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			Praise for Georgina Clarke

			‘Brava to this new, engaging voice’ – Karen Odden, author of A Lady in the Smoke

			‘A gripping page-turner with a sassy and fabulously original heroine in the form of Lizzie Hardwicke – I loved it!’ – Annie Lyons, author of Not Quite Perfect

			‘Razor sharp and brilliantly original’ – Joe Heap, author of The Rules of Seeing

			‘Sparkling and twisty’ – Celia Anderson, author of 59 Memory Lane

			‘A truly gripping story that is full of historical atmosphere and a devilish plot… Full of pace from beginning to end. I can’t recommend this book highly enough’ – Peter Donnelly, The Reading Desk

			‘Irresistible’ – 5-star Reader Review

			‘The author has razor-sharp wit and knows how to use it… An absolute delight’ – 5-star Reader Review
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			For Faith Claringbull and Jane Tillier.

			My soul sisters and partners in crime.

		


		
			1

			London, February 1920

			Saturday morning

			Ruby Mills runs her knuckles along the mink collar, enjoying the softness of the fur. The coat is perfect. She will look like a queen. 

			‘I’ll try this one.’ The words are addressed to the shop assistant, but she talks to the coat. 

			She doesn’t need to see the girl. She’s already noted everything about her: lank hair, too many teeth and a badly picked spot on her chin. Trussed up in soulless navy – the uniform of one of London’s smartest stores. Ruby is indifferent to her. But if she bothered to turn her attention from the coat, she would observe the assistant staring, open-mouthed, at the shiny black bobbed hair, the powdered face, the deep red stain on the lips. 

			Ruby Mills, although barely older than the girl at the counter, could be a film star.

			Ruby knows the shop assistant will be staring. She is used to the stares. It’s part of it. Part of the fun. She swings around now to repeat her demand, adding a hint of impatience. 

			‘This one?’ 

			The girl starts out of her daydream, snaps her mouth shut and hurries from behind the wide mahogany counter to remove the coat from the hanger. She helps Ruby put it on, taking her own surreptitious stroke of the fur as she smooths the shoulders and breathes in the waft of expensive French scent.

			Ruby admires her reflection in the full-length gilt mirror. Yes, this will be the one. 

			She frowns.

			‘No. There’s something not quite right.’ She keeps her words crisp and clipped – a world away from the Cockney drawl she ordinarily uses. ‘It needs… It needs…?’ There’s a querying lilt in her tone now as she draws the girl into the game, stretching her neck to reveal a triangle of bare flesh at her throat.

			‘A scarf of some sort, madam?’ The girl ventures. ‘We have silk…’

			Ruby tilts her head, considering. It’s quiet in this corner of the store. She can take her time. Just the two of them in the side room and all these beautiful things laid out on the table and counter for her to look at. Scarves, gloves of buttoned silk, a chinchilla stole with light brown ribbons.

			‘Yes… I think you might be right, you clever thing. Something in scarlet, perhaps.’

			‘Scarlet silk?’ The girl repeats, more earnest now, wanting to get it right. Her manager will be most impressed. She imagines the commission.

			Scarlet is a daring shade for a store like this, and, although they sell them, Ruby knows that there is no scarlet silk scarf on open display. The girl will need to go to the back room to fetch one.

			She pulls a face, turning this way and that to examine how the coat hangs. 

			‘I have the perfect thing next door, madam, if you don’t mind waiting.’

			Ruby smiles now at the reflection of the girl standing next to her. It’s her signature, her trick, the smile. Conspiratorial. She smiles as though she is sharing a secret. 

			‘I really mustn’t delay. My husband is expecting me home soon. Do you think you can find it quickly?’ She touches the curl of hair behind her ear with her ungloved left hand, making sure that the girl sees the size of the diamonds on the ring she’s borrowed.

			The girl grins, delighted to be sharing the confidence. Her teeth are like disorganised tombstones. 

			‘You won’t know I’m gone.’

			She scurries back behind the enormous counter and disappears through the door.

			Ruby Mills pulls five pairs of silk stockings from the countertop and pushes them into the cotton bag that is secreted under her skirts. She folds her old coat and loops it through the thick belt she is wearing along with the chinchilla stole from the table. She grabs a handful of the silk scarves that are on display – not scarlet, but greens and blues, and someone will want them – and shoves them up the sleeves of her new full-length mink. 

			She buttons up the coat, pausing for a fraction of a second before sliding several brooches from the countertop into the pockets. 

			She reaches for a fur muff on the table. She has one at home, but this is sable and too tempting. It’s also useful. She presses three pairs of kid gloves into the hand space. She acts quickly, in one easy, fluid movement, with the poise of a dancer.

			She takes a last look at herself in the mirror, wrinkling her nose at the bulkiness that she’s added; it’s spoiling the line of the coat. Then she shrugs, checks her wristwatch, and makes her way from this section of the department store towards the impressively gilded doors that will lead her to the street. She glides through them, safe in the knowledge that no one will stop her while she’s dressed like this. She doesn’t look like a thief. 

			Just beyond the doorway, another woman is waiting for her on the pavement. She nods to Ruby and tucks an arm through hers, squeezing her, and starts to walk immediately.

			‘Nice coat, Ruby.’

			Ruby smirks. ‘Thought I needed a new one.’

			‘Why not?’ the woman says. ‘A girl deserves a treat now and again, don’t she?’

			They merge with the crowds on the pavement, walking briskly east, towards Knightsbridge, but not so fast as to attract attention.

			‘What else you get? You didn’t just pull the coat, did you?’

			‘Course not. The pockets are enormous. I’ve got silk scarves, stockings, brooches – paste, but good. A fur stole. And there’s this.’ She lifts the sable muff.

			‘Quality.’

			‘Handy, too. I’ve got three pairs of gloves shoved in here. How about you, Maggs?’ Ruby tips back her head, to get a better view from under the rim of her hat. Maggs pulls her along, almost imperceptibly increasing the pace, staring only ahead, eyes fixed on the street and the direction they are heading.

			‘Blouses. Silk underthings. They’re in my skirts. And there’s more than one hatpin holding down this hat. It’s like a pincushion right now.’ 

			Maggs always does this: keeps her face rigid while trying to make Ruby laugh. 

			‘Shame it’s not windy at all, then,’ Ruby says. 

			‘I could do with a pin in my bloody knickers,’ Maggs grunts. ‘One of the blouses is slipping. Might have to stop and hitch it up before we reach the river.’

			‘Are we doing anywhere else? It’s not afternoon yet.’

			Maggs shakes her head. ‘Not today. We’ve done well enough between us, but word’ll soon be out that we’re in town and there’s no point risking getting caught. We’ll get these goods over to the warehouse for Grace to sort. And then I think we might deserve a trip to the pictures.’

			‘Smashing.’ Ruby loves the picture house. She knows all the film stars. ‘Passion’s Playground is showing. Norman Kerry and Rudolph Valentino! And Katherine MacDonald – she was so good in Turning Point…’

			Maggs lets her prattle on but ignores her. Ruby’s a dreamer, and someone has to stay alert. They turn the corner and she slackens her walk, her arm still linked through Ruby’s. Buckingham Palace is not far now.

			Ahead of them, two women push through the doors of another store. One of them glances down the street and catches sight of Maggs and Ruby, but she makes no sign that she knows them. Instead, she nods to her friend and the pair set off towards the bridge. Neither Maggs nor Ruby passes comment as they follow at a distance. 

			They won’t acknowledge one another until they’ve crossed the river into Lambeth and they know they’re nearly home. That’s how it’s done. They all know the game. Hoisting. Lifting. They’ve been playing it since they were children, one way or another. Say nothing until you’re safe.

			Ruby can see that Alice Dunning is limping. Her hip is causing her pain again and slowing her down. She says she fell off a ladder and injured herself trying to climb into someone’s house, or climb out of it. She laughs it off and says she can’t remember which way around it was, and anyway, everyone knows that’s not the truth. On her own, Alice looks like any other smartly dressed woman browsing the shops. Apart from the broken nose that makes her face look squashed. But next to Edith, she is clumsy, lumbering along.

			Edith Lennox is wearing her new coat. It’s been specially made, lined with small pockets, so that she doesn’t have to push anything into her skirts. She’s not going to make herself uncomfortable. She’ll only have hoisted one or two items. Ruby watches Edith’s feet criss-cross as she walks. This makes her body sway, and the coat skimming her dainty frame swings at just the right length to show off her ankles. Edith is as vain as she is lazy. 

			Maggs is watching Edith, too, as she tries to hold the blouse between her thighs. She lets go of Ruby’s arm and clutches her skirt to keep the silk garments in place. It doesn’t matter, though. The bridge is in sight, and they are a long way from the store now. 

			The lank-haired shop girl emerges from the storeroom, holding up the red silk scarf in triumph: a tribute for the goddess of the silver screen. Her arm falls as she surveys the disruption of her station. The goddess, along with the mink coat and several items from her counter and carefully arranged table, have disappeared into thin air. 

			Later, wiping her nose on the stiff cuff of her sleeve, she will try to remember exactly what the customer had looked like and tell her story to her manager and several policemen. Over her head, the inspector will confirm to the manager that his store has been raided by a gang from Southwark. It will matter little to her that this gang is notorious – ‘the Forty Thieves’, they call themselves – she has never heard of them until now. A serious-faced young woman will record her words in a tiny black notebook, offering no words of sympathy as the shop girl gestures vaguely, red-eyed and sniffing, speaking of diamonds and film-star looks. The woman will lower her brows in a frown, tuck the notebook and pencil into her handbag and re-pin her hat. As she leaves, she will give the girl half a crown for her words – small compensation for the loss of her job. She will also give her, as an afterthought, a folded handkerchief which, by its very plainness, will seem so much at odds with the luxury on display. 

		


		
			2

			Saturday evening

			Ruby makes her way along Borough High Street as darkness falls. She passes the old timber-framed shops, set with angled lanterns that lean precariously from their fittings. The shops are crowded together, almost one on top of the other, as they have been since the days of Charles II, selling everything a person should want or need – sometimes in the same shop, according to the signs. She could, should she wish, buy a pint of tea for a penny at Shuttleworth’s, inspect the umbrella warehouse and then find elastic stockings at Chaplin’s. 

			None of these places sells the sort of goods she hankers after. Only Solly Palmer’s jewellery shop – where she lives and allegedly works – sells the stuff that sparkles, and for silks, satins and furs, she must visit a warehouse or travel over the river.

			Behind the High Street lies a maze of streets and courtyards. The wall of the nearby lumber yard is so high that, even in the daytime, the sun fails to touch the melancholy, dark-bricked homes, and on a starless night, this part of the Borough is impenetrable to anyone who does not live here. The dwellings are flimsy and run-down but crammed so hard against one another that they have never yet collapsed. These tenements are stacked not with fancy goods, but with hundreds of dirty-faced children. They are nests and nurseries of criminality – although Ruby knows that even the children can be bought and sold as easily as a bag of trotters or a barrel of beer. 

			She walks without considering her surroundings. This is where she lives – where she’s always lived. But she’s imagining herself in a casino in Monte Carlo where everyone drinks champagne, just like in the pictures.

			She stops outside a public house at the corner of the street. Through the frosted glass, the lights are bright and inviting. She pushes open the door, a broad smile fixed on her face, ready to greet those already inside. 

			The Crown is certainly busy tonight. It’s noisy, too, heaving with people having a good time. There is always a party when the Forty Thieves have returned from a raid up west, and the laughter is raucous. The scarves and gloves that were, this morning, tucked inside Ruby’s coat and skirts, have already gone to Grace Bartlett’s warehouse. By tomorrow, they’ll have been separated and sold through one of half a dozen shops between London and Kent that do business with the Forties. The paste brooches and the muff will have gone too. Ruby begged Maggs to let her keep the coat. It’s against the rules to keep your own steals. Unwise, too, to be caught wearing something you never paid for. But she told Maggs it was her birthday, and Maggs pretended she didn’t know otherwise, so she’s wearing it just for tonight. 

			Ruby eases herself into the wooden settle next to Maggs and takes a deep breath. The familiar mingled smell of beer, cigarette smoke and perfume hits the back of her throat, sharp and warm, and she snuggles into the fur collar. 

			Through the fog of tobacco, she watches Billy Walsh trying to talk his way into Daisy Gould’s knickers. He fancies himself a smooth talker, does Billy. He’s not tried it on with Daisy before, but her old man’s just been sent down for five years hard labour, so he’ll imagine he’s in with a chance tonight. He hasn’t a hope: Daisy’s pining for Harry, everyone knows that.

			She presses a fingertip to the rough chip in the rim of her gin glass, remembering the last time she wrapped her own legs around his waist. Billy Walsh has been a rite of passage for several of the Forties, and she’d be happy enough to repeat the experience. A successful day’s hoisting, outrunning the coppers and not getting caught, always gives her the itch.

			The women are sitting in their usual corner, set apart from the men. Maggs is deep in conversation with Edith, Alice and Grace. Ruby pulls her thoughts away from Billy Walsh and back to the table. 

			Margaret Wilson, also known as Maggs, Peg, Polly or Dolly – depending on which copper she’s talking to or which court she’s in – is a hard-eyed woman of around thirty. To Ruby, she’s like a mother – her own one long buried – but to most people, she’s more terrifying than a Zeppelin raid and about as lethal. Ruby once watched Maggs kick a man over and over, leaving him groaning in agony on the ground, before walking away to talk to Grace about a trip to the pictures, as if nothing had happened. Ruby never found out why she gave him a kicking. Perhaps he’d said something to upset Grace.

			Grace Bartlett owns a clothing and fancy goods warehouse out towards London Bridge, which is well located for storing and re-selling anything the Forties have hoisted over the other side of the river. Her husband died some years ago, before the war. She never liked him much and only married because she was pregnant. She’s never bothered to find another husband. Her son’s old enough to be helpful now, and business is thriving and she prefers to remain in charge of her own life.

			‘You’re getting slow, Alice,’ Edith says in her mean voice, taking a draw on her cigarette and blowing smoke into the air while she watches Daisy giggling at something Billy has said. ‘I can’t pull you along, you know. You’re too heavy for that.’

			‘It’s my hip.’ Alice rubs the offending joint, laughing away the insult. ‘It’ll right itself soon enough. And I still lift more than you, you lazy cow.’

			‘Neither of you lifted half as much as young Ruby,’ says Maggs, throwing an arm over Ruby’s shoulders and pulling her close. ‘You could both do with taking a lesson from her.’

			Edith levels her gaze at Ruby, saying nothing for a second. Then she forces her mouth into a smile. ‘Yeah. Ruby’s our best now, we all know that.’ 

			‘Cheers, Ede.’ Ruby raises her glass, returning the cold smile with an empty expression of her own. 

			The men jostle one another around the bar, beer glasses in their hands. From the gestures and jeers, Ruby knows they’ll be talking about sport – boxing, probably. There’s a big match coming up next week. Watching someone else fight makes a change from fighting yourself, they tell her. They’re always fighting. They call themselves the Elephant Boys – a nod to the Elephant and Castle at the end of the High Street, the southern tip of their territory. They fought the Germans alongside other local gangs, joining men from Clerkenwell, Bermondsey, Bethnal Green, and the Titanic Boys from Hackney, but, now they’re back home, the usual hostilities have resumed. The forthcoming match is focusing their attention. It’ll be a night out and an opportunity to settle some scores with the men of Clerkenwell. Few of them will come home without bruises.

			Charlie Wagstaff, a mountain of a man with a shock of ginger hair, is talking loudly about the betting on the match. He’s the bookmaker, on the side, when he’s not working for the brewery – the occupation he always gives to the coppers. 

			A woman, known to everyone as Doll, sits peeling her potatoes a few seats away from Ruby. A sliver of dirty peel falls to the floor, and she reaches down to gather it up, mouthing a curse and then laughing. She blows off the sawdust and drops the curl into the pile that’s gathering on the sheet of newspaper spread over the table. She puts the naked potato into the pocket of her apron before taking another mouthful of her brown stout. She’ll make it last, that single pint, before making her way back to the chaotic crowd of children in her house. Not all of them are hers. She minds the babies for the women who travel over the river to char and launder. She’s always tired, is Doll. Not far past twenty-five, but she looks nearer forty. The old woman who lives in a shoe – like in the nursery rhyme.

			A cheer rises from the other side of the saloon; men’s voices, nearer the door to begin with, but then the women join in. They’re chanting and clapping as a small crowd of people enters the pub. Everyone has been waiting for them. Ruby sets her glass down and claps along with the rising rhythm. Grace bangs the table, her rings smacking so hard on the wood that Ruby hears the crack, crack, crack above everything else. Maggs starts a low cheer. Ruby strains for a glimpse of the woman who will emerge through the crowd at any moment. 

			The chant grows louder, faster. ‘A-nnie, A-nnie, A-nnie!’ Even Billy Walsh is joining in. He’s given up on Daisy and is standing with the men, elbowing and shoving, laughing as he spills his beer over a nearby table.

			The cluster of women in the centre of the saloon breaks apart, and one woman makes her way through them towards the bar. A drink has already been poured for her – a glass of stout, as always. She takes it, raises it in a toast to the company, and the company responds with a roar. 

			Annie Richmond has arrived. The Queen of the Forty Thieves.

			Ruby’s heart beats faster. She loves this. Loves the thrill of it. Loves to imagine that, one day, it’ll be her name that’s chanted and her drink that’s waiting on the bar. When she’s the Queen and famous throughout London. One day. One day… Ru-by, Ru-by.

			The public house settles into a hum of conversation and laughter as the party continues. Someone starts playing the piano, a crazy tune, a regular old favourite, and several men start to sing along with loud, tuneless voices. There are many who will have sore heads on Sunday morning at the rate they’re drinking. 

			Clara Hibbert, Billy Walsh’s sister, winds her way through the group and wipes a cloth over the table that is now dripping with her brother’s beer. She pauses when she returns to the bar and touches a finger to the picture that hangs on the wall, mouthing a prayer for reassurance. It is a photograph of Tommy Hibbert, her husband, looking proud of himself in his uniform. He used to be the king of the Crown: handsome, fearless and always laughing. The stories of his courage, and the medals he won, are no comfort to Clara. There are three smaller pictures next to Tommy: two other Walsh brothers and Tommy’s little sister, Ada, who ran away one day and never came back.

			Annie Richmond catches hold of Billy’s arm. He turns away from his conversation with another man and bends his head to her, almost bowing as she speaks to him. He looks over towards the table as he listens, nodding, a wolfish smile growing slowly at the words spoken into his ear. 

			Ruby takes a breath when she sees it, but it is Edith who sighs.

			Leaving Billy, Annie elbows her way to the Forties’ table, shadowed by two men. None of this family is blessed with fine features or delicate bones. Annie is tall, taller than Maggs, and broad across the shoulders, terrifying in her manner and majestic in her full-length fur coat. Albert and Ronald are several inches taller and wider. Ronald’s eyes flick about the room, as if he’s searching for trouble even among friends and associates. Albert has a thin scar on his face that runs from his left eyebrow to his chin. He never smiles. Rarely speaks since he came home from France. When he walks down the street, the coppers touch their hats and stand back in respect. Or fear. Like he’s a bomb that might explode at any moment.

			The boys have returned from the war with an impressive set of medals between them, and stories of mud and death. The youngest brother, Stanley, never so lucky, was caught by a German bullet and lies buried in France, his absence noted in the black ribbons that are still pinned to their coat sleeves. But even without Stanley, the Richmonds carry authority in the Borough – Annie most of all. 

			She puts down her glass and plants both her hands on the table, fingers spread wide. Rings adorn every digit, many of them set with jewels. Diamond Annie, the coppers call her, although she goes by several other names whenever she’s appearing in court. 

			Her voice is low, grown cracked and husky from the Woodbines. She leans in and speaks like a thief: always quiet, never wanting to be overheard. 

			‘Maggs.’ She gives her old associate an easy smile. They go way back – as far as the gutter they were born in, they both say. Annie might be Queen, but Maggs is the general of her thieving army. Annie turns to survey the rest of her troops. ‘Ladies.’

			Daisy slips into the seat next to Ruby. There are dark circles under her eyes and her cheeks are pale. Beneath the table, Ruby reaches out a hand and squeezes Daisy’s fingers. 

			‘Sit down, Annie.’ Maggs drags a chair over from a neighbouring table, wiping her hand over the seat to make sure it’s clean and dry. ‘Join us.’ The look she gives to Ronald and Albert makes it clear that the invitation is not extended to them, and they fall back, blending into the crowd of dark-suited men, happier to down pints with their friends than stand guard over their sister. She needs no guarding.

			‘Pay day,’ says Annie, lifting a large cream handbag onto her lap. ‘I hear your cell did well this morning, Maggs.’ 

			The Forties are split into cells. There are six of them in Maggs’s cell: five who go out hoisting and Grace, who is too old to run from the coppers these days, but who takes care of whatever they bring back. They all know that Annie will have gone over the accounts with Grace at the warehouse. Nothing will have been written down – nothing is ever written down if it’s not legitimately supposed to be there – but Annie will have a note of the merchandise, the figures, the designated outlets, all in her head. She will know what each item was worth and how much to expect for it. 

			‘We did alright.’ Maggs picks up her glass and swills down her stout. ‘No trouble. It worked well for us to split into two pairs.’

			Daisy tenses her shoulders.

			‘How are you doing, Daisy?’ Annie looks at the crumpled woman. ‘You look like you need some cheering up, some new clothes, a pretty hat and a decent meal.’

			‘I’m a’right.’ Daisy’s voice is small, but she’s proud. ‘Managing.’

			‘Well, we’ll look after you, like we always do. You won’t go short while Harry’s away.’ 

			‘I know. Thanks, Annie.’ Her eyes redden and tears begin to form. ‘I’m strong. I can work. It’s only that… I’ll miss him.’

			She presses her face into Ruby’s shoulder. 

			Grace gives her a fond look. ‘Bless you, darling. What it must be to have a man worth missing.’ 

			‘And you’ll be back out with the girls when you’re ready,’ says Annie. 

			‘Next time,’ the muffled voice agrees. 

			‘Did you say something about pay, or did I mishear you?’ Maggs is keen to see her money. She always is. 

			Annie cackles and reaches into the handbag to find several small envelopes. Each is marked, not named – nothing is ever named. She hands them out. ‘Here you are. Try not to spend it all at once,’ she rasps. She reaches into her bag again, pulls out her cigarettes and lights up, leaning back in her seat. 

			‘Here you are, Daisy.’ Edith pushes a small coin across the table. ‘A bit extra.’ Edith likes everyone to think she’s generous.

			Ruby scowls at the display. She doesn’t want to part with her cash – not when she’s brought back the largest share of the goods for the second time in a row, and not when she’s cleaned out her purse for silk stockings and tickets to the picture house – but when Maggs, Grace and Alice all push a few coins towards Daisy she feels obliged to do the same. Daisy needs cheering up – a night out, not extra pennies.

			‘Your hip’s still slowing you down, I hear,’ Annie says, nodding at Alice. 

			‘I’m alright.’ Alice never wants to be thought weak or unfit. 

			‘All the same, I can’t afford to lose another girl since Mabel went inside. Perhaps you should wait until you can run again. You should rest her,’ she says to Maggs, who is counting her money.

			Maggs says nothing. She knows Alice is a risk to the cell, but Alice is her neighbour and her friend, and she needs to be out of the house. 

			‘Besides, there’s other ways to raise funds,’ Annie says, tapping ash into a cracked china dish on the table. ‘It’s time we made more of little Ruby.’

			Ruby has pushed her envelope into her handbag and is watching the bar. Billy is standing with his back to her, a beer in one hand, talking with a couple of the men. She has no idea what they are talking about, but his shirt sleeves are rolled up and she can see the muscles in his forearm contracting as he clenches a fist in his pocket. 

			She is alert and immediately attentive to the mention of her name.

			‘There’s a jeweller’s shop, South Ken, Gloucester Road,’ Annie is saying. ‘I’ve just heard about it. Small place, but very upmarket. Enderby’s. There’s only the old man running it, and his daughter. It’ll be easy to pick it.’

			‘Sounds interesting,’ Maggs says. 

			‘Are we going to have a look?’ Alice leans forward. 

			‘Like I said, I thought we might send Ruby,’ Annie says. ‘She’s done well with the stores recently.’

			Ruby sits up very straight. This is it. This is her moment. She’s started to lift jewels on the quiet, for herself, but this is the first time Annie has asked her to do a job for the group alone. It’s an art, and she, Ruby Mills, is an artist – not a common thief. She’s ready. 

			‘I’m not so sure, Annie,’ Maggs says, shaking her head. ‘I don’t know…’

			‘I’ll do it,’ Ruby says, before Maggs sways Annie’s mind. ‘I can do it. You’ve taught me enough, Maggs. I couldn’t have had a better teacher.’ 

			‘It’s different,’ Maggs grumbles into her drink. ‘You’ve got to play the part, make them give you the items rather than just grab and run –’

			‘That’s what I did today,’ Ruby says. ‘I pretended like I was a movie star, and the shop girl just wrapped the coat around me.’

			She strokes the mink collar and then regrets the slip she’s just made. Annie hasn’t noticed it, though. She’s too focused on the jeweller. 

			‘I think she’s ready, Maggs. She’s not been inside. She isn’t known to anyone. And this is a new location for us to try. Besides’ – she winks at Ruby – ‘I’ve asked Billy Walsh to go with her. He’ll keep her in line. And Ron’ll drive them away when they’re done.’

			Ruby’s heart begins to pound again. 

			‘I’m ready, Annie,’ she says, her eyes glittering, ignoring Edith, whose face has suddenly taken on a pinched expression. ‘Just tell me when.’

			Annie finishes her stout and raises a hand to her mouth to stifle the belch. ‘You can go on Wednesday,’ she says. ‘Late morning, near lunchtime. Half-day closing on Wednesdays, so it’ll be quiet. And you’ll have a few days to sort your story out with Billy.’ Annie stands up, her business concluded. She cranes her neck towards the bar, looking for someone. ‘We’ll go out again as a group soon, too. Next week.’ 

			She nods to Maggs and then leans forward and crooks a finger under Ruby’s chin. ‘Make sure Grace takes that mink off your hands, Ruby Mills,’ she says. ‘You know the rules, sweetheart. Don’t break them.’

			Ruby says nothing. It’s not a good idea to argue with the Queen. 

			Annie leaves them and finds her man, Frederick Moss, standing with her brothers. Freddy Moss, the King of the Elephant Boys, smokes quietly, while the others talk. He’s always quiet and watchful, always thinking and planning. In a gang known across London for their muscle, Moss stands apart for his cool intelligence. That doesn’t mean he’s afraid to dirty his knuckles in a fight, although he prefers to run a razor blade across someone’s throat – a quicker and more precise way of dealing with trouble than slugging it out on a street. He has a scar of his own, a memento from an encounter last year, stitched small and neat, just under his right eye. The man who gave it to him spent several hours bleeding slowly until he died. No one crosses Freddy Moss. 

			Annie slips her arm through Freddy’s, and he smiles fondly at her. The men shuffle to make room for her to stand in the group.

			Ruby catches Billy’s eye as he drags on his cigarette and blows a whirl of smoke to the ceiling. She can anticipate the night ahead, and even the thought of it sends a sensation rushing down her body that makes her shift in her seat. 
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			Saturday, early evening

			In the reporters’ hall of the Kensington Gazette, Harriet Littlemore rubs her right eyebrow and reads over the words one more time. She tugs the sheet of paper from the black Remington typewriter and lays it over another immaculately typed page on the table. She might be thought a slow worker, but she can, she knows, reliably type a clean page. She takes a sip of her tea and straightens her aching back. From somewhere down the street, far beyond the grimy windows, a clock chimes five. 

			Unusually, the room is quiet enough to enable her to hear the clock. It is Saturday, and the reporters – the men whose raucous voices normally fill this space – have already disappeared to the public house next door. Their words have been slotted into the lead columns of the linotype machines that live under the building and are even now being disgorged onto vast rolls of paper. The noise of the printing room will be deafening – she knows because she was once allowed to see it – but here, two floors above, it is only a distant rumble, and she is barely disturbed. The Gazette, an evening newspaper, will be landing on doormats in Kensington and Chelsea within the hour. The reporters have nothing to do, apart from gather stories, until Monday. And no one wants to gather stories on Saturday evening when there is beer to be drunk. 

			Harriet is alone, hunched over her cramped desk, typing up her copy. It is not, of course, her desk. It is James Curran’s desk and is still always referred to as such. But James Curran no longer has need of it; he lies scattered in a thousand pieces somewhere over the Belgian countryside.

			She takes another mouthful of tea, replaces her cup on the saucer and flips open her notebook to make sure that she hasn’t missed anything, gently massaging her left shoulder. Three and half hours ago, she had been in Hartleys department store on the High Street, listening to a shop assistant explaining how a young woman had walked away with a mink coat, a sable muff, a chinchilla stole, some jewellery and several silk scarves. Elsewhere, another woman had lifted blouses. Hartleys, she thinks, will need to employ someone to watch the store, just as some of the larger establishments, like Whiteleys and Selfridges, have done. She had only gone in at lunchtime to inspect the new hats but had caught wind of the thefts. The shop girl, a plain-looking creature with terrible teeth, her face blotchy from crying, had been persuaded to tell Harriet what had happened. She’d blurted out rather a lot for half a crown.

			Harriet runs a finger over her scribbled words.

			On the small side, young, probably eighteen or thereabouts, dark-haired. Black hair. Jet black and cut short. Like she’d just stepped out of a moving picture. 

			She should go home. Ralph is coming for dinner, and her mother will expect her to take the time to look presentable, but this is the most exciting thing she has written since she began at the Gazette some months ago, and she is loath to leave it. All she has been asked to write so far are frivolous articles about hats and handbags. This is her own piece, written because she used her instincts and initiative and grasped the story when it presented itself. It has taken over two hours to get the phrasing just right, and she is on the verge of a headache. She pushes her fingers into the knot of hair at the back of her head, loosening it a little. 

			‘Are you still here, Miss Littlemore? I have a teacup that needs rinsing.’

			A man’s voice calls out from the doorway at the far end of the reporters’ hall.

			This is her opportunity to put the piece in front of him. 

			Harriet puts down her notebook and picks up the two sheets of paper that are lying next to the typewriter. She walks to the other end of the room and places the papers on the edge of the man’s cluttered desk.

			‘I wondered whether you might look at this, Mr Pickford.’ 

			Robert Pickford, editor of the Kensington Gazette, is lounging in the chair behind his desk, reading a newspaper that has been folded over several times, making it small enough to be held in one hand. The other hand is tapping ash from the end of a cigarette into a saucer that is chipped almost all the way around the edge. She can see that he’s smoked four in the last hour. A teacup, also chipped, stands independently on a pile of papers, on top of which is a first edition of this evening’s Gazette. Now that his own paper has gone to bed, he can afford to relax. He will wander to the public house shortly to join the men.

			‘What is it?’

			‘Something I wrote this afternoon. There was a theft at Hartleys at lunchtime. Shoplifters. I interviewed the shop assistant and spoke to the police.’

			He stubs out the fifth cigarette, hands her the saucer and reaches for the cup, still half-full, which he pushes into her other hand. Cold tea slops about.

			She takes both items from him, trying to keep her thumb out of the ash. 

			He lays down his copy of the Times and pulls her report across the table. He sighs, picks up his blue pencil and begins to correct her copy at speed as she stands, chewing her lip, in front of his desk. Three carefully structured paragraphs are dismissed in a single stroke. He scratches his thinning hair with the end of the pencil, cocks his head then scrubs out another sentence. A little man, who has never become anything more than the editor of a small newspaper, and still he does not appreciate her writing.

			‘Good.’

			The comment is unexpected. 

			‘Good?’

			‘It’s what we want. The feminine angle. Lose the sermonising. No one wants to know what you think about these women – why they steal, what might be done about the’ – he peers at the paper – ‘“virulent spread of crime in the capital”. You’re writing the women’s section in a local newspaper, not the editorial of the Daily Express.’ He stares up at her. ‘Stick with the film-star looks and describe the goods she’s taken. That’s all the female readers want to know about.’ He shoves the paper across the desk and gives her a half-hearted smile before returning to his Times. ‘Rewrite it on Monday morning.’

			‘Yes, Mr Pickford.’ She sets down the saucer and pinches the sheets of paper between her third and fourth fingers before collecting the saucer again. 

			He waves a hand, dismissing her. 

			She lingers, clutching the saucer. He looks up. 

			‘Is there anything else, Miss Littlemore?’

			‘Well…’ She hesitates. ‘These shoplifters. The women. I understand they call themselves the “Forty Thieves”. These women at Hartleys could well have been –’

			‘I know. I have heard of them.’

			‘I spoke with the policemen, as I said. The inspector from Scotland Yard is a friend of my father’s, and he told me –’

			Pickford gives her a weary look. ‘We have men in the magistrates’ courts, writing our trial reports whenever they catch one of them. They will have all the information.’

			She says nothing. 

			The greying moustache twitches a fraction. ‘Go home, Miss Littlemore. Go and enjoy your evening. I’ll print your piece.’

			He doesn’t have to print anything she writes, she reminds herself, as she scrubs at the teacups and saucers that have piled up next to the sink in the dank washroom along the corridor. The women’s section is a new feature in the Gazette. Not even a whole page. It only appears twice a week, and never with her name. She tips the cigarette ends into a wastepaper basket. 

			She can write. She will write. Once Mr Pickford puts his shabby chauvinism aside and lets her. She was the editor of her school newspaper. She submitted several articles to suffragette journals – one of which was printed. She rinses a cup and leaves it to drain with the others, shaking water from her fingers. There is no tea towel.

			At her desk, she folds the edited pages into her handbag, shrugs on her coat and fixes her hat. 

			Only when she is through the front door and on the pavement does she reach into her coat pocket to extract the ring that is carefully secreted in a folded handkerchief. A large lozenge of a diamond surrounded by twelve smaller ones. She slips the ring onto her left hand. It still feels heavy and new, but she assumes she will grow used to it. 

			She walks quickly, pulling on her gloves as she goes. The evening is drawing in and the air is damp and chilly. She has no reason to fear the dark and does not have far to walk, but her parents will be waiting. 

			Nearing home, she pauses outside a jeweller’s shop on Gloucester Road. The jeweller is tidying away the trays of rings and necklaces that he was laying out when she passed this morning. He catches her eye and nods a greeting. She nods in return. Mr Enderby did not go off to France or Belgium like Ralph and the rest, being an older man, but he lost all three sons, and his eyes are still dark with grief. There is no one left to take over this small family business now except his daughter. Cecily Enderby is a nervous, twitchy creature, and Harriet does not suppose that she would have the least notion of how to run a business. The best Mr Enderby can hope for is that she marries a man who knows a sapphire from an emerald. 

			Harriet clenches her left hand inside her glove to feel the solidity of the diamonds on it. She is one of the lucky ones. She must always remember that.

			She reaches the front door of her parents’ house – a fine town house in one of South Kensington’s grander squares – and checks her wristwatch by the light of the lamp. Her journey has been swift, and she does not need to rehearse an excuse. She puts a hand to one of the thick columns that supports the portico and turns to gaze out over the dark gated garden that graces the square. She has many reasons to be thankful for her lot.
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			Saturday evening

			Isabel Littlemore is in the hallway when Harriet pushes open the door. One of the blocks of the parquet floor is loose and makes a heavy clack-clack sound as she walks over it. She frowns as she hears it. The uneven floor might irritate her more than Harriet’s arrival, but when she sees her daughter dressed in her office clothes – with a hemline far too short for decency – and catches the miasma of cigarette smoke that follows her into the house, she is reminded of her customary cause for dismay. 

			‘You’re late, Harriet.’

			‘Good evening, Mummy.’ Harriet knows that she is not late, but to enter into an argument on the threshold of the house would be unwise.

			‘Ralph will be here very soon. You’ll need to change for dinner.’ The words are issued as a command. 

			Harriet smiles brightly as she pulls off her gloves and unbuttons her coat. ‘Of course. I stink of the office.’ She knows that easy compliance is almost as much of a provocation to her mother as contention. She hands her coat and hat to the waiting maid and kisses her mother lightly on the cheek before making her way upstairs. 

			Isabel’s lips tighten as she stares at her daughter’s ankles. 

			‘Put that out to air somewhere,’ she snaps at the maid, who is clutching the coat. 

			The loose wooden block clacks again as the girl leaves. 

			Isabel needs to speak to Gerald but doesn’t know whether he is downstairs yet; he may still be dressing. She needs to talk to him about Harriet. The wedding will take place this summer, but Harriet shows no signs of urgency whenever Isabel attempts to discuss the arrangements with her, and really, plans need to be made if this is to be the sort of event to draw admiration from everyone in London. Gerald is far too indulgent of his daughter, of course. Perhaps Ralph’s visit this evening will encourage her to greater enthusiasm. 

			Isabel smooths her skirt at her hip – a habit born years ago – and takes a steadying breath. The silk velvet of her old evening gown reassures her. Although forty-seven, she is still considered a handsome woman, and this particular gown suits her figure well. She straightens her back and walks towards the drawing room. The dreadful smell of stale cigarettes has been carried away and replaced by the more pleasing odours of dinner coming from the kitchen. 

			Roast beef, because dear Ralph is coming. 

			Harriet changes into a dark blue dress, something more suited to an evening than the utilitarian grey flannel skirt of the office. She washes her hands and face and unpins her hair. 

			She doesn’t smoke at work. The men don’t offer, and she has never asked, so it seems unfair that her clothes should smell so terribly. 

			She could do with a cigarette now. 

			She opens her silk-lined jewellery box and picks out a favourite pair of earrings and a necklace.

			The diamonds on her finger sparkle in the light. The central diamond is a substantial stone, and she knows that the ring cost the earth. Ralph proposed to her not long after her twenty-first birthday, and she had felt so very grown up when he put the ring on her finger. He told her that she could look at it whenever they were apart and know that something of him was with her. ‘Almost all my wordly goods you’re wearing,’ he had joked, ‘but not quite.’ And then he had kissed her rather fulsomely, as if he had been trying to possess her. 

			She dabs herself with a light perfume and rakes her fingers through her hair. She lifts it up under her chin, considering herself in the mirror, before tidying it into a suitable style for the evening. A strand of hair becomes caught under one of the diamond’s claws and is torn from her scalp. 

			‘Do you think I should cut my hair?’ 

			Gerald Littlemore is pouring sherry. He turns to regard his daughter, pausing briefly, decanter in hand, before filling her glass.

			‘It’s perfectly acceptable as it is,’ he says, handing over the drink. ‘Why on earth would you want to cut it?’ He rubs a finger over his thick moustache, perplexed by her question.

			‘I was asking Ralph, I think, Daddy.’

			Ralph Christie has made himself comfortable in the armchair. He is a comfortable sort of man, confident in his skin, with a profile that announces his impeccable lineage. He is already part of the family, at ease with her parents in a way that she has never managed to be since she began voicing her own ‘radical’ opinions. He talks affably with her father about politics, the party, the club; he was once thought of as Gerald’s protégé, but recently he has caught the eye of even more significant players, and now, after a by-election and a safe seat, there is talk of a position for him within the next government – Westminster’s rising star. He teases Isabel, gently, but in such a way that makes her simper like a debutante. 

			‘I’m minded to agree with your father,’ he says, taking a sip of his whisky. Isabel has made sure that the best-cut glasses have been put out. ‘I like it already. Don’t let my opinion hold you back if you wish to ape the fashions’ – he laughs into the glass – ‘but I’m quite sure that you won’t.’ 

			A small mouthful of sherry makes its glowing journey down Harriet’s throat, and she doesn’t respond. The drawing room has been lit softly, the lamps turned down low, setting everyone at their best advantage. The thick green velvet curtains have shut out the February night and their neighbours on the square, cocooning them together. It is too warm. It is always too warm in this room.

			‘But I really ought to have asked: how was your day, Harriet?’ The thorny issue of hairstyles has reached a diplomatic conclusion, as far as Ralph is concerned. ‘How is life at the Kensington Gazette? Any exclusive headlines for us?’

			He smiles at her over his drink – the studied, conspiratorial smile of their alliance against the older generation. He would never dream of revealing it to his fiancée, but he knows, of course, how Harriet has come by her job at the Gazette. Gerald let it slip one evening at the club. Harriet had begun to read literature from the suffrage movement – radical pamphlets written by the Pankhursts and their followers from before the war, and such like. Worse, she started spouting their opinions. She had declared that she wanted to have her own career. Gerald had decided that the wisest course of action was to set her up at the fusty old Gazette, which offered little more than local gossip dressed up as news, rather than to continue to see her head turned by those lunatic women. He had had a quiet word with the proprietor of the Gazette and a small job had been found. Unusually for Gerald, he had acted without consulting his wife on the matter. Isabel disapproves of Harriet going out to work. Even now, at the mention of the newspaper, she is all angles, fingers curled tight around her sherry glass, lips puckering.

			Ralph, who had made up his mind to marry Harriet by then, saw no reason to object to the scheme. She is not the cleverest woman of his acquaintance, rather young and impressionable, but this job will be harmless enough: just a little pastime that will come to a natural end when they marry, something to exorcise those more outrageous ideas. He has no quarrel with Gerald’s handling of the matter. He would even go so far as to claim in public that he is proud to have a modern working woman as his fiancée. And privately, he imagines that the insight into the world of journalism, even at a local rag like the Gazette, will enable her to assist him in his own political ambitions. She might even see to his letters and speeches, and save him the bother of retaining a typist. 

			‘Mr Pickford is publishing one of my pieces in Monday’s edition,’ she says. ‘You’ll see it then. Rather different from my usual.’

			‘Really, darling? How thrilling!’ He beams at her. ‘What’s it about? Won’t you tell us now?’

			‘Alright, I shall. There was a shoplifting incident at Hartleys, on Kensington High Street.’

			‘Hartleys?’ Isabel is shocked by the information. ‘But Hartleys is a respectable store. Who would steal from Hartleys?’

			‘Women,’ Harriet says, before taking a larger mouthful of sherry, relishing it almost as much as she relishes the horror on her mother’s face. She catches Ralph’s eye. ‘Young women. Two of them. They lifted a mink coat, some blouses, scarves, gloves and paste jewellery. That’s why it’s my piece – it’s news, but I’m using it for the women’s section of the paper.’

			‘“Lifted” – what a dreadful expression!’ Isabel says. ‘Poor Mr Hartley.’

			‘And a sable muff.’

			‘Young, you say?’ Gerald enquires from the second armchair. ‘Did they catch them?’

			Harriet shakes her head. ‘No. I went to look at the hats in my lunch hour – you should go, Mummy, they have some very lovely creations – but one of the shop girls was in floods of tears. They’d taken the goods from her station, you see. I think she may have lost her job. But I gave her half a crown and she told me everything about the thief.’

			‘Half a crown?’ Ralph chuckles. ‘Is that what information is worth, I wonder?’

			‘Well, I had the story,’ Harriet says, flushing. ‘And a full description of one of the thieves. Like a film star, the girl said. Short black hair and painted red lips. Around eighteen years old, she thought. And a pretty thing, on her account.’

			‘Well, now I am interested,’ says Ralph.

			‘Oh, it defies belief,’ Isabel says. ‘Why must they steal? And from a lovely place like Hartleys?’

			Harriet shrugs. ‘I understand this one is part of a gang, a group of women who call themselves the Forty Thieves. Inspector MacKenzie was there, Daddy. They’re notorious, he said.’

			‘They are,’ Ralph agrees. ‘And they’re becoming a menace. Larger stores are having to hire store walkers, women trained to wander around looking out for thieves, like policemen.’

			‘I’m sure that Arthur MacKenzie will be doing his utmost to keep them in check,’ Gerald says. ‘We should have the MacKenzies round for dinner again, Isabel…’

			‘I think they sound rather daring,’ says Harriet. ‘It takes some bravado to walk into a shop and walk out again with a mink coat. I should like to meet them.’

			‘Oh, Harriet,’ Isabel says with exasperation. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

			‘Well, I should.’

			‘Ralph, talk some sense into her, would you?’

			‘Your mother’s right, I’m afraid, Harriet,’ Ralph interjects, seeing his hostess begin to bristle. ‘These are hard, criminal women you’re talking about, certainly not the sort you should be meeting. They live like sewer rats in Southwark and then come swarming over the river to raid shops like Hartleys.’

			‘Do rats swarm, Ralph?’ Gerald asks, absently, lifting his glass to his lips. ‘I thought that was bees…’ 

			The butler taps the door to announce that dinner is ready to be served and the question of how rats and bees travel in number is left unanswered. Harriet gives her hand to Ralph as they follow her parents. 

			‘I wonder, shall I have the opportunity to steal you for a few moments tonight, darling Harriet? Just the two of us?’ He murmurs softly into her ear as they walk. ‘I’ve been thinking of you all day.’

			‘We can try and escape,’ she whispers back, flattered by the knowledge that he has been thinking of her and warmed by the prospect of being held in his embrace, even for a few minutes. ‘The garden, perhaps, but you’d better put on a good show for them first. Mummy’s always desperate to impress you, so try to make the right noises. And please don’t fall into discussing the Irish Question with Daddy over the brandy, or you’ll be there all night and I shall have to retire to bed.’

			He lifts her hand and smiles as he kisses his diamonds. ‘Well now, there’s a thought.’

			She feels heat rising at the back of her neck. 
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			Wednesday morning

			Ruby fights to control her excitement as they walk along the street. She’s like a boxer, preparing for a fight – or, no, she’s a racehorse, jumping in the line-up before the starter drops the flag. She’s ready: keen to be at the jewellers, itching to get her hands on the goods. She shivers a little and squeezes Billy’s arm.

			‘Easy, Ruby,’ he says, as surely and as quietly as he’d talk to a horse while he was stroking its neck. ‘Don’t want you giving yourself away, do we?’ He doesn’t look at her; he keeps his eyes on the road. He’s watching the pavements, scouring them for trouble. There won’t be any. This is Kensington. The only trouble around here will be the two of them.

			She glances up at him from under her hat. She’s never seen him looking so good. A new brown suit, a crisp white shirt and a tie that he’s spent time folding just right. He smells good, too, clean and sharp, like he’s just come from the barbers – which he has. Billy always says he’s got a lucky face, by which he means that, unlike some others – Ronald and Albert, for instance – he’s not been marked in a fight or in the trenches. He carries no scar or gouged flesh, and both his ears are neat and intact. That’s why he’s sent on jobs like this. He looks like the man he’s about to become: Mr Warner, the film producer.

			It was Billy’s idea, the story they’ll spin. He knows Ruby loves the movies so he’s suggested that she’s a girl on the brink of becoming a star. She’s Ruby Wilder, soon to be appearing in movie theatres across the world. Mr Warner is not only her producer, but her lover who wants to shower her with diamonds. 

			They’ve spent the last three days rehearsing their story. When they’ve not been rolling around Billy’s bed, in the room above the Crown, they’ve been planning the details: which rings they’ll ask to see; how they’ll separate the old man who owns the shop from the girl who works with him; how they’ll bide their time if they see other customers; and where Ron will be waiting with the car. He’s dropped them off two streets away, but he’ll be just outside when they’re done. Which is a good thing, because Ruby’s wearing new shoes and they are already pinching a little. She won’t want to run too far or too fast in these heels – jewels or no jewels. 

			The street is quiet, and the jeweller’s shop is empty, save for the owner, who is bent over a table with a cylindrical eyeglass stuck into one eye socket, examining a ring, a pair of tweezers in one hand. As Annie has told them, he closes at midday on Wednesdays, and it’s gone half past eleven. He’s not expecting any more customers. 

			The bell on the door gives a bright jangle as Billy pushes it and the old man looks up. His expression changes from surprise to delight as he takes in the vision of a wealthy young couple, and he scrambles down from his stool, pulling the glass from his eye. 

			Billy removes his hat and greets him, and the game begins. 

			‘I’m looking for something special for the lady,’ Billy says. His voice has altered: gone is the rough growl of the Borough dog. He’s purring softly in an imitation American drawl – an accent he picked up from soldiers he encountered in France. Ruby turns away to hide the twitch on her lips. She affects nonchalance, as though every day rich American men buy her diamonds. She finds a hand mirror on the counter, picks it up and smooths the black curl that’s peeping out from the underside of her close-fitting hat. She’s more interested in her own appearance, Ruby Wilder, the movie star, at least until the jeweller can show her something worth looking at. She’s wearing a coat she took from Grace Bartlett’s warehouse. It’s a gorgeous shade of blue and Grace said it came from Paris. 

			‘Very special,’ Billy continues, leaning closer to the man, allowing him to notice the cut and quality of his suit. It’s a good suit, one that Billy had made somewhere in Piccadilly, albeit with the cash he’d taken from an envelope addressed to someone else. But the man won’t know that. He’ll only see the tailoring, smell the scent of wealth. Billy is oozing new money – the sort of money made off the back of the war, but money all the same. He wants the man to smell it, sense it, so that he relaxes and brings out all the goods. ‘I need the whole world to see what this little lady means to me.’

			At this, Ruby turns and gives Billy an adoring smile. 

			‘You’ve seen Miss Wilder, I assume?’ Billy asks. ‘Ruby Wilder? The movie star? She’s gonna be bigger than Mary Pickford, you mark my words.’

			Ruby simpers just a little, and the man, keen to oblige, nods. ‘I’m not really one for the moving pictures,’ he says. ‘But my daughter’s very keen. It’s a pity that she’s out at the moment.’ He wheezes as he speaks. He has some sort of weakness with his lungs. He won’t be giving them much of a chase. Annie Richmond has chosen this place very carefully.

			‘Then you’ll know what I’m looking for,’ Billy says. ‘Something that sparkles even more than she does – if such a thing exists. Diamonds and – hell, why not – how about a ruby?’

			‘Oh, Mr Warner, you’re such a darling,’ Ruby is interested now, laying down the mirror and moving to his arm. ‘A ruby for a Ruby.’

			‘But diamonds, too, sweetheart, to match the fire in those eyes.’ 

			The jeweller ignores their cooing. He scrambles for the trays of diamond rings, necklaces and earrings. There’s a pad of brooches, some nearly as big as Ruby’s fist. He lays them all out on the counter. There’s one shaped like a crescent moon and encrusted with diamonds that catches Ruby’s eye. She reaches out a gloved hand and strokes it. 

			‘This is very pretty.’ It’s very large. Just what they’re looking for. Solly Palmer will pull it apart for them, sell off the stones in Amsterdam and make twice whatever this jeweller wants for it.

			‘I’d give you the moon if I could,’ Billy says, laying a hand over hers. ‘Perhaps this one will have to do for now. May we take a closer look?’ he asks the jeweller. 

			‘Certainly, sir.’ The old man is willing to become more obsequious towards the rich young American now there might be a purchase. He pulls the brooch from the pad and hands it to Ruby, who holds it against her coat. Billy reaches for the little mirror and lifts it up for her to inspect herself. 

			It’s a shame it’ll go to Solly. She pouts a little at the thought of parting with it. 

			‘You wear it very well, miss,’ the jeweller says. ‘Perhaps on an evening gown…’

			She flashes him a smile. ‘Oh, yes!’ Her voice is breathy with excitement. ‘I have just the gown for it – in midnight blue.’ The gown exists in her imagination. 

			‘I know the one,’ says Billy. ‘You’re right. You can wear it for Mr Chaplin’s party.’

			The jeweller’s face lights up. He might not be as committed to the moving pictures as his daughter, but he’s heard of Charlie Chaplin. Billy ignores the man’s sudden interest and focuses on the jewellery. 

			‘You have some fine rings.’

			Ruby giggles and lays the diamond crescent brooch on the counter. ‘You going to buy me a ring, Billy?’ She nudges him, sharing a private joke, forgetting for a moment that she should not be using his name.

			He gives a short laugh. ‘Not that sort of ring, sweetheart. My wife won’t share me, and I can’t afford the divorce. But yeah, I’ll buy you something you can wear every day, not just on a party gown.’

			The jeweller checks his disapproval. No one can afford morality these days. He needs the money too much. 

			‘What about this one?’ Billy points to a neat ruby ring. 

			‘An excellent choice, sir,’ the man interjects, before Ruby grumbles about the smallness of it. ‘Or perhaps the lady would like something…’ He doesn’t say ‘larger’, but simply points to a more substantial gem. 

			Ruby gives him her most radiant smile as he pulls it from the tray. She tugs off her glove and drops it over the brooch on the counter before slipping the ring onto her finger. It fits very well. She admires it, stretching out her hand for the men to see. 

			‘I adore it. I truly adore it,’ she says to them both. She means it. 

			‘You can’t wear it yet, baby,’ Billy chides her, as if she’s a child. ‘Your birthday isn’t until tomorrow.’

			‘Oh, but I want to wear it now!’ 

			‘No, I want to give it you tomorrow morning, when it’s just the two of us…’ He leans in towards her and whispers something into her ear, making her giggle.
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