Your friend Cissy is in the other ambulance. She’s okay, though. Bit roughed up with the crash, but she’s conscious and okay. She was asking for you as she went into the ambulance. She asked for someone called Ruby too.’
Bella was silent. She closed her eyes for a moment, and she could see flashing images of the car overturning. She could feel the coldness of the water, and Ruby telling her she would be okay. Or did she imagine it? She wasn’t sure. But her instinct told her to say nothing. Where was Ruby? She closed her eyes as the woman held her hand and she felt the vehicle turn a corner, and then the ambulance came to a halt.
In the emergency area, Cissy watched as Bella was wheeled in on a trolley and placed next to her. Cissy’s eyes filled with tears.
‘Oh, Bella,’ she sniffed. ‘You’re alive. Thank God. Are you okay?’
Bella turned her head and Cissy could see she was in pain and wearing an oxygen mask. Cissy reached across and held her hand.
‘Where’s Ruby?’ Bella whispered.
Cissy put her finger to her lips.
‘She’s not here. She wasn’t found. I think I can remember her saying she would have to go but that she would be back. Maybe she did a runner. Maybe I was dreaming. I don’t know,’ Cissy whispered.
Bella was confused but said nothing. Ruby wouldn’t run out on them. They were family, the three of them. Ruby wouldn’t just go.
‘Are you okay, Bella?’ Cissy asked again.
Bella nodded.
‘I think so.’
Doctors and nurses came towards them and began to push the trolleys, and the women looked at each other as uniformed police came in through the double doors, followed by a couple of plain-clothes men who could’ve been detectives. The men watched as the women were wheeled away for treatment. Cissy and Bella gave each other a look that said, Say nothing.
Cissy felt as though it was hours later that she was being wheeled down a corridor and towards a room where a uniformed police officer stood outside the door. The porter nodded to him and wheeled Cissy inside, where two nurses carefully, gently, eased her onto the bed and propped her pillows up. She was wearing a hospital gown and could see her leg was heavily bandaged around her ankle, and there was also a bandage on her forehead and a gash on her arm. She’d been X-rayed, prodded and stitched, the doctor telling her that she had ligament damage in her ankle, plus stitches on her head after glass was removed, and deep cuts to her arm. When the doctor asked about the splint on her hand, she explained that she’d been hurt in Spain, but said no more. He told her she was lucky to have survived the crash. Lucky, Cissy thought. It didn’t feel that way, because right now she really didn’t know what the hell was going on. What happened? Why did it happen? Where was Ruby? All she knew was that she should say as little as possible if the police came asking questions about the crash. The truth was, she didn’t know anything anyway. She hadn’t even had time to consider what might have happened, but something inside her told her that this was to do with Terence. Maybe they’d found the body and all hell had broken loose. Whatever, she had to keep her mouth shut. After a few moments, there was a knock at the door and as it opened, a man and a woman came into the room. They looked at the nurses, who nodded, presumably indicating that Cissy was okay to be interviewed.
‘Cissy,’ the big dark-haired middle-aged man said, ‘I’m Detective Inspector Morris Stone from Greater Manchester Police, and this is Detective Constable Marion Sutter. How you feeling, Cissy?’
Cissy gave him a look and shrugged.
‘I’m alive,’ she said. ‘Sore all over, but I’m okay.’
‘You’re a lucky girl, you are,’ he said. ‘You and your mate Bella are in not too bad shape considering how many times the car might have rolled over in that field. The driver . . .’ He looked at his DC. ‘I’m afraid the driver didn’t make it. Head injury.’
‘That’s awful. He was a nice guy,’ Cissy said, not really knowing what else to say.
The big cop stood and took a breath through his nose then pushed it out.
‘Cissy,’ he said, ‘have you any idea why you were on that country road?’
Cissy let it hang for a moment then tried to get her thoughts together. She had to be careful.
‘I told the paramedic we were on a girls’ spa break for a few days in the Lake District. That big hotel. The car picked us up and we were headed to Manchester. The driver suggested we took the scenic route and maybe could catch a sunset. So we said okay. We were enjoying the champagne. It was just an ordinary trip. Then . . . I don’t know what happened.’
Cissy wasn’t lying. She really didn’t know what happened.
The cop paced a little in the small room then he turned to look at her, shoved his hands in his trouser pockets.
‘You see, Cissy, we’re having a bit of a problem piecing all this together.’
Cissy looked at him but didn’t answer, just nodded in acknowledgement.
‘At the hotel, we checked and there were three of you.’ He was looking straight into her eyes now. ‘There was you, your mate Bella. But there was also Ruby. Ruby Kelly. She was a guest in the hotel with you, all three of you together. And you left together. But you haven’t mentioned Ruby, Cissy. Why is that?’
Cissy felt her cheeks burn a little and she swallowed. She had to say something, but she was terrified to say the wrong thing.
‘I don’t know. Honestly. I’m all over the place. I’m confused. Yes, Ruby was with us. But I haven’t seen her. Is she in the hospital too?’ She hoped her voice and innocent look were convincing.
The detective looked at her then glanced at his DC, a tall, lean woman in a trouser suit with her hair scraped back, giving her a strong look.
‘No, Cissy. Ruby is not in the hospital,’ he said. ‘Only you and Bella were found at the crash scene. Did you not know that?’
Cissy shook her head, tightened her lips.
‘I just don’t know. I feel like things are a blur. I can’t really remember.’
The DI took his hands out of his pockets and folded his arms. He stood for a long moment for effect as though he was building up to something. Then he took a step closer to the bed.
‘Cissy, listen to me. You need to understand that there is a police investigation now into the crash, and the scene, and the death of the driver. But there is more to it than that, and it’s important that you are completely honest with us.’
Cissy nodded and swallowed a ball of dryness in her mouth, but didn’t answer.
‘You see, Cissy, we have forensics officers all over the car and, well, it wasn’t just a crash. It wasn’t just a trip to see the sunset, was it?’
‘What?’
‘We’ve taken the car apart, and the doors and under the boot was full of blocks of cocaine.’
‘What?’ Cissy’s shock was genuine. ‘What do you mean? Cocaine in the car? But how? It was a fancy car to Manchester.’
‘Well, it was a bit more than that.’
‘I don’t know anything about this. Honest to God. I . . . I’m shocked.’
‘And the thing is, where you girls were lying nearby somehow when the car turned over, things spilled out of it, and there were also wads of cash and some more packets of cocaine.’ He paused. ‘What do you think of that? Are you shocked at that too?’ Then he took a step and paced the room and went on. ‘Oh, and there were two bodies beside the car. Two males, dead, from gunshot wounds. You shocked at that as well?’
‘What?’ Cissy blurted. ‘Christ almighty! Dead bodies? Of course I’m bloody shocked! Cocaine? Wads of cash? I don’t know what you’re on about. I don’t know anything about this. There was a car following us, and I think for some reason the driver was trying to get away from him and that’s when he crashed. It all happened so quickly. But I didn’t see any men. Or drugs. Or money. This is unreal.’ Her voice was creeping up an octave with every sentence in genuine shock.
He sucked in a breath and shook his head as though bored, as though he’d heard all this shit before too many times from thugs and scallies from here to London in a long career fighting crime. They all said, Honest, guv, I haven’t a clue. And women, in his long experience, were just as big liars as the men.
‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Supposing you don’t know anything about it then, Cissy. Let’s just suppose you were on a jolly with the girls and suddenly someone is out to kill you. Can you think of any reason why that would be?’
Cissy tried desperately not to blush. She shook her head, but said nothing.
The cops stood in silence for a few moments and Cissy was panicking in case they would ask her any more, terrified that she might just throw in the towel and confess to everything about Terence. Finally, the DI spoke.
‘Okay. Well, the thing is, this investigation is now a major case. Murder, drugs and a missing person. So I need you, and I will need your friend Bella when we speak to her in the next few minutes, to tell us what you know. You are with the police now. If you know more about this and the drugs, or the killings, you’d be best to come clean. Because the bottom line, Cissy, is that right now, you are at the scene of a crash surrounded by drugs and two dead bodies. So you might want to think about what you want to say, because you could be facing some very hefty charges. You could end up in jail.’
‘Jail? For what? I . . . we haven’t done anything. Look at me.’ She held her arm and pointed to her head and the bandage on her leg. ‘Do you think I’m a bloody drug dealer, a gangster? Don’t you think I’d be more clever than this? We were in a crash. We don’t know. End of story. Please believe me.’
The DI gave her a weary look and pulled his lips back, nodding.
‘Okay. We’ll leave you to rest up for a bit, and we’ll be back. An officer will be in to take your statement in a few minutes, chapter and verse. I’d advise you to tell them everything. Every single bit of everything. You understand?’
Cissy just looked at him then away. This must be a nightmare, she thought, and she’d wake up any minute and she’d be in a posh hotel in Manchester ready to get up, have breakfast and hit the shops. But a grim reality beginning to sink in: she was already thinking of charges, of courts, of jail.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Bella was still groggy and lay watching the nurse move around the room, checking the machines and filling a jug of water.
‘You all right, Bella?’ the nurse said, giving her a sympathetic look. ‘How’s the pain?’
Bella nodded.
‘Sore,’ Bella said, indicating her shoulder.
‘Yes, it will be for a while. You’re lucky you didn’t break your shoulder, though, so it will heal in time. Apart from that and some heavy bruising, you’re doing well really.’
It didn’t feel that way to Bella, who felt a sense of doom, given where she was right now.
‘The police are coming in to have a chat with you about the accident. Are you fit enough to talk to them?’
Bella nodded. It wasn’t as though she had a choice. She would tell them the truth – that she had no idea what happened. And she didn’t. There was a knock at the door.
‘That’ll be them now,’ the nurse said, going across and opening the door.
A tall, middle-aged, dark-haired man entered. His florid complexion telling of a life of too many late nights boozing. The other was a young woman, smartly dressed, her hair in a high ponytail.
‘How are you, Bella?’ The big cop sounded cheery.
‘I’ve been better,’ Bella said, trying and failing to pull herself up.
The nurse went across, put another pillow at her back and pulled her up a little before leaving the room.
‘We need to ask some questions, Bella. About the crash. You’re okay with that?’
‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘but I can’t really tell you anything other than what I remember. Like the car rolling over out of control and suddenly we were upside down. In a river or something. That’s all I know.’
‘Have you any idea who might have caused this crash?’
Bella made a ‘don’t know’ face.
‘Well, I know there was a car behind us at one point that kept jolting and bumping us, so something was definitely going on.’
‘Would you have any idea why?’ he asked.
‘No, of course not. It was a girls’ trip away, that’s all. We were going to Manchester for the shops.’
‘You know about the drugs?’
The detective’s stark question confused her.
‘What drugs?’
The detective took a step closer and fixed her with his stare.
‘The drugs, Bella. They were in the car – in the walls of the doors and the glove compartment, and in a concealed area of the boot. And also, where you were found, they were scattered around the grass verge.’
Bella’s head had been spinning from the first mention of drugs. What the hell was he talking about? There were no drugs in the limo – there couldn’t have been.
‘I don’t know what you mean. I didn’t see any drugs in the car. I don’t understand.’
The officer let out a sigh.
‘Yes, cocaine. And cash.’
‘I don’t know anything about that. Are you sure?’
The officer almost smiled and glanced at the young woman detective, who rolled her eyes.
‘Er . . . yes. We’re sure. Forensics are all over it.’ He paused. ‘And Bella, two men were shot and killed by the side of the limo. Face down in the stream.’
‘What?! You’re kidding? What men? I don’t have a clue about anything you’re talking about.’
‘Okay. And the other lady who was on the trip – Ruby? What happened to her?’
Bella could feel her stomach tighten. She had to get this right. She concentrated.
‘I don’t know. She was in the car. And then I was in an ambulance. I don’t know what happened to Ruby.’ She looked pleading. ‘Please tell me she’s not dead.’
He gave her a long look.
‘No, she’s not dead. Well, not that we know of. But she wasn’t at the crash scene when the ambulance arrived. You and Bella were barely conscious. So unless these men decided to shoot each other, then maybe it was your friend Ruby who shot them. Then she did a runner.’
Bella screwed up her face.
‘That’s ridiculous. Ruby wouldn’t shoot anyone. Look, what’s going on here?’
‘What’s going on, Bella, is that I have a feeling in my water that you are not telling the truth right now, so that leaves you in the very dodgy position of being at a crash scene surrounded by drugs and two dead bodies. With a missing mate.’
‘This is nonsense. I haven’t a clue what’s going on. I don’t know what happened to Ruby. That’s the truth. Drugs and dead bodies? It’s like something out of a movie, and I’m definitely not in it.’
He was quiet for a while and she watched him pace the room, then turn to face her.
‘You live in Spain, don’t you? Costa del Sol?’
‘Yes, I do. That’s not a crime, is it?’
‘No. Have you contacted anyone to tell them about the crash?’
‘No. I’ve been just lying here in a mess, not knowing what to do next.’
‘We made a couple of enquiries, Bella, out in Spain. Your man out there, your boyfriend or whatever – Billy Dalton. Is that right?’
‘Yes. He’s my husband. What’s that got to do with anything?’
‘You know who he is, don’t you?’ His eyebrows went up for emphasis.
‘Of course. I live with him. He has businesses out there. Has done for years.’
‘Yes, I know that too. We have eyes over there, and Billy Dalton is well up on our radar.’
Bella gave him a look and she really didn’t want to say anything more at all or she might get herself tied up in knots. Her only thought was for Cissy and how she was – and Ruby. Where the hell was Ruby? It must have been her who shot these guys. It couldn’t have been anyone else. She had a million questions she could ask the cops but she knew better than to open her mouth.
The cop put his hands in his trouser pockets and turned to go.
‘We’ll be back to have another talk tonight, or in the morning.’
‘When am I getting out of here?’ Bella asked. ‘I want to go home.’
‘That’s up to the doctors. But you might not be going home for a while. We’ve got a murder and drugs inquiry on the go here and you and your mates are at the centre of it. One of you is missing. So don’t be booking any flights anywhere.’
He gave her a stern look then turned to his sidekick and they left.
Bella lay back on the pillow and breathed a sigh of relief. For now. But she sensed trouble was just beginning. The nurse returned and Bella asked if she could have her mobile phone. The nurse said it would be in her belongings at the receiving room when they brought her in but she would go to look for it. She returned a few minutes later with Bella’s phone and handed it to her. She pushed the power button and it lit up, but there was only ten per cent battery in it. Bella quickly scrolled for Ruby’s number and pushed. It rang and rang, but no answer. She typed out a text: Ruby, are you all right? Where are you? Cops been here. Then she deleted it before sending. If police were investigating, they’d take her phone and check her recent activity. It was fine to phone Ruby because they’d have to accept that she was worried about her mate, but that was it.
She looked to see any incoming calls or messages. None. It was nearly twenty-four hours since the crash, so by now if it had been on the news, and she was sure it must have been, then Billy would know about it. Why hadn’t he phoned? It had to be because he knew all about it, he knew it was a set-up to get rid of her and Cissy and Ruby. She thought about phoning him, but decided not to. The realisation hit her that Billy, the man she supported, and yes, actually loved – well, to an extent – had been part of this. How could he do that to her? And what about the drugs? How the hell would she be able to explain the drugs and dead bodies at the crash scene? She was trapped, sinking by the moment, and this could only end one way. She bit the inside of her jaw and waited for the inevitable visit from the police to arrest her. And as she closed her eyes, she pictured her son that day when she secretly watched him coming out of school and crossing the playground, laughing with his mates. He had no idea she was there, but she was longing to see him, to hold him and to tell him she was sorry, as he came out of the school gate and into the waiting car of his grandparents. If anything happened to her because of this crash, how could she ever convince anyone that she was worthy of having her son back?



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Ruby sat at the big farmhouse table, hypnotised by the log fire crackling and flickering in the hearth. She turned up the cuffs of the green woollen sweater the woman had given her, once she’d followed her into the house and told her to have a shower and get out of her soaking clothes. Ruby had done what she was told and the woman had left the sweater and socks and a pair of baggy jeans on the single bed when she came out of the bathroom. The warm water on her freezing skin had felt like heaven, but on her face it had stung like a bitch, and she winced as she washed and cleaned the wounds. The woman hadn’t told her anything about herself as she moved around the kitchen and silently stirred a pot of something that filled the place with a delicious aroma. Ruby was starving, and had been so cold and terrified that she’d forgotten how hungry she was. The woman picked up the bowl in front of Ruby and took it to the pot and she watched as she put two or three ladles into it, then set it down and, went into the oven and brought out a tray of roast potatoes and vegetables. Ruby waited until she sat down, then Ellie glanced at her.
‘Get that down you then. You’ll feel better,’ she said, unemotional.
‘I feel better already,’ Ruby said, and running her hand down the arm of her sweater, added, ‘Thanks for the warm clothes as well. Honestly. I so appreciate it. My name is Ruby, by the way.’
Ellie half nodded and spooned potatoes and veg onto her plate. She pushed the dish across to Ruby, who helped herself. Ruby took a bite of tender beef.
‘Jesus! This is such amazing food.’
She glanced at her, acknowledging her approval.
‘My mam made this for us growing up. Comfort food.’
Ruby didn’t know how to make conversation or even if she was expected to. This woman had taken her in and saved her from whoever might be after her. But she hadn’t asked any questions and she didn’t know if she wanted to know anything other than what she’d told her when she was looking down the barrel of the shotgun. After a moment she poured both of them tumblers of milk from the fridge and they ate quietly, both a little awkward in the silence, but Ruby was glad to be here, grateful to be alive. Her thoughts were of Cissy and Bella, and she knew by now they would be in a hospital and in safe hands. They would be facing questions over the dead bodies, though she was glad she managed to take the bag of drugs and money, so at least they wouldn’t be implicated in any of that. The cops had nothing on them, no evidence.
Ruby thought of Tommy. She’d checked her mobile but the last call was from him the night before, telling them about the car and that it was no more than they deserved. It had to be him. She couldn’t even phone him, but the fact that he hadn’t phoned her made it all the more convincing that he was behind it. She had to work out where she would go from here. Eventually, the woman broke the silence.
‘So,’ she said, stabbing a roast potato with her fork. ‘Are you going to tell me what happened? It was on the news. The crash and the two men shot. That’s all the police said. They didn’t say any more. Only that two women were injured. I suppose that’s your mates. But they didn’t mention you.’
Ruby listened and took the information in. The cops wouldn’t want to show all their cards straight away, but they would already have been to the hotel to establish who the guests were, their names and credit card details, and by now they would know they had travelled from Spain, and would be gathering intelligence on exactly who they were out on the Costa del Sol, who they lived with, what business they were involved in. If Tommy had organised this – and she was certain he had – then he wouldn’t have just phoned any random car company to pick them up at the hotel. He would have confided in a mate in this neck of the woods to set up the whole thing, including whoever was behind them in the car to try and steal the drugs, she presumed. Tommy’s own hands would never get dirty.
‘They’ll be looking for me, I suppose,’ Ruby said. ‘But they’ll have a lot on their plate with the two men killed.’
There was silence for a couple of beats, then she asked, ‘Was that you? Did you really do that?’
Ruby looked at her for a long moment then answered.
‘They were both pointing guns at Cissy and Bella. They must have been sent to kill the three of us. I had no choice.’
The woman didn’t answer, took in what she was saying and eventually spoke.
‘You must live in that kind of world then.’
Ruby said nothing. That kind of world. And yet this woman had taken her in and shown her compassion. The best thing she could do was to be grateful and get out of here as soon as possible, so that she would be far enough away from here if the cops came calling.
Ruby half nodded.
‘It’s hard to explain. But I want to thank you for what you’ve done for me and I promise I’ll be gone as soon as possible.’
‘What are you going to do? Catch a bus?’ She gave Ruby a half-sarcastic look.
‘I don’t know, I’ll figure it out. I need a car.’
‘You can’t take mine. It’s an old banger and it wouldn’t get you far. And I need it here.’
‘I need to think of some way of getting a car. Is there any place not too far, in the next town or something, somewhere that sells second-hand cars? For cash?’
‘Yeah. I can have a look. We’ll see. You might as well stay here tonight. We’ll figure something out in the morning.’
After a silence, Ruby asked, ‘You live here on your own? Do you farm the land?’
‘No. Not much. I have a few cows and some chickens and stuff like that. My husband was the farmer. He passed away eighteen months ago.’
‘Oh. I’m sorry for your loss.’ She didn’t know what else to say.
‘He got sick. He seemed to be getting over it then he got pneumonia and it turned out he had a tumour in his lung. It was very quick.’
She looked at Ruby, then down at her bowl and across at the fire. In the silence Ruby saw the tiredness in her eyes.
‘I can’t imagine how awful that must have been.’
‘I have a little boy, James. He’s only four. It’s tough. Luckily, he doesn’t really understand, I just told him his dad is in heaven. But it’s been hard. He’s over at my parents’ for a couple of nights. They adore him.’
Ruby’s instinct was to help this woman in any way she could, financially or whatever, but she didn’t want to broach the subject for fear of offending her, so she said nothing. After eating, the woman collected their plates and made a pot of tea and they sat by the fire, Ruby’s eyes getting heavier.
‘If you need a couple of days, you can stay here,’ she said. ‘I can go into town tomorrow and see if there is a car you could get. Do you want me to do that?’
‘Would that be okay? I have the cash to buy a car. I don’t want to drag you into anything.’
‘You wouldn’t be. I don’t mind helping you. I believe you. Maybe I shouldn’t. Maybe you are a drug-dealing gangster and a killer, but you don’t seem like it to me. I know what it feels like to be scared and in a bad place. If I can help, I will. And then that’s it. You go away and I never hear from you again.’
Ruby nodded.
‘I promise. I’ll be out of here and away as soon as I can. Thanks.’
It had taken Ruby a while to fall asleep, between the pain in her ankle and the cuts and scratches on her face. But the painkillers eventually kicked in and she’d fallen into a deep sleep. It was the voices that woke her, and for a few seconds before she opened her eyes, she couldn’t figure out where she was. Then she took in the surroundings of the small bedroom, the chair with her clothes draped on it and the little window opposite her bed where daylight was trying to break through the grey sky. She concentrated; the voices seemed to be coming from downstairs. She listened hard, and could hear what she thought was Ellie’s voice. She sounded defensive, as if trying to calm someone down. But the male voice was angry, harder.
‘You’ve had enough fucking time, bitch. There’s another grand added onto your bill if you can’t make the payment. So that’s two and a half thousand you owe me now.’ The male voice was emphatic.
‘Christ’s sake, Jimba! I only borrowed five hundred. I said I’d pay you back.’
It was definitely Ellie’s voice, stressed and pleading.
Ruby crept out of bed and pulled on trousers and a jumper. She didn’t want to move across the room in case the noise would be heard downstairs. She listened, barely breathing.
‘Yeah.’ The man sounded dismissive. ‘But you haven’t paid me back, have you? If everyone I loaned money to kept making excuses for not paying, I’d be out a fortune – so enough of your shit.’
‘I’m sorry, Jimba.’ Ellie’s voice was barely audible.
Everything went quiet for a moment and Ruby stood still, her heart thumping, wondering what was going to happen next, if he was going to beat her up. Then she heard him speak again.
‘So, you know what you’ve got to do, you little slut, don’t you?’
There was silence. Then he spoke again.
‘On your knees then.’
The sound of scuffling came from the kitchen.
‘Stop, you’re hurting me, Jimba.’
‘On your knees, I said.’
Then it was quiet again. It didn’t take much imagination for Ruby to picture what sordid little scene was going on, and she knew to stay out of it. This was none of her business. She knew nothing about this woman other than that she’d helped her when she was in trouble. But now she was in trouble and Ruby had to stand back and let it happen. This wasn’t right in anybody’s books. The woman was clearly being forced to do something against her will. Whoever this bastard was down there, whether he was working for some other parasite up the chain, or working for himself, he was extorting money out of this poor woman, and it took every fibre of Ruby’s being not to storm downstairs and beat the shit out of him. She stood motionless, as she could hear his groans and gasps, then one final grunt and it was over. Then finally, he spoke.
‘You’ve got two more days and I’ll be back. And you won’t get away with a fucking blow job next time. You got that?’
She heard footsteps and then a door slamming. Ruby peeped out of the window and saw the dark blue Ford Focus starting up, then it roared out of the yard and down the track. She didn’t know what to do or what to say when she went downstairs. She sat on the bed for a while, took out the bag of money and looked inside it for the first time. She could see there was at least a hundred grand in there – probably more. Whoever owned it was not getting it back and they would be looking for it. And the cocaine. She was sitting on a timebomb and she had to get out of here with it. This woman was in enough trouble as it was. Ruby felt disgusted and violated that she had even heard what she’d heard, so she could only imagine the humiliation for Ellie.
Eventually, she ventured downstairs, and Ellie was in front of the fire, raking over the glowing embers and coaxing it to life.
‘Morning,’ Ruby said, hoping her voice didn’t betray what she felt.
Ellie glanced over her shoulder briefly, but their eyes didn’t meet.
‘All right? Did you sleep?’
‘Yeah, not bad, thanks. It’s comfortable up there. Was in a bit of pain, though. But I’m okay now.’
‘I’ve got the kettle on for some coffee, or tea if you want.’
She continued with the fire until the flames began to flicker and she put some kindling on it. Then she stood up, and went across to the cooker area without actually looking at Ruby. She knows I know, Ruby thought. But Ruby had no words for this, so she said nothing. She sat down at the table as Ellie opened the wall cupboard and reached in and brought out two mugs. Then she took a loaf from the bread bin and put a couple of slices in the toaster. Finally, she turned around to face Ruby, and Ruby could see her eyes were red from crying, and there was the beginning of a swelling in her eye. Ruby said nothing but watched as Ellie swallowed hard and brushed the back of her fingers over the bruise.
‘I’m sorry for what just happened to you, Ellie.’
Ruby said it before she could stop herself, and Ellie glared at her, swallowing hard as she fought back tears. She nodded.
‘I’m sorry you had to hear it,’ Ellie said.
The kettle boiled and she turned away, spooning instant coffee into the mugs, calling over her shoulder.
‘Sugar? Milk?’
‘Just milk, please,’ Ruby said.
Ellie picked up both mugs and set them down on the table. Then the toaster popped and she took the toast out and buttered it. Ruby watched the butter melt into their toast and Ellie stayed with her back to her for a long moment. Then she sat down. Nobody spoke until eventually, Ruby broke the silence.
‘He’s a loan shark, yeah?’ Ruby asked quietly.
Ellie tightened her lips and gave a slight nod. ‘Things just piled up on the farm since David died. I thought I could manage but I can’t. But it’s all I’ve got. For me and my boy. I have to make it work. I will make it work. I just need some more time.’
‘How did you get in tow with a scumbag like him?’
Ellie shook her head.
‘Just somebody I heard about through other people. You know, things get around. Money lenders, they’re everywhere these days. I was told this mob were different, that you could get a loan, and as long as you made some kind of payment it wasn’t the way you heard about with other guys, with the interest tripling if you’re late with your payments. But that’s not how it turned out. This guy’s been threatening to torch the place. With me and my son in it.’ She stopped, trying to compose herself. But she couldn’t, and she covered her face with her hands. ‘What he made me do just now . . . I’m so ashamed. I hate him. He’s made me do that before. I can’t pay him this week, and now it’s going to be worse the next time.’
‘Needs fucking shooting, that one does,’ Ruby said.
Ellie almost smiled in her despair.
‘I’ve thought about it,’ she said. ‘But then what? Jail for life and my boy in a home.’
Ruby sighed. It had been a very long time since Ruby had moved in the kind of circles where loan sharks battered down your door. But she’d been there. She’d seen it first hand, and seeing it now, hearing what she’d just heard, brought all the misery back. She’d been helpless as a little girl when she had witnessed this kind of brutality. But she was not helpless now.
‘Do you know who he works for?’
‘Some bigger guy in the town. There’s always some bigger guy, isn’t there?’
‘But he’s a nobody, this guy who was just here,’ Ruby said. ‘He’s just an enforcer, collecting money, making his own rules. Nobody would even miss him if anything happened to him. The guys who run him would put it down to collateral damage – assume he’s been pissing off the wrong people. That’s how it happens.’
‘How do you know?’ Ellie asked, studying Ruby’s face.
‘I just know,’ Ruby said.
She took a bite of toast and they both sat in the silence of the farmhouse kitchen with the fire building up and warming the room, giving it a cosy atmosphere. But given what had just happened, in reality that was far from the truth.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
It had been two days since the crash, and Cissy and Bella were still in hospital but were on their feet and able to walk the few yards to the day room. Cissy was still nursing a gash on her forehead and limping quite badly, and Bella had been fitted with a cast on her wrist, which they’d told her was a hairline fracture. She was also having checks on her ribs as they ached when she took a breath. The doctors had told them they were lucky, but from where they were sitting, in the faux-leather easy chairs in the day room with not a penny between them, Bella thought they were far from lucky.
‘We need to get the hell out of here,’ Bella said, turning to Cissy, who was staring at daytime TV but not actually watching it. ‘We should have been discharged by now because there’s nothing seriously wrong with us. I think the police have asked the hospital not to rush us out. But I want us gone, before that big cop comes back round, asking more questions.’
‘And go where?’ Cissy asked, taking her eyes off the screen. ‘We’ve no money. That cop said all our belongings that were in the car are with them now while the investigation goes on. So, what do we do without a credit card?’
Bella sighed.
‘I don’t know, but we have to think of something. The clothes we had on are in our bedside cupboards. I saw mine this morning. So I suggest we get dressed and get out of here smartish when things quieten down for the night.’
Cissy hesitated a moment then agreed.
‘Yeah, you’re right. But without any money, I don’t know where we can go.’
‘I found nearly fifty quid in notes in the pocket of my jacket when I was going through my stuff,’ Bella said. ‘That’ll get us into Manchester. I’ve got a mate there who I think will help.’
‘What mate?’ Cissy asked.
‘Just a woman who used to go to the same AA meetings I went to. We used to get a cup of tea afterwards and talk about the shit we got ourselves into with the drink. She’s a real diamond.’
‘When did you see her last? Is she still sober?’
‘About two years ago. Yeah, she was sober then.’
‘Where does she live?’
‘Outside the city. She was on her own then, but I’m pretty sure she would help us if she could.’ She paused, and grimaced. ‘Her number’s in my mobile, though.’
Cissy puffed.
‘So we just pitch up at her door, skint and homeless? How do you think that will go down?’ Cissy asked, frustrated.
Bella took a moment to answer, then spread out her hands.
‘Well, all we can do is ask. We don’t have much of an option.’
Cissy pushed out a sigh.
The door to the day room opened and the ward sister, a forty-something woman with a round face and kind eyes, gave them an apologetic look. Bella and Cissy turned to see the big detective and his female sidekick arrive behind her. The ward sister backed towards the door.
‘The detective inspector wants to talk to you, ladies.’ She turned to glance at the DI. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’ She disappeared and the door clicked shut.
Bella glared at the officers.
‘What, no flowers, Inspector? Oh, you left them with the nurses . . .’ Bella said, deadpan.
The officer shook his head.
‘No,’ he said. ‘No flowers.’
The female officer’s face showed nothing. Nobody spoke for a few seconds, then the DI took a breath.
‘Okay, I can make this a bit easier for you,’ he said. ‘Or we can do it the hard way.’
Bella felt her stomach tighten. She glanced at Cissy.
‘So far – as I told you – we have two dead men, and ripped batches of cocaine sprinkled around the crash scene like baking soda. You’re in here and your mate Ruby is missing. It looks like she might be dead; some clothing was found at the edge of the river.’ He stopped for effect, looking at both of them. ‘The river was fast-flowing, so she might have tried to cross and didn’t make it, and is tangled up in the weeds face down somewhere downstream. That’s the theory anyway at the moment in the absence of a body. But if she’s on the run, we’ll find her. Mark my words.’ He paused and swallowed.
‘So that just leaves us with you two in the middle of what is a murder scene with a pile of drugs. So, before we go any further, it is in your interest to tell us what went down the other night.’ He paced the room confidently. ‘Our snitches have told us that some scumbags who run the show around here were planning to rob the car on its way to a delivery, and that it had been a set-up, so you were either a part of this or you weren’t. I’m prepared to give you the chance to save your own skin by telling us everything you know. That is, who set this up and why, as well as what your part was in it all. If you do that, then you might get away with a lesser charge and less jail time for helping police.’
Bella could feel her mouth go dry and a flush rising up her neck.
‘What? What the hell do you mean, lesser charges and less jail time? We haven’t fucking done anything! We were in a car crash. That’s all we know, Inspector. Christ! You must know that.’
‘No, I don’t. All I know is you’re in the middle of all this. We’re looking at conspiracy to murder and drug dealing at the very least.’
‘No way! This is ridiculous.’ Cissy’s voice was high and scratchy with a tremor.
The officer didn’t answer, he just looked from one to the other. Then eventually, he spoke.
‘You have to think about what you’re saying here,’ he said. ‘I’m telling you how it is. Either you start talking or face the consequences.’
‘We can’t tell you anything because we know nothing. Christ almighty!’ Bella said.
He stood for a long moment then let out a sigh. He nodded.
‘Okay, have it your way. But you’re going to regret this. I’m giving you the chance to save your skin here.’
‘We haven’t done anything. I’ve told you a dozen times.’
He stood for a moment, then turned to his officer and they both left.
‘Holy fuck!’ Bella said. ‘We’re going to go down for this, Cissy. Those bastards are going to charge us.’
‘Jesus, Bella,’ Cissy said. ‘I’m scared.’
Bella glared at her.
‘Well, you need to stop being scared right now. Because this fucker will be back here by the morning and we’ll get charged. So, we need to get out of here pronto. Soon as it quietens down after dinner, and lights out, we get the hell out. You need to get your head around that, because we have no option.’
Cissy nodded in agreement, but Bella could see the terror in her eyes.
Bella checked her watch. It was almost one in the morning, and the ward was deadly quiet. The lights were dimmed, and the curtains were drawn in the rooms along the corridor. The only sound was the odd snore and the coughs of other patients. Somewhere on the vast ward a patient’s buzzer alarm was going off and a few seconds later she could hear the soft footsteps that must be one of the night shift nurses on their way down the corridor. She stepped out of bed, now fully clothed, and crept out to Cissy’s room next door. To her surprise, Cissy was standing, ready, barely breathing, her clothes caked with mud and her shoes filthy from the crash. Her tired eyes looked haunted.
‘Now,’ Bella whispered. ‘We need to go. I saw the nurse away down the far end. There’ll be nobody on the desk. Let’s go. Quickly.’
Cissy nodded but said nothing.
‘You okay, Cissy?’
She nodded again. ‘I’m okay.’
Bella jerked her head and they crept out of Cissy’s room and limped as fast as they could along the corridor and out of the swing doors, then down in the lift and along another corridor, following the exit signs. In the still of the night there wasn’t a sound, and only the odd person was coming into the building, presumably to be at a dying loved one’s bedside. They were nearly there. Along the corridor and through the revolving door they crept, then out of the building and into the drizzle.
‘Shit,’ Cissy said. ‘What now?’
‘There’s a taxi rank up there.’ Bella pointed to the end of the car park. ‘Let’s go.’
But just as they stepped onto the footpath, a sharp voice sent a chill through them.
‘Not so fast.’
Bella felt dizzy with shock as she turned to see the DI.
‘Where do you think you’re going?’ he said, his face like flint.
Bella was too shocked to answer.
The DI nodded to his partner. She stepped forward and clicked handcuffs on both of them.
‘Bella Malone, you are under arrest on suspicion of conspiracy to murder, and possession of cocaine with intent to supply. Cissy Callaghan, you are under arrest on suspicion of conspiracy to murder, and possession of cocaine with intent to supply. Anything you say will be taken down and may be used in evidence against you.’
Bella’s legs felt like jelly and she could feel Cissy shaking and whimpering beside her.
They said nothing as they were led away, and the officers took them to separate cars. The last thing they saw was the lights of the hospital behind them as the cars sped onto the main road and into the night.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
In the morning Bella and Cissy were led into court in handcuffs, and they sat staring ahead in shock as the clerk of the court read out the charges. The duty lawyer who had been appointed to them had told them to say nothing, that he would plead not guilty for them and ask for bail, but it was unlikely the judge would grant it. He was right. The judge glared at them both, contempt written all over his craggy face – he had seen it all before.
‘Bail denied,’ he said curtly.
Bella reached her cuffed wrists across to Cissy and they held hands.
‘It’s going to be okay, Cissy,’ Bella whispered. ‘They’ll find out soon we had nothing to do with it.’
‘I can’t go to jail, Bella,’ Cissy said, perplexed.
Bella squeezed her hand.
‘If we have to, we’ll do it together. Don’t worry.’
‘All rise!’ the clerk said, and the police officers on either side of the women nudged them to stand up.
Bella felt sick with nerves as the judge got up from the bench and stepped down, disappearing through a doorway held open for him by a police officer.
‘Let’s go, ladies.’ The female officer nudged them to follow the officer in front.
‘Where are we going?’ Cissy asked, her voice shaky.
‘Your holidays,’ the officer said. ‘Now move.’
Cissy glanced at Bella, who gave her a reassuring look as she turned and followed the officer.
Downstairs in the cells, noisy with other prisoners shouting and fighting, the lawyer approached the women with a resigned expression.
‘I’m sorry, ladies, but I wasn’t expecting bail to be granted,’ he told them. ‘These are very serious charges.’
‘But it was a set-up. We told you. Why doesn’t anyone know that or even try to investigate it? We’ve done nothing wrong.’
He nodded consolingly. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘And I will fight to get you out of here, you can be assured of that. But it’s going to take time until the trial. It might be a couple of months at least.’
‘Jesus,’ Bella said. ‘And we’ll be locked up till then?’
‘I’m afraid so.’ He looked from one to the other. ‘I’ll come and speak to you once you’re settled in. They’re taking you to HM Prison New Hall, in Wakefield. It’s not the worst.’ He sounded apologetic. ‘But I know how you must be feeling. You’ll be there until the trial.’ He paused. ‘Unless you feel you are in a position at any stage to change your plea.’
‘What?’ Bella said. ‘And plead guilty to murder and drugs charges? You’ve to be fucking joking.’
The lawyer put his hands up in defence.
‘I know how that sounds, but I’m thinking I might be able to negotiate with the CPS – the Crown Prosecution Service – who’ll be building up the case for trial. I might be able to get the conspiracy to murder charge thrown out, so it would just be the drugs charges. I mean, there was cocaine all over the scene and in the walls of the car. It’s going to be difficult to get a jury to buy that you’re innocent if we go to trial.’ He took a breath. ‘Just think about it. That’s all I’m saying.’
Bella and Cissy exchanged glances. Was this really where they were right now? They had been on a girlie spa weekend in the Lake District, and now this guy was telling them to think about pleading guilty to cocaine charges. What the actual fuck?!
‘And how long would we be in jail if we pleaded guilty to the lesser charge – like the drugs?’ Bella asked, not quite believing what she was saying.
The lawyer shrugged and made a sympathetic face.
‘It’s hard to say. But you’d possibly get three years, maybe more.’
Bella looked at Cissy, whose mouth had dropped open.
‘Three years in jail? For something we didn’t do? Fuck me! And you’re supposed to be on our side?’
He sighed.
‘I’m giving you the reality, Bella. If you go to trial and they manage to build up a case that the jury buys, you could get eight to ten years in prison. But if you plead guilty to a lesser charge, you’ll only serve half of the sentence and could be eligible for parole and out in less than two or maybe three years at the most.’
‘Two years, three years?’ Cissy whispered, shaking her head. ‘For nothing.’
The lawyer glanced at his watch as two police officers came over to them.
‘Ladies, I have to go up to court now to appear for another client, but I’ll be in touch. These officers will escort you to the van.’ He pulled his lips tight. ‘I’m really sorry for what’s happening to you, but think about what I said. I’ll be in touch.’ And with that, he was gone.
The officers stepped forward and took each woman by the arm, gesturing at them to move forward. They left the basement and a door opened to a yard outside. There was a black prison van waiting, and two guards got out. Bella glanced quickly at the bus windows, and could see around half a dozen women staring at them with blank expressions.
The guards climbed in, one beside the driver on the front seat and the other in the back to watch over the women. Then the van pulled away slowly as security guards at the exit waved them on. Away from the court they headed along the main road to wherever they were going. The lawyer had told them the name of the prison, but it wouldn’t have mattered what he said because all Bella heard were his words, Plead guilty and you might get less than two or maybe three years. Jesus wept!
The high green fences that bordered the vast area of low-lying buildings were the first thing they noticed about HM Prison New Hall. They were marched out of the van and into the reception area. One girl turned to give the guards the finger.
‘Fuck you, mate,’ she shouted after them. ‘You’ll not hold me here long.’
Bella and Cissy didn’t make eye contact as they walked beside her.
‘You two look like it’s your first time here,’ she said. ‘Is it?’
‘That’s right,’ Bella said and looked away.
The girl glanced at Cissy then at Bella.
‘Your mate looks like she’s shitting herself.’
‘She’s fine,’ Bella said, glaring at her.
The girl gave her a long look, half smiling.
‘Aye, well, all right,’ she said. ‘I’m in and out of here like a fucking yo-yo. I keep escaping. They call me Houdini.’
‘Congratulations,’ Bella said. ‘I see they’ve captured you again then.’
The girl smiled again. ‘Not for long, though. They’ll try to watch me, but I know all the moves.’
‘What’s it like?’ Cissy asked and Bella rolled her eyes.
‘What’s it like?’ The girl chuckled. ‘Well, there’s no room service, if that’s what you’re used to. And you get to shower with all the other women, so keep your hand on your fanny if you don’t want anyone to touch you up. Get my drift? It can get lonely in here.’
Bella blinked and nodded. Cissy looked desperate.
‘It’s all right, though. The grub’s not too bad and some of the staff are sound, but lots of them are pure arseholes so watch what you say. And keep away from the gangs, if you know what I mean. They all stick together and the last time I was here there was somebody getting a bleaching twice a week. Fuckers! They’ll not touch me, though. I’ll gouge their eyes out.’
‘Right, come on, Fran, keep moving there. Stop frightening the new guests,’ a guard said.
Fran smirked at the guard, then turned to the women.
‘What you here for?’
‘On remand,’ Bella said. ‘Drugs charges and conspiracy to murder. But we didn’t do anything, so we might not be here long.’
Fran grinned.
‘Aye. That’s what they all say.’
They were led into a processing area, medically examined and given clothes – dark green sweatshirts, matching tracksuit bottoms and a pair of trainers. Then they were led to a long corridor, where all the cell doors opened onto a landing. They stopped at a cell in the middle of the block and were guided inside.
They stood there, Bella gazing at the bunk beds. Cissy was sniffing the place, then she looked up at the bars on the window. There was another single bed. Bella touched the thin mattress.
‘Jesus. Are we supposed to sleep on that?’
The door opened and an older woman with dyed black hair and grey roots came in, and glared at them.
‘Well, it’s done me for the past five years, so you’ll manage,’ she said.
Bella glanced at Cissy, who looked from her to the woman.
‘I’m Brenda. You’re my new roomies.’
The women stood silent, not knowing what to say, then Bella nodded.
‘Bella and Cissy.’
‘What you in for?’
‘On remand, drugs and conspiracy to murder.’
Brenda gave a low whistle.
‘Christ! Serious enough,’ she said, almost sounding impressed. ‘I ran a perfectly safe and respectable brothel for years until some bastard grassed me up. I had some decent clients too. Top class. Mind you, they all disappeared into the woodwork when I got done. I’ll be out in a couple of years – maybe less.’
‘Is it bad in here?’
‘It’s not a holiday camp, but it’s not the worst. Just watch what you say and who you hang around with.’
They didn’t answer. A bell rang.
‘That’s lunch, girls. Come on, I’ll take you to the restaurant – it’s very classy.’ She grinned.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
‘So, what the fuck happened, Digby? What the actual fuck?!’
Tommy was pacing up and down the terrace of his villa, pressing the phone so hard to his ear it hurt. He’d been awake most of the night since Billy Dalton called to give him the wire that something had gone tits up with the coke delivery. The women weren’t dead, as they’d arranged. And worse than that, Ruby was fucking missing. So was the cocaine and the money.
‘Somebody must have talked, Tommy,’ Digby said. ‘It happens.’
‘Not from my fucking end it doesn’t,’ Tommy snapped. ‘Only three people knew about the job. Me and Billy over here, and you over there.’
‘Ah, Tommy, now, just calm the fuck down,’ Digby said. ‘Surely you don’t think for a minute any of my lads talked?’
‘No,’ Tommy said quickly.
This was not the time to have a showdown with Digby, because he wasn’t in a strong enough position to make a stance. The fucking Russian would be breathing down his neck any time soon. It had been a test by the Russian, and Tommy knew it, to see if he was big enough and able enough to come in with his mob and onto a fortune. And Tommy had failed. Because instead of doing what Vlad had asked of him, he’d decided to include getting rid of Ruby, Bella and Cissy at the same time as revenge for Terence’s murder, and he had brought Digby in to do it and get the women executed at the scene. And it had blown up. Now he’d be facing the wrath of the Russian, asking how it had gone so wrong, and he couldn’t tell him the truth. It wasn’t his fault anyway. If Ruby and her mates hadn’t got rid of Terence, this mess would never have happened in the first place.
Tommy, along with Digby, had planned to make it look like a hijacking, so he could tell the Russian that that was what had happened, but he had managed to recover everything, which would have made him look even more valuable to Vlad and his mob. He would paint himself as a big player not just in Spain but in the UK and Ireland too. It would have been straightforward. But by bringing an execution into it, he’d taken on too much, and really, he had nobody to blame but himself. Of course, he could stick some of the blame on Billy too, because the plot was hatched between the two of them. But Billy always agreed with any plans Tommy had, because he was too thick to think for himself. No, this was down to him. He had never messed up like this in his life, or he would never have got this high up on the heap.
‘You there, Tommy?’ Digby said.
‘Yeah. I’m thinking, Digby,’ Tommy replied. ‘It’s a right fucking mess.’
‘It is. And two of my boys got wasted into the bargain. I’m having to listen to two weeping fucking widows asking me what happened. Plus, I’ll need to pay them compensation for losing their men.’
Tommy ran his hand through his hair, feeling the sweat on the back of his neck from the midday sun. He went inside and to the kitchen, pouring himself a glass of iced water from the fridge.
‘Them two birds, Bella and Cissy,’ Digby said. ‘Word on the ground is they’re banged up for murder and drugs. They might be spilling their guts to the bizzies on all of us right now.’
Tommy let that sink in. Then he thought of Ruby. Where the fuck was she? If she was dead, then fuck her. She’d betrayed him and she deserved it. But if she wasn’t dead, then she was all the more dangerous.
‘And your woman, Ruby. She’s nowhere to be found.’
‘I know,’ Tommy said.
‘It must have been her who shot the lads. I mean, who else could it have been?’
‘But how did it happen, Digby? How could it have gone so wrong?’ Tommy asked.
‘Well, our job was to hijack the delivery as we agreed and take the lot – that was your instruction. And bump off the birds. But maybe someone else was in on it. The car was run off the road. So maybe someone else got wind that there was a load in there and was going to chance their arm. I just don’t know.’
Tommy tried to get his head around it, but all he could see in his mind was the carnage of a crash scene, and Ruby shooting Digby’s men dead. He knew she was capable of that. She hadn’t told him much of her past life before they’d hooked up, but he knew she was involved in getting rid of some nasty people. He had no argument with that. But betraying him by murdering his lifelong friend was unforgivable. And if she was out there, he would hunt her down.
‘Digby, I need some time to think this through. I’ll make it up to you for the loss of your boys. Don’t worry about that. But listen, I want you to keep your ear to the ground in case Ruby is out there somewhere. I mean, if she did a runner, then she can’t have got too far. And the cops will be looking for her. So, anything you hear, mate, give me a shout.’
‘Sure, I will.’ He paused for a second. ‘And look, man, I’m sorry for the way it turned out for you. I mean, with Terence. He was a crazy fuck, but I liked him. And Ruby. She seemed all right, she did. But that’s women for you. Can’t fucking trust them.’
Bathed in the late afternoon sun, Puerto Banus, with its glitzy yachts nestling side by side, was a glimpse into how the other half lived. But there was the dark side on every corner, tables where deals were struck by well-dressed gangsters who had long since left behind the mean streets where they grew up, fighting their way to the top.
Tommy Mallon observed the scene as he sat sipping a cold beer, his gut churning with dread ahead of the meet with the Russian gangster who had set the wheels in motion for the mess he was in now. He checked his gold and diamond-studded Rolex as he glanced across at his two minders sat three tables away, sipping coffees, deep in conversation. You wouldn’t know by looking at them that they were armed to the teeth beneath their baggy shirts, or that they were in constant touch through earpieces with the other two bodyguards that Tommy had brought along to sit at the edge of the car park in case they were needed. Not that he expected trouble in broad daylight in a place like this, but you never knew. He’d been summoned, because there was no other way to describe it, by the big Russian mobster once the news had filtered back to him that the mission he’d asked Tommy to carry out for him had failed. Now he had to explain why. Vlad had been on his yacht somewhere in the Med when word had got to him that he’d lost his haul of cocaine, and it had been a couple of days before he was back in the harbour. He phoned Tommy and told him he wanted to see him straight away.
Tommy’s eyes were everywhere because he knew Vlad wouldn’t be here on his own when he emerged from whatever yacht he owned. As he looked into the shimmering sunlight, he saw a tall figure coming down one of the aisles, flanked by two burly men, and Tommy sat upright in his chair in readiness. As Vlad got closer, he could see him more clearly, with his golden tan and dressed in a white shirt and dark blue trousers, shades on. When he got to the table, he looked down at Tommy through his mirrored shades, but for a moment he didn’t speak. Tommy wondered if he was waiting for him to get to his feet, but Fuck that, he thought and remained seated. Vlad turned to his men and motioned to them to sit somewhere and they did so a few tables away after glancing around the place. Vlad clicked his fingers to summon a waiter as he sat down. The young boy was across in a flash and took an order of espresso and a vodka with ice, plus another beer for Tommy. When the waiter left, Vlad sat forward and pulled off his glasses, fixing Tommy with his steel-blue eyes. Tommy waited until he spoke.
‘So,’ Vlad said. ‘This is not good news, is it?’
It wasn’t a question. Tommy removed his glasses and held Vlad’s gaze.
‘No, Vlad,’ he said flatly. ‘I’m afraid it’s not. It’s been a difficult week.’
Vlad raised his eyebrows in feigned surprise.
‘For both of us,’ he said. ‘But I have lost several million euros.’
Tommy waited a long moment before he answered. He had given this a lot of thought, and he knew he was at the mercy of this big fucker, so he had to say something to save his skin. He spread his hands.
‘Sometimes things happen, Vlad,’ he began. ‘You’ll know that yourself. It doesn’t always go to plan, and well, this time it didn’t.’ He paused, sniffed. ‘But I will make it up to you.’
Vlad didn’t answer, running a hand over his clean-shaven chin and half shrugging, then he looked at Tommy as though waiting for a suggestion. Tommy squirmed a little in his seat.
‘Look, I’ll find a way. I have shipments coming in all the time. The next one is due soon, so we can work something out.’
Vlad looked at him for a long time as the waiter put down his espresso, and he sank half of the vodka then the coffee. He sniffed.
‘Tommy, we talked about working together. I told you if we were together, you could make a lot more money than you are now. We talked about cleaning the money up, about investments in Dubai – all of these things. But now I see that you failed to do the first thing I asked of you. How am I supposed to have a partner in my business like that?’
Tommy listened and took the slapping, but he wasn’t just going to roll over. Sure, he’d fucked up, but the Costa was still very much his show. He knew how powerful these Russian pricks were, but so was he.
‘I told you, we can make it work. It was one mistake.’
‘I understand that. But we need to make a deal now. You know, with some of the businesses you have. I know about the bars and the estate agents and the construction companies. I will take some of them off your hands for the mistake that has been made here. That would help, I think. What do you say?’
Tommy couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He’d almost have laughed if it wasn’t so fucking serious.
‘You have to be joking, Vlad.’
‘I am Russian. I don’t make jokes. In fact, I hate jokes.’
‘I run a successful show here. If you think I’m about to hand some of it over to the Russians, then you are badly mistaken, Vlad. It’s not going to happen.’ Tommy paused. ‘Listen, I told you I will make up for the loss and for what happened. And I can see that now you think I’m not the material you want to be involved with. Fair enough, I’m okay with that. But as far as my businesses go, they are mine. I’ve built up a lot of respect here over the years and that’s the way it’s staying.’
They fell into silence for a long time, Vlad knocking back the remains of his vodka and looking out across the horizon. Tommy was beginning to feel he had gone too far, but there was no way he was giving anything up to this prick. Then Vlad turned to him, leaned closer and spoke softly.
‘I hear from my connections that there were women in this car that crashed.’ He shrugged. ‘Why? What were they doing in a car full of my drugs and cash? I hear they are with the police now in England. And one is missing. The beautiful Ruby – your woman. Can you tell me about that?’
Tommy felt the colour drain from his face. Vlad already knew; he probably knew everything. He had to do something.
‘It was part of a plan,’ he said. ‘I had to get rid of the women. For something they did.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I believe Ruby murdered my best friend, Terence. He has been with me all the way – he is part of everything I built here. And I found him dead. Ruby killed him. Only she would be capable of this.’
Vlad listened impassively and then an expression of admiration crossed his face.
‘This Ruby, she is a very strong woman. I could see that in her when I met her. She’s very impressive. Even more so when you tell me this.’
‘She killed my friend, so she will never be forgiven for that. I have to find her.’
‘Maybe I can help you find her.’
‘I don’t need any help.’
‘I think you do,’ Vlad said. ‘And I don’t think you have much choice.’



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Ruby paid three grand in cash to the owner of the ramshackle garage if he agreed to let her drive the car away immediately, without asking any questions or looking for credentials. She could see him now in her rear-view mirror, standing among the broken-down cars scattered around what passed for the forecourt. He waved cheerily. This was his lucky day. Ellie had driven her a few miles past a couple of nearby small towns, as Ruby didn’t want to go to any garages close to where the crash happened in case people were looking for her.
She’d been holed up in the farmhouse for the past four days and nights while her wounds healed, and she began to feel almost normal. Ellie had saved her life, but tomorrow she was picking up her little boy from her parents’ home, as they’d returned from holiday, and she didn’t want anyone in the house when she brought him back. Ruby totally understood, and she needed to get away and work out what to do next. In one of the towns, she’d given Ellie money to go into a phone shop and buy her two burner phones with SIM cards, as she hadn’t dared switch on her own mobile in case Tommy could trace her. He was never far from her mind. She knew him so well and could picture him back in Spain, raging and reeling that his revenge plot had fallen on its arse. And whoever he did the deal with to load up the car with cocaine would be giving him plenty of grief that it was all gone.
She hoped he’d lost a fortune. Fuck him. She wasn’t finished with Tommy Mallon yet, she vowed to herself. Not by a long shot. Cissy and Bella, from what she’d seen on the local television report, had been arrested and were being held on suspicion of murder and drugs charges. That alone broke Ruby’s heart, but she was completely powerless to help them. She was missing, and she had to keep it that way. One day, when this was over, she would find Cissy and Bella and they would understand. She would make them realise that she hadn’t abandoned them. She would make it up to them, and the three of them would be a team. But right now, that was looking like being well down the line. She had a long way to go, and she had to find a way to disappear but still keep tabs on everything.
Ruby drove in behind Ellie’s car as they went off the country road and up the farm track to her house. She put the car she’d just bought at the back of the house so it wouldn’t be seen, as Ellie had suggested. Ruby sensed there was an edginess about Ellie since this morning, and she felt there was something wrong. When she got into the house, Ellie was already sorting the Chinese takeaway food she’d bought while they were out, and placing it in the oven to keep warm. She gestured Ruby towards the shopping bags on the couch.
‘There’s your gear, Ruby,’ Ellie said. ‘Your new wardrobe. Not sure if it’s what you’d have bought for yourself, but I just bought what would get you by for a few days until you get settled somewhere. It’s just a couple of pairs of jeans, boots and some jumpers and stuff. A jacket too. And a little rucksack.’ She smiled. ‘I quite enjoyed that actually – going on a shopping spree, even if it wasn’t for me. I hardly ever shop these days, except for my James.’
Ruby smiled and went across to the bags.
‘I’m very grateful. I’m sure they’ll all be fine.’
Ruby had felt a little guilty handing Ellie a couple of hundred quid for clothes when she knew the woman had so little herself.
‘Tell you what, Ellie,’ Ruby said, picking up the bags. ‘I want to talk to you in a bit about, well, about investing in your farm.’
Ellie looked up, stunned.
‘What?’
Ruby knew it would come as a shock, but she had to find a way to repay this woman for her kindness without offending her.
‘Don’t worry. It doesn’t mean I’d have a stake in your farm, Ellie.’ Ruby put her hands up. ‘It’s a . . . well, you could call it a loan if you want.’
‘I don’t want no charity,’ Ellie said, squaring her shoulders.
‘I know that,’ Ruby said. ‘That’s why I’m making it a loan. And when you’re minted with all the plans you have to make your farm grow and produce the things you told me about, then you can pay me back. But, of course, there’s no rush.’ She paused. ‘I’m well fixed. There’s no shortage of money. I have a few bank accounts in various places, so I’m not short of a bob or two. I can give you a cash loan – a decent one – then you can move on with your work and your dreams and be set up here with your little boy.’ Ruby paused. ‘And pay that bastard loan shark off once and for all.’
Ellie looked down at the floor for a long moment and Ruby hoped she wasn’t going to blow up, offended by her offer. But when she did look up, her eyes were filled with tears. She swallowed.
‘Why would you do that for me?’
‘Why?’ Ruby said, surprised. ‘Because you saved my life. If I hadn’t come stumbling into your barn in the dark, I’d have collapsed somewhere and would be dead from hypothermia, or murdered, or in jail by now. Whatever. If you hadn’t have taken me in, things wouldn’t have ended well for me.’ She paused. ‘Honestly, I’ll always be grateful. And the way to look at this is simple from your point of view. I have money I can give you to help. You have the ideas and a plan to make good things happen on your farm. So that’s it. No worries. Just make sure you don’t make huge deposits into the bank at once.’
‘What if someone finds out?’
‘How will they find out?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Well, if anyone ever asks, you can say you were left money by an old relative who lives abroad. It’s nobody’s business.’
‘When will you want paying back?’
Ruby grinned.
‘When you’re a millionaire.’ She picked up the shopping bags and turned towards the stairs. ‘Now, I should go and pack up my new gear so I can be off early doors tomorrow.’
In the morning, Ruby was packed and ready to go as she and Ellie ate at the kitchen table. She could see Ellie looked less tense and the most relaxed she’d been since she arrived.
‘So how much do you owe to the loan shark?’ Ruby asked. ‘Sorry for asking, Ellie, but you can just get him paid off today.’
Ellie looked at her, then at the backs of her hands.
‘I only borrowed a grand but he said it will be two and a half now. I think he’s coming today. This morning, maybe.’
Ruby listened, sipping her coffee, then placed the mug on the table. She picked up the holdall at her side and zipped it open. She’d already counted the money which was in bundles of thousands. She fished out three bundles and lay them on the table.
‘Okay,’ she said. ‘That’s three grand. Give him two and a half and tell him that’s all you have, that you had to borrow it from a relative last night. Tell him it’s over now.’
‘What if he says that’s not enough?’
‘It will be enough.’
‘How do you know?’
‘Because I will be in the back room listening to him. I won’t go before he comes.’ Ruby paused and pushed back the sleeves of her jumper. ‘I’ll make sure he knows not to come back.’
Ellie looked alarmed.
‘You . . . you’re not going to bump him off, are you?’ Her eyebrows went up.
‘No,’ Ruby said. ‘But by the time he leaves, he’ll know not to come back.’
Ellie didn’t answer. They sat for a long moment in the silence of the room, the rain rattling the windows and the wind howling.
Ruby then went into the bag again.
‘So,’ she said. ‘There’s a fortune in here, Ellie. But I have to hang on to a few quid until I can feel safe enough to go into a bank and get some money.’ She glanced at the bag. ‘But how about I leave you with fifty grand or so? Will that get some things fixed up for your plans?’
Ellie looked stunned.
‘What? Jesus! That’s loads of money. I just need to get things up and running and get some machinery fixed and then I can start producing again. Once I start that, then I can earn and it will be okay. The bank said they will back me, if they can see I’m earning. I don’t need all that money.’
Ruby dug out several bundles and piled them on the table.
‘Take it. You never know what might happen, or how much you’ll need. Just take it and stick some in the bank. The rest, keep in a safe place here.’
‘I have an actual safe here. My husband had it as a family heirloom and he kept it here. But there’s never been any money in it.’
‘Well,’ Ruby said, smiling, ‘there will be now.’
‘Jesus,’ Ellie said. ‘I . . . I don’t know what to say.’
‘Say nothing. Just get your work done and get your plans underway. And enjoy your wee boy.’
Ellie nodded, biting her bottom lip.
‘Thank you.’
Ruby was upstairs a couple of hours later when she looked out of the bedroom window and saw the car driving up the dirt track before coming to a halt. It stopped and the guy got out – the same one she saw a few days ago. She stood back from the window but close enough so she could see him approach the front door, bitching about the mud on his tanned Chelsea boots. What a prick he looked in his puffer jacket and skinny jeans. He was sniffing and touching his nose like a classic cokehead. Ruby watched him, and then heard the knock at the door. She glanced down to the bed at her revolver she’d loaded up earlier. She heard him bang on the door, then the sound of his footsteps as he walked into the room.
‘Fuckin’ state of my boots in that shithole out there. Fuckin’ mud everywhere,’ he rasped.
Ellie didn’t answer.
‘Get me a fuckin’ cloth or something,’ he spat.
She could hear a cupboard opening and shutting, and assumed Ellie was handing him a cloth.
‘What the fuck are you doing, bitch? You think I’m going to clean up the shit from your place? No. You fucking clean it.’
Ruby could feel rage rising in her chest as she listened to what must have been Ellie cleaning this bastard’s boots. Her instinct was to go down and blast him right out of the door, but she knew she couldn’t.
‘You’ve missed a bit,’ he spat again.
After a few moments there was silence, then he spoke.
‘So, bitch. You got my money? It’s two and a half now.’
She could hear him unbuckling his belt, then unzipping his jeans.
‘Stop that,’ Ellie said. ‘I have your money.’
‘What? Show me.’
Footsteps as Ellie went across the room and then the sound of a cupboard opening and shutting.
‘Here. Two and a half, like you said.’ A moment’s silence. Then she said, ‘It’s over now. No more.’
In the quiet she could hear the rustle of money being counted, then eventually, his voice.
‘Fuck me! Where did you get this? You’d better not be using somebody else.’
‘My cousin gave me it. A loan. No interest.’
Again, there was silence.
‘So, no blow job today then? Come on. For old time’s sake.’
‘No. I said no. You’ve been paid, now fuck off out of here and don’t come back.’
‘Or what?’
‘Nothing. Just go. Please go.’
After what seemed like an age, Ruby heard the door opening and closing again. She saw him from the window as he approached his car, kicking more mud off his boots.
Ruby crept downstairs, her gun in the waist of her jeans.
She ignored Ellie standing in the kitchen, then she moved quickly and was on him in a flash with his back turned, and the gun digging into his back.
‘Don’t move and don’t turn around.’
‘What the fuck?!’
‘Turn around even a fraction and I’ll blow your head off.’
‘What the fuck?! Who’s this?’
‘Your worst fucking nightmare, you fucking parasite. Now listen here, because if you don’t, it will be the last thing you ever hear. You understand? You go out of here now and never come back. If you do, I’ll find out, and I’ll hunt you down and I’ll kill you. And I’ll kill your family. All of them, one by one. You hear me, you cowardly bastard?’
‘I hear you.’ He sounded in shock, his voice tight.
‘Now keep facing the way you are and then when I say, you get into your car and fuck off. You tell nobody about this encounter because I will find you, no matter what you do. Are we clear about that? In fact, I might shoot you in the boots just to make myself clear.’ She suddenly fired off a shot, almost hitting his left boot, and he screamed.
‘No! Please! Don’t shoot. I’ll go, I’ll never come back.’
She clicked the gun finger on trigger.
‘Please,’ he pleaded again. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll never come back. I’m sorry for everything.’
‘Now, get in the car.’
Ruby backed away quickly and was inside the house and up the stairs out of sight. She watched as he kept his head down and slowly shuffled to the driver’s side and climbed into the car without glancing in the direction of the house. She watched as he switched on the engine and roared off, wheels spinning in the mud.
‘I think he shat his trousers,’ Ruby said, coming down the stairs.
‘Jesus Christ, Ruby! I thought you were going to kill him.’
‘Nah, I just wanted to ruin his shiny boots.’ She turned to Ellie. ‘He won’t hurt you any more.
They both stood watching the rain on the windows as the car slowly vanished into the distance.
Two hours later, Ruby loaded up the Volkswagen Golf with her couple of rucksacks, and also some sandwiches Ellie had made her for the journey. At the same time, Ellie was leaving the house and locking up, ready to go and pick up her son from her parents. The two of them stood in the farmyard facing each other and Ruby felt a little awkward. She didn’t know what to say. How can you thank someone who has saved your life and helped you get back on your feet? And Ellie was looking at her the same way – the stranger who’d come to her farm and left her with the means to pursue her dream.
‘I’ll never be able to thank you, Ruby,’ Ellie said. ‘I’m still trying to take these past few days in.’
Ruby nodded.
‘Yep. Me too, Ellie. Truth is, I probably wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t found me in your stable that night.’ Ruby stood for a moment, shifting on her feet. Then she stepped forward and they hugged hard and for a long time. When she eased herself away, she turned to her car and opened the door.
‘Look after yourself and your boy,’ Ruby said.
Ellie didn’t answer but swallowed and nodded.
They both got into their cars and drove down the dirt track road, Ruby turning right and Ellie turning left – both going in different directions, their paths unlikely to ever cross again.
As Ruby hit the main road that headed to Scotland, she glanced at herself in her rear-view mirror. She pressed a key on her mobile and it answered after three rings. She’d made the brief phone call last night before she left the farm, and despite all the questions, only said where she was and where she was headed.
‘Hey. It’s me,’ Ruby said softly.
‘You want back in the game?’
‘I do. Kind of.’
‘Where are you?’
‘Driving north.’
‘Good. Call me when you’re close. I flew in this morning. After your call.’
He hung up.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
It was a very long time since Ruby had last been in Glasgow, the city where she came into the world in a snowstorm, three floors up in a grimy tenement building in the East End. Of course, she knew nothing of this, and had been mesmerised as a little girl when her mother described the day she was born, and how the city was paralysed for days, gripped in the worst freeze for decades. Ruby used to shiver at the thought of it, and she would ask her mother to tell the story again and again about how she had wrapped her up in blankets and held her close, keeping her warm and alive until the crisis was over.
The story had stayed with her long after her mother had gone, long after her murder, and Ruby was alone, a ten-year-old orphan with nowhere to go. By the time her mother was buried in what she heard them call a pauper’s grave – though she didn’t understand what that was – the authorities were there to take her away from the only life she knew. Despite her mother’s lifestyle and nightly visits from strange men who smelled of alcohol, she didn’t want to leave her life. She didn’t want to go anywhere with these people in harsh blue uniforms, who carried her kicking and screaming down the tenement’s stone stairs as the neighbours stood on the landings in tears. Why couldn’t they come and rescue her and keep her in their family, with her friends? She wouldn’t eat much, she’d told her best friend Tony one afternoon, and he said he would ask his mum. But he later broke the news to her that his ma said she couldn’t afford another child on top of the five of their own. And so she began what passed for a new life in the children’s home in the city, a big former manor house where girls like her with no one were prisoners whose dreams slowly died day by day.
Ruby found herself taking a detour before she reached the city, to drive past the children’s home in the East End. She wanted to see if it was still there, because she was sure she’d read somewhere that it was being knocked down to make way for a block of luxury flats. The irony of it. She drove down the street and could see the lorries and diggers, and parts of the road closed off to cars. She got out of her car and walked down to see what was left. The building was mostly rubble now, but she could still see what looked like the long ground-floor corridor that used to be polished till shining, and some of the remnants of iron bed frames.
It looked as though the building was being torn down after being left derelict for many years. Soon, this place would be home to the upwardly mobile in the new upmarket Glasgow. She didn’t feel angry about it any more; she had left it behind, or most of it, and she had sought her retribution for the men who physically abused her and Cissy. When Cissy had arrived at the home, Ruby became her best friend and protector until the day they escaped. The only thing that moved her right now amid the noise of the machinery was thinking of Cissy, and how desperate she would feel in prison. She prayed that Bella would be strong enough for both of them. Their time would come. But first she had to set to work. She pushed the call key on her mobile.
‘I’m here.’
‘Where?’
‘My old home – the children’s home, that is. They’ve torn it down.’
‘I heard. You okay?’
‘Yeah. But some memories are coming back all right.’
‘Yep, I’m sure. I’ll come and meet you there. We’ll go for something to eat.’
‘Thanks.’
Later, they sat at a secluded table in the Blythswood Hotel up at the square, more famous over the years as a red-light district where the city’s women wrecked by alcohol or drugs would be on the street for business at any time of the day or night. Now it was a five-star hotel for the top drawer, and from its foyer to its restaurants and bars it whispered of luxury and affluence, even if not everyone in the place had earned their money legally. Not that Ruby could judge, she thought. Because here she was on the run and sitting next to Leo McCafferty, a man of mystery, who carried out his life of crime under the radar. He wouldn’t have called it a life of crime, though. He had told Ruby from the very beginning, when he offered her the chance to work for him, that what they did – the people they removed – were eliminated for a very good reason, whether the job was ordered by the shadowy forces in the security services, or by gangsters in the underworld.
The waiter poured red wine into their glasses.
‘Here’s to us, Ruby,’ Leo said, holding up his glass. ‘And to Glasgow, where it all began.’
Ruby clinked her glass to his.
‘And to survival,’ he said. ‘We’ve come a long way. You especially.’
‘I know,’ Ruby said, sipping from her glass and enjoying the taste of the wine.
He shook his head, looking straight at her.
‘That was some shitshow in the Lake District,’ he said.
Ruby shook her head.
‘You have no fucking idea, Leo. It all happened so quickly.’ She sighed and put her glass down. ‘Poor Bella and Cissy. Bloody Christ! I couldn’t do anything for them. I feel terrible about it. But I had to get away. It was the only way to save them.’ She ran a hand through her hair. ‘Then to find that they’re facing trial for the drugs that were scattered around. In all the chaos of that night I didn’t see the rest of the coke in the car, or I’d have picked it up. And they might even be facing charges for the two stiffs I left on the ground. Shit. I have to do something about it, I need to help get them out.’
Leo raised his eyebrows.
‘But you can’t, Ruby. You have to remain missing.’ He paused. ‘They’ll get out. Eventually. It’s not as if you can hand yourself in, is it?’ He leaned in, lowering his voice. ‘Anyway, word on the grapevine in the Costa is that Tommy has everyone looking for you, trying to dig you out. And I heard that big Digby has his boys searching for you down south too. You need to lie low for as long as it takes.’
‘They’ll pay for this, Tommy and Billy, and whoever set us up. Digby too. I’ll ruin the lot of them.’
‘Good. You need to keep a cool head, though. I’ve been looking at a way we can get to them. We just have to be patient.’
They ate for a few moments in silence, then Ruby ventured, ‘What do you mean, you’ve been looking at a way to get to them?’
He waved a hand.
‘Nothing as crude as bumping them off. But we’ll take everything they have.’
‘How?’
‘We’ll get to their money. There are ways.’
‘I don’t think so. Tommy and his crew have everything stashed and hidden in accounts all over the place, and it’s all laundered through the businesses he has. Everyone does it. That’s why he’s still on the go big time.’
‘Not quite,’ he said. ‘I hear some Russians have taken over his restaurant and two of his bars in Marbella.’
‘What? Seriously?’
‘Yep.’
‘How did that happen? Tommy would never agree to that.’
A smile played on his lips. ‘Something to do with a shipment to Newcastle that didn’t get delivered. He lost a fortune of the Russian’s money.’
Ruby’s mouth dropped open.
‘Fuck! That was the Russian’s load in the car? And the money?’
He nodded, smiling. ‘You like that?’
‘Oh Christ! He was actually doing a drop for the Russian, and he included us in it to be bumped off? What a complete bastard. And a stupid one at that. He deserves all he gets.’
‘I wouldn’t worry about him. It’s not as if he’s skint. He’s still with the Russians, even though they’re mad at him.’
‘That will be his downfall.’
‘It will be all of their downfalls. And we’ll make sure of it.’
‘But how, Leo?’ Ruby asked. ‘I can’t go back in there and be a part of anything Tommy and his crew are doing.’
He leaned forward.
‘Look, you know about his money and his business, don’t you?’ He waited for an answer but none came. ‘And you know about his shipments, how they come and stuff and how they’re paid for?’
‘Well, to some extent,’ Ruby said. ‘But I was never involved in anything like that. He would never discuss that side of the business with me – he’d just say that he had stuff coming in or going out. It was just him, Billy and Terence, and the few trusted guys they had around them. They were all very tight.’
Leo nodded slowly.
‘You know how he cleaned his money?’
She shrugged.
‘All I know is he bought restaurants, bars and stuff. The estate agents were all cleaning money as far as I know.’
‘But there’s a different way these days. All the big shots do it.’
‘What is it?’
‘It’s a way to buy goods – an ancient way of buying, used in the Middle East. It’s a system where you don’t actually hand the money over to the person you’re buying the goods from – like, if you’re buying a load of coke, you don’t actually give it to the dealer in, say, Columbia or Amsterdam. You take the money to a secret broker, say, in the UK. He gives you a code to prove that the money has been received, and then that code is sent by the broker to the dealer who you are buying the coke from – say, in Columbia. Once he’s received the code, he then releases the cocaine and it’s shipped to you as normal.
‘Sometimes the dealer who you’re buying from will receive the cash through an account, or it could be in properties, say, in Dubai, which he can then sell on. Therefore, the money is laundered and he receives clean money. It’s called Hawala.’
‘What?’
‘Hawala. They’ve been using it for centuries in eastern countries as a way of doing trade.’
‘But how do you know your money will arrive safely with someone if it’s not transferred into a bank or through property?’
‘Well, you don’t. It’s all based on trust.’
‘Trust? With gangsters who would steal the eyes out of your head?’
He smiled.
‘Yes. But even very powerful gangsters have to trust each other to keep the wheels of the drug trade turning.’
They sat for a moment, Ruby trying to get her head around it all. Then she asked, ‘So how could we get on board with that?’
‘I’m looking into it.’ He paused. ‘I have an in with a broker I trust. He tells me that Tommy Mallon is using Hawala a lot nowadays. He’s working with the Russians and that’s how they deal, so he will be doing that.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Yes. I just need to get more details of where his boys take the money to – the brokers. They’re everywhere.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes. And the broker gets a cut from every transaction.’
‘And then what do we do when we know who they are and where they take the money to?’
‘The broker will work with us for a good whack of what we can take from each transaction.’
‘Take it how?’
‘We steal it.’
‘Oh,’ Ruby said.
Leo smiled as Ruby rolled her eyes.
‘We will be at the centre of it. If we know where the money is and when the Hawala transaction is taking place with the hard cash being handed in to the broker, in Glasgow or anywhere, we can be on it. The mob wouldn’t know who’s behind it. They’re just happy to parted from their dirty money, and their drugs arrive on time.’
‘Why have the cops not been onto this?’
‘They are. But they’ve just not figured it out enough to make any big arrests.’
‘It sounds very complicated. And dangerous. What if someone found out we’d siphoned off their money?’
‘They’ll never find out.’
She found herself smiling.
‘Yeah, sure. What could possibly go wrong?’



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
The first night in the cell was the worst. The thought of being locked up in the dark was freaking Cissy out, and Bella could feel her panic building up throughout the day. In the mid-afternoon all prisoners were locked up for an hour – something to do with staff shortages – and Cissy paced the floor, constantly going to stand at the door, counting the minutes, and at one point kicking the door repeatedly. Bella glanced at Brenda, who shook her head. Suddenly a loud banging came from the outside.
‘What the hell’s going on in there?’ a voice of authority shouted.
‘It’s me, Cissy! I want out of here! I can’t be locked up!’ Cissy shouted back, banging her fist on the door.
‘Well, you should have thought about that before you did anything stupid. Now sit on your arse till it’s time to get out or you’ll be in trouble.’
Cissy turned to Bella, a perplexed look in her eyes. Bella got up from the bed and went across to her. She put her arm around her shoulder and eased her away from the door.
‘Cissy, darling, listen to me,’ she said. ‘You’re going to be fine. You’ll get used to it – you have to. Just take some deep breaths and try to calm down.’ She walked Cissy the few steps to a plastic chair and sat her down.
Cissy fought back tears and nodded, biting her lip.
‘I don’t like it, Bella. It scares me.’
Bella stroked her hand.
‘It won’t scare you, Cissy. You can’t let it. You can deal with this. You’re strong.’
Cissy tightened her lips but said nothing.
When the door eventually clicked open, they emerged along with the other prisoners filing along the corridor. Bella sensed them sniggering behind her back but she didn’t turn around. Then suddenly Cissy stumbled and fell to the floor, as the women laughed and walk past. Bella and Brenda dropped down to help her up.
‘You all right, Cissy?’ Bella asked.
‘Yeah. Someone behind me clipped my heel and I tripped.’
‘Hey!’ Bella couldn’t stop herself from shouting to the women who had just walked past, and were grinning. ‘Whoever did this, it’s not fucking funny. Grow the fuck up.’
Everyone stopped in their tracks and turned around. A thick-set woman with cropped hair and beefy cheeks glared at Bella. Then she took a step towards her.
‘Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?’
Bella stood her ground. It was too late to back down now, but she didn’t know what she was going to do next. She stuck out her chin, defiant.
‘I’m saying whoever did this’ – she glanced at all three of the women standing in front of her – ‘had better stay the fuck out of my way. You want to be a bully, then bully me.’
The squat woman folded her arms and sneered.
‘Oh, tough bastard, are you?’ she said, glancing at her mates.
‘We just want to get on with our time here. We’re not looking for trouble, but if it comes, then I can deal with it.’ Bella could feel her hands shaking.
‘Now, now, ladies,’ Brenda stepped forward. ‘Everyone just take a breath, for Christ’s sake.’ She looked at the fat woman. ‘We’re all in the same boat here, and nobody’s looking for trouble, so can we just calm down and try to get on with each other, because nobody’s going anywhere? You get my drift?’
Everyone stood for a long moment, then some of the women began to move away. The squat woman glared again at Bella then turned and followed the others. Brenda held Bella’s arm for a moment until they were well behind the women.
‘Just take it easy, Bella,’ she said. ‘You really don’t want to pick a fight with that bird. She’s banged up for knifing a police officer in the throat during a pub brawl. She’s doing five years. She’s nuts.’
Bella nodded and they walked down the metal stairs and out to the communal area, where they sat watching other prisoners arguing among themselves and tried to ignore the raw banter about grown women being scared of getting locked up.
Later, as the clock slowly ticked towards eight in the evening, the prisoners were told to go to their rooms and bed down for the night. Cissy put on a brave face at first when they went in and they took turns on the toilet, brushing their teeth and changing into the prison pyjamas.
‘You all right?’ Bella asked as Cissy sat on the bottom bunk.
‘Yeah,’ Cissy said unconvincingly. ‘You?’
Bella wiped the toothpaste from her mouth with the hand towel and ran her fingers across her face.
‘Well,’ she said, ‘I could do with a decent moisturiser, not to mention a large gin and tonic.’
Cissy half smiled. ‘I’d love a hot bath, you know, with scented candles and tons of bubbles,’ she said, enjoying the fantasy.
‘Yeah,’ Brenda, said, brushing her hair and pulling on her pyjama bottoms. ‘Wouldn’t it be nice to lie in bed and plan a nice day out tomorrow? Perhaps we could go for a drive in the country or down the coast?’ She inhaled. ‘I can nearly smell the sea air. Can you?’
Bella sniffed. ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘I can smell it. Where will we go?’
Bella knew what Brenda was trying to do – she was distracting Cissy from the fact the lights were about to be switched off.
‘What do you say, Cissy?’ Brenda asked. ‘Where do you want to go?’
Cissy was quiet for a moment and Bella wondered if she would even engage in the harmless nonsense.
‘I’d love to go down to the beach in Ayr. It’s where I went to as a wee girl with my ma and da. Before . . . well, before they died. We would go for the day and spend all our time on the beach, and then go for a fish tea and a walk to see the sun going down. They were happy days. I wish I could go back . . .’ Her voice trailed off.
Suddenly they were plunged into darkness and Bella couldn’t even see her hand in front of her face. But she knew her eyes would adjust. They could hear the shouts from neighbouring cells of ‘fuck you!’ and ‘put the lights on!’. Then she heard the sound of footsteps outside and the prison officers banging on the doors of the women who were yelling abuse and obscenities at them.
‘You okay, Cissy?’ Bella said from the top bunk. She eased herself up on her elbow, and her eyes adjusted so she could see Brenda lying on the single bed, her hands behind her head and her eyes open. Cissy didn’t answer. Bella hoped she’d fallen asleep. It had been a long, traumatic day.
They stayed in the silence for a long time and Bella could feel her eyes growing heavy. But every time she felt like she was drifting off, she saw the image of her son in the school playground that afternoon when she was secretly watching him, yearning to feel the warmth of his cheek against hers. But now, with everything that had happened, any chance of that seemed further and further away. She swallowed hard. Tears stung the corners of her eyes and then began to trickle down her cheeks. She held her breath so nobody would hear her sniffing. Then she must have dropped off, because she was awakened by Cissy’s whimpering and groaning.
‘Help!’ she cried out. ‘Please. Let me out. Please. I’ll not do it again. I promise. Please. It’s cold in here.’
Bella opened her eyes and sat up quickly on the bed. She glanced across but Brenda was fast asleep.
‘Cissy,’ she whispered. ‘Shh, darlin’. You’re just having a bad dream.’
‘Let me out. Please. I promise,’ Cissy wailed.
Bella threw the duvet back and climbed down the ladder. In the darkness she could see Cissy curled up in a ball, weeping and trembling.
‘It’s okay, Cissy,’ she said, lying beside her. ‘You’re going to be okay. I promise. It’s just a dream. I’m here.’
‘You won’t leave me?’ Cissy whimpered.
‘No,’ Bella said. ‘Never.’
She could see Cissy’s eyes wide open and the fear in them. She snuggled up close to her and stroked her hair.
‘You’ll be all right, Cissy,’ she said. ‘We’ll get out of here, and we’ll be fine.’
She lay beside Cissy until she heard her breathing slow down and her sobs subside. We have to get through this, Bella told herself as she listened to Brenda’s gentle snores.
In the morning, they woke to the sounds of people moving around in the corridors, voices, and the clunk of each door being electronically opened. Brenda sat up on her bed and sniffed, scratching her head, then she stopped as she noticed Bella and Cissy beginning to wake up in the same bed.
‘You a couple?’ Brenda asked, yawning.
‘No,’ Bella said, sitting up, shooting an amused glance at Brenda. ‘We’ve been friends for years. Cissy is a bit overwhelmed by it all – by everything that’s happened. She was upset last night. She’s got a phobia about being locked in and she hates the dark – it’s a throwback to childhood trauma in the orphanage.’ She paused, grimacing. ‘She had a hard time as a little girl.’
Brenda shook her head.
‘That’s a shame,’ Brenda said. ‘You need to look after her in here. I’ll help you. You’re on remand, ain’t you?’
‘Yeah,’ Bella said. ‘We didn’t do anything. We were set up. Our lawyer suggested yesterday we should think about pleading guilty, instead of going to trial, because if we lost, we could get years in jail.’
Brenda nodded. ‘Yeah. It might be something to think about. I pled guilty. I could have gone all the way, and dragged a lot of powerful people into the trial, but my lawyer felt it was too risky. So, I pled to lesser charges. It worked for me.’
‘What about your business?’
Brenda shook her head. ‘The bad guys moved in on it as soon as I was gone. They’ll be having trafficked girls and all sorts of shit in there now. It wasn’t like that when I ran it. It was a respectable joint – well, kind of.’ Brenda stood up and picked up a towel from the top of her bedside cabinet. ‘Come on. Get yourselves moving, girls. We’ve got to go for a shower then breakfast.’ She slipped her feet into sandals.
Bella got up and pulled on her sweatshirt, glancing down at Cissy, who was dragging herself out of bed, her eyes puffy.
‘You all right, Cis?’
Cissy nodded.
‘You were crying last night. You must’ve been having bad dreams. But you fell asleep eventually once I cuddled into you. That’s the first night over, love. We’ll soon get used to it in here. I promise.’
‘Don’t have much option, do we?’ Cissy said, pulling on her trainers.
‘No,’ Bella said.
‘Let’s go,’ Brenda said, pulling the door open, then she spoke over her shoulder. ‘By the way, it’s communal showers in here, so in and out as quick as you can. If you hang around for long, someone might think you’re looking for company.’
Bella glanced at Cissy, and they both smiled.
‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.’
In the canteen, Brenda showed them the set-up, and they collected their trays and waited in line.
‘The grub’s not too bad,’ she said, looking at the various trays of eggs, sausages, bacon and beans, and breakfast cereal.
Bella looked at Cissy and shrugged.
‘Yeah, all of that’ll do me,’ she said. ‘I’m starving.’
They pushed their plates over as the women serving the food lumped scrambled eggs and beans onto them, with slices of toast and bacon. Then they crossed the room which was filling up with other women, and sat at one of the bigger tables.
‘Hi, girls.’ They looked up from their plates as Fran, the girl who’d been on the bus with them from court, came bounding across with her tray. ‘Settling in? Mind if I sit?’ she said, sitting before anyone could answer.
‘All right, Brenda?’
‘Yeah. You, Fran? Didn’t expect to see you back so soon,’ Brenda said, rolling her eyes.
‘Well, it’ll not be for long, that’s for sure.’ She turned to Bella and Cissy. ‘You all right? You got jobs yet?’
‘No,’ Bella said. She didn’t need this much energy round the table at this time of the morning. ‘We’ll be told this morning.’ She looked from Brenda to Fran. ‘I don’t suppose we get a choice, do we?’
‘No,’ Brenda said. ‘I’m in the laundry. It’s not bad. The chat’s good among the girls, but it’s hard work.’
‘I wouldn’t mind some clerical kind of thing. I’m quite good on the internet,’ Cissy said.
Brenda laughed.
‘In that case they’ll not let you near a computer. They’re always watching for people making connections on the outside, you know, keeping their dealings going on while they’re inside.’
‘Really?’ Cissy said. ‘What are most people in for? Are a lot of them in for dealing drugs?’
‘Some of them,’ Brenda said. ‘But a lot of the girls in here shouldn’t be in prison in the first place. There are addicts and mental health issues all over the place. Lots of poor souls really, and they’re in and out all the time mostly because of their addictions.’
‘And a few killers,’ Fran added enthusiastically.
She nodded in the direction of a girl a few tables away.
‘You see her? She set fire to her house with her children inside, because her man was given custody. I mean, fuck’s sake!’
‘And her over there,’ she said. ‘Her with the short hair – Tanya – stabbed her girlfriend to death for having a fling with another woman. Off her head, she is. But she’s dangerous. So just keep away from her.’
‘What about you, Fran?’ Cissy asked. ‘What are you in for?’
Fran waited a moment before she answered, not making eye contact with anyone. ‘I was caught with drugs at the airport. I was coming in to Manchester Airport from Morocco.’ She paused. ‘I’d done a couple of runs before. Made good money. When I got caught, I told them that I’d met some guy who I thought was really nice – a Brit – and he asked me to drop this bag at his mother’s address when I got home. Gave me an address and everything. Said she wasn’t well and she needed this medication.’ She shrugged. ‘They didn’t believe me.’
‘It was a bit naive, Fran, though, wasn’t it?’ Brenda said, with the tone of a schoolteacher reprimanding an errant pupil.
‘Yeah, well, I needed the money. I thought it would be okay. But I’ve escaped twice now. I can’t be staying here. I’ve got ADHD.’
‘Who told you that?’ Brenda asked.
‘The shrink. He said I’ve got that and I’m also bipolar. I’m up and down all the time. I suppose he’s right. I’ve been like that all my life, maybe that’s why I’m always getting into trouble.’
‘When you due out, Fran?’ Bella asked.
‘Officially another two years,’ she said. ‘But fuck that. I’m not staying here that long.’
Nobody answered, and Bella was thinking this girl probably shouldn’t be in here. She clearly had a mental health condition and being cooped up in prison was making it worse.
They all looked up as a prison officer approached the table.
‘Right, Bella and Cissy. You okay? Enjoying your stay?’ she asked as though she meant it.
They didn’t answer.
‘Right,’ she went on. ‘Jobs. Everyone works in here, as I’m sure you know. So, you two have been assigned to the kitchen. How do you feel about that? Do you know your way around a kitchen, how to work the cookers and stuff?’
They both nodded.
‘Good. You start tomorrow. You’ll be up an hour before anyone else, so you’ll get your showers and breakfast before they all come in. Your cell door will pop open at six thirty a.m. and the cell lights will come on.’
Bella said nothing because she didn’t know what she was supposed to say. She just glanced at Cissy. The guard walked away.
‘That’s not a bad gig,’ Brenda said. ‘You’ll be able to eat as soon as the food’s cooked. It’ll be just like home – minus the croissants.’
She grinned, and for all the shit that was going on around them, Bella and Cissy smiled back.
They hadn’t noticed the shadow of the bulky figure coming across to their table until she spoke.
‘You talking about me, freakshow?’ It was Tanya. And she had a twisted, angry look on her face. It wasn’t a question, and she was glaring straight at Fran, who looked up from the mug of tea she had at her lips.
‘What’re you talking about, fatso?’
Cissy glanced at Bella, who kept her face straight.
‘You were talking about me. I saw you. Talking and looking over.’
‘I wasn’t.’
‘You fucking were.’
‘Fuck off, Tanya.’
It happened in a flash. Tanya lashed out and punched Fran full in the face, blood suddenly bubbling out of her nose.
Before anyone could stop her, Fran picked up her plate of scrambled eggs and beans and threw it in Tanya’s face. Then all hell broke loose. Face dripping with beans, Tanya threw herself on Fran, knocking her to the ground and landing on top of her. A couple of the other girls gathered, laughing at the floor show, Fran kicking and screaming and Tanya punching her face. Then the guards came and piled in, dragging Tanya back, her face smeared with food, and Fran’s smeared with blood. Fran was crying and screaming and looking like she’d lost control. Bella helped her up. But she was still screaming, eyes blazing, as the guards frogmarched her and Tanya out in opposite directions.
Bella looked at Cissy and pushed out a sigh. She knew they couldn’t survive a possible seven- or eight-year sentence if found guilty. In three years, they might be out in eighteen months. And maybe they’d still be the people they were. But a long sentence, God only knew what would happen to them.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
It was beginning to feel like their old life on the Costa del Sol had actually happened to other people, not them, Bella thought. Bella had told Cissy they just had to knuckle down and get on with it because it wasn’t forever. The initial dust-up with the girl who’d tripped Cissy up had died down, and Bella wasn’t sure if it was because she had stood up to the woman, or because Brenda had acted as some kind of go-between, trying to keep the peace between rival factions. She seemed to have gained a level of respect among the prisoners because she was one of the few older hands in the jail and was liked by everyone. Bella was glad they had become friends. As the months stretched on, Bella and Cissy had talked about the run-up to their trial and how they would cope if they were handed down a long stretch. But they’d not contacted the lawyer to look at a plea bargain.
They could hardly take in how much they’d lost. Cissy was still sobbing through the nights and Bella had to get out of bed and lie beside her, the way she used to do with her son in what now seemed like a lifetime ago. She thought of him constantly, fought back the tears every day and threw herself into her job in the kitchen.
One morning, when they’d finished the breakfast routine of helping the cooks and serving up the food, Bella was surprised to be approached by one of the guards.
‘You’ve got a visitor today, Bella,’ she said. ‘Straight after lunch. So get yourself up there in plenty of time.’
Bella looked at her in disbelief. Billy. It had to be. Christ. Had he really come all the way from the Costa to confront her? Fuck him. She would refuse to see him.
‘Don’t you want to know who it is?’ the guard asked.
Bella looked at her, inhaled, and tried to keep calm.
‘Yeah. Who is it?’
The guard looked at the clipboard she was holding, scrolled down, then spoke. ‘It’s a Mrs Carole Prentice.’
Bella’s stomach turned over. ‘Carole Prentice?’
‘Yeah. She says she’s a relative.’
Bella cleared her throat.
‘Yes, I’ll see her,’ she said.
She could feel her heart quicken. Carole Prentice. Her mother-in-law. The woman who had taken her son one afternoon when Bella was wasted, and never returned him. Carole had been awarded custody, and the courts had denied Bella any access to him because they declared she was a danger to the boy and incapable of looking after him. Bella had been told this by her lawyer at the time, but she was still so drunk that she couldn’t take it in. But she vowed to get sober, which she did after six long months of rehab and with much determination to get her son back. He was only six years old then and she knew he would be heartbroken and asking about her all the time, because he had felt a loyalty to her that she could see through the times of lucidity when she wasn’t drunk, and in the way he clung to her even when she was.
She knew she wasn’t a good mother when she was drunk. Her boy had supported her even when he’d found her passed out on the floor, and got himself dressed for school and helped in every way he could because she was his mum and he loved her.
After Johnny was murdered outside one of his own bars, Bella hadn’t been able to cope, and her life had spiralled out of control. She discovered that Johnny had been up to his neck in drug debts, and when she told his parents they’d refused to believe it and blamed her for spending his money. They cut her out of everything. She drank more and became a drug mule for gangsters to pay back the money Johnny owed. She couldn’t tell anyone. The dealers told her they owned her now and threatened to kill her son if she didn’t do what she was told. They even sent her out as a prostitute and beat her up when she didn’t turn up for the punter. Then one night when she came home, her son was gone, taken by her in-laws, who told her they had already been awarded interim custody because she was a drunk and neglected her boy. She knew she daren’t go to court or she would lose him forever, and she promised herself that one day she would come back. But her misery didn’t end there.
One night she was so drunk and depressed that she threw herself into the River Thames. She would’ve died if she hadn’t been rescued. It was after that that she met Billy Dalton. He gave her a job and a leg-up, and no matter what he was now, she would never forget him for that, and she would forgive him for any of his dalliances with other women. Bella’s goal in life was to be in a position to finally go and get her son back. He would be nearly ten now, yet she knew so little about him. She’d hired a private detective to look for him and found the school he attended, and where he lived with his grandparents. She’d once even taken a trip to the school and sat in the back of a blacked-out car and watched him coming out of school, a popular kid, joking with mates. He was beautiful, like his father. He’d got into his gran’s waiting car and was driven away, and that was the last she saw of him. It tore her up so much she almost went back on the booze, but she knew that if she did that, she would never see him again. Bella managed her grief, because that was what it was like, grieving for someone while they were still alive, and sometimes it felt it wouldn’t have been any worse if he was gone completely. She managed her misery, and would get through it, and one day . . . one day . . .
His grandmother was the wife of a wealthy gangster in Manchester. She loved Matthew and lavished him with toys and trips, and every time Carole had turned up to see him, Bella had tried desperately to stay sober that day, but Carole could always see through her. She warned her that one day she would take Matthew for good because this was no life for him, and it was no good for him to be growing up with a drunk for a mum. When she took him, she promised at first it would only be for a couple of weeks, but Carole had planned it all along, and the social workers had already been set up. Before Bella knew it, Matthew was gone. Social workers came to her house when she was drunk, and had been for three days, and all that did was confirm everything they had been told.
Now, the woman she despised most in the whole world was coming to see her in jail. Bella had been sober for four years and a lot had happened. She had moved her life on, because Carole had always refused to let her see her son. She told herself that he was used to a life without his mother. Was she coming here to see her and gloat?
Bella tried to take deep breaths and stay calm as she sat at a table in the visiting area, along with a few other women who were also waiting for visitors. She’d managed to get through the lunch service in the canteen and focus on her work, full of dread and confusion as to why Carole was coming. She was bracing herself. Because Carole Prentice was a tough bastard who pushed all her buttons and she had to be able to handle it at all costs. The sliding door opened at the top of the hall and a prison guard came in, followed by a few visitors. Bella kept her eyes fixed on each one of them as they filed in. Then at the back, there she was. The tall, slim figure of Carole Prentice strode in and stopped for a moment as she glanced around at the pale green walls and wooden tables with plastic chairs, her face twisted in a look of disgust that Bella had seen on her so often. Then her eyes rested on Bella and she stopped in her tracks, sniffed for a moment, then walked confidently towards her. Bella looked up as she stood over her, dressed in a cream woollen sweater and a camel-coloured cashmere coat, her shoulder-length hair coiffed and styled to perfection. But no matter what she did and how well she applied her make-up, the badness was still oozing out of her.
‘Well, well . . .’ She looked at Bella, her lips curling into a snarl. ‘Who’d have thought you’d end up in a shithole like this.’
Bella swallowed but didn’t answer.
‘Even I was bloody surprised, Bella,’ Carole said, almost chuckling. ‘You’ve excelled yourself on how fast you can sink to the gutter.’
She pulled back a chair and smoothed down her coat as she sat down.
‘Hello, Carole,’ Bella said, her throat tight. ‘How’s my son?’
Carole glared at her, then examined the back of her hand, with her manicured pink nails and the diamond ring that glittered under the harsh ceiling lights.
‘My grandson is thriving. No thanks to you.’
‘He’s still my son. You can never take that away from me, Carole.’
Carole met her eyes and held her gaze.
‘Yes. The son who went hungry while you were pissed most days. The son you didn’t give a shit about when you were knocking back vodka first thing in the fucking morning. That son?’
Bella felt her insides shaking. She looked down at the table then back at her. ‘You stole him, Carole. You stole him from me. But he’ll always be mine,’ she managed to say.
‘Stole him? I saved the boy’s life, I did. If he’d been left to you, Christ knows how he would have turned out. He might have ended up like you, dealing drugs and banged up in jail before he was a teenager. I saved him.’ She paused. ‘How long are you going to be in here for, eh? I must say, I knew you were a lowlife, but I didn’t expect you to be dealing drugs. You’re a fucking idiot, you are.’
‘I didn’t do anything. Nothing. We were set up.’
Her mother-in-law puffed out a half-laugh.
‘Yeah. They all say that.’
‘It’s true, Carole. On my Matthew’s life, it’s true.’
Carole stared her down, then glanced at her watch. Then she put her hand into the pocket of her coat and pulled out an envelope.
‘Well,’ she said. ‘I’m not here to listen to your lies.’ She put the paper down on the table and Bella could see it was some kind of lawyer’s letter. ‘I’m here for you to sign this.’ Carole picked it up, but put it down so quickly Bella couldn’t see what it said apart from the headed lawyer’s notepaper.
‘What is it?’
‘I’m going to officially adopt Matthew.’
The words hit Bella like a blow to the head. They echoed and rang in her ears and she felt suddenly dizzy. She thought her heart was going to explode. She tried to take a breath but it wouldn’t come. Carole looked on, her face like flint.
‘Over my fucking dead body you’ll adopt my son,’ Bella spat. ‘You can’t do that. You can’t do it unless I agree. And I’ll never agree.’
‘Look, Bella,’ Carole said, her voice suddenly sounding reasonable. ‘You know it’s for the best. For Matthew. He’s well settled now, and he loves his school and his mates. He’s got a big future ahead of him. He’s a bright boy. I mean, look at you, languishing in jail for God knows how long. If you love him, you’ll let him go.’
Bella felt her face reddening. ‘Never,’ she croaked. ‘I’ll never let him go.’ She bit back tears. ‘Carole’ – the name choked her – ‘Matthew is my son. I love him. I’ve never stopped loving him. I’ve been sober for years, my life was going well, and all that was missing was him, because you managed to convince the courts that he’s better off with you. When I was in Spain, he could have been with me going to school and having a good life.’
‘What, with that Billy Dalton as a dad? That fucker! My son would be spinning in his grave at the thought of his son living with that thug.’
‘Your son?’ Bella tried to stop from shouting. ‘Your precious son was a cruel bastard long before he died. He didn’t give a shit about Matthew.’
‘Fuck off, Bella! My Johnny was a good boy – a bit misguided and hot-headed, granted. But he was my son, and I lost him. He was murdered by bastards like Billy Dalton, the man you took up with. You think for a minute I would let my grandson into that snake pit?’
‘He’s living with you, and his grandfather,’ Bella said, indignant. ‘But your Dave is as big a gangster as any of them.’
‘We happen to be retired and comfortable. And we have a perfect place to bring up our grandson on the Epsom Downs. Unlike you, sitting here rotting in prison.’
‘We’re innocent. And we won’t be in here for long.’
‘Sign the form.’ Carole pushed it across to her. ‘Be a real mother and do what’s best for your son.’
Bella picked up the letter and tried to read through it, the words hitting her like a gut punch, words like ‘agree to adopt’ and a space for her signature at the bottom of the page. Then she held it up and tore it into several little pieces. Carole’s neck flushed with rage.
‘You little fucking bitch.’
Bella stood up, looking down on Carole, whose face was fizzing.
‘You will never keep my son.’
‘You’re wrong about that. You’ll never see him again.’
Bella glanced over at the guard who had been watching the scene unfold. She nodded to her that the visit was over.
‘Get out!’ Bella said.
Carole stood up and squared her shoulders.
‘Matthew is my grandson. He doesn’t even ask for you. He’s nearly ten years old now. The poor boy has thankfully forgotten all about you.’
Then, before Bella could answer, Carole turned on her heels and left. Bella felt her legs shaking and slumped back into the chair, her head in her hands, and sobbed like she hadn’t done for years.
Cissy was waiting for her in the community area and got to her feet when she came in. Bella knew Cissy could see she’d been crying.
‘You all right, Bella? That bad?’
Bella nodded, sniffing.
‘She wanted me to sign adoption papers for Matthew.’
‘Fucking witch.’
‘I ripped them up in front of the cow.’
‘Good for you.’
Bella composed herself. ‘Cissy,’ she said, ‘I think we should get the lawyer in and agree to a plea. I can’t risk getting seven or eight years in here.’
Cissy put her arms around her and hugged her close.
‘Yeah. Let’s do it.’



CHAPTER THIRTY
Three years later Glasgow
It hadn’t taken long for Ruby to get back into her old ways. But this time it felt different. This time it was all about revenge, and making sure that when Bella and Cissy got out of jail, they would see that she’d never abandoned them. They would understand that what she’d done was all for them and their future together.
She was working with Leo now, who, despite living in Spain, seemed to have contacts everywhere. He was able to find out everything about Tommy Mallon’s organisation, stuff that she’d never been aware of, even though she’d been Tommy’s woman for so many years. She’d always known that although she lived a lavish life with Tommy, none of it was hers, and it was him who called all the shots. She’d been bitter about this for a long time, but now that she’d had so much time to look back, she burned with rage. Nobody would ever treat her like that again. She would be her own woman from now on. She got it, that Tommy would be shattered at losing his lifelong friend in Terence, but what the vicious bastard had done to Cissy meant he’d had to go.
For two hours Ruby and Leo had been sitting in the car a couple of hundred yards from the house where they were told the men would be leaving with the money. They’d been watching and waiting for the lights to go out, and the car in the driveway to reverse out onto the street. It had been weeks in the planning, and Leo had had to grease the palms of a few associates who’d been wronged by Tommy and Terence over the years to find out the layout of the place. At first, they’d been afraid to speak and told Leo they were signing their own death warrants by even talking to him. But banished as they were from being major players, they couldn’t resist the allure of the money Leo was offering. The only worry for Leo was that they’d take the money and then inform Tommy of the plot. But they knew Leo well enough to understand that he’d hunt them down if they did that.
Ruby was a little nervous. She’d been working with Leo over the past three years, and they’d done jobs to order, even a couple of hits – one in Jersey and one in London – to bring in steady money that she could squirrel away. She’d been as cool as ever when doing the task, and this hadn’t surprised her, because the men she’d been sent to get rid of were wastes of space the world would be better off without. One of them was a coke dealer who’d risen through the ranks and had his own turf, but was now bringing in underage girls from Thailand, filling them with drugs, and disposing of the ones who didn’t make the cut. He deserved all he got. Another was a low-rent thug who had shot dead a hardworking, respected family man who ran newsagents in the East End of London. He’d shot him in cold blood during a robbery and was jailed for twelve years. But months later his conviction was quashed because of some uncovered technicality with the trial evidence. As the thug walked free from court, punching the air with defiance, he was gunned down on the steps of the court. He didn’t know the newsagent had friends in all sorts of places, and Ruby was glad to have carried out the ordered hit.
Tonight was different. Tonight was about hitting Tommy where it hurt.
Ruby had known Tommy only dealt with a handful of major dealers – big shots who had worked their way up in the gangs they were part of in Glasgow, Manchester, London and Dublin. He supplied to them and they got the money to him in various ways for payment. It was these guys he trusted enough to organise the payment for him, where it would be kept until he was ready to launder it by using the hard cash for property deals in Dubai or Spain, or if he needed a huge lump sum. He had stashes of cash in various places from Dublin to Manchester and Glasgow, and this was what tonight was about. Leo had found out where in Glasgow Tommy’s team on the ground kept his bulk cash. And tonight they were moving it to the broker to be sent to the dealer somewhere in Amsterdam, who would supply Tommy’s mob with their next big haul of cocaine.
‘How will we know they’ve actually got a load of cash in the car?’ Ruby asked.
‘Well,’ Leo said, ‘there’s only one reason to go where they’re going. And it’s not for a Turkish kebab.’ He paused. ‘We’ll find out in a few minutes if my information is correct. You ready to roll?’
‘I’m ready.’
Ruby was driving and kept a discreet distance from the Range Rover in front of them. Leo had watched through binoculars earlier as three men left the house – one of them carrying a large holdall – and climbed into the car. They followed them away from the south side of the city and on to Charing Cross, then into one of the side streets. The Range Rover then pulled up to the kerb, close to a Turkish takeaway.
‘Game on.’ Leo took out his revolver and fixed the silencer to it.
Ruby pulled her ski mask down, cocked her gun and pulled on a pair of thin black gloves, then she crept out of the car and hid behind the back wheel. She was dressed fully in black and melted into the dimly lit street. Leo had already gone out and had crossed the road, and was waiting in a doorway. Ruby heard the voice in her earpiece.
‘They’re getting ready to get out of the car,’ Leo said.
‘Okay. I’m watching,’ Ruby replied.
In the dark, Ruby couldn’t see inside the car, but the rear door opened slightly, and a big, bald guy came out and stood by the car, glancing around. The street was quiet. Ruby crept from the back of the car she’d been driving, and she could see Leo across the street moving softly, crouching behind other cars to stay hidden. Then two more men got out of the Range Rover, one carrying the bulky holdall. As they did that, Ruby was a few feet away from the minder with his back to her.
‘Nobody move,’ she said, ‘and nobody gets killed.’
There were stunned expressions from the men, as Leo appeared like a ghost from behind a car with his gun pointed at them. The big minder moved to go into his jacket and Leo fired at his feet, the silencer on the handgun making a thunking noise as it hit the ground. All three of them knew they couldn’t run. Leo went across to them and put his hand out for the bag.
To Ruby’s surprise, the guy handed it over meekly. Leo unzipped it and looked inside.
One of the guys spoke.
‘You might as well just fucking shoot us. We’re dead men now. Do you know whose money this is?’
Leo looked at him. ‘Yep. Whose money it was, you mean. It’s ours now.’ He paused. ‘Give me your car keys.’
The guy handed them over. Leo stuffed them into his pocket.
‘Now your phones.’
They handed them over too. One of them spat on the ground.
‘You’ll never get away with this,’ he said, glaring.
Leo shrugged. ‘No, I suspect we won’t. But go and get yourselves a kebab, lads. Get something to eat before you see your boss, because it might be your last supper.’
Ruby walked away, mask still on, and climbed into the car. Leo got into the driver’s seat and they raced off, the tyres screeching on the road. They drove all the way out of the city towards the suburb of Bearsden, then took the slow route back. Once they’d travelled far enough away, Ruby opened the holdall. Her eyes widened as she found bundles of one-hundred-pound notes, wrapped in elastic bands and with cellophane around each large bundle.
‘Christ, there’s a fortune in here.’
‘How much do you think?’
‘Easily a hundred grand. I’d love to be a fly on the wall when Tommy gets the call about this.’ She zipped it back up and sank into her seat as she looked out of the windscreen. ‘That’ll break his fucking heart,’ she said.
‘And it’s only the beginning,’ Leo said.
They drove towards the West End of Glasgow, and Ruby allowed herself a moment to think of tomorrow. Because tomorrow she was driving south, as it was the day Bella and Cissy were getting out of jail after serving almost three years.
Tommy was listening, but he couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing.
‘Hijacked? Are you having a fucking laugh?!’
There was a two-beat silence before Billy replied.
‘No, Tommy. I wish to fuck I was. But this is the word I’ve got from big Finbar, up in Glasgow.’
Tommy knew Billy was trying his best to keep calm, and he also knew his gut would be telling him to get to Glasgow and just start shooting everyone. That was how Billy did business.
‘When did he phone you?’ Tommy asked.
‘This morning, first thing. It happened last night.’
‘Tell me everything,’ Tommy said, pacing the terrace of his villa, pushing the phone hard to his ear.
‘Well, Finbar said three of his boys got out of the car, ready to go into the Turkish kebab place with the holdall. All the money was there – same as always. Then from nowhere some cunt had a gun on them from behind and told them not to move. Then another one was on them in a flash. Made them hand it over.’
‘Fuck me!’ Tommy said. ‘So they just buckled and handed the money over? Were there no bodies around looking out for them?’
‘Don’t know,’ he said. ‘Mustn’t have been. But Finbar said this drop was routine, no different from any others.’
‘Except we’re a hundred fucking grand down, Billy. We need to find out who the fuck did this. I need to talk to Finbar. Get him to call me.’
‘Maybe someone on the inside of Finbar’s mob got big in the mouth,’ Billy said.
‘Maybe,’ Tommy said. ‘But I want to find out. We need to squeeze every bastard along the line who might have talked.’
He hung up and stood gazing out across the horizon where the sun was already beginning to warm the morning air. Nobody just randomly comes upon a couple of lads dropping money off to a contact. That money was Tommy’s share of the four-hundred-grand payment for a shipment of coke that had already been arranged. Three others put up the same amount. So the pot was a hundred grand light and it was down to him. Nobody in London, Manchester or Amsterdam would want to hear a hard luck story about getting robbed. That just didn’t happen. The fact that he’d dropped this money was bad enough – as he would have to move fast to make it up or the shipment wouldn’t arrive on time as planned and agreed by everyone. But how could it have happened? Somebody was watching their every move, and he had to find out who.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
HMS Prison Low Newton
It had been three long years, give or take a couple of weeks.
Bella had been surprised how she and Cissy had adapted to prison life, and there were times when the life they’d had before it all went tits up seemed a bit unreal. Did they really live in the lap of luxury on the Costa del Sol, swanning around in fast cars and sipping champagne on the terraces of their lavish villas? In the dark of their prison cell, they would reminisce, going back over stories of places they used to go and the food they ate, and the all-round perfect life they’d lived. Except it wasn’t the perfect life. Not by any stretch. And it had taken them to be locked up far away from the glitter to realise that in Spain they’d had nothing. In truth, they’d only been the wives of hardened criminals who were prepared to kill them if there was a whiff of betrayal. It wasn’t that they had reached some kind of epiphany, or had become born-again Christians who’d left behind their old life to do penance for all that lobster Thermador and champagne they’d consumed. It was the stark realisation that they were the ones who’d been betrayed, and perhaps they’d even betrayed themselves, sacrificing who they were for a lifestyle they could never have had if it wasn’t for the men they’d hitched themselves to.
In prison, their days had been filled with work as they’d slaved in the kitchen and joined classes – from exercise classes to group therapy. But now it was time to go, and they sat in their cells, their meagre belongings in bags, watching the clock. It was 7 a.m. Their doors had clicked open earlier and they’d showered and breakfasted, and said their goodbyes to the other prisoners in the kitchen before coming back to watch and wait. They’d picked up their belongings from the property counter and looked inside the bags and purses they’d finally been given back after that fateful Lake District trip.
‘So, this is where it ends,’ Cissy said, picking through the clothes in her weekend case.
‘Yep,’ Bella said. ‘And where it begins.’
They’d taken off their prison sweatshirts and tracksuit bottoms and put on their old jeans and jackets.
‘Look,’ Cissy said, pulling the waistband of her jeans out. ‘I’ve lost a few pounds in three years.’
Brenda, their cellmate, who was shoving her feet into her trainers, piped up, ‘Oh well, at least some good has come out of it. Maybe go to WeightWatchers next time, though.’
They laughed then sat for a long moment not speaking, just fussing over the clothes they’d had and checking the contents of their handbags, as if somehow at a loss as to how they’d say goodbye to all this.
‘I’ll miss you girls,’ Brenda said, her expression sad. ‘Who’s going to tell me how the other half lived now? Christ knows who I’ll get in here next, but at least I’ve only got a few months left.’
‘Will you get in touch with us, Brenda, when you get out?’ Cissy said. ‘I’d love that.’
Brenda nodded. ‘Sure, if I can. Maybe you can write to me once you’re settled somewhere.’
Bella looked at both of them and there was a heaviness in her heart. Brenda was brash and mouthy, but she was a really lonely figure, out of place in here, and they’d all helped each other get through this. She’d encouraged them to plead guilty to save them facing a trial and perhaps a longer sentence, and she’d been right. Because while the five-year sentence seemed a long time at first, with time off for good behaviour, they were out in three. Bella also knew that they had nowhere else to go.
They heard the footsteps along the corridor and outside the door as it was pushed open.
‘Right, ladies,’ the prison guard said. ‘Your time’s up. You ready to go?’
Bella and Cissy gathered their things as Brenda looked on.
‘Yep,’ Bella said. ‘We’re ready.’ She felt emotional as they all stood up.
Brenda came forward and embraced them each in turn.
‘Look at the state of us.’ Brenda shook her head, blinking back tears.
‘I know,’ Cissy sniffed. ‘But I’ll really miss you, Brenda. And thanks for helping us through this. We’ll write, I promise.’
‘We will,’ Bella said, while giving her a final embrace.
‘Oh, come on, girls, for Christ’s sake,’ the prison officer said. ‘Are you sure you don’t want another few weeks together?’ She laughed. ‘Let’s move before you change your minds.’
They walked to the cell door then down the corridor as the rooms clicked open and prisoners started to emerge, towels in hand, headed for a shower and breakfast. There were shouts from the other prisoners of, ‘Bye, girls! Go for it! Every fucking day!’
They walked along through the unit blocks to the exit and waited. Then finally the big door slid open and they stepped outside.
‘So, what now?’ Cissy turned to Bella as they stood on the steps, taking in the damp air of the grey February morning. Behind them, the vast sliding steel doors of the prison drew to a close like the curtains at the end of a stage show where nobody wanted an encore. The women looked at each other as the doors locked with a heavy clunk.
‘I suppose a spa day is out of the question,’ Bella said, deadpan, pulling a handful of crumpled notes out of her coat pocket and glancing at them. ‘I’ve got fifteen quid.’
Cissy snorted.
‘That’s ten more than me. Let’s settle for a full English breakfast, then check out whatever shithouse hostel they’ve booked us into.’ She turned to her friend and took a step down the stairs. ‘Come on, I hear there’s a greasy spoon down the road on the corner. Let’s just get the fuck away from here.’
In the café, they wolfed down eggs, bacon, sausage, beans and toast, and drank strong tea from enamel cups.
‘Tell you what, though,’ Bella said, mopping up her yolk with a chunk of bread. ‘This has a taste to it I’ve never had before.’
‘Yeah, you can call it freedom,’ Cissy said, sniffing. ‘But what the hell are we going to do now, Bella? I mean, we’ve got fuck-all. Nothing.’
Bella refilled their mugs from the teapot and sat back, watching her friend. She had a feeling this would happen, that Cissy would start to unravel as soon as she was on the outside with no back-up and nobody except each other. Bella reached across and touched her hand when she saw the tears well in Cissy’s eyes.
‘We’ll be fine,’ she assured her. ‘It’s just going to take a bit of time. We’ll be okay, we’ll get work.’
‘What kind of work, Bella?’ Cissy asked. ‘We’re jailbirds, sent down for dealing drugs – who’s going to give us a job?’
‘We’ll see. Maybe a call centre or something?’
‘Christ! I wouldn’t know where to start. We haven’t even got any money for anything.’
The café was crowded and stifling hot. It was filled with a rough-looking crowd, and Bella assumed they were people either visiting inmates or others who had been released. But she didn’t recognise any faces from the inside. The café was on a main road, so perhaps it was a good stopping point for travellers.
She hadn’t noticed the woman in the tight biker jacket coming in until she stood at the counter, then glanced over her shoulder and away again. For a tiny second Bella thought she recognised her, just by the way she stood, like she owned the place. But she couldn’t see her face for the shades and the tight baseball cap. She looked away. Cissy was in tears now.
‘Come on, Cissy, for fuck’s sake. Look at us, we’re free.’
‘We were never free.’
‘I know. We didn’t realise it then, but we’re free now. We can do what we want. Maybe we’ll go abroad once we get a few quid behind us. I’ve got that bank account in the Cayman Islands, once I get a chance to look at it.’
Bella squeezed her hand, and Cissy nodded, biting her lip.
Suddenly they looked up, conscious of someone’s presence. The woman standing before them removed her dark glasses and baseball cap and shook out her lush black hair.
‘Oh! Fuck me!’ Bella said, her mouth dropping open. ‘Ru—’
‘Shh!’ Ruby put her finger to her lips. ‘Don’t say my name. I’m supposed to be dead.’ Then she grinned. ‘Hello, ladies!’
Cissy was wide-eyed and was moving her lips, but nothing came out.
Bella was stuck for words, but as she stared at this stunning figure standing before them, the tears suddenly sprung to her eyes.
‘What the actual fuck, Ruby?’ she blurted. ‘We thought you were dead! The cops, the papers, they all said . . .’ She felt a sudden catch in her throat.
Ruby winked.
‘Never mind all that shite. I had to play dead, but you know what, girls, I was never far away from you.’
Bella shook her head, still in disbelief.
‘Christ! Where you been? I mean, how . . . what happened? What have you been doing?’
‘I’ve been working,’ Ruby said, eyes glancing from Cissy to Bella. ‘For us.’
‘How?’
‘I’ll explain later,’ Ruby said. ‘I’ve got a plan. And you’re going to fucking love it! Now let’s get out of here and go home.’
She pulled up the collar of her jacket, a big smile spreading across her face. Cissy and Bella looked at each other in disbelief, then at Ruby. Then Bella pushed back her empty plate and drained her mug.
‘C’mon, Cissy. Let’s get the fuck out of here.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Jimmy Digby listened to Lenny Evans tell the story again. Lenny was one of his most trusted enforcers and he’d given him a stretch of turf to work on his own, as long as he bought his gear from him. Lenny’s game was mostly money lending and used-car sales. The coke was just a sideline, but it made him plenty of money through the nightclubs and bars where his boys shifted the stuff.
Lenny made most of his money through loan sharking. He made his business look like a legitimate company, one that was nothing like the thugs who preyed on people who needed a fast buck. But that was all on the surface. When it came down to it, anyone borrowing money from Lenny got the cash in hand within hours, and to be fair, he didn’t double the interest if you missed one payment. But if you missed two or three, then you were caught in his trap forever. Digby liked him, because he was fiercely loyal, and he also helped provide him with mules who could be trusted to bring in drugs. Some of them had been forced to do it as punishment for failing to meet their debts. Lenny would put them on a drug run and tell them that was their debt paid. But it never was. It was a good system. But now Lenny was telling him a story that Digby’s instinct told him fitted a bigger picture.
‘So, you heard this when?’ Digby asked.
‘I only just heard it last night,’ he replied. ‘The thing is, I didn’t hear it from the horse’s mouth. It was told to me by someone who was there – in the room when Jimba was talking.’
‘And where’s Jimba now?’ Digby asked. ‘Have you spoken to him yourself?’
‘Well, that’s the problem. I don’t use him any more. He’s fucked with the drugs. He was a good little hard bastard when he was on his game, but he started with the coke and now he’s wasted. Smoking heroin most of the time. Maybe that’s why he talked.’
‘So, tell me again, exactly the way it was told to you,’ Digby said.
He stood up from behind his desk and crossed to look out of the window at the cars coming in and out of the units he worked from in the industrial estate on the edge of Salford. He listened without turning around.
‘Well,’ Lenny said, ‘Jono, one of my car salesmen, was sitting in this café and they were all talking about work and stuff. Jono was waiting for someone to give him the cash for a car he’d just sold his mate.’ He took a breath. ‘Anyway, Jimba was telling this story about some job he was on a while ago – a bird who owed him money. He was bragging that he used to get a blow job off her if she missed a payment. Wee arsehole!’
‘When was this?’
‘It was a few years ago now, Jimba said. He told them he hadn’t mentioned it before because what happened made him look like a right tit, so he didn’t want to talk about it.’
‘What do you mean? What did he say happened?’
‘He said he’d gone to collect his money in the usual way. This woman lived on a farm and she was always late with her payments and the interest was mounting up, and he’d given her a slap or two before, and warned her this was the last time. He said when he went to get the money, he got out of the car, and the woman who owed him the money – I think he said her name was Ellie – he said this time she was suddenly able to pay him the whole amount. Over two grand. As if she’d come into money. But she handed him the money and he didn’t ask any questions. He had his money, so he just left the house. But as he was going to his car, with his back to the house, he heard this voice. It was a woman – not the bird who gave him the money. It was another bird’s voice. She said, if you ever come back, I will kill you. She told him not to turn around or she’d blow his head off. He said he just stood there for a minute, then he went to turn around and she fired a shot right next to his fucking foot. He shat himself, didn’t look back, then got in the car and drove away. He said he’d never told anyone about it before.’
‘Wee prick! He should have told someone,’ Digby said.
‘I know, Jimmy. That’s why I came to you straight away. I’ve got someone out looking for him right now.’
‘Good. Bring him here when you find him.’
Lenny nodded, then spoke. ‘I remembered we were all looking out for that bird of Tommy Mallon’s, after the coke run and the car smash and all the stuff was gone.’ He looked at Digby. ‘So, do you think the woman could be that Ruby bird?’
Digby shrugged.
‘Could be. A bit fucking late to be chasing it now, though. It was years ago. We never even found a trace of Ruby and I had everyone looking from here to Liverpool, and not a bastard sign. Everyone assumed she must have been drowned in the river that night. That’s what the papers said.’
‘Yeah. But maybe she managed to escape across the fields and ended up in that farm for a few days. I mean, the place Jimba was talking about is in the area, but he can’t remember exactly where it is. So it’s a long shot, but I suppose it’s possible.’
‘Yeah, it is. And it makes you wonder how a woman who was borrowing money suddenly has the whole fucking whack to pay in a oner.’
Lenny nodded and waited for Digby to go on.
‘So, what do you want to do?’ Lenny asked.
‘Get a hold of that wee prick Jimba and bring him in here. I’ll slap the fog out of his fucking memory, see if he can give us more details.’
‘Okay. He’s pretty wasted a lot of the time.’ Lenny paused, fished his phone out of his jeans pocket as it rang, and he pushed it to his ear.
Digby watched as Lenny’s eyes widened and he gave him the thumbs up as he spoke on the phone.
‘You have? What kind of nick is he in?’ Another pause. ‘Okay. Bring him to Digby’s, we’re at the yard.’ He hung up.
‘Boys found Jimba. Darren’s bringing him in now. He said he’s a bit worse for wear, but not too bad.’
Digby puffed his lips.
‘Fuckin’ junkies!’
Half an hour later, as Digby stood by the window, he saw the car pull into the yard and stop outside. Lenny, who had been waiting downstairs, went out of the building to meet them as one of his boys got out of the passenger seat, followed by the driver. He opened the back door, and reached a big beefy arm inside the car. Digby waited and watched as the two men appeared to drag the scrawny figure in jeans and a denim jacket out and prop him up.
‘Fuck’s sake!’ he murmured as they frogmarched the guy across the yard and into the building.
Digby sat behind his desk and waited as he heard footsteps in the corridor then a knock at the door.
‘It’s us,’ Lenny said.
‘Come on in.’
The door opened and Lenny entered. Behind him was Joey the Knife, one of his sidekicks, who got his name after he expertly skinned a guy’s finger to the bone until he finally confessed to stealing two kilos of coke. Joey was holding up the scraggy, pasty-faced Jimba, whose whole body was shaking. Digby wondered if it was fear or if he was in desperate need of a hit.
‘This is Jimba,’ Lenny said, pushing him onto a chair in front of Digby.
Digby stood up and walked out from behind his desk. He could see Jimba shrinking back as he approached him, looking up and then at his shoes to avoid making eye contact.
‘Jimba,’ Digby said. He kept his voice soft as the boy was shit scared and he’d decided to try the easy way first.
Jimba nodded but said nothing.
‘Okay, Jimba. Listen, mate, just calm down. Nothing’s going to happen to you here, all right? I just need you to do some thinking back. Okay?’
Jimba nodded but didn’t answer.
Digby took a breath.
‘Right,’ he said, resting his backside on the desk while standing over him. ‘Lenny tells me you were talking about some place you went to and a gun was pulled on you when you were collecting money. That right?’
Jimba nodded.
‘Aye.’
‘A few years ago?’
‘Aye.’
‘So, Lenny told us what happened. Did you see the person who had the gun on you?’
He shook his head.
‘No. I was told not to turn around.’
‘So, you didn’t see the gun?’
‘No. But I heard it click. Then I went to move and she fired a shot. An inch away from my fuckin’ foot.’
‘She? How do you know it was a she?’
‘What?’
‘How do you know it was a woman?’
He looked bewildered.
‘Her voice? It was a woman’s voice, for sure.’
‘Was it not the woman who gave you the money?’
‘No. No way.’
‘How can you be sure?’
‘Because the woman was just a little farmer woman and she was scared all the time. I’d been there before to get money and, well, I’d had to rough her up a bit because she was constantly late with her payments. But she wouldn’t be the type to pull a gun. It was a different woman. Definitely.’
‘Were you scared, Jimba?’
‘Fuckin’ right I was.’
‘Did you ask the woman who paid you how she suddenly came into all that money?’
He shook his head. ‘No. I was just glad to get the money.’
Silence for a few seconds.
‘So where was this place? This farm?’
He shook his head and sniffed.
‘I can’t remember.’
‘What d’you mean, you can’t remember? You must remember. It’s not every day someone shoots at your feet, is it?’
‘It was a while ago. A lot has happened.’
‘Like what?’
He shrugged.
‘I’m a bit wasted these days with the drugs. I fucked my life up.’ He paused, taking a breath. ‘Look, I don’t want to get involved with this. I just told you everything I know so that’s all.’
He moved to stand up, and Digby was on him in a flash, slapping him so hard he nearly fell over.
‘Aw, fuck’s sake, man!’
‘You don’t get up till I’m finished with you, okay?’
He nodded, clutching his jaw. He sat that way for a moment as Digby stood glaring at him. Then Digby reached down and lifted him off his chair, and in one seamless movement, pushed him up against the wall. Then he punched him in the gut so hard, Jimba buckled over, and as he did, Digby struck out with an uppercut to his face, opening up Jimba’s nose as he crumpled to the floor.
‘What was that for?’
Digby lifted him up and pushed him against the wall.
‘That’s for the blow jobs you made that woman give you when she was late with her payments. That’s the kind of prick you are.’
Jimba didn’t answer. He just stood there snivelling, blood pouring out of his nose and onto his grubby T-shirt.
‘Right,’ Digby said, looking from Jimba to Lenny. ‘Get this wanker out of here. Get him into the motor and take him for a drive in the country.’
Jimba looked panicky.
‘But . . . but I can’t remember where it was. What if I can’t find it?’
‘You’ll remember. Or you’ll be in big fucking trouble.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Ruby held open the boot of the blue Range Rover as Bella and Cissy threw in their small suitcases, the same ones they’d had the night of the crash, now looking battered and shabby.
‘Brings back nightmares those cases, eh?’ Ruby said, smiling. ‘But we’ll get new stuff once we’re settled.’ She closed the boot. ‘Come on, let’s get moving.’
Ruby climbed into the driver’s seat and switched on the engine. Her eyes did a sweep of the road in front and behind, checking that none of the cars around them looked suspicious. She wanted to be sure they were safe and not being followed.
Once everyone was strapped in, Ruby turned to Cissy sitting next to her in the passenger seat and to Bella in the back. They were both silent and looked as if they were still in shock at seeing her. Even though they’d hugged each other hard when they stepped out of the café – Cissy filling up as usual – Ruby hoped there was no sign of distrust in their faces, given that while she’d been free for the past three years they’d been locked up.
‘You all right, ladies?’
Cissy nodded. ‘Just kind of pinching myself that I’m not going to wake up and still be in that bottom bunk,’ she said.
Ruby slowed down and turned to Cissy and then glanced in the back seat at Bella.
‘Listen, girls,’ she began. ‘I just want to say something to you.’
Both looked at her but didn’t answer. Ruby went on.
‘I know how hard it must have been for you in jail these past years, and, well, even though we’re like family, there might have been times you wondered if I was alive, and if I was, then why didn’t I let you guys know I was, and that I hadn’t abandoned you?’ She paused. ‘Am I right?’
Bella and Cissy were silent for a moment, then Bella spoke.
‘If I’m absolutely honest, Ruby, seeing you coming into the café just blew me away, and I’m so glad we’re all together. But I need to be truthful. Was there not some way you could have got a message to us inside to say you were alive and were on our side?’ She paused and leaned forward as Bella glanced at her in the rear-view mirror. ‘I mean, it would have been easier for us if we knew there was light at the end of the tunnel and that you were alive and out here. I’m sorry, I don’t want to sound ungrateful because I’m not, but part of me is asking myself, where were you, Ruby? Could you not have contacted us in some way?’
Ruby pulled the car into a layby and turned to Bella, then to Cissy.
‘Listen, Bella, Cissy. I thought of you every day. I would never abandon you, and that’s not what I did that night when I left. I took the bag with the drugs and I made a run for it because you two were too injured to run. But it broke my heart.’ Ruby swallowed. ‘For the past three years, I’ve been working towards this day. I thought about getting a message to you through one of the prisoners, and I looked at it, but you never know who any of these people are connected to. And they could maybe have told Tommy or Billy that I’d made contact and my cover would have been blown.’ She turned to Cissy, then Bella. ‘That’s why I did nothing. I played dead. Nobody knows where I am and what I’ve been doing, and I’ve been doing everything for us.’ Ruby felt her voice tight with emotion. ‘Please believe me.’
Cissy reached across and squeezed her hand.
‘Ruby, I knew you would be here for us. I never doubted it.’ She turned to Bella. ‘And I see what you’re saying, Bella, and of course things cross your mind. But let’s put any of those thoughts behind us now. We’re here. We’re together, and we’re going to be okay.’
Ruby smiled and started the engine.
‘Guys, we’re going to be more than okay. So come on, let’s do it.’
As she pulled back onto the road, Ruby said, ‘We’re free now. Well, as free as we can be.’
‘What do you mean?’ Cissy said.
‘They’re still looking for us, I guess?’ Bella piped up from the back.
Ruby headed for the roundabout. They were taking the M6 north.
‘Yep,’ Ruby said. ‘The bastards have definitely been looking for me – well, they were for a good few months, maybe longer, after the crash. But I haven’t heard anything for a while, so I suppose they must think I’m dead.’
‘Will they know we’re out of jail, Ruby?’ Cissy asked.
‘They might,’ Ruby said. ‘That’s why we have to go somewhere safe, so we can make some plans.’
‘Where are we going?’ Bella asked.
‘Glasgow,’ Ruby said, smiling in the mirror for Bella to see.
Cissy looked across at her. ‘Aye, because Glasgow holds so many precious memories for us, Ruby.’
Ruby glanced across at her and touched her arm.
‘Aye. But we’re not those defenceless wee lassies any more, Cissy. Nothing, and no bastard, is going to fuck with us ever again.’
‘Amen to that,’ Bella said. ‘But why Glasgow?’
‘I’ve been living there most of the past three years, in the city, in a big house. It’s well protected so we’ll be safe there. We’ve got money and resources. I’ll fill you in when we get there. I’ve a lot to tell you.’
‘I hope you’ve not got bunk beds for me and Bella,’ Cissy said, turning around. ‘We’ve been sleeping like that for the past three years. And much as I’ll miss you, Bella, I want my own bed. And my own room.’
They all laughed, even though it was an edgy laugh. Ruby stepped on the accelerator and pushed the needle up to seventy-five. They roared onto the motorway and into the fast lane.
Three hours later they were pulling off the M8 motorway in Glasgow, headed for the West End of the city, past the high flats in the distance, where another world existed far beyond where these women were about to call home. As Ruby looked out across the city, she clocked Cissy, wide-eyed and watchful, taking in the areas that were the landmarks of their past life.
They drove off the slip road onto Great Western Road and eased into the slow-moving rush hour traffic, where on either side of the leafy avenue the other half lived in splendour, in houses that were once the domain of merchants and landowners of a bygone era. These days, many of them were split into apartments, but you still had to be rich to live in any of the properties along this road, or in the mansions behind it. It was a far cry from the East End, where Ruby had begun her life, and in her darker moments, she could still see herself standing by the window of her first-floor council flat, patiently watching the street, hoping her mother would come home soon. But today was a new beginning. She was happy. She was free, and her best friends were with her at last.
They sat at the huge oak dining table in the house where Ruby had been holed up for the past few years when she was not on a job. A lot of the time, when she was working, she’d be away on a recce, sizing up whatever target she had been given. She hadn’t figured out how to tell Bella and Cissy what it was she did and how she made her money, so she thought the best thing to do was to just be open and honest with them. But it could wait till at least later tonight, she told herself.
For now, Bella and Cissy were lost in the freedom and space of the huge five-bedroom house with its luxurious bedrooms and bathrooms, and a staircase that Cissy said was straight out of an old movie. Ruby relished the looks on their faces as she gave them the grand tour, and handed both of them mobile phones and a laptop each so they would be able to get back into something resembling a normal life. In jail, they weren’t allowed access to their emails or any kind of communication with the outside world apart from a phone call. And they had nobody to call anyway, because Ruby had disappeared. Bella had spent the first hour in the house trying to get onto her bank account in the Cayman Islands, to make sure her money was safe. But so far, she hadn’t been able to get signed in as it kept telling her to try again later.
‘Maybe it’s the time difference,’ Cissy said hopefully.
‘Nah,’ Bella said. ‘Can’t be that. I’ve been able to get into my bank account online at all sorts of times day or night. But I’ve obviously not tried since we got arrested that night. Something’s not right.’
‘Are you sure you’re using the correct sign-in and password?’ Ruby asked.
‘Definitely. I’ve had that ingrained in my mind for the past three years as I was scared even to write it down. Everything I have is in that account.’
Ruby poured herself and Cissy another glass of wine as Bella’s frustration grew. Then suddenly Bella’s eyes lit up.
‘I’m in,’ she said. ‘Or at least I think I am.’
Ruby and Cissy glanced at each other and watched as she screwed up her eyes reading the screen. Then her face fell.
‘No fucking way!’ Bella shouted, clutching her hair. ‘No fucking way!’ She sat, staring at the screen, her face turning white.
‘What’s up?’ Ruby asked, her stomach sinking.
‘They’re saying . . .’ Bella peered at the screen, shaking her head in disbelief. ‘The bastards are saying my account is closed. That I closed the fucking account. That I’ve taken the money out of it. Every fucking penny.’
‘Jesus wept!’ Ruby said. ‘Are you sure? Let me see?’
Bella stared blankly, turning the laptop around so Ruby and Cissy could see. Ruby read it aloud.
‘Account closed. Funds nil. Holy fuck, Bella!’
‘How the fuck can this happen?’ Bella said. ‘Nobody had access to the account but me.’
‘It can only have been Billy,’ Ruby said, and her words hung in the air.
Bella looked up. ‘But how? I mean, how could he have known my password? How did he even know I had an account in the fucking Cayman Islands? It’s not possible.’
‘Maybe he had an account there too, Bella. And maybe he had a lot of money and enough clout with the bank to look into anything to do with you – especially if he was suspicious of you.’
‘But the money was there the day before we left for the spa trip. I checked it. I had thousands in it. It was my lifeline. My nest egg. My escape route. I was going to use it to get a lawyer and get my son back.’ Her lip began to tremble.
Ruby looked closely at the screen and she saw the date the account was closed.
‘It was closed around three months after the crash. You were in jail at the time.’
‘Fucking Billy! He must have got someone to trawl through everything, because the brainless bastard wouldn’t have been able to do that by himself.’
Ruby nodded. ‘He must have got a hacker or something.’
Bella put her head in her hands as she fought back tears, then looked up.
‘It was everything, Ruby. I haven’t got a pot to piss in. How the Christ am I going to get through now?’
‘Bella,’ Ruby said, moving across to her. ‘Listen, you are not broke. We are not broke. We have plenty of money. I’ve made sure of that. And we have plenty more where that came from. We just have to take it.’
‘What? How?’ Bella said, her face flushed with rage and frustration.
Ruby looked from Bella to Cissy. She took a breath, then spoke. ‘Look at me, girls. And listen. As I told you, when I did a runner that night, it was because there was a haul of coke in a holdall in the car and a load of money in cash. I had to grab it and run, because the two of you were out of it and couldn’t run with me. If I’d left the bag there with all that coke in it, you’d still be in jail for a very long time to come.’
‘But we got banged up anyway, Ruby, because there was coke in the walls of the car.’
‘Yes,’ Ruby said. ‘But I didn’t know that, did I? I knew that the ambulance and cops would be on the scene shortly, and if I took the coke away, then you’d be just people who were injured in a car crash. I had no idea the bastards had loaded the car up with cocaine in the doors. I only found that out later after you were sent to prison, and I couldn’t do anything about it. I could hardly pitch up at the police station and hand it over.’
‘So, what happened to it?’
‘I sold it.’
Cissy burst out laughing. But it was a nervous laugh.
‘You sold it? Who did you sell it to?’
‘I got someone to do me a two-way deal so that he sold it on in batches, and I got the money for it, minus his cut. I ended up with over a hundred grand.’ She lifted the glass to her lips. ‘And the money in the holdall. There was over two hundred grand in cash. I gave a load of it to a woman who saved my life that night – I’ll tell you about it later. But I kept a lot of it, for us, to start us off.’ She turned to Bella. ‘So we’re not skint, mate. Not by a long shot. We have the money for you to go to court and fight to get your son back when the time is right. But I have a bigger plan than that.’
Bella and Cissy looked at each other nervously.
‘Jesus, Ruby,’ Cissy said. ‘We’re not going to become drug dealers, are we? I don’t think I can do that.’
Ruby’s lips curled into a smile.
‘No,’ she said. ‘Nothing as lowlife as that. But the men who tried to kill us that night – Tommy Mallon and Billy Dalton? We’re going to ruin the fuck right out of them. Squeeze them till they lose every penny they ever made, every house, every property, every bar. We’re going to work together to take them down and leave them with nothing.’
‘How the hell are we going to do that? You know how powerful they are. How are we going to get to them?’
‘Well,’ Ruby said, smiling. ‘I’m supposed to have been dead for three years, and I’ve already starting stripping the bastards of their fortune.’ She paused, raised her glass. ‘So, girls, are you in?’
The words hung there and for a moment Ruby thought by the looks on their faces they were far from in. Then Bella spoke:
‘You fucking bet we’re in. Right, Cissy?’
Cissy smiled and they all clinked glasses.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Ruby was already up and showered while Bella and Cissy were still fast asleep. She’d decided not to wake them. It was, after all, their first night in a proper bed in three years, and by the time the pair of them had turned in last night they were dropping with exhaustion, but as content as they could be, given what they’d been through.
She was glad to be able to do this for them, because no matter how much she told herself she’d done the right thing by leaving them that night, there was a part of her that would always feel guilty that they’d been languishing in prison while she was free to do whatever she liked. She wished she could have found a way to get in touch with them inside to tell them that she was alive and would be waiting for them when they got out. But she knew she couldn’t. There would be people all over the place, from Marbella to Manchester, who moved in the same criminal circles, and the word would have gone out to anyone with contacts inside to keep their eyes open and listen to anything Bella and Cissy said that might solve the mystery of where Ruby had vanished to. She knew that Tommy and Billy would have an inkling that Ruby was not dead. All of the crew on the Costa knew her by face and reputation. She had cut one or two of the hardmen down to size in her dealings with them over the years.
Even though she had been very much in the background and in the shadow of Tommy, there had been occasions when he had told her to deal with stuff that he was too busy to sort out. Ruby had been fine about that, because the more she mingled and moved in the firm, the more she got to know about the day-to-day organisation – or as much as they let her know. But the key was not to let on how much knowledge she had gathered and stored. Of course, in recent years, things may have changed a bit, but when it came down to it, Tommy wasn’t that smart. He had risen to where he was because he was ruthless and dangerous, and that made him feared by everyone who crossed his path. He hadn’t made many mistakes on the way up, but he’d made a big mistake by underestimating Ruby – she would make sure he regretted that.
Ruby drank a mug of coffee as she sat in the living room with a view of the garden and the road beyond. She thought of everything she had now, and of how difficult it had been to get there. She and Bella and Cissy had a score to settle for sure – they were owed payback for what had happened that night. But for Ruby, the score she had to settle didn’t involve any of them or Tommy Mallon or anyone else in the circle where she had moved in recent years. The score she longed to settle was with the man who had murdered her mother.
For so many years, Ruby had kept that scar in her heart hidden, as she made her own way in the world along with Cissy, once they did the runner from the Glasgow children’s home. She’d only been ten years old when she’d seen her mother for the very last time, that winter’s night when she told her she was going to work and would be back home before she was asleep. Her mother had told her she worked in a bar that was open late some nights, so late that Ruby had to go to bed by herself and curl into a ball, waiting for the sound of her mother’s high heels clattering on the street below and into the entrance to their third-floor flat. She’ll be home soon, Ruby would tell herself as she climbed into bed. And most nights she was. But not this night. This night she never came home.
Ruby stayed in the flat for two whole days, eating whatever was left in the cupboard and fridge, not going to school, and waiting by the window. She’d been afraid to go to any of the neighbours because in this block of flats, everyone had their own problems with their broods of children and often absent husbands and fathers. But after three nights alone in the house, Ruby was awoken by a commotion outside in the street, the flashing lights and the voices. She’d got out of bed to find a few neighbours already outside, and two or three police cars and a van, with uniformed officers out in the street talking to neighbours. Then the knock at the door, again and again, getting louder each time, forced her to the hallway. She opened it slightly to see a female police officer and another woman in a uniform she didn’t recognise. The woman had a kind face and gave her a sympathetic look. You’re to come with us, Ruby, the woman said, reaching out to her. She’d asked, Where’s my mummy? We’ll explain later. Come on now, you can’t be here by yourself. But where is she? Where’s my mummy? Your mother has gone, Ruby. But you’re going to be okay. Is she coming back? Somewhere in Ruby’s eight-year-old psyche she knew she would never see her mother again. And she didn’t. It was two days later when she overheard girls talking in the children’s home, saying her mother was murdered. That she was a prostitute. That she was found in an alleyway with her throat cut. Ruby’s childhood ended there and then.
In the following months, once it had been explained to her as best it could, Ruby kept asking when they would find the man who did it, because she knew in the films they always found the bad guys. The kind policewoman who visited told her they would find the man. It would just take time. But the years rolled on and Ruby had so much to contend with in the children’s home that little by little, the thought of never seeing her mother again became a reality, and the promise that she made to herself every night was that she would find the man who took her, and she would kill him herself. Perhaps it was that, Ruby used to think later, that made her kill so easily and without compunction when she was given a job to do. Once she was told the story of who the person to be taken out was, and the hellish things they had brought on someone vulnerable, Ruby called up her memories and the blackness from those days, and it was easy to dispose of them. But she had never seriously looked for the killer in all those years. However, in the past three years she’d begun to visit the iconic Mitchell Library in Glasgow and spent hours going over and over the microfiche files, reading and rereading through her tears the grim details of her mother’s murder. The suspects, the men who had been with her all those nights when she had apparently been working at the bar, had been interviewed and released. Her mother had been working the streets. Someone was out there who had used her, and there must have been many of them. But one of them had killed her. She hadn’t found him. Not yet. But the day would come.
The sight of Bella padding into the living room pulled her out of her gloomy reverie. Bella’s hair was all over the place and she yawned as she came in. ‘Christ! It took me fully two minutes to figure out where I was when I woke up.’ She laughed. ‘Actually, for a moment I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. Lying on those puffed-up pillows with that big duvet wrapped around me, I slept more last night than I’ve slept for the past three years.’ She shook her head, still looking bewildered. ‘Thanks, Ruby. For that alone.’
Ruby smiled and stood up.
‘You mean, you’ve forgiven me for not finding a way to get in touch these past years?’
‘What?’ Bella said, surprised. ‘What’s to forgive, Rube? I never thought for one moment you’d run out on us. Never. We were more worried that you were dead, to tell the truth. Honestly, the sight of your face yesterday in that café might have been the best thing that’s happened to me since my son was born.’ She looked at Ruby and grimaced. ‘I need to talk to you, Ruby. I need to find a way to see him again. He’s slipping away from me. If anything, that’s what I’ll never forgive Billy for doing. It was bad enough before, but what he and Tommy did that night has probably finished any chance I had of getting my boy back.’ She paused. ‘You know she came to see me in jail, Carole?’
‘Really? Why?’ Ruby said.
‘To gloat. The bitch. To tell me that it was over for good now, and the fucker even tried to get me to sign adoption papers.’
‘Christ!’ Ruby said, walking away and gesturing to Bella. ‘Come to the kitchen with me. We can talk while I make some breakfast.’
Bella followed her.
‘You know, Ruby, that was our job in the pokey, to make the breakfasts.’
‘Really? What did you cook?’
‘Just normal stuff. No smoked salmon or croissants. Just stodge and some fruit and yoghurt. Things like that. But the chat in the kitchen with some of the girls was funny at times. Some real characters in there. Poor souls too. All across the jail.’
Ruby switched on the coffee machine and it sprang to life. Then she put some oranges into the juicer and pushed the button, watching as it pummelled the fruit and the container filled with juice. She went into the cupboard and brought out three bowls and some cereal, as well as yoghurt from the fridge and fresh fruit.
‘Go on, girl,’ Ruby said, gesturing at Bella to get stuck in. ‘Knock yourself out.’
Bella helped herself to some of the food as they sat at the breakfast bar, looking through the window at the large garden that seemed to stretch on forever.
‘This is some gaffe, mate, I’ll tell you that. You renting it?’
‘Yeah. A friend of mine owns it. It’s Leo’s. Remember you met him before we left? Up in the Marbella hills, where he looked after Cissy for a couple days? Sold me the lease for as long as I want.’
‘Leo? Yes. I remember him. Handsome Leo, the rich mystery man with the big villa. Some mate that.’
‘He’s a good guy, one of the best. We used to work together a few years ago – I’ll tell you all about it some time. I’ve been working with him since I got away that night. Making money, and stuffing the bastards who would stuff everyone else.’
‘You getting away with it, though?’
‘So far, so good,’ Ruby said. ‘But to be honest, I came to Glasgow because I also have an old score to settle.’
‘What score?’
‘My mum. I told you years ago she was murdered, didn’t I?’
‘Yeah,’ Bella said. ‘Can’t imagine how that must have been for you as a kid. Don’t know how you got through it, Ruby, and that’s the truth.’
Ruby filled the coffee mugs and handed one to Bella. She took a moment to answer, sighing first.
‘I suppose I promised myself that one day I would find my mum’s killer and I would do him in myself. It’s a warped pledge for a little girl, but I never lost that sense of anger, never managed to silence it. No matter how my life turned out – you know, us in Spain, Tommy, all the things and the luxuries I had over there. No matter what, there was always this burning in my chest. One day, I told myself. One day.’
Bella shook her head.
‘But how the hell are you going to find him, Ruby? I mean, have you ever even been close?’
‘No. Not for a long time, and being in Spain and all the stuff was a distraction. But in the past years, since I’ve been back here, I’ve been thinking about it so much more. I’ll get there.’
‘I hope you do, Ruby,’ Bella said. ‘And talking of old scores, I want to look at my in-laws closely – Carole and Davie Prentice. I want to ruin them. They’re gangsters – maybe not real big shots in the scheme of things, but there’s no way that they’ve made their money legally and are retired, as Carole told me.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
In the weeks that passed, Ruby listened to the intelligence Leo had gathered on Tommy’s organisation – its shipments and how things were looking for him on the Costa and beyond. She had schooled Bella and Cissy as much as she could on the money laundering side of his business, how he and Billy, and Digby in Manchester, moved cash and cleaned it up. Ruby described how she and Leo had hijacked a lot of money on at least two occasions in the last six months, and how that would hurt Tommy and Billy’s business. Then, Leo told them of a mouth-watering proposition to do even more damage. It was almost too good to be true. But if they were rumbled, then it would be curtains for all of them. Leo told them of the set-up over dinner in a private room in the Kimpton Blythswood Hotel in Glasgow.
The venue was Leo’s choice. It wouldn’t have been Ruby’s, because Blythswood Square was a notorious red-light district, and whenever Ruby went there, she always thought of her mother walking around, watching the cars cruising and hoping to pick up a punter. Despite her misgivings, she was enjoying the dinner, as well as being with Bella and Cissy the way they used to be, back on the Costa del Sol, where evenings spent like this were the norm. After the waiter served the meal and wine, Leo slipped him twenty quid and told him they would give him a shout if they needed him. So now they were alone, Leo explained.
‘It’s happening day after tomorrow,’ he said. ‘These guys are no strangers to flying out to Dubai with suitcases full of money. They fly first class so they can take extra luggage, and the cash is all sprayed and vacuum packed to avoid detection at airport security.’
‘How much money are they carrying? And how many cases?’ Bella asked.
Leo sat back. ‘I’m told they have three suitcases each. So, six cases. And at least seventy grand in each case,’ he said deadpan.
‘Jesus!’ Cissy said. ‘That’s unbelievable. Imagine how your bum would be twitching, going through security knowing you’ve got that amount of dodgy money in your case. I couldn’t do that.’
Leo smiled. ‘It happens all the time, Cissy. In every airport across the country. These guys doing it in Glasgow will probably have smuggled fortunes in over the past year. And they’re well paid. Five and six grand a trip. Not a bad day job.’
They all looked at Ruby and were silent for a few moments. Then Ruby spoke.
‘They’ll have minders, though, won’t they?’
Leo shrugged. ‘Someone will have driven them up from down south, but once they’re booked into the hotel suite, the minder’s job is done. It’s up to them to do their job. They know what’s at stake.’
‘Must be tempting just to do a runner with all that money. To disappear,’ Bella said.
‘They wouldn’t last long. The cases will have trackers on them and the risk is too great. If they did a runner, they’d be dead in a matter of days.’
‘So, Leo, is there an actual plan?’ Ruby asked.
Leo poured more wine into their glasses, topping up Bella’s tumbler, and half smiled. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘It’s simple. We’ll rob them at the hotel.’
Bella and Cissy glanced at Ruby in disbelief.
‘Oh, that’s all right then,’ Bella said. ‘I thought for a minute we were going to be doing something dangerous!’ Her voice was laced with sarcasm to the mild amusement of the others.
‘What if it goes wrong?’ Ruby asked.
‘It won’t. I know these guys. A couple of wee toerags in fancy clothes who think they’re cock of the walk. They’re not going to sit in the hotel all night watching the cases. They do this all the time. They’ll be in the bar getting wired into the drink and looking to get laid before they crash out in bed.’
‘What do you think?’ Ruby asked, looking at Cissy and Bella.
Bella turned to Leo. ‘Do we know whose money it is? I mean, who’s sending it?’ she asked.
‘I’m told it’s coming from Digby’s mob. He’s stashing a fortune in Dubai, buying up properties around the harbour and stuff, cleaning up his money. Once it’s over there nobody can get near it.’ He paused. ‘And if it’s Digby’s money, then you can assume it’s Tommy Mallon’s too. They’re all in it together.’
‘I’m in,’ Ruby said.
The others nodded.
‘What could possibly go wrong?’ Bella said, knocking back the remains of her lime and soda. ‘And I’m the only one who’s completely sober!’ she added with a chuckle.
Ruby, Bella and Cissy were in the bar at the Kimpton the following night, sat at a table away from the bar, sipping cocktails, dressed in expensive clothes as though they belonged there. The bar was busy with businessmen, or overnight guests coming in for pre-dinner drinks before hitting the town. Leo had called from his car to say the mules had already arrived and checked into their hotel suite. He knew the concierge very well and had given him a decent pay-off to palm a key into Ruby’s hand when she approached him.
She went out to the foyer, and the concierge on the desk gave her a nod as she approached and discreetly slipped the room key into her hand. When she sat back at the table and gave Bella and Cissy a glimpse of it, they looked impressed. A mixed group arrived at the bar, and it looked like the end of a few days’ conference in the city, as some of them still had their badges on. They were all sinking champagne from sweating ice buckets along the bar.
A few minutes later, Ruby’s mobile pinged with a text from Leo to say the mules were about to enter the bar. She watched the entrance as they strode in, suited and booted, hair gelled, and already looking as if they’d had a couple of stiff drinks. Within an hour, the bar was busy with customers, and a few women were sat on high stools at the bar, looking as though they could be well-dressed hookers, though you could never tell in a place like this.
It was later in the evening as most of the earlier champagne-swirling crowd had drifted away for a night on the town that the women at the bar remained where they were, and the mules sidled up to join them for a drink, flashing their money, and full of chat. At one point, Bella came back from the bar and reported that the guys looked well coked up. Within an hour, the women at the bar were talking about going on for a drink at the basement bar along the road that had live music. One of the mules was keen, but the other was trying to talk him out of it, saying they had an early flight. But finally he agreed to go for one drink, and Ruby was surprised to see them walk out of the door, past the big window at the front of the hotel and head along the road to the bar. Ruby texted Leo to let him know and was told to go for it. She turned to Bella and Cissy and told them it was now or never.
Ruby and Bella crossed out of the bar and into the foyer, then casually went into the lift to the third floor, glancing at each other, faces tight with trepidation. Outside the door was a luggage rack on wheels which must have been left by one of the porters – either by mistake or arrangement. Ruby slipped the key card into the door and it clicked open. They walked into the room, which was messy with bath towels and clothes scattered on the floor. And under the window lined up in a row were six suitcases.
‘Jesus!’ Bella said. ‘I’m shitting myself.’
Ruby went across and picked up two of the cases, and gestured at Cissy and Bella to do the same. Then all three of them wheeled the cases out of the door and onto the luggage rack. As they approached the lift, it pinged and they all looked up, startled, as the light showed it was stopping at the third floor.
‘Oh shit!’ Cissy said. ‘What if that’s them coming back?’
All three stood rooted to the spot as the lift doors opened, and a burgundy waistcoated concierge with a florid complexion glanced at them standing with the luggage rack. They waited, lost for words.
‘I’ll take that for you, ladies.’ He winked, dragging the luggage rack inside the lift. ‘I’m instructed to take this to the car park, so we can use the tradesmen’s entrance. Just follow me.’
They stepped inside, hearts thumping as he pushed the button for the ground floor and they watched as the lift lights descended.
When they hit the ground floor, the lift doors opened from the opposite side into a concrete corridor.
‘Here we are,’ the concierge said, as he pushed the luggage rack out of the lift. Then without another word, he turned and went back into it.
‘Did that just happen?’ Bella asked.
‘He’s taking some risk doing this,’ Cissy said.
‘He’ll have been well paid for it,’ Ruby said. ‘But the mules will do nothing about it once it’s gone, so there will be no investigation. It’s not as if they can ask the cops to come in. The dicks have lost the money. They can take the consequences. If they’d sat on their arses in the room, it wouldn’t have happened.’
The headlights of Leo’s car flashed and the three women pulled the cases off the rack and wheeled them towards the open boot, where Leo stood waiting. Before each case was heaved into the boot, Leo held out some kind of gadget and passed it over the case. When a light flashed on his gadget, he quickly drilled a small hole and gouged the tracking device out. Once that was done, they all got in the car and sped out of the car park and back to the flat.
In the flat, a case was placed on the oak dining table and Leo took a drill from the kitchen and drilled around the lock, and as it popped out, the case sprang open. Ruby, Bella and Cissy stood wide-eyed as they saw the contents.
‘Jesus Christ!’ Ruby said as she pulled out wads of money wrapped in cellophane and held it up. ‘There’s loads of it.’
One by one the cases were opened up and the cash lifted out and placed on the kitchen table. Leo looked at his watch.
‘Right, ladies,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave you to it. That’s enough excitement for one night. We’ll talk in the morning.’ He winked at Ruby and left the room, heading for the front door.
The three of them sat looking at the money piled up.
‘This is unreal,’ Cissy said. ‘I can’t believe we did that.’
Ruby came in from the kitchen with a bottle of champagne and popped it open. She poured a glass for her and Cissy, and water for Bella. They all fell silent for a while just looking at the money in disbelief. Finally, Ruby spoke.
‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Now we need to make a decision.’ She glanced at Cissy and Bella. ‘We could decide that this is as far as we want to go, that we’ve done enough to get back at Tommy and Billy. There’s enough money here when split three ways for us to take the money and run, putting everything behind us. If you want to do that, that’s fine by me. I won’t be offended and I’ll honestly wish you all the luck in the world.’ She took a breath as Bella and Cissy looked speechless. Then she went on. ‘But that’s not what I want to do. I’ve only just started. I want to take Tommy Mallon for every penny he has, as I’ve told you. For me, this doesn’t stop here. But I do understand you’ve been through a lot more than me in recent years, and if you want out, then now is the time to say it.’
They sat looking at the table full of money, then at each other.
Nobody spoke for a long moment, then Bella raised her glass of water and sipped from it. ‘I’m going fucking nowhere,’ she said. ‘I didn’t spend three years in jail for something I didn’t do to just take a few quid and run. I’ve nowhere to go anyway. I’ve got a fight on my hands to see my son, and I’ll need a lot of money to win. I want us to be in this together.’ She turned to Cissy. ‘What do you think?’
Cissy nodded, then her face lit up with a smile.
‘That was some ride out there,’ she said. ‘I think I can live this life, no problem.’ She picked up a pile of money and sniffed it. ‘Smells good. Compensation for Terence and the way he treated me. It’ll not make up for what he did or anything like that, but it will help.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Ellie stood in the kitchen gazing out of the window, where she could see Chris lugging bags of chopped logs into the farm shop. It had been a dream come true for Ellie that she’d finally managed to see the business she had worked so hard for become popular with visitors, who often did a detour to her place just to pick up some of her produce, from the assorted vegetables she’d grown and nurtured and the jams and chillis, to the soaps and creams she produced, all organic and homemade. She never got tired of the work or the long hours spent cooking, baking and potting her goods. It had become a way of life, and at last the future looked bright for her and her boy.
Sometimes as she stood at this window working at the sink, she would get a flashback of how bad things had been – the black despair after her husband died, the mountain of debt as she tried to keep the farm going, and the gradual falling apart of everything around her. But she wasn’t a prisoner to that misery. It had been three years since the night she came across Ruby, bloodied and freezing in her barn. She had become Ellie’s saviour, taking her by surprise when she left her with a fortune.
After that morning when Ruby had threatened the loan shark, she never saw her again. That scene was burned into her memory. But he hadn’t returned, and the small business she started began to work and thrive, and with the investment from the bank she was now officially in the black with a growing balance in credit.
She was doing well, well enough to hire Chris, a drifter who had come looking for work, and who turned out to be invaluable, taking care of the sheep she bred and the chickens and the three goats. He wasn’t paid a lot of money, but he had accommodation in one of the farm buildings she’d converted and she provided all his meals. They’d even become friends, but that was all. Chris was loyal and trustworthy, but Ellie wasn’t looking for a partner as she was so focused on her work and her little boy. Her life was as good as it got, she told herself. From the window, she could see a couple of cars in the distance making their way up the long driveway to the farm. She put down the potato she’d been peeling and dried her hands, then went out of the back door towards the farm shop.
‘All right, Ellie,’ Chris greeted her as he ran the back of his hand across his sweating brow, and continued to pile the log sacks on the rack.
‘Hard work that, Chris,’ Ellie said. ‘I’m making some lunch shortly so we can both have a break.’ She looked out at the cars coming up the track. ‘Once these customers go, I’ll get it sorted.’
‘No worries, Ellie. I’ve only two more bags to sort and that’s this lot done.’
They both stood for a moment, watching the cars approach.
‘That’s a fancy car for these parts, is it not?’ Chris said as he looked at the red Jaguar. ‘Hope them potholes at the bottom of the track don’t do his wheels in.’
‘I know,’ Ellie said. ‘We need to do something about them in the next few days. If it rains, it’ll be a muck hole.’
She turned and went inside the shop, running her hand along the shelves, making sure the jars of produce were facing the right way, adjusting the price tags. She loved the scent of cinnamon inside, giving the place a warmth. She looked up when the couple came into the shop.
‘Hello,’ the man said, as his wife smiled and began to browse the shelves.
‘If you see anything you fancy, give me a shout,’ Ellie said. ‘You on your way north or south?’
‘South,’ the wife said. ‘We were up in Scotland visiting family. My friend told me about this place but we never had the chance to get up. Looks lovely.’
‘Thanks,’ Ellie said, smiling. ‘Well, if you see anything you like, I’ve a few offers on – for first-time visitors.’
The couple bought some jams and a jar of chillis, along with some soaps and cream, and were delighted when Ellie gave them a discount. She wrapped the goods up for them and they left happily, turning to wave from their car.
Then the door opened and two men came in, one tall and smartly dressed in a light camel coat with a dark polo-neck sweater underneath. Ruby glanced down at his shiny leather shoes, silently hoping he didn’t step on any sheep shit in the yard. Chris generally kept the area clean, but occasionally if he was moving ewes to the shed, there would be some droppings. The second man in was shorter, stocky with a hard face that didn’t crack a smile as he looked around. The taller man walked around the shop, looking at the shelves, as the smaller man picked up soaps and creams and had a sniff at them. Ellie didn’t think they looked like the kind of men who usually frequented farm shops, but every customer was different. Maybe they were looking for a gift. The man in the coat picked up a jar of jam and examined it.
‘You make all this stuff yourself, do you?’ he asked, his face open and friendly.
‘Yes,’ Ellie enthused. ‘I harvest the berries – raspberry, bramble and strawberry – and make it all in my kitchen. Same goes for the chillis and everything you see here. It’s all homemade.’
He nodded approval.
‘Lovely set-up you’ve got here. You got cows and stuff too? Must be a lot of work.’
His accent was from around Manchester, she thought, and he didn’t sound like he knew much about farming.
‘No cows. I have some sheep, though. I breed them and sell them at market. It’s a bit of work, but I have some help.’
He nodded, seeming happy with the answer. Then he moved along the shop picking up autumn wreaths she’d taught herself to make and sniffing them too.
‘These are nice, they are. You do all that yourself too?’
‘Yes. I keep busy. But it’s a good to be busy.’
‘You been here long?’ he asked, then added, ‘I mean, have you been a farmer all your life?’
‘I married a farmer,’ Ellie said, feeling not entirely comfortable with his questions.
‘I see. Well, that’s good that your old man is around for the heavy lifting. That him out there with the logs?’ He nodded in the direction of the window where Chris had brought up more logs.
‘No,’ Ellie said softly. ‘My husband passed five years ago. That’s Chris, he’s a farm-hand.’
The man met her eyes and held her gaze for a moment, then smiled. He went across to the shelf and picked up two jars of jam and one chilli and then crossed and picked up a wreath, taking it to the counter where Ellie stood. His sidekick picked up three bars of lavender soap and brought them over, placing them on the counter. The big man looked down at him.
‘What’s this?’ he said, looking at his sidekick. ‘You going to have a nice bath with your lavender soap and candles tonight, mate?’ He chuckled. ‘Getting in touch with your feminine side, are you?’
The shorter guy gave him a sarcastic look.
‘Keeps the skin soft, that does.’
The big man raised his eyebrows and half smiled to Ellie.
‘So how much is that, er . . . Sorry, what’s your name? I’m Colin, by the way.’
The question took her by surprise, and she answered before even thinking.
‘Ellie,’ she said, then she could have bitten her tongue.
It wasn’t that she hid her identity by any means, but most people who came to the shop never enquired about her name, or anything else. They just browsed, bought some goods, maybe had a coffee and that was it. This pair were an odd couple. But perhaps she was overthinking it. She told him the price and he took a few twenties out of his coat pocket and handed over some money – more than the asking price.
‘Okay, Ellie,’ he said. ‘Get yourself a nice bottle of wine and a night off. You’ll need a break after making and getting all this stuff sorted.’
‘That’s very kind of you, Colin. But really, it’s fine.’ She moved to hand him back the tenner.
‘No, no. It’s for you. Or . . . your kids. You got any kids?’
Ellie felt her stomach tighten. Something wasn’t right.
‘No,’ she lied.
He nodded slowly, a sly look on his face. She had the sickening feeling he didn’t believe her.
‘Okay. We’ll be off then. But I’m sure once the boy here enjoys a bath with your soap, he’ll be back.’ He smiled, then walked towards the door.
Ellie hoped her frozen smile wasn’t obvious.
After they’d gone and she could see the back of the Jag disappear at the end of the track, she went outside, where Chris stood watching.
‘Well, did they buy anything?’
‘Yes,’ Ellie said. ‘But to be honest, they gave me the creeps.’
‘How so?’ Chris asked.
‘Just . . . they were asking questions – my name, did I have a husband and a kid. Stuff like that. I wasn’t comfortable. I thought they were fishing.’ Then she glanced across the yard and saw James’s bike propped up against the shed. ‘Shit! I told them I didn’t have any kids. What if they saw that, Chris?’
He gave her a comforting look.
‘Nah. Don’t be worrying too much, Ellie. Who knows, they might be just a couple of guys on the road to somewhere. Did you clock their accents?’
‘Yep. They were from Manchester, I’d say.’
‘Well, maybe they were buying gifts for their wives or girlfriends. Don’t worry about it.’
She nodded, giving a tight smile.
‘Yeah. You’re probably right,’ she said. ‘I’ll go and get the lunch sorted. Can you bring some logs over, please, for the fire?’
‘Will do.’
She crossed the yard and went into the house to prepare the food, but she couldn’t shake off the twinge of fear in her stomach.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Tommy Mallon couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How in the name of fuck could they be robbed twice in the same city? He was trying to process the scenario painted by Jimmy Digby, who’d called to tell him there had been another robbery of their cash in Glasgow. The cash that was being taken to Dubai by some of their most trusted smugglers was gone.
‘Hold the fuckin’ pony here, Jimmy,’ Tommy said. ‘Am I hearing this right? Are you saying that someone just waltzed into these pricks’ hotel room and walked away with six suitcases?’
‘Yes, Tommy,’ Digby said, letting out a frustrated sigh. ‘I couldn’t believe it myself.’
‘Where the fuck were the boys? Were they out getting shagged or something? Why were they not in the hotel room, watching over our money?’
‘That’s what I’m trying to find out, Tommy,’ Digby said. ‘They’ve not come back yet.’
‘No.’ Tommy could feel the pulse in his neck. ‘Of course they’ve not come back. You’ll probably never see the fuckers again.’
Digby didn’t reply. Tommy knew he had no answers, and that Digby would be just as raging as he was. This money was from three or four of the top dealers who often bought together because they trusted Mallon, because Digby trusted him, and their reputations as top dogs over the years made them the natural guys to deal with. Eventually, Digby spoke.
‘Nothing like this has ever happened before,’ he said.
‘Well, it’s fucking happening now. So, we need answers, Jimmy. Do you think these boys just took the money and went on the run? You know them well enough. Are they stupid enough to do that?’
‘No,’ Digby replied. ‘I’m sure that’s not what happened. They did admit to me on the phone that they’d been in the hotel bar and met a couple of birds, and went for a few drinks in the bar next door to where they were staying.’
‘Fuck me!’ Tommy’s voice went up an octave. ‘I’ll tell you what, Jimmy, you need to get a hold of these cunts, and once they tell you everything, then throw them off a bridge or some fucking thing.’
‘I’ll sort it, Tommy,’ Digby said.
There was silence for two beats, then Tommy spoke.
‘But Jimmy, there must be something going on in Glasgow when this shit’s happened twice now. First the money going into the kebab shop, and now this. Someone’s at the fucking capers over there. Making pure cunts of us. We’ll need to get to the bottom of it. I mean, there’s been no bad blood between any of the guys over there as far as I know. I would have been told if there was a problem. We’re all quite tight that way.’
‘I know. I’ve heard nothing like that either.’
Tommy didn’t want to say any more. It crossed his mind that this could have been the work of the Russians, trying to cause mayhem and turn everyone against each other, because that might benefit them if they weren’t a strong unit from Manchester to Glasgow to London and Dublin. But he dismissed it, because he couldn’t see how they could have done this so quickly or even have the knowledge on the ground of who to go to for a job like this.
‘Okay, Jimmy,’ Tommy said. ‘Keep me posted. Anything at all that’s a bit unusual, let me know.’ He hung up.
A couple of days passed with Tommy mooching around the villa, feeling depressed. Then one morning he woke up with a blinding headache as the sun streamed into his bedroom from the crack in the shutters. He opened one eye and looked at his watch. He’d barely slept, his mind all over the place after his conversation with Digby. With this kind of crap happening, it made him wonder if he could trust all the people around him any more. But he knew Digby and there was no way he’d be involved in anything that would work against him. The guys running the show in Glasgow he knew less well, but they were all on the same side when it came to operating and they knew they did it better when they were all together. Everyone was making plenty of money, so there was no need for anyone to steal off each other. No. This was someone new doing this. Some rogue bastards who were naive enough to think they wouldn’t get caught. So far, they’d stolen four hundred grand. That’s big money that was being laundered, and now their money was coming in but not going back out to be cleaned. It was just fucking lost.
Tommy got up and went into the kitchen and took a couple of paracetamol out of the drawer then washed them down with a bottle of water from the fridge. He switched on the coffee machine and stood staring into space while it worked away. He suddenly felt really alone. Since Terence had been killed, he’d been busy trying to keep all the plates spinning with Billy, and he seldom had any downtime. When he did, he either went out and got laid, or got drunk. He sniffed and looked around him. He had all this – a beautiful gaffe and a fast car – but he was lonely and right now feeling miserable. He found himself thinking of Ruby, how she looked in the morning, watching her pad around the apartment just out of the shower, shaking her wet hair, the way she smelled, and how they used to be in the easy mornings together in bed. Even though he missed her sometimes, he could never forgive her, because no matter what she’d been to him in the past, she had killed his best friend. He didn’t have proof of that, but he knew it was her. He resolved that if she did escape that night, though it seemed unlikely, then he would make her disappear for good.
As he was sipping his coffee on the terrace, his mobile rang on the marble table and he watched it shudder for a second, then lifted it.
‘Digby,’ he said a little wearily. ‘You found those cunts yet?’
‘Nah, Tommy. Not yet. But we’re all over it.’ He paused. ‘But that’s not why I’m phoning you. Listen, I got some information a couple of days ago and I thought you’d want to know about it.’
‘What is it?’ Tommy said, looking out across the horizon.
‘There’s this woman who runs a little farm out in the Penrith area, near where the crash was that night.’
Tommy’s gut twitched. The very mention of that night sent something through him. He knew what he’d been meant to do, and he’d failed big time.
‘So, what about it?’ Tommy said.
‘Well, there’s something ringing a bell about it. I’ll tell you what was told to me and you can make your mind up.’
Digby told Tommy all about Lenny’s loan shark guy who was sent packing at gunpoint by some woman who was at the farm.
‘So why are you telling me this, Jimmy?’ Tommy wasn’t sure if he was really following.
‘Well, when I heard about this, I got someone to look into what this debt collector told him. He found him, but these days he’s pretty wasted with heroin. However, he managed to identify the name of the woman – Ellie – and a rough area of the farm where this happened, so I got some boys to look into it. They went to the place and there’s this farm shop. When they were in there, they got talking to the owner, and she seemed a bit edgy, not telling the truth, cagey like. Said her name was Ellie. I’m just wondering where she got all the money for this farm shop. The guy who’d been collecting her payments said the farm used to be a tip and that she didn’t have a pot to piss in, that’s why she’d gone to borrow money in the first place. But now she seems to be well off.’
‘But the crash was over three years ago, Jimmy,’ Tommy said. ‘Maybe the bank’s bailed the woman out?’
‘I don’t think so,’ Digby said. ‘Tell you what I think. What if the woman who fired the shot that day might have been Ruby? I know it’s a long shot and sounds far-fetched, but what if maybe she survived that night? It’s only about four miles from the crash. Maybe she took the coke and the money and made it out of there – abandoned her mates? And the loan shark guy said her name was Ellie. Could be a coincidence, but maybe Ellie took her in, and Ruby gave her a load of cash when she left – our cash from the crash.’
Tommy listened. Now he was interested.
‘I see,’ he said. ‘Sounds like a fairy tale, but it’s the kind of thing Ruby would do if somebody helped her, and she could see they were in trouble financially. She was such a fucking bleeding heart that way. So, what do you think?’
Silence between them.
‘I think we have to find out more. Maybe squeeze the woman a bit.’
Tommy took a long time to answer. He could see Ruby, maybe injured, running along the fields and finding a farm to hide in. He could see her handing out money. Money that wasn’t fucking hers to hand out. So, if it was her, then where was she now? Maybe the woman didn’t know, and no matter how much they squeezed her, it wouldn’t make a difference. But one thing she could confirm was whether the woman with the gun was Ruby.
‘I’m thinking, Jimmy,’ Tommy said, ‘I might take a trip over there. See what’s happening.’
‘Good, Tommy. Just tell me when you’ll be here and I’ll get you picked up.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
The three of them were in what they now jokingly called their ‘study’ at the back of Ruby’s house overlooking the garden. But the work they were doing was far from legit. Ruby was engrossed on her laptop, looking at her bank accounts in Spain and making sure they were safe and solid. One of the first things she’d done when she found herself on the run was to spread some of the money she had around various accounts in Spain, one in Madrid and one in Marbella, as well as an account in Jersey, where she kept the bulk of her fortune.
She had been worried initially after she ‘disappeared’ that it would become a broader police investigation and she would be a wanted suspect on the radar of the National Crime Agency. But whatever happened, it must have fizzled out because there had been no glitches as she moved money around, and no suspicion that her bank accounts were being watched by the authorities.
At the other end of the table, Bella had her head in her laptop. She was trying to look into the dealings of her in-laws and was checking out their businesses, which were all registered at Companies House in Manchester. On the face of it, Dave was a successful businessman, owning shops and property, with Carole named as director. She scanned the businesses, and they all looked ordinary. But she also noticed he owned a sauna and spa parlour in Manchester, as well as three nail bars in the city centre. She tried to look into them further, but found nothing much except the addresses. She needed to find a way to get inside their businesses and have a closer look.
Cissy was searching through properties they might be able to buy as a business opportunity. It could have been a perfect little work-from-home enterprise, but these women were sitting on a fortune they’d snatched from some drug mules a week ago, and they still couldn’t quite believe they’d done it.
Ruby’s mobile rang and she picked it up from the table, surprised. Nobody had her phone number except the girls, and they were here, and Leo. But there was no name. She pushed the phone to her ear but didn’t speak, just listened.
‘Ruby?’ The voice sounded a little shaky. ‘Ruby, is that you? I’m sorry to call you. It’s . . . it’s Ellie.’
Ruby only knew one woman called Ellie, and for a second she’d forgotten that she’d given her the burner mobile number the day she left.
‘Ellie? At the farm?’ Ruby said just to make sure.
‘Yes.’
She was puzzled why she’d be phoning, because Ellie had told her at the time that she would help for a few days but once she’d left, she didn’t want to see or hear from her ever again. But the morning Ruby had left after she put the gun in that scumbag’s back, she’d told Ellie that if she ever needed help with anything or was in trouble, then just to call her. This wasn’t a social call.
‘Are you in trouble, Ellie?’
Silence. She could hear Ellie breathing. Ruby waited.
‘I think I might be.’
‘What’s happened? How is your farm? Your son?’
After a couple of beats, Ellie said, ‘Ruby, the farm is great. Everything is what I dreamed it would be. Thanks to you.’ She paused. ‘But . . . but someone came into my farm shop the other day. Two men. They . . . they just made me shiver.’
‘You mean, they threatened you?’
‘No. Not as such. But they were asking questions, like how long I’ve been here, did I have a kid, and stuff that customers at the shop never ask. They didn’t look like the kind of people who go to farm shops, and I don’t think they were. I think they were looking for something else.’
Ruby let her words sink in. A lot had happened in the past few years, and her time at the farm had been far from Ruby’s mind. She’d never called to ask how Ellie was, and felt that was for the best. Ellie had saved her life that night, and Ruby had rewarded her, given her a start to recover from the debt she was in. But that was it, she was out of her life.
‘You think it’s maybe to do with me? I mean, my being there?’ Ruby asked. ‘It was a long time ago.’
‘Yes. I know it was. But there has never been anyone around here that gave me the creeps like these two did. I just feel . . . well, I just feel a bit scared.’
Ruby didn’t answer. What could she do? If the men who came to her shop were looking for her, they might have asked, but perhaps they were casing the place to come back another time.
‘I don’t suppose they gave any names?’
‘One of them said his name was Colin. He was driving a top-of-the-range red Jag. I told him my name, because I was caught on the hop.’
‘Anything else about them?’
‘No,’ Ellie said. ‘But I have a guy working for me now. His name is Christopher. He’s a good hand and works with the sheep and on the farm. He thought they were dodgy too. He took down their registration, and he managed to somehow take a sneaky photo of them.’
‘Christ!’ Ruby said. ‘That was risky. If they were villains and he was caught taking a picture, he could have been in big trouble.’
‘I know. I told him it was reckless.’
‘Okay. Can you send me the picture and the registration, and I’ll see what I can find out? When was this?’
‘A few days ago. But then the other day Chris was down at one of the fields fixing a fence, and he saw the Jag coming down the road again, but it didn’t turn up the track to my house. It just slowed down quite far away, and another, smaller car seemed to be with it. And they both stopped at the side of the road for a little while.’
Ruby said nothing. That would have been after the robberies in Glasgow. If Tommy’s money was tied up in that, it could have triggered the hunt for Ruby all over again.
‘Okay. I can see why you would be worried. Listen, I’m going to come down. There might be some business I need to attend to in Manchester anyway, so I’ll drive down tomorrow some time; come and see you. I’m not sure what I can do at the moment, though, but I’ll try and dig out what’s going on. I’ll find out who owns the Jag.’
‘I would be so glad to see you, Ruby. And sorry, I just don’t know where to turn. He asked if I had a kid and I said I didn’t. I lied, but James’s bike was propped up against the shed and I didn’t notice it. So if they saw it, then they know I’m lying, and that might make them more suspicious of me.’
‘Okay. Don’t worry, I’ll be in touch when I get closer.’
Ruby hung up and looked across the table where Bella and Cissy had been watching her on the call.
‘I think we need to take a trip to Manchester,’ Ruby said. ‘Or I do anyway. Remember I told you about Ellie? The woman on the farm who took me in that night? She’s had a visit from some heavy-looking guys and she thinks something might be going on.’
‘What can you do, though, Ruby?’ Cissy asked. ‘If nothing has happened and you don’t know who it was? Do you think they’ve clocked that you were there? It was over three years ago.’
‘I know. But if it is them, then this means they haven’t stopped looking for me. So that might leave her in some sort of trouble if they monster her in some way and ask questions. She has a little boy, she’s worried.’ Ruby paused. ‘But you guys don’t have to come with me. Though we might get a better picture of your in-laws’ life, Bella, if we’re on the ground there. I have a contact I can maybe dig up.’
‘Sure,’ Bella said. ‘I’d be glad to come. We should all go.’ She looked at Cissy.
‘Yeah,’ she agreed. ‘We’ll all go.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
Ellie had collected James from school and dropped him off at her mum’s house a few miles’ drive away from the farm. He was bursting with excitement as her parents were taking him to a local funfair tomorrow and, as ever, he would be spoiled rotten by his grandparents. Ellie would miss him, but at the front of her mind was the worry about these guys who’d come to her farm shop. They were definitely not just random shoppers, and she’d been feeling threatened since they’d been there, because it just didn’t feel right. She took dinner out of the oven and set down plates for herself and Christopher, who had just walked in the doorway to the kitchen.
‘Smells great, Ellie,’ he said. ‘I’m starving. How was the little guy going to his gran’s?’
‘He’s mad with it.’ Ellie sat down, managing a smile. ‘They’ve got a whole weekend planned for him.’ She helped herself to some roast potatoes alongside her chicken. ‘But you know something, Christopher? I’m glad he’s there for a couple of days. I feel he’s safe.’
Christopher put down his knife and fork and looked across the table at her. ‘Let’s not get it out of proportion. Those guys were dodgy-looking, I’ll give you that, but why would they be out here asking questions? That’s the bit I don’t understand.’
Ellie hadn’t told him anything about Ruby being here, or the money she’d given her or anything about what Ruby may have been involved in. When Christopher had come here looking for work, she didn’t ask too many questions about him either, but he had seemed a decent bloke and was hardworking and reliable. She had no idea where he came from and even though she’d wondered why a guy of forty would be drifting like he was, she had never felt threatened by him. In fact, the opposite. He was a gentle person, a listener, and she’d told him about her husband’s passing, but the loan sharking and the humiliation of that scumbag she’d kept to herself. He never questioned her. But now, given that she’d phoned Ruby for help and she was coming down, she had to fill him in. Ellie looked across at him as he ate, worried that by telling him the truth she would lose him.
‘Christopher,’ she began, ‘there’s some things I haven’t told you.’ She swallowed.
He looked up sharply from his plate but said nothing, waiting for her to speak.
‘A couple of years ago, one night, I heard a noise outside and went out with my shotgun. I found this woman in the barn.’
‘What?’ He sounded confused.
‘This woman,’ Ellie continued, ‘she’d been in a car crash and she’d made it across the stream and the fields and ended up here. She was freezing and covered in blood from her wounds. I had my shotgun pointed at her and she pleaded with me just to listen and said she wasn’t a danger to me.’
Christopher sat, engrossed in her story as Ellie told him everything, about how Ruby had been set up by gangsters and how she had helped her by giving her a place to stay and finding her a car.
Christoper narrowed his eyes. ‘So, this woman, is she some kind of gangster?’
‘I don’t know. But she was obviously involved with some heavy people. She lived in Spain with some guy who I gather was a criminal. She said it was him who had set her up and organised the car crash.’
‘Christ!’ Christopher puffed. ‘That’s scary stuff. And this Ruby, where did she go?’
‘I don’t know. She left that morning and I didn’t ask questions. I never saw or heard from her again.’
Christopher looked at her and she knew he was thinking that she hadn’t told him everything. But how could she tell him about the loan shark? What would he think of her? But she had to tell him something.
‘I was in a lot of debt at the time, Christopher. I had nothing and was barely getting by. I had borrowed money from some loan company that was recommended but they turned out to be loan sharks, and the guy was making demands on me because I couldn’t keep up with the payments.’
‘Demands,’ Christopher said, matter-of-fact.
She didn’t have to say it, and he didn’t ask, but it was written all over his face that he somehow knew. Ellie felt her face flush and she swallowed hard.
‘I can’t talk about that, Christopher. It was a difficult time, and I’ve put it behind me. I . . . I still feel . . .’ – she paused – ‘ashamed.’ Tears welled up in her eyes and she bit her lip, aware that Christopher’s dark eyes were still searching her face.
He got up from his chair and came round and pulled up a chair next to her. Then he reached out and touched her hair. It was the first time he had ever done that and she flinched a little but didn’t move his hand.
‘Ellie,’ he said. ‘Don’t be crying now. Listen, don’t ever feel ashamed about anything. You don’t have to tell me any more, but I just want you to know that I don’t care about anything you think you should be ashamed of. I’m your friend, and I’ll always be here for you. I’ll help you, and protect you any way I can.’
Ellie sniffed and swallowed back her tears.
‘Thanks, Christopher.’ She put her hand up where his was on her hair and placed it on the table, and they sat at the table for a moment, holding hands, Ellie feeling the warmth and the strength of him, and for the first time in a very long time she felt something close to being loved. He got up and went back to his chair across from her, and began to eat. For a while both of them ate in silence as though everything she’d told him hadn’t happened. Eventually, Ellie spoke.
‘This woman, Ruby,’ she said. ‘I called her yesterday and told her about these guys, and she says she’ll come down because there’s some business stuff she has to do in Manchester.’
Christopher shrugged.
‘Good. I’ll be glad to meet the woman who put you on your feet. Whatever else she is, she must have a big heart, this Ruby.’
It was the noise of the cars on the gravel that stirred Ellie from what had been a fitful sleep. As soon as she opened her eyes, dread washed over her. She jumped out of bed and pulled on some clothes, and knelt by the bedroom window to peer out in the half-light. Christ! It was the red Jaguar. And there was a jeep alongside it. Her blood ran cold as she saw two men with guns jump out of the car, one striding towards her door, and the other marching across the yard just as the door opened in Christopher’s living quarters. She gaped long enough to see the shock on his face as he raised his hands in the air. Automatically, she picked up her mobile from her bedside and pushed the key for Ruby’s number. It was answered straight away.
‘Ruby,’ she whispered. ‘They’re back. They’re coming to my door. And they’ve got guns.’
‘Oh fuck!’ Ruby said.
‘What should I tell them if they ask about you? I’m so scared, Ruby.’
‘Tell them everything, Ellie. Tell them I was there at your house the night of the crash. Don’t put yourself in danger by holding back. Tell them anything they want to know.’
‘Oh God, Ruby. They’re kicking my door in.’
She hung up as she heard footsteps inside her kitchen. In three quick, soundless strides Ellie was at the door of her bedroom cupboard, where she kept the double-barrelled shotgun. She reached up to the top shelf and slid it out, opening it quietly with trembling hands. There were two cartridges inside. She closed it and stood at the doorway on shaky legs. She was barely breathing as she listened to the voices downstairs, and heard what sounded like smashing crockery and tables being cleared onto the floor.
‘Ellie?’ The voice was chilling. ‘I know you’re in here, so come out now and you’ll be all right.’
She felt her face twitch and she tightened her lips to control the muscles. She could see downstairs from a crack in her bedroom door, and the big man who called himself Colin that day was standing in her kitchen. Another shorter man was wrecking the place with a maniacal grin on his face. The small man had a pistol in the waistband of his jeans. What now? she thought. Go out and blast the pair of them? But what about Christopher, who was outside with a man who also had a gun? She stepped onto the landing and, looking down at them, she cocked the gun. Immediately, as though by instinct, both men looked up.
‘Get out of my house!’ she said, knowing her voice was trembling.
The big man pulled his lips back into a sarcastic smile.
‘Oh, you’ve got a temper, have you, Ellie?’ he sneered. ‘I’d never have thought that, seeing you in your little farm shop.’
‘Get the fuck out or I’ll blast your head off!’
He stood firm, and the smaller man stopped throwing things around her kitchen and looked at the big man as though waiting to be told what to do.
‘Put the gun down now, Ellie,’ he said, his voice calm and controlled. ‘Before you hurt yourself.’
Instinctively, and before she could stop herself, Ellie fired off a shot, not at them but at the fireplace wall, blasting a huge hole in the brickwork and sending debris flying everywhere. Both men threw themselves to the ground, then slowly got to their feet, the big man dusting off his jacket. His face wasn’t calm now. It was flushed and raging with a black look in his eyes that terrified Ellie. But she took a step onto the landing and then the top stair, keeping her eyes on them, the shotgun firmly facing them.
‘Get your hands up.’
They both stuck their hands in the air, the big man holding her cold stare.
‘Turn around and start walking out.’
She took the stairs one at a time, slowly, keeping her eyes on them and the shotgun pointed at them. They turned around and walked slowly towards the door in silence. Then they were outside in the yard. Ellie was a few steps behind them, and felt the cold blast of air from her open kitchen door as she stepped outside. Christopher was standing a few feet away, his hands in the air, with a pistol pointed at him. He looked at her, his face white and fear in his eyes. In one swift movement, the guy held the gun high to his forehead.
‘Now, Ellie,’ the big man said, turning his head to look behind him. ‘It seems we have a problem here. You need to put the gun down and your man here will be all right. Don’t be silly now.’
‘You put your gun down, arsehole,’ she shouted to the man with the gun.
He looked at the big man, who gave a slight nod. Then the man fired a shot, hitting Christopher in the shoulder. He staggered backwards.
‘Stop!’ Ellie said. ‘Stop or I’ll shoot right now.’
‘What?’ The big man was calm again. ‘And let your man here die? Because you fire one more shot, Ellie, and the next one is in his head.’
Ellie stood trembling, sick with nerves, knowing she was defeated, desperate as Chris stood with blood seeping out of a wound in his shoulder and spreading across his shirt.
‘Put the gun down now or he’s dead.’ The big man turned to face her.
She stood for a moment looking from him to Christopher, whose face was a mask of terror and shock. She dropped the gun and it rattled on the gravel. The shorter man quickly picked it up and trained it on her. Then the big man strode across and suddenly slapped Ellie so hard in the face he knocked her off her feet. Then he stood over her and yanked her up by the hair.
‘You little fucker! You don’t mess around with people like us.’ He punched her viciously on the face again and she could feel her cheek beginning to swell.
He looked at the other guy.
‘Get her tied up and in the boot.’
Ellie thought she was going to faint.
‘Please,’ she pleaded. ‘I have a little boy.’
He sneered.
‘Really? I thought you said you’d no kids. Where is he?’
‘He’s . . . he’s with my parents.’
‘Well, lucky for him he’s not had to see this.’
‘Please. What do you want?’
‘I’m taking you to see a friend of mine, who wants a word with you.’
‘Please. I have to get my son. I can’t just leave like this.’
The smaller man roughly grabbed her hands and put them behind her back. She could feel a rope being secured around her wrists and her shoulders strained as he pulled it tight. Then he pushed her across the yard towards the waiting car. The boot of the jeep clicked open. He reached inside and pulled a mask over her face, then bundled her into the car, just before she had a last look at Christopher, who looked stricken and helpless. In the boot, she crumpled as she heard the voices outside.
‘What about this prick, boss?’
‘Tie him up and shoot him. Or put him in the house or something and torch the place,’ the big man’s voice replied.
Ellie sensed other people getting into the car and she caught her breath, gagging, gasping, her entire body shaking. They drove away fast, and all she could think of was her little boy, and Christopher, the man who asked for nothing and who was about to die.



CHAPTER FORTY
Ruby pushed her foot to the floor as the line to Ellie went dead.
‘Fucking hell, Ruby, that sounds bad.’ Bella turned to her from the passenger seat. ‘Should we call her back?’
‘Christ no, Bella.’ Ruby switched in and out of lanes, her speed hitting over eighty. ‘Ellie says they were kicking her door in. It’s too late to call her back.’ She shook her head. ‘Fuck! If only she’d called me sooner.’
‘So, what do we do now?’ Cissy leaned in from the back seat. ‘How long till we get there?’
‘We’re about fifteen minutes away.’ Ruby was watching the road closely, looking for the slip road that would take her in the right direction for the farm.
‘What do we do if they’re still there when we get to the place?’ Bella asked.
Ruby glanced from the side of her eye.
‘I don’t know yet.’ She leaned her head back towards the back seat. ‘Cissy, that metal case on the back seat. Can you pop it open?’
‘Sure,’ Cissy said as she pulled it onto her lap and clicked the lock. Then she gasped. ‘Shit, Ruby! Look at these bad boys!’
Ruby had put the case on the back seat once she’d checked and re-checked that the contents were primed and ready. There was one small handgun, and a bigger Glock pistol that she’d acquired a few months ago from a dealer in Glasgow.
‘Are they loaded?’ Cissy asked.
‘Of course,’ Ruby said. ‘But the safety catch is on them. Don’t lift them out or anything. Just have the case open and ready in case we need it.’
‘I’ve never used a gun before,’ Bella said. ‘I’d probably shoot myself in the foot.’
‘You won’t have to,’ Ruby said. ‘I’ll deal with any shooting.’
‘I can shoot,’ Cissy piped up.
‘What?’ Ruby asked. ‘When did you shoot anything?’
‘I went to a gun range with Terence twice a few years ago. He taught me how to shoot. I was quite good at it.’
They fell silent for a moment, each of them remembering Terence’s fate that day at the end of Ruby’s gun.
‘I should have shot him years ago,’ Cissy said wistfully.
Nobody answered. Ruby saw the slip road and pulled in quickly from the outside lane to the cut-off and dropped a gear as she drove onto the smaller road. Drivers honked their horns in indignation at her reckless move.
‘Fuck off!’ Ruby muttered.
Then as she drove a mile or two along the narrow road into the countryside, Ruby’s heart suddenly sank. In the distance she could see smoke swirling up to the sky. It was three years since she’d been up this road, but her sense of direction told her the smoke was coming from the farm. There were no other houses nearby so it had to be from there.
‘Shit, guys! Look! Smoke. I’m sure it’s from Ellie’s place.’
‘Fuck,’ Bella said. ‘Do you think they’re still there?’
Ruby pushed out a sigh. ‘I don’t know.’ She slowed down a little. ‘They might be.’ She turned towards the back. ‘Cissy, give me the bigger of the guns. Just be careful how you lift it out. Pick it up with the pistol grip. Hand it to me.’
A few seconds later Cissy handed over the pistol to Bella, who then gave it to Ruby. She placed it in the side pocket of the car.
As they got closer to the direction of the smoke, Ruby was more and more convinced it was coming from Ellie’s farm. The thought that whoever these fuckers were had torched the place was bad enough, after all Ellie had done to build it up. But the more terrifying thought was that they might have done it with her still inside. She knew how ruthless bastards like this could be. Her insides were churning as she approached the dirt track that would take them up to the farmhouse. She knew that halfway up, the track veered to the right, so she could come in via the back way instead of into the front yard, in case they were still there. The track was full of potholes and normally only used by the tractor, but the Land Rover was easily able to handle it. They bobbed in and out of potholes, Cissy and Bella looking uncomfortable: Cissy strained, Bella concentrating, staring straight through the windscreen.
‘You okay, guys?’ Ruby asked.
‘Yep,’ Bella replied. ‘I went on the waltzers three times in a row one day. Feels a bit like that now.’
As they got to the clearing where the track rose a little, she could see through the trees that the smoke was coming from the farmhouse. She sped up as she negotiated her way over the rough track and down towards the lane that took her to the back of the house. Then she pulled the car up a few yards away from the back. Ruby pulled the gun out of the side pocket and turned to Bella and Cissy.
‘Right. You guys just stay in the car. Cissy, take that small gun out and just keep it in your hand. Take the safety off. All you need to do is fire it if anyone comes near you.’
‘Holy fuck!’ Bella said.
‘It’ll be fine,’ Ruby said. ‘I’m going to go round the front to see if any cars are still there. If there’s none, then that means the bastards have torched the place before they left.’ She paused and ran a hand over her face nervously. ‘Let’s just hope they didn’t do it with Ellie inside.’
Ruby got out of the car and picked her way carefully towards the back door, the acrid smell of smoke burning her nostrils. Someone in the area will have called the fire brigade by now, she thought. The nearest farm was a few fields away, but the rising smoke would alert them to a problem. She knew she didn’t have long. She walked close to the back of the house and crept along the wall, keeping her body low until she was at the side of the house, then crept further towards the front. When she got to the front she was relieved to see there was only one car. But then she looked at the house, no longer blazing, but smouldering, and she went to the window and glanced through, hoping she wouldn’t see Ellie inside. It was too dark and smoky. Then she stood for a second as she thought she heard a noise. She heard it again. ‘Help! Help!’
Ruby went towards the door and kicked it open. The voice was coming from the kitchen floor and she saw a man lying there, his ankles tied up and his hands behind his back, blood seeping through his shirt.
‘Help me! Please! Don’t shoot me!’
‘Where’s Ellie?’
‘They took her.’
‘Who?’
‘The men in the Jaguar. They took her and they shot me. Please. Can you find her?’
‘Who are you?’
‘My name is Christopher. I work here and I help Ellie on the farm. She told me things. Are you Ruby? She said you were coming.’
‘Yes. I’m Ruby.’ She knelt down and pulled him a little by one shoulder as he winced in pain. She managed to get him to the door and outside in the yard away from the smoke. ‘You need an ambulance, Christopher.’
Ruby took out her phone and rang Bella.
‘They’re gone, Bella. They took Ellie. Come round. There’s a guy hurt here, we need an ambulance.’
‘Shit.’ Ruby turned to Christopher. ‘Where’s her boy?’
‘Parents.’ His breathing was laboured.
Ruby breathed a sigh of relief.
Bella and Cissy came round in a flash and stood for a moment not knowing what to do.
‘Call 999, Cissy,’ Ruby said. ‘Tell them there’s been a fire and a guy is injured. Shot. Tell them it was robbers. Tell them anything. This guy needs help now. He’s losing a lot of blood.’
Ruby cradled Christopher’s head in her hands and used her jacket to stem the blood but he looked weak and confused, and like he was fading away. He would die if he didn’t get help soon.
‘Christopher,’ she said. ‘I have to get out of here before the police come. But listen, I will find Ellie and bring her back. I promise.’
Christopher looked up at her and his eyes were heavy but he gave the slightest nod, then his eyes drooped and his head lolled to the side.
‘Is he dead?’ Cissy asked. ‘I called the ambulance.’
‘No,’ Ruby said. ‘But he doesn’t have long. We need to get out of here before the cops arrive. Go back to the car.’
They turned and went back the way they came.
Ruby stood looking down at Christopher. Guilt and fear washed over her. Ellie had been in trouble by the time she had pitched up here three years ago looking for help. But now, because of Ruby, she’d been kidnapped by the thugs hunting her down. The bastards who did this would pay a hefty price, Ruby vowed. She stepped away and sprinted round the back to the car.
‘We need to get out of here quick.’ She switched on the engine and the wheels churned up the mud as she put her foot down and roared away.
They were silent as Ruby sped down the dirt track and onto the country road, and then onto the motorway. About a mile down the road on the other side they could see two fire engines and an ambulance racing up towards the slip road, followed by a police car, all sirens blaring.
‘What are we going to do now, Ruby?’ Bella asked.
Ruby turned her head towards them for a second.
‘We’re going to find the bastards who’ve got Ellie. And we’re going to bring her home.’
Bella and Cissy didn’t reply, and Ruby knew that right now it would be crossing their minds that they should never have gone into that café when they got out of jail. After a long silence, Ruby spoke.
‘You girls all right with this?’
‘Yep,’ they both replied.
‘How are we going to find them, Ruby?’ Cissy asked.
‘We’ll find them, Cissy, because these fuckers are not that clever.’



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
Ellie’s legs and back ached from the position she’d been squeezed into in the boot of the jeep. She’d had to fight to control her breathing at first, because they’d pulled a hood over her head and she felt as though she was suffocating. But now her breathing was slow and measured as she sensed the car build up speed and figured she was perhaps on a motorway. All she could think about was James. She was so thankful he was with her parents until Sunday. But what if she wasn’t coming back? She blinked hard to push the thought away; she could never allow that to happen.
She moved her body a little and was relieved to feel the hard plastic of her mobile phone in the pocket of her jeans against her thigh. How had they not noticed she had her phone? They’d been in such a rush to get her bundled away, they didn’t even frisk her or search the house. They hadn’t even asked if she had a phone. She was glad that after her brief call to Ruby as they were kicking her door in she’d switched it off, so at least it wouldn’t be ringing and giving her away. But she had to find a way to get it back on again and send a message to Ruby. They were playing music in the car and she couldn’t hear the conversation, but it sounded like they were laughing together. She closed her eyes and prayed. She prayed that Ruby would get to her place in time to save Christopher before he bled out. The expression on his face when they shot him would haunt her forever.
She sensed them slowing down and the car making what felt like a left turn. Her imagination ran riot. Were they taking her somewhere to execute her and dump her in the woods? No. Please don’t let them kill me, God, she pleaded under her breath. The engine was killed and the music stopped. Ellie could hear them talking.
‘I’m starving.’
Perhaps they were in a motorway café car park. At least she hoped so. She heard the sound of a door open, and then someone coming round to the boot where she was lying bunched up and as still as she could. The boot opened slightly and she felt a harsh prod to her shoulder and she shrank back.
‘You’re not dead, are you?’
‘No.’ Her voice was muffled under the hood.
‘What?’
‘No. I’m not dead,’ she managed to say.
As he was closing the boot, she manoeuvred so her foot was in the way. He opened the lid a little.
‘What the fuck are you doing? Get your feet in,’ the voice rasped.
‘I need to pee. Please. I need to pee.’
‘Fuck’s sake!’ the voice said as the lid closed firmly, just as she managed to draw her feet back.
Ellie heard his footsteps go away and then him speaking to someone else at the passenger side.
‘Bird says she needs to pee.’
‘Bloody hell!’ another voice said from the front.
‘What are we going to do?’ the man who had opened the boot to her said. ‘I don’t want her pissing all over my boot.’
There was silence for a moment or two then someone spoke.
‘Untie her and walk her into the toilet. Stand outside till she gets out. Keep the gun at her all the way in. She’s too scared to start screaming for help.’
‘What if she talks to someone in the toilets, some punter, and tells them she’s been kidnapped and to call the police?’
‘She won’t. She knows if she does anything stupid, she’ll never see her kid again.’
The last words jolted Ellie’s stomach. Then she heard the sound of the boot opening a little. Someone was untying her wrists and feet and she felt the pain in her shoulders relax.
‘Sit up,’ the man said. ‘And shut up.’
He pulled the hood off her head and she blinked in the daylight. As she’d suspected, she was in the car park of a café off the motorway. Could she make a run for it? Surely they wouldn’t shoot her in broad daylight in a busy place like this?
‘Don’t even fucking think about it.’ He leaned into her face and she could smell the fags on his breath. ‘Right, you’re going to get out and take my arm. I’ll be holding a gun at your ribs. You walk straight to the toilet and I’ll be waiting for you outside. If you open your fucking mouth in there and talk to anyone, your boy will be dead before the day is out. And so will your parents. Have you got that?’
Ellie nodded vigorously but said nothing.
‘Right, out you get.’
He pulled her out, not roughly though, in case anyone was watching. He helped her stand upright and she felt stiff and sore then he held her hand as though he was supporting her and put his other arm around her waist as though they were a couple. She could feel the cold metal of the handgun at her ribs.
‘Just walk and act normal, slowly, like you’ve got a sore leg or something. All right?’
Ellie nodded, didn’t answer.
In the toilet she quickly pulled out her phone and switched it on and it buzzed to life. There were no missed calls or messages. She scrolled recent and pushed Ruby’s number. It answered straight away.
‘Ellie! Ellie!’ It was Ruby.
‘Ruby. Listen, I only have a minute. They took me in the back of the jeep. I don’t know where they’re taking me, but I think somewhere in Manchester to talk to one of his mates, they said. I got out to go for a pee at a motorway café. But a guy is outside the toilet waiting for me. He has a gun.’
‘Where is the café?’
‘I think I know it. It’s off the M6, only about thirty miles from Manchester. Ruby, did you go to the farm?’
‘Yes. I was only minutes after you.’
‘Is Christopher . . . Is he . . .’
‘I sent for an ambulance and then we got off our mark before the cops came. I’m on the motorway coming to Manchester.’
‘I’m scared, Ruby. They said they were going to kill my son and my parents if I opened my mouth. They haven’t mentioned your name or anything.’
‘It’s me they want, Ellie. That much I can promise you. Tell them anything they ask you.’
‘I have to switch my phone off now, Ruby. They don’t know I’ve got it. They didn’t search me.’
‘Because they’re halfwits, Ellie. Don’t worry, I’ll find you. Listen. Don’t switch your phone off, put it on silent. That way I’ll be able to track your whereabouts.’
‘I have to go now, Ruby.’
‘I’ll find you, Ellie.’
The man stood waiting for Ellie as she came out of the toilet and he gave her a cold look that said, Don’t even think about making a run for it. He took two steps towards her and put his arm around her waist.
‘Keep walking,’ he said, as they made their way to the car.
The windows of the jeep were down and the two guys inside were eating what looked like burgers.
‘You can go in the back seat now,’ the fat man said. ‘Until we get out of here.’
It took Ellie a moment to understand why they weren’t shoving her in the boot, then she guessed it was because they couldn’t do it in a busy motorway car park.
She climbed in the back next to a skinny-looking guy who didn’t make eye contact with her. Then they drove off. Further down the road they took a slip road and pulled her out of the back seat and pushed her into the boot, tied her arms and legs up and moved to pull the hood over her head as she protested.
‘Please don’t put that thing over me. I can’t breathe properly. It’s not as if I can escape. Please.’
‘Shut it,’ the man said, pulling the hood roughly over her head.
She lay on her side back in the same cramped position as they drove off and back onto what felt like motorway. She tried to stem her panic as she wondered what they were going to do with her and who they were taking her to. And what they would do with her afterwards. It didn’t bear thinking about, so she tried to think of her son at the funfair with her mum and dad, where he would be right now, and how much he would be bursting to tell her when he got home. She had to get home. She thought of Ruby and wondered if she would come. She felt her stomach sink with the desperateness of it all.
It seemed like they’d been driving for ages, but now they were slowing down and coming to a halt before moving again, so Ellie assumed they were off the motorway and in a city or somewhere that was built up, and were maybe stopping at traffic lights. They must be getting close to wherever they were going. Eventually, they slowed down for a final time and the car stopped and the engine switched off. She heard the driver’s door open and close and then all was still for a couple of minutes. Her stomach tensed and her mouth was so dry she could barely swallow. Then all the vehicle doors were open and she heard the voices of the men talking among themselves. The lid of the boot was opened and she was pulled up to a sitting position. Her hands and feet were untied and as the hood was yanked off her, she took a breath and rubbed her face.
‘Right,’ the man said, grabbing her arm. ‘C’mon.’
Her legs felt weak as he pulled her to her feet and she wanted to ask him to give her a minute because she felt suddenly nauseous, but she knew there was no point. As he grabbed hold of her arm, she glanced quickly around to see where she was. It looked like some kind of industrial estate with a few lorries parked up and something that could have been a warehouse or storage area. They crossed the yard towards a building and she could see a light on upstairs. When she noticed the red Jaguar parked outside, she stopped in her tracks: it was them. Jesus. She was done for. He turned to her, frowning.
‘Move,’ he said, jerking her arm.
She walked on trembling legs into the building and he marched her upstairs to the first floor, then along a dim corridor to a door that was closed. The man knocked on the door, and a voice from within said to come in. He pushed open the door and went in, holding on to her arm. Inside, she saw the big man who had called himself Colin standing at the window with a sneering look on his face. She avoided his gaze. Behind the desk was a heavy-set man in his forties with dark cropped hair and ruddy, beefy jowls. His mouth was downturned, and he looked angry. Ellie thought she was going to faint and her legs buckled a little. The man behind the desk gestured at Colin to get her a chair.
‘Get her a glass of water,’ the man said in what sounded like an Irish accent.
Colin went out of the room for a second and returned with a glass of water. He passed it to her, and she took it with trembling hands before putting it to her lips and drinking a few gulps. She avoided his eyes. A long, stony silence followed and Ellie waited, her heart thumping in her chest.
‘So . . .’ The man behind the desk sniffed and finally spoke. ‘Colin here says you told him some porkies? It’s Ellie, isn’t it?’ He glared at her.
She nodded.
‘Yes, Ellie.’
He nodded slowly. ‘You told him you had no kids.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘Why did you lie about that?’
She tightened her lips.
‘I . . . I was scared. There was something about those men. They didn’t seem like men who visit places like mine.’ Her voice was shaky and she almost didn’t recognise it.
He took a breath and sighed.
‘That sounds like another porky, Ellie.’
She didn’t answer and silence hung in the air. The man got up and came around and sat his backside on the edge of his desk, looking down at her. She met his eyes then glanced down at the floor, feeling them burning through her. Then suddenly he reached out and grabbed her by the throat. She was choking and in pain, and patting her chest as if trying to find air from somewhere as he kept squeezing. She was sure he was going to kill her there and then. She thought of James, and the tears came as she felt her eyes bulging. He let go and she went into a fit of coughing, saliva running out of her mouth as she bent forward, coughing onto the floor and retching.
‘Okay,’ he said. Then he gestured to Colin. ‘Give her a drink.’
He crossed and held the glass to her lips and she drank, spluttering with the first mouthful.
‘Sorry,’ she blurted. ‘Please. I have a son.’
‘I know you have, Ellie. And I know where he is right now. He’s with your parents tonight. I know a lot about you.’ He turned away from her and paced a couple of times across the room as she watched him, aware that Colin was enjoying her torment.
‘Please. Don’t hurt him. He’s just a little boy.’
He stood before her.
‘So,’ he said, as though he hadn’t heard her pleas. ‘Tell me about Ruby. How do you know her?’
Her eyes were fixed on the floor, but Ellie knew if she didn’t look up and start talking, then this time he might just choke her to death. She swallowed, and touched her neck, which felt red and painful. She looked up at him, tears spilling out of her eyes.
‘I found her in my barn one night. Three years ago. She was injured in a car crash.’
The big man glanced at Colin, who made a satisfied face.
‘Did she say what happened, this Ruby?’ He picked up a picture from the desk and shoved it under her gaze. ‘Is that her? Is that Ruby?’
‘I . . . I think so,’ she nodded. ‘She looked different, she was hurt.’ Ellie bit her lip, not sure how little she could get away with. She heard Ruby’s voice in her head saying to her to tell them everything they asked. It felt like a terrible betrayal, but she had no option. ‘She . . . she said she was set up. Her and her friends. Someone was sent to kill her. But she got away. And she ran across the fields and got to my farm. She told me she had lived in Spain. But something bad must have happened because people were going to kill her and her friends.’
‘And what did you do?’
‘I helped her with her wounds. She stayed a few days at my house, then . . . then she was gone.’
‘So, for being this good Samaritan, did Ruby give you some money?’
‘I didn’t ask for money or anything. I just helped her because she was desperate. She needed help. That’s all I did. I would have done it for anyone.’
‘Listen. I know you were in hawk with the loan shark, but suddenly you’re rich enough to pay the fucker off. Did Ruby give you that money?’
She waited a moment, then looked up to see his eyebrows raised, waiting for an answer. In about three seconds he would have her by the throat again.
She nodded.
‘I didn’t ask for money. Honestly. She just gave me money, then she went away. I never saw her again.’
‘So, she was your fairy godmother, Ruby. Off she went, putting you on your feet on the farm. Is that right?’
She nodded.
‘The money helped. I went to the bank and they gave me a loan on the strength of it.’
‘So have you ever seen Ruby again since?’
‘No,’ Ellie said. ‘Never.’
‘Do you know how to get in touch with her?’
Ellie could feel her chest tighten. The game was up. He narrowed his eyes.
‘Stand up,’ the big man said.
She got to her feet slowly. She was stiff from the way she’d been lying, and her legs felt like jelly. As she stood staring straight ahead, she could feel him looking her up and down, his eyes taking in every part of her. Then he stepped forward and put his hands on her hips as she flinched. He ran his hands around her back to her buttocks, squeezing gently, then the front, and he pushed his hand between her legs gently. He ran a hand down one leg, and then the other. When he got to the right leg, she could feel his hand over the pocket of her jeans and she could feel his fingers running over the bulge of the phone. She automatically looked up at him, and he was half smiling, half snarling. She stood helpless as he pushed his hand inside the pocket of her tight jeans and fumbled, gripping the phone and finally easing it out. He held it up, then turned to Colin.
‘Did these cunts who brought her here know she had this?’
Colin shook his head.
‘They never said, boss.’
‘Fucking idiots.’
Ellie stood waiting, feeling the room sway. She knew what was coming as he scrolled down, looking for recent calls. Eventually, his eyes lit up and he turned the phone to face her so she could see the name Ruby on the screen. She began to cry.
‘You phoned her?’ he said, surprised.
‘I was scared. People were at my door.’
‘So where was she?’
‘I don’t know. That’s the first time I’ve ever spoken to her.’
‘What did she say?’
Ellie sobbed, covering her face, then he pulled her hands away. He held her wrists tight and looked at her.
‘What did she fucking say?’
‘She . . . she said she would come.’
The big man smiled.
‘That’ll do,’ he said, glancing at Colin. ‘Now get her out of here.’



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
Tommy Mallon was on the next available flight after he got the call from Jimmy Digby. Ruby was fucking alive. The bitch. After all this time, she had managed to hide somewhere and stay undetected while his boys turned everything upside down, and everyone came to the conclusion that she had died that night, swept away by the river and her body never recovered.
He’d got on with his life because he couldn’t carry on obsessing over the woman who had taken the life of his best friend. Especially when there was nothing he could do. Tommy had an empire to run and any sign of weakness would be seen as an opportunity from some of the rats to move in and try to take over his turf. That would never happen. No chance, he’d kept telling himself. But some of the stuff that had happened recently had made him suspicious that someone was already setting traps for him – the hijacking of the money, the robbing of the mules. All money that he had invested in these jobs, and he’d lost a fortune.
The fucking Russian was just sitting back enjoying it all, no matter what he said in sympathy. Vlad didn’t know about everything anyway, because Tommy hadn’t told him the details. But stuff got out – people talked no matter how loyal they said they were – and if you were running a big empire like his, built on fear and crime, then there was always the risk that someone would run off at the mouth, even if they didn’t know the full story. But he’d managed to keep a lid on things and business was still good. Tommy could trust his closest people and he’d made his circle even tighter, but these robberies had happened in other areas where he wasn’t hands-on running the show.
The phone call from Digby had suddenly changed everything. No matter what was going on in his inner circle, the news that Ruby was not dead had taken his feet from under him. She’d survived the crash, done a runner and had been holed up for days on some fucking farm, helped by some woman. And she’d paid her a wodge of money before she got into a car and drove off into the wild blue yonder. Even in the depths of his outrage, Tommy couldn’t help but admire the fucking bitch. She was a piece of work, no doubt about that. He’d spotted that in her the moment he met her and he hadn’t been able to get enough of her, enthralled by her mystery and her beauty. But she had killed Terence. And for that she would pay.
He didn’t read or speak to anyone on the flight. He just stared out of the window, going over his old life with her, part of him, something deep inside, longing to see her face, and he hated himself for that. And he promised himself that when he did see her face, he would take her life there and then and live with the consequences. She wouldn’t escape twice. And after he did that, he would find out where her mates were and kill them too. This was how business was done in the real world, he thought. The plane landed and he went through customs at Manchester and was picked up by Colin to go over to Digby’s place in Salford.
Digby stood up to greet Tommy as he came through the doorway.
‘Tommy boy!’ he said, coming out from behind his desk. ‘Good to see you, mate.’
‘You too, mate.’
Tommy pumped his outstretched hand. Then to his surprise, Digby put his arms around him, slapping his back in a manly hug before stepping back.
‘Sorry about Terence, Tommy. Bad craic that altogether.’
‘Yeah. We go back a fucking long way, the three of us, Jimmy,’ Tommy said, studying his friend’s face and forcing a smile.
‘Yep. The times we had, Tommy,’ Digby said. ‘I miss those days sometimes.’
‘Yeah? Well, I don’t miss having the arse hanging out my trousers when we were little tearaways on the wrong side of Dublin.’
‘Ah, fuck it, though,’ Digby said. ‘That’s what made us who we are, Tommy boy.’
Digby gestured towards the couch across the room.
‘Sit down, man. Have a drink.’
Digby went behind his desk and bent down to the bottom drawer, pulling out a bottle of Jameson whiskey. He held it up, then took two crystal tumblers from another drawer.
‘Could do with one of them,’ Tommy said.
‘I’ve no ice, though, man,’ Digby said, pouring a generous measure into each glass.
‘Ah, fuck the ice,’ Tommy said. ‘I’ll take it as it is.’
Digby crossed the room and handed Tommy a glass, then sat down and leaned across to clink glasses.
‘To the good times,’ Digby said.
‘Yeah. And they were good,’ Tommy said. ‘There’s a lot of shit flying around just now, though, Jimmy, so we need to get a couple of the lads together and talk about that – this hijacking of our money. Something’s wrong there, definitely.’ He took a swig of his whiskey and grimaced as it burned his throat. ‘But more important than that, mate’ – Tommy shook his head – ‘I cannot believe the fucking bitch is alive. Fucking Ruby!’
‘I know, Tommy.’ Digby knocked back a gulp of his drink. ‘I was the same when I heard. Couldn’t believe it. How in the name of fuck did she disappear without trace for three years?’
Tommy sighed.
‘The other two are out of jail now, so I hear,’ he said. ‘Don’t know where they are, though. But they’ll turn up. And they’ll be sorry when they do.’
‘You think they’ll be with Ruby?’
He shrugged.
‘Who knows?’ Tommy sniffed. ‘Anyway, so tell me again how this came about. By the way, where is the bird?’
Digby gestured to the door.
‘There’s a flat upstairs. We kept her there overnight. She’s shitting herself, though. Crying for her little lad.’
Tommy’s face was deadpan.
‘She talked, though,’ he said. ‘That’s the main thing.’
He listened as Digby told him the story again of how the loan shark had been bragging about some bird he used to get a blow job from when she missed a payment, and how she suddenly came into money. Then on his last collection, a woman had a gun at his back.
‘That’s Ruby. It’s so like her. For all her tough bird shit, she’d be wanting to help the woman. No doubt about that.’ He paused. ‘Well, it’s going to cost her.’
‘What do you want to do with the bird now?’ Digby asked.
Tommy looked at him. ‘Well, we have to use her as bait to bring Ruby to us.’
‘You don’t think Ruby will twig that it’s a set-up?’
‘Of course she will. But she’ll still come. If this bird’s story is right, that she took Ruby in the night of the crash, then Ruby won’t desert her. That’s not her style.’
‘You think Ruby will just sacrifice herself like that, to get the bird free?’
Tommy folded his arms and considered his reply for a moment.
‘No,’ he said. ‘She’s not going to come in here with her hands up. She’ll put up a fight. Look, I don’t know who she’s been dealing with in recent years, but I know in the past she’s known some pretty big players. So she might be up for the fight. But I don’t give a fuck. This is one fight she won’t win.’
‘You want to talk to the bird?’ Digby got up and brought the bottle over to him, poured him another stiff drink and one for himself.
‘I do,’ Tommy said. ‘But we need a game plan on how we’re going to bring Ruby in.’
Tommy was behind Digby as he pushed open the door of the upstairs flat and they both went inside. In the centre of the room, a woman sat on a chair with her hands tied behind her back. Her face was flushed, and she looked up at the pair of them, her eyes distraught and pleading. Tommy looked at her coldly, then took a few steps closer to her and stood in front of her as she looked up at him, then her head sank down to her chest. He could see she was about to crumple. He waited.
‘So, you’re Ellie.’ He spoke softly, then reached out and placed his hand under her chin and gently lifted up her face. She narrowed her eyes and flinched as though waiting for a slap. Tommy turned to Digby, then to the burly minder who was standing across the room.
‘Has anyone been slapping her about, Digby?’
‘No,’ Digby said. So what if he had slapped her around, he thought. Who cared? ‘We didn’t do anything to her, did we?’ He raised his eyebrows at the minder conspiratorially.
‘No, boss,’ the minder agreed. ‘I think she fell down. She’s been no trouble really. Just crying all the time. She won’t eat nothing.’
Tommy suspected Digby was lying. He knew his old mate was no stranger to slapping people around – even women – if they didn’t tell him what he wanted to know. But he let it go. 
‘Untie her hands,’ Tommy said to the minder.
The minder glanced at Digby, who nodded for him to do it. He came across and untied the rope around her wrists and once they were released, Ellie rubbed her shoulders and wrists, wincing in pain.
Tommy turned to Digby.
‘Is this place totally secure?’ he said. ‘I mean, the whole yard and stuff?’
‘Yep,’ Digby said. ‘Hundred per cent. We have guys on the outside and down the road a bit. Nobody gets in or out of here if their face doesn’t fit.’
Tommy nodded. ‘Good. Well, you don’t need to tie the woman up like that. If she’s not making a nuisance of herself, then leave her be. She’s not going to go anywhere.’
Digby nodded but didn’t answer. Tommy pulled over a chair so that he was right in front of Ellie, and sat down. She looked uncomfortable, her eyes fixed on the floor.
‘Ellie,’ he said softly. ‘Look at me.’
She raised her head and looked at him through green eyes that were red-rimmed from crying. Her lip trembled, then she started to cry.
‘Please,’ she croaked. ‘Please don’t hurt my son. I’ll do anything you want.’
Tommy let her cry, her sniffs and sobs filling the room. He wasn’t that much of a bastard that the sound of a woman crying like this didn’t get to him. But she was nothing to him but a means to an end. He waited until she composed herself, then he spoke.
‘Ellie,’ he said. ‘Now listen to me. Your little boy is fine, and he’s going to be okay. You’ll see him soon, I promise. But you’ve got to play your part in this difficult situation.’
His soft Irish voice seemed to calm her and she studied his face, swallowing hard.
‘Are you prepared to listen and do what you’re told?’
She paused for two beats, sniffed and nodded.
‘Good girl,’ he said. ‘Now, nobody’s blaming you for what you did – helping Ruby out that night. It shows you’re a decent woman, and you did what many people would do. So, nobody’s going to hurt you or your son for that. You understand?’
She nodded but said nothing. Tommy went on.
‘But Ruby . . .’ He took a deep breath then let it out slowly. ‘Ruby is not the woman she probably told you she was.’ He paused for effect. ‘Ruby is a killer.’ Again, he paused as their eyes locked. ‘I know her better than anybody, and I knew before I ever got involved with her that she was a killer. Yes, she has a big heart, which is why she helped you. She gave you some money, didn’t she?’
Ellie nodded, her lips tightening, but she didn’t reply.
Tommy’s breathing was slow, measured.
‘How much money did she give you?’ he asked.
Ellie glanced at the floor then around the room, and from the look on her face, Tommy knew she didn’t want to answer.
‘A lot,’ she said. ‘Fifty thousand pounds. Maybe more.’
Tommy glanced at Digby sitting on the couch, then back at Ellie.
‘Did she say where she got that money?’
Ellie nodded but said nothing. Tommy’s eyebrows went up, waiting for an answer.
‘She said it was in the car. There was a crash. Her friends were hurt. The money was in a holdall, and there were packages of cocaine too. She said she took the money and ran. That she had to. She said she did it to save her friends in case the drugs were found near them.’
Tommy nodded slowly, glancing at Digby.
‘And I suppose she told you someone tried to kill her, did she? That men were sent to kill her?’
Ellie nodded.
Tommy sighed, shaking his head slowly.
‘She’s a liar, Ellie.’ His voice was more stern now. ‘She’s a killer and a liar. The men were not sent to kill her that night,’ he lied. ‘They were there to look after the drugs and the money that were being taken to a dealer. She knew that, she was part of that deal. But she wanted to steal it, and she did.’ He paused. ‘That’s what she did that night. And she ran off, abandoning her friends, leaving them for dead, and found shelter in your barn. She didn’t tell you that, did she?’
Ellie listened, shaking her head. Tommy couldn’t tell from her expression if she believed him or not, but he hoped he was getting through.
‘Okay,’ he said. ‘So, you are going to help bring Ruby back so she can face the things she’s done. She’s hurt people, she murdered my best friend in cold blood.’ Tommy paused, watching this register on Ellie’s face. ‘So as long as you do what you are told and help us, your little boy will be back in your arms, and everyone will be happy. Do you understand?’
She nodded but kept silent.
‘And,’ he said, ‘you wouldn’t want to double cross us in any way, would you? Because then you will never see your son again. Or your parents. You understand all that?’ It wasn’t really a question, but she nodded anyway.
‘What do you say, Ellie? Are going to help us get Ruby?’
‘Yes,’ she said.



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
‘So, what does it say now, Bella?’ Ruby asked.
Bella studied the screen on Ruby’s mobile.
‘It’s not moved,’ she said. ‘It’s suddenly stopped. But the thing’s blinking on the map to tell us where it is.’ She held it up for Ruby to glance at while she was driving, then brought it in front of her again. ‘Oh. It’s gone dead. It’s saying the phone’s not contactable.’
‘Shit!’ Ruby said. ‘That could mean they’ve taken Ellie somewhere, searched her and found the phone on her.’
‘So, they’ll have rumbled who she called?’ Cissy asked from the back.
‘Well, they will if Ellie stored my name with the number,’ Ruby said, shaking her head.
‘Shit,’ Bella said. ‘You think she would do that?’
‘Possibly,’ Ruby said. ‘I think she might be a bit naive like that, and just kept the number, never thinking she would use it again.’ She turned to Bella again. ‘Is it still showing the location can’t be found? Phone switched off?’
‘Yeah,’ Bella said.
‘Okay,’ Ruby said. ‘I don’t think we want to be trawling up and down the area like this in case we risk getting rumbled. Let’s just book in somewhere for the night and we can keep an eye on the phone in case it shows they’ve moved her. If not, we can come back down here.’
After a night in the hotel, they were back on it in the morning. They’d followed the directions on the mobile to track Ellie’s whereabouts, and it had taken them through the centre of Manchester, then out of the city into Salford. As they were driving, Bella kept prompting them with what the map was showing – industrial estates, business parks, warehouses.
‘It makes sense,’ Ruby said. ‘The big shots don’t operate from the city centre where there are more cops on the ground. They’ll be running the show from places like this.’ She made a sweeping gesture with her hand across the windscreen, pointing to the landscape of the area. ‘Lot of lorries and stuff going in and out of these areas that are on legit business, so it’s a perfect camouflage.’
‘So, what now?’ Bella asked.
‘We’ll just drive to the exact spot on the phone map where the mobile went dead, and do a quick recce,’ Ruby said.
‘It looks like this is the road, and the building I see on the screen where the phone stopped.’ She paused to peer at the screen. ‘Geo Slaven Exports/Imports. Let’s just drive up and we can go past it.’
Ruby slowed down a little so she could take in the area and see what opportunities there were.
There were a few warehouses at the top of the road before a junction.
‘There it is,’ Cissy said. ‘Geo Slaven Export/Imports? See it?’
‘Yep,’ Bella said.
Ruby slowed down a bit more. There was a lorry turning in and she had to wait until it reversed, so it gave her a chance to quickly check out what the place looked like. She saw a yard, a two-storey building with lights on and what looked like a reception and an office, next to a wide-open warehouse with forklift trucks and a couple of guys working, loading up stuff and then taking it into the warehouse.
‘What’s on the pallets?’ Cissy asked.
‘Looks like bags of onions or something. Loads of them. Look at them all stacked outside,’ Bella said.
‘That’s a lot of onions,’ Cissy commented.
‘You can bet your arse it won’t all be onions,’ Ruby said.
Ruby stepped on the accelerator, and went along until she came to a junction and turned left, driving around the estate, looking for exits and entrances. Then she managed to find a way out at the top of one of the streets that led onto a main road that was signposted for Manchester.
‘Where’re we going?’ Bella asked.
‘Don’t know,’ Ruby said. ‘Away from here for the moment until we figure out what to do.’
‘We can’t just swing in there like the SAS,’ Bella said.
Ruby turned to her, almost smiling.
‘No,’ she said. ‘We’ll need help.’
‘Who’s going to help us?’ Cissy asked.
‘I have a friend down here. I haven’t talked to him in a long while. I did him a turn once, but I think it’s time to call in the favour.’
They drove out of the area and stopped at a roadside café on the outskirts of the city.
In the café they ordered coffee. Ruby took out her phone and scrolled through, then pushed a key. It took a long time to answer, then she heard the voice.
‘Jack. It’s Ruby.’
There was a long pause when she heard only breathing, but then he spoke.
‘Fuck me, Ruby!’ he said. ‘They said you were dead.’
‘Nah, Jack,’ Ruby replied. ‘Very much alive. Listen, I need your help.’
Another long silence.
‘Where are you?’
‘In a roadside greasy spoon at the edge of Salford. Near an industrial estate.’
‘I know it.’
‘Can you come?’
‘Are you kidnapped or something? Do I need to tool up?’
Ruby chuckled.
‘Not yet.’
‘Okay, I’ll be there in twenty. I’m in the city centre.’ He hung up.
‘Who’s that?’ Bella asked. ‘Batman?’
Ruby smiled.
‘An old friend,’ Ruby said. ‘I did some work with him a few years ago.’
‘Is he a player?’ Bella asked. ‘I mean, will he know the kind of guys we’re dealing with here?’
Ruby nodded as the waitress set down their coffees.
‘He knows them all,’ she said.
She watched as Bella and Cissy exchanged anxious glances.
‘Don’t worry,’ Ruby said. ‘If anyone can help, this guy will.’
They were silent, then Ruby’s mobile rang and shuddered on the table, startling everyone. She held it up so they could see the screen. No name or number. It just read private number. Ruby pressed the phone to her ear but didn’t speak. She listened.
‘Ruby, it’s Ellie.’
Ruby’s stomach turned over and she mouthed the name Ellie to the others. Cissy’s mouth dropped open.
‘Ellie, where are you?’ Ruby asked in a whisper.
Silence on the other side, and Ruby could hear the shuffling of feet and the sound of Ellie sniffing. When she spoke, her voice was tight.
‘Ruby. I . . . I’m not sure. But they said they were going to dump me somewhere.’
‘What?’ Ruby’s brow knitted. ‘Are you hurt?’
‘No. Just scared. I want to see my son.’
‘I know,’ Ruby said. She took a breath and pushed it out slowly. ‘Ellie, are they with you now? Let me speak to someone.’
There was silence on the other side, then a voice with an Irish accent. For a moment she had a feeling it might be Digby.
‘You can come and get her,’ he said.
‘Where? When?’ Ruby asked.
‘You’ll get a text message in a minute. Outside Manchester. You get there and she’ll be waiting.’
Ruby knew it was an ambush, and she needed back-up. She listened to the voice and thought it might be Jimmy Digby, the big Irish mate of Tommy’s. He ran the show across Manchester and beyond, and although she wouldn’t be able to tell by the brief conversation, her gut told her that if it was Jimmy Digby, then Tommy Mallon must be involved.
‘When?’ she asked. ‘I’m not in Manchester,’ she lied.
‘Then you’d better get here soon, or you’ll be too late.’
Ruby pictured the scene, how terrified and helpless Ellie would be.
‘You harm her, and every one of you are walking dead,’ Ruby said, feeling her throat tighten.
The sound of a chuckle. ‘Still ballsy as ever, Ruby. Watch for your message.’ The line went dead.
‘Jesus!’ Cissy said. ‘He sounds like a nasty bastard. You know who it is?’
‘I think it might be Jimmy Digby. You remember him? Thick as thieves with Tommy and Terence. He would always be at the big meets in Spain with the rest of the top players from all over the shop.’
‘I know who he is,’ Bella said. ‘Shit, Ruby! What have we got into?’
Ruby looked at her.
‘I can’t back out now, Bella, and throw Ellie to the wolves.’
‘I know.’ Bella nodded.
Ruby knew this was a trap and she needed help big time. The café door opened and she saw the figure walk in and square his big shoulders as he glanced around the room. Then his eyes rested on the table at the back of the café where she sat. He gave a slight nod and strode towards her. When he got to the table, Bella and Cissy looked up at the tall, good-looking man and glanced at each other, then at Ruby. He stood for a moment, then his eyes met Ruby’s and something like a smile played on his lips. Ruby stood up. He opened his arms and she stepped into his embrace.
‘Been too long, Ruby,’ he said.
Ruby said nothing, but held his hug for a long moment then stepped back. She glanced down at Bella and Cissy, who were wide-eyed. He pulled up a chair and sat down.
‘Jack,’ Ruby said, ‘this is Bella and Cissy. My best friends.’
He glanced at each of them.
‘How you doing, ladies?’
They both nodded but looked lost for words. Then Bella grinned and turned to Cissy.
‘Christ! It is Batman.’
Jack looked bemused, and Ruby smiled and shook her head.
‘So, where’s the fire?’ he asked.
‘Let’s get a coffee and I’ll tell you all about it.’
They sat sipping coffee as Ruby went through Ellie’s story, and what happened that night of the crash. Jack listened, his face impassive, glancing from time to time at Cissy and Bella, then at Ruby. She told them of the phone call a few minutes ago, and that she was waiting for a message. Eventually, he sat back, took a breath and let it out slowly.
‘So, they took her, knowing you would come?’
‘I guess.’
‘And now they’ve got you where they want you,’ he said.
Ruby’s mobile pinged with a message and she quickly read it, then read it out aloud.
‘Come to Slaven Exports/Imports, Salford. You have until nine tonight or it’s too late. Don’t do anything fucking stupid.’
Jack nodded.
‘That’ll be Digby all right. I hear he’s in a bit of trouble, losing a load of cash after some mules were robbed in Glasgow.’ He scanned Ruby’s face and their eyes locked. Then he grinned. ‘You?’
Ruby took a moment to answer.
‘Well,’ she said. ‘Think about it as compensation for Bella and Cissy serving time in jail for something they didn’t do.’
He snorted, shaking his head.
‘Fuck me, Ruby,’ he said. ‘You always did know how to noise people up.’
Ruby shrugged.
‘They’re saying we need to be there by nine tonight, Jack. Can you help?’
‘Sure,’ he said as though he was just giving her a lift to the shops. ‘I’ll need to get some of the lads sorted pronto.’ He looked at his watch. ‘We’ve got five hours.’
Ruby nodded and her lips tightened into something like a smile. But on the inside, she was terrified.



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
Ruby drove behind Jack’s BMW four-by-four, away from the café and into the heart of Manchester. He pulled into a business park at the edge of the city and through high gates into what looked like a tile and bathroom showroom with some offices attached and a warehouse. He got out of his car and beckoned Ruby and the others to follow him. Inside he nodded to the woman on reception and she buzzed them through. Then they went on through a corridor and downstairs to a basement door. He unlocked the door and pushed it open into darkness, then he hit a switch and the whole place lit up.
Inside was a living space with sofas and a kitchen attached. Close by there was a large desk with two computers and a laptop, and two wall-mounted televisions. Ruby glanced at Bella and Cissy as they looked around, mesmerised by the size of the place. Whatever went on in here, it was well camouflaged from the outside world.
‘Jesus, Jack,’ Ruby said, half smiling. ‘You bring all your girls here?’
‘No. You’re the first.’ He smiled and went across to the kitchen.
‘Coffee, ladies?’ he asked.
They all nodded, and he gestured for them to sit down. After a few moments there was a knock at the door and Jack shouted to come in, and four men walked in, giving the women a onceover.
‘These are my best men, Ruby.’ He turned to the men, still standing, and waved his hand for them to go across to the long office table at the other side of the room. They moved over and sat down. He crossed to them. ‘Lads, as I was saying to you, we need to do something tonight. Short notice, I know, but there’s an innocent woman’s life at stake here and we have to get her out. She’s got a kid back home.’
The men nodded, not asking questions. He gave them a brief rundown of what had brought Ruby and her friends here, but didn’t go into detail about who Ruby was, and the men didn’t ask. When he’d finished briefing them, he asked, ‘So, you okay with that?’
He explained to them the set-up of Slaven yard, and they began to talk about how they could get in from the back roads and take out the men who were guarding the perimeter fences and entrance. They all listened and nodded.
‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave it to you lads to work out the distraction, so a couple of us can move in and get the girl. Okay?’
‘Sure, boss,’ they replied in unison.
Jack stood up and turned to Ruby. ‘So, Ruby,’ he said. ‘It will only work if you go in there and meet them as arranged. But once you’re in, they won’t let you out, so we won’t have long to swing in and sort it. Minutes at the most. You okay with that?’ He blew out a breath. ‘They’re going to want to kill you – you know that. So, are you absolutely sure you want to go through with this?’
Ruby nodded, but didn’t answer, and didn’t glance at Bella and Cissy, who she knew were staring at her. She had every confidence in Jack. She’d seen him operate before, but her insides were still shaky. If this went wrong at any stage, she was dead. She knew that, but she also knew that she had no other option.
The men left after more discussions about weapons and timings. Jack was with the women. After a couple of hours, he sent out for some food and they ate around the table as though they were a team of workers doing overtime. They chatted about life on the Costa del Sol, and Jack filled Ruby in on what he’d been doing in recent years, how he’d made a fortune and was most of the time cruising on his yacht, not getting involved with the lowlifes and drugs or trafficking. He’d made his money smuggling cannabis, over the years posing as a charity, making drops to places from Europe to Afghanistan. He told her that the word was that Tommy was in a bit of trouble because he’d got in with some very heavy Russians who were now operating at least four of his businesses across the Costa del Sol, but said if he knew Tommy, he would be back on top in a few months. Either that or he would be dead, he said. Same for Billy – the kind of stuff he was doing, dishing out beatings, he was starting to make enemies. And he told the women he wasn’t surprised they were so angry. Imagine setting you up like that, he said.
Jack went into a locked cupboard on the wall and opened it up to reveal an array of guns – rifles, machine guns and pump-action shotguns as well as revolvers of various sizes and boxes of ammunition. There were also several Kevlar bulletproof vests. He asked them if they were familiar with any of these, and Ruby told them she was familiar with all of them. Bella and Cissy exchanged glances, saying nothing.
‘You won’t be required to shoot anyone,’ Jack said. ‘But have them on you in your car and be ready to move fast. You’ll be covered at all times.’
They sat for another while, then a message pinged on Ruby’s mobile. It said simply:
Clock is ticking. Be here at nine.
She texted back. I’ll be there.
They waited as darkness spread across the sky, then it was time.
They all pulled on their Kevlar vests, and got into their cars in Jack’s yard. Except Ruby. She put on her Kevlar vest and drove herself to the gates of Slaven Exports, and when she got there, she sent a text. The gates opened. As soon as she was through, her car was immediately surrounded by four men carrying assault rifles.
‘Get out,’ one of them said, gun held up at his shoulder, pointing at her. ‘Hands in the air.’
She stepped out onto the gravel and put her hands up.
‘Come.’ One guy walked ahead of her and another behind, and one more went to her car, opening it up and checking inside. Then he nodded to the others for them to go ahead. Ruby stood for a moment, glancing around, and upstairs she could see a light on in a room. Her stomach knotted as the main door opened and another guy waved them inside. She walked upstairs, taking deep breaths, steeling herself for whatever was behind the big door she could see at the end of the corridor. A short stocky gunman walked in front of her and knocked on the door, then pushed it open. As soon as they were in, she saw Ellie, sitting on a wooden chair, her face tearstained, her expression terrified.
‘Ellie,’ she said.
‘I’m sorry, Ruby,’ Ellie croaked.
‘Don’t be,’ Ruby said, through gritted teeth.
A door opened from the back of the office, and Ruby glanced across as Tommy Mallon walked into the room, his face impassive. It had been over three years, and just the sight of him made her gasp inwardly. He looked older somehow, tired, and his suntanned face was more lined. She lifted up her chin and glared at him, her eyes full of rage.
‘Hello, Tommy,’ Ruby said flatly, daring to curl her lip just enough to get the message across that she was still here, still alive, that she had defied his attempt to execute her.
Tommy didn’t reply. He stood, his gaze fixed on her eyes, as though images of a past life as well as rage and betrayal were flooding his mind.
‘So,’ Ruby said. ‘I’m here.’ She waved her hand towards Ellie. ‘You’ve got what you wanted. Now let her go.’
Silence filled the room, and Ruby stood her ground, glaring from Tommy to Digby, then to Ellie, whose eyes were pleading. Any minute now, Ruby hoped. Any minute now, Jack. She stood, feeling naked as she was unarmed. She’d been in tight situations before, long before she got in tow with Tommy Mallon, but always she was primed and ready with a weapon on her. This was different. Here she had walked into the fire, not knowing if she would ever get out.
She waited for Tommy to speak to her, but he didn’t look like he wanted to engage with her in any way. The look on his face said he was there for one reason only – to get rid of her. Ruby glared at him. This was all on you, Tommy, she thought, fighting the urge to say it aloud.
Then it happened. Suddenly, an explosion outside shook the building. Another followed, then another, and the windows cracked.
‘What the fu . . .’ Digby strode across to the window. ‘Fuck me!’ he said. ‘The building is on fire. Some bastards down there are blowing stuff up.’ He turned to Ruby, and raged, ‘This is fucking you, Ruby.’
She shook her head.
‘No, it’s not,’ she lied, standing her ground.
‘C’mon,’ Tommy said. ‘Let’s get out of here while we can.’
The gunman who had brought Ruby upstairs opened the door but as he did, smoke belched in from the stairwell and he swiftly closed it again.
‘Fuck’s sake, boss, there’s flames and smoke coming up the stairs.’
Another explosion went off downstairs in the yard. The windows to the office blew out shards of glass, and everyone hit the floor. Ruby crawled on her elbows across to get close to Ellie, who was lying curled up with her hands over her head.
‘Fire escape. Out the back way,’ Digby shouted through the smoke. ‘Quick, Tommy. This way.’
The gunman kicked the door open and Digby crossed the room, followed by Tommy.
Ruby glanced at Ellie’s terrified face, not knowing what they should do. The gunman followed Tommy and Digby through the doorway, then Tommy turned to him.
‘Not them,’ he said, eyes towards where Ruby and Ellie were on the floor. ‘Lock them in.’
Tommy walked through the open door. He didn’t look back at Ruby, who was crouched down on the floor, smoke beginning to sting her eyes and catch her breath. She heard the clunk of the door being locked from the outside. She covered her mouth and nose with her jacket, then grabbed hold of Ellie’s hand and they crawled to the smashed window frame. Seconds later they heard the sound of machine guns and rifle fire. Through the smoke, Ruby could see masked men chasing Tommy and Digby around the yard, firing at them as they rushed to their cars, both firing shots back. The thick black smoke was blocking her view. There was the wailing of sirens in the distance. Ellie was beginning to cough and choke as the smoke belched up from the outside and engulfed the room. She heard the sound of the door being kicked in as Ellie passed out with Ruby cradling her head, watching as the door finally splintered, and in came a masked gunman. Ruby braced herself. Is this how it ends? she thought, more worried for Ellie than herself. The man pulled up the mask.
‘It’s okay, Ruby. I’m with Jack. Come on, let’s go. You go first. I’ll get the girl.’ He picked Ellie up and slung her over his shoulder.
He led the way down the iron fire escape stairs and through the emergency doors into the yard, to the sound of shots being fired, bullets plinking off the cars that were trying to turn. She saw the back of Tommy as he dived into the back seat of a Range Rover as gunmen peppered the vehicle with machine gun fire, windows shattering. A car sped up to where Ruby was crouched from the crossfire, and its doors flew open.
‘Ruby! In here.’ It was Jack.
The gunman pushed Ellie into the back and she dived in beside her.
‘Where’s Bella and Cissy?’ Ruby turned to Jack as he quickly turned the car around and headed for the gates.
Jack shot her a sideways glance but didn’t answer as he sped through the gates and onto the open road.
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