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      PROLOGUE

      
        Ruby Gallagher finally woke up at dawn on a rat-coloured January Monday. It was hard not to, with three CID officers built
         like sofa-beds hammering on her front door, but Ruby also awoke in the metaphorical sense. The complicated expression on her
         husband’s face jolted her out of almost a decade of deep, deep matrimonial slumber.
      

      
      ‘Manny …?’ Ruby tugged the duvet up to her chin as law-enforcing feet thundered up the new stair carpet.

      
      ‘I can explain, babes,’ rasped Manny, as insistent hands dragged him from the bed.

      
      Ruby hated being called babes. Manny had never realised this in all the years they’d been together, and now, as he was manhandled
         into the ensuite with only a Homer Simpson hot water bottle to dent his nakedness, didn’t seem the right time to tell him.
      

      
      ‘Call my lawyer!’ yelled the now fully dressed Manny as he was folded into the back seat of a Ford Mondeo. ‘Call Simon!’ The
         door slammed, but Ruby could hear his final, ‘Now, babes!’
      

   
      
      1

      
        It had been a mistake to let Manny name the house. Ruby knew he meant well, but the snooty neighbours sniggered up their
         bespoke sleeves at Château Rubes.
      

      
      The art deco mansion’s front door key, along with its fourteen remote controls and a panic button, had been handed to Ruby
         at her wedding, an event which triggered a tulle shortage in the South-East. Refurbished to Manny’s brief of ‘a palace fit
         for my princess’, he believed it fulfilled his ulterior ambition to ‘make Esher puke with envy’.
      

      
      Since that day nine years ago Ruby had lived in a fog of luxury. The personal gym, the walk-in wardrobe and the account at
         Tiffany were head-turning for a nineteen-year-old fresh from the drab-hued family semi. Ruby’s parents, Marjorie and Stan,
         were throwbacks to an austere postwar Britain that smelled of cabbage and was painted varying shades of ‘bleurgh’. Sofas came
         with antimacassars, meals were eaten in silence, and Val Doonican was considered pretty near the knuckle. Panic-stricken by
         their only child’s unaccountable red-haired beauty, they had regarded Ruby’s looks as an unfortunate  modern malady, such as homosexuality or Jonathan Ross. Their over-protectiveness discouraged friendships with girls her own
         age and ensured that Ruby entered sixth form with no girls’ nights out under her belt, a complete ignorance of ITV, and less
         sexual awareness than a Victorian maiden aunt.
      

      
      Marjorie found it impossible to call a spade a spade. Periods were ‘monthlies’, Ruby’s panties contained her ‘front bottom’,
         and the word ‘sex’ was replaced by the more mundane (and confusing) ‘relations’. One event in Ruby’s life confounded even
         Marjorie’s creative way with a simile, and she could only refer to it as ‘the thing’. As in, ‘Darling, we’d love to let you
         go to the cinema with the girls from school but since the thing …’ Here a momentary closing of the eyes and a flutter of the hands would provide a full stop to the whole distasteful idea.
      

      
      Ruby loved her parents, she really did. She understood them. To a point. When, not long after her marriage, they both died
         within three months of each other, she’d been plunged into a deep, blank sadness. Like the well-behaved girl she was, she’d
         gritted her teeth and waited for the grief to subside; questions an older, wiser Ruby might have asked had no hope of an answer
         now. Ruby didn’t care to unravel how much bitterness there was in her mourning.
      

      
      That sad year had seen her husband’s generosity triple as Manny eyed her constantly, gauging her recovery. Ruby was accustomed
         to being watched, she’d had a lifetime of it, and she tried to be grateful. ‘Marjorie and Stan were diamonds,’ Manny would
         say, rolling a brandy glass in one of his huge paws. ‘Salt of the earth.’
      

      
      ‘They were,’ Ruby would agree. She remembered how relieved her parents had been when her shop-worn Prince Charming had turned
         up. ‘Now there’s a real man.’ Marjorie had stressed the term approvingly. ‘He’ll look after you.  Not a lot of men would take you on. You know what I mean, darling.’
      

      
      Darling knew exactly what Marjorie meant. That phrase ‘take you on’ had rankled, but Ruby had been a dutiful daughter and
         repressed it: no GCSEs but a dab hand at repressing.
      

      
      ‘At least they saw you living the dream before they …’ Manny too had trouble with certain words. ‘Before they passed away.’ This sentimental side of him would have amazed his employees. The burly build; the rough-hewn accent; none of it pointed
         to a man who couldn’t say ‘died’.
      

      
      The day before the CID entered stage right on the dream she was living, Ruby had got up early to put in a punishing hour on
         her treadmill. Rushing off to the local nail bar to have her talons burnished, she returned just in time to oversee the erection
         of a gazebo Manny had ordered that was a fraction higher than the neighbours’ gazebo. Much of her afternoon was spent squinting
         at a Jamie Oliver cookbook in her dazzlingly glossy kitchen. She followed the fish pie recipe with the kind of baffled concentration
         a Neanderthal might bring to a sat nav. ‘This time, maybe this time …’ she whispered hopefully, sliding it into the only one
         of her four ovens she knew how to switch on. ‘Maybe this time it will be edible.’
      

      
      There was barely time to shower, dress, make peace with her shoulder-length russet tangles and pull her stomach in before
         she heard Manny’s key in the door. Ruby froze, waiting for the front door to close.
      

      
      There it was – a gentle clunk.

      
      Ruby relaxed. She was a scholar of her husband’s moods, and had many methods of judging them. The front door was a reliable
         barometer. A gentle clunk meant a relaxed Manny, one who would find a disastrous pie funny. A slam meant a  Manny who would push the pie away roughly. A slam and a grunt meant that the fish pie must be hidden with more urgency than
         Anne Frank.
      

      
      Rushing down the stairs like a chic puppy, Ruby jumped into his arms. She loved doing that. It felt so sexy that Manny didn’t
         even rock backwards when she launched all five foot nine of herself at him. He was built to last, her husband, and he smelled
         good too. ‘Always smell posh,’ was one of his maxims, and today he smelled posh but slightly sweaty, a combination that beckoned
         Ruby’s pheromones out from their hidey-holes.
      

      
      ‘All right, all right, let me get in the door.’ Manny was doing his best to sound testy, but his wife knew that he was in
         good spirits and delighted to see her. Peeling her off, he twisted his head away, refusing to kiss her. ‘Later, babes, later,’
         he admonished her, depositing her on the marble floor. ‘I’m starving.’
      

      
      It was a valiant try. Ruby felt for him as Manny rolled a forkful of her pie around his mouth, and came up with various noncommittal
         noises. Finally, though, he had to give up.
      

      
      ‘Chinese?’ asked Ruby, reaching for her mobile.

      
      ‘Chinese,’ confirmed Manny, frowning down at a prawn.

      
      ‘I thought we’d watch a DVD,’ said Ruby lightly. She knew better than to push: Manny was not a man to be pushed.

      
      ‘Sure. No Ben Affleck shit, though.’ Manny, jacket off, tie loosened, landed like a sack of Savile Row spuds on the white
         leather banquette. ‘Nothing with that cross-eyed cow Sarah Jessica whatsit either. And nothing foreign language. Those subtitles
         do my head in.’
      

      
      Settling down to a film where the body count reached  double figures before the credits, Ruby nestled in to her husband’s hard contours. He held his arm wide to make her comfortable
         and she snuggled against him with a comfortable sigh. Ruby marvelled at the wild beast that her net had somehow snagged and
         civilised; pretty good going, she reckoned, for a girl who hadn’t even realised she had a net.
      

      
      Trying not to yawn at the predictably bloody swathe Wesley Snipes was cutting across the plasma screen, Ruby entertained thoughts
         of bed. Rather rude thoughts.
      

      
      Beside her, Manny stirred, looking at his watch. ‘Budge up, babes,’ he whispered. ‘Gotta few calls to make.’

      
      The rude thoughts sighed, buttoned their coats and left. Ruby translated Manny’s announcement as, ‘I’ll be in my den until
         2 a.m.’ ‘Sure, darling,’ she said, softly. ‘Don’t work too hard.’
      

      
      A big bed is even bigger when you’re alone in it. Ruby curled up beneath the downy duvet and closed her eyes. How long she’d
         been asleep when the bed suddenly lurched Ruby couldn’t tell, but she half woke with a marshmallowy feeling of pleasure as
         she felt her husband scoot over and lay his warm arm across her.
      

      
      ‘Babes,’ he murmured, close to her sleepy ear.

      
      ‘Mmm?’ Those thoughts were back, tearing off their coats opportunistically, and Ruby half turned to burrow in to Manny’s neck.

      
      ‘You took your pill today, didn’t you? Like a good girl?’

      
      Her face invisible against his chest, Ruby nodded.

      
      ‘We don’t want any horrible little accidents, now do we?’ Manny’s lips started at her forehead, then slid down towards her
         mouth.
      

      
      Blocking out his clumsy words, Ruby gave her husband the benefit of the doubt. He couldn’t know how it made her  feel, to be talked to like that. She surrendered and all was right with their small world.
      

      
      Until the door was hammered down an hour later.

      
      Like Sleeping Beauty, Ruby had dozed and snored and dribbled through her adult years. Listening to Simon made her long for
         the comfort of yesterday’s drowsy innocence: ‘Blah blah blah tax evasion blah blah blah illegal gambling blah blah blah money
         laundering.’
      

      
      Her sheltered upbringing had groomed Ruby for just the kind of cushy existence her wealthy, older husband provided. Today
         was raw and real and demanding, not Ruby’s style at all.
      

      
      ‘Money laundering?’ Sitting in Simon’s orderly office in wrinkled jeans she’d ransomed from the washbag, Ruby examined a phrase
         she’d only ever encountered on TV shows such as The Bill. Vague notions of Manny washing and blow-drying fivers flitted across her mind as she said, ‘Obviously Manny didn’t do all
         those things, did he?’
      

      
      It was less a question, more a statement, but Simon’s bland, ‘We will vigorously defend all charges,’ didn’t reassure her.
         ‘Look, Ruby,’ Simon leaned forward, as if spilling a secret. Pink cheeked and curly haired, he looked far too young for his
         dull suit and dull desk, as if he’d strayed from a school production of Bugsy Malone. ‘Life is about to change. Manny’s assets are being frozen.’
      

      
      Another phrase from cops ’n’ robbers TV. In response to Ruby’s dumb look, Simon explained, uneasily, ‘There’ll be no money.
         No credit cards. Manny’s nightclubs will have to be sold. The house might – will – have to go.’ He looked far more upset than
         his shell-shocked client as he told her, ‘The fairy tale is over.’
      

      
      There was no need to tell Sleeping Beauty that. Ruby’s  ears were ringing with the crash of castles in the air collapsing. The most pressing problem in her teeming mind wasn’t money,
         cars, houses, or anything you could touch. It was her faith in Manny. ‘Manny will sort this out.’ Her voice wavered. ‘He’ll
         know what to do.’ Her husband was strong. Resourceful. Dynamic. He was also ruthless, harsh and laughed until he wet himself
         at her belief in feng shui, but that didn’t matter right now. ‘It’s all some stupid misunderstanding.’ More pertinently, Manny
         was honest, the kind of man who made a song and dance about people being ‘straight’ with him.
      

      
      ‘Manny is in a lot of trouble.’ Simon was talking carefully, and with peculiar emphasis, as if trying to pass a message in
         code to an elderly foreigner. ‘Ironically, you are now in a somewhat better financial position than your husband.’
      

      
      ‘Me?’ laughed Ruby. Manny had been careful never to burden her with a personal bank account. ‘All I can get my hands on is
         the loose change down the back of the sofa.’
      

      
      ‘Actually, you’re the owner of a penthouse apartment in London.’ Simon reached into a drawer and produced a bulky padded envelope.
         He was enunciating carefully in that meaningful way again, as if he suspected that the cheese plant was bugged. ‘Manny signed
         it over to you some time ago. For tax purposes.’
      

      
      Or tax evasion purposes? Ruby was stung by her own disloyalty as she took the envelope, her fingers encountering the hard
         contours of keys.
      

      
      ‘It’s yours,’ said Simon pointedly. ‘It’s worth about a million and it’s yours.’
      

      
      ‘A million!’ yelped Ruby, her voice up with the polystyrene ceiling tiles. Recovering slightly, she said, ‘What’s mine is
         Manny’s.’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’ Simon nodded solemnly.

      
       ‘We’ll get through this together.’
      

      
      ‘Of course you will,’ said Simon. ‘Of course.’

      
      The day got more and more Bill-esque. Hoping that a taupe trouser suit was appropriate garb to bail out your husband, Ruby kept her head down as she signed forms
         at the police station reception desk, her flaming wavy hair shielding her freckled face. An ex-Brownie, a prospective organ
         donor and a card-carrying member of the RSPCA, she had never been on the wrong side of the law before. ‘I’ve got a Waitrose
         account, goddammit!’ she thought, scrawling her name on the last dotted line, too mortified to meet the eye of the bored constable
         dealing with her.
      

      
      Creaking double doors delivered Manny to her. ‘Not here,’ he snapped, sweeping out of the building when she raised her face
         to his. He strode off across the tarmac with Ruby trailing him and didn’t stop until he reached their four-by-four.
      

      
      ‘Darling …’ Ruby hobbled to a stop in her heels. Unlike his wife, Manny didn’t look mortified. He looked furious. Beneath
         the impeccably cut pinstripes his body vibrated. Anger crackled from piercing blue eyes set deep in his broad, inscrutable,
         über-masculine face. Ruby looked up at him. She never tired of looking at him, of admiring the neat, sooty shape of his close-cropped
         dark hair. Maybe it was the fairy tale thing again: Manny was the Beast to Ruby’s Beauty. Or maybe she was just kinky for
         blokes who looked like boxers. His earthy physique battled with the finesse of his tailoring: the tension created was potent.
         ‘It’s going to be all right.’ She stole his line, the words she’d been waiting for him to say. Hoping to diffuse some of his
         fury, she reached up and wrapped her arms around him, laying her head on his chest. He was her rock.
      

      
       Ruby’s rock was silent all the way home in the passenger seat, staring down at his hands writhing in his lap. The stormy
         bad humour seemed to be receding, and Ruby silently prescribed a long bath for her husband, followed by a long talk. A very
         long talk.
      

      
      As she slowed the car, waiting for the automatic gates of their rambling spread to inch open, Manny finally spoke, his voice
         like gravel on velvet. ‘Not here.’
      

      
      ‘Not here?’ echoed Ruby, with a laugh. ‘Then where, darling?’

      
      ‘Tania’s.’

      
      ‘Eh?’ Tania was manageress of Manhattan Nights, Manny’s swishest (and, Ruby privately believed, tackiest) nightclub. ‘Tania’s?’
         She felt a stab of unease, possibly triggered by a sudden memory of Tania’s push-up bra and its contents. ‘What’s at Tania’s?’
      

      
      ‘My kid,’ sighed Manny.

      
      Later, much later, when she was able to tell the tale without banging her head off the coffee table, Ruby would express amazement
         at her ability to coolly deliver her husband to his mistress like a minicab driver.
      

      
      There was no goodbye from Manny, no attempt at an explanation, just a, ‘This is killing me, babes.’

      
      ‘Really?’ asked Ruby, crunching the car into gear. ‘’Cos I’m loving it. Babes.’
      

      
      Simmering in the hot tub like a boil in the bag ready meal, Ruby hoovered up another enormous glass of wine and laughed sardonically,
         the way she’d seen bad actors do. She was hot, and more bothered than she’d ever been.
      

      
      This was her inaugural dip in the outdoor Jacuzzi. She’d argued against installing one, but it had appeared anyway. Tonight
         was an opportune moment to give it a whirl, before  the police froze it. She’d flicked on all the other expensive gizmos that would be covered in icicles before long – the underfloor
         heating, the hi-fi wired into every room, the plasma screens, the swimming pool’s underwater lasers. Every light in the house
         burned. Upstairs in Ruby’s dressing room her remote-controlled wardrobe doors slid back and forth as if deranged, and the
         gates at the front of the property clanged open and shut with metallic grunts.
      

      
      Château Rubes was probably visible from space. Ruby was surprised that the neighbours weren’t complaining. But then, she wouldn’t
         be able to hear them over the concert-level music and the high-pitched whinge of Manny’s Alfa Romeo car alarm attempting to
         alert its AWOL owner to the fact that his missus had caved in the windscreen with his rowing machine.
      

      
      A lifelong good girl (sleepwalkers tend to be well behaved), Ruby was surprised by the satisfaction her rampage brought. The
         alcohol, she guessed, helped. A novice at drinking, she was taking to it like a duck to wine. Bashing open the lock on Manny’s
         temperature-controlled wine cellar with a heavy bronze statuette proclaiming him ‘Esher’s Brightest Businessman 2001’, Ruby
         had contemplated inviting her friends over to join in the carnage. The only snag was her utter lack of friends: princesses
         are traditionally rather lonely figures in their ivory towers.
      

      
      ‘Mug,’ Ruby had chastised herself while manipulating the super dooper vacuum thingy Manny insisted on to open his precious
         wine. ‘He bought you, you mug,’ she enlarged on her own foolishness as she tossed the super dooper vacuum thingy in a high arc into the swimming
         pool. ‘And your price was this pile of tat!’ She’d wobbled across the lawn, taking in the sprawling white house. Every detail
         was the best that money could buy, and every detail was, as Ruby roared, ‘NAFF!’
      

      
       Up to her chin in bubbling water, Ruby tortured herself with random thoughts of what Manny might be doing right now, with
         Tania and their child. The mention of his ‘kid’ had been the turning point. Now she could believe anything of Manny. The tacky
         crimes all seemed plausible, now that his – she gulped at the tabloid phrase – love child had come to light.
      

      
      Manny had ‘baggage’. Not his matching Prada holdalls, but an ex-wife and two teenage children. ‘Been there, done that,’ was
         Manny’s shorthand whenever talk had turned to babies. ‘You’re my family now, babes,’ Manny had told her, again and again.
      

      
      Presumably he was telling Tania just that in their love nest over the Pang Wang all-you-can-eat buffet. Ruby slumped in the
         hot tub, torturing herself with images of Manny cooing over a tiny version of himself, a foot-long bruiser in a pinstriped
         nappy. ‘Been there, done that,’ she slurred bitterly. ‘But what about me, Manny?’ Ruby started to cry. ‘I haven’t been there.
         I haven’t done that. I haven’t done anything!’ Prone to melodrama, Ruby reckoned she deserved a histrionic wail or two.
      

      
      Replaying her last moments with her husband, Ruby was perversely glad that she’d been sarcastic with Manny, what he would
         call ‘mouthy’. Why the hell hadn’t she been mouthy more often? she wondered, wrinkling her slender nose. Something about Manny
         made people tread carefully. That repressed air inhibited folk, as if he might tear off his suit and start howling like a
         werewolf. Ruby had tiptoed around him through their entire marriage.
      

      
      ‘Twat!’ she shouted. ‘Baldy twat,’ she added, amazed by her own daring. Manny’s bullet head, with what was left of his hair
         cut snugly to the contours of his skull, was a tender subject. ‘Erm …’ Ruby scrabbled around for swear words.  She wasn’t good at this being angry stuff. ‘Cow,’ she shouted, blushing at her lack of finesse with a curse. ‘BASTARD!’ That
         was more like it. Ruby squeezed her eyes shut and shrieked, bouncing in the water with the sheer effort of it, ‘BALDY TWATTY
         BASTARD PIG MAN!’
      

      
      ‘Err, hi.’

      
      ‘OhmyGod!’ Ruby opened her eyes and slid off the Jacuzzi’s tiny underwater bench. Spluttering to the surface again, her wine
         glass floating away, she focused with difficulty on the small figure on her patio. ‘Maria. Hi.’ She pushed tendrils of damp
         hair away with a clumsy hand, attempting to look composed in front of one of Manny’s bar staff, raising her voice to be heard
         over Elvis giving it loads from the speakers.
      

      
      ‘Do you know your house has gone mad?’ asked Maria, childishly small in her combats and sweatshirt. She was dark and Mediterranean
         looking, with a neat olive face that always seemed to get a joke Ruby didn’t know had been cracked yet.
      

      
      ‘Oh that.’ Ruby nodded in the direction of the floodlit house of horrors. ‘It’ll be frozen any minute.’

      
      ‘I see.’ Maria righted one of the aluminium garden chairs that Ruby had carefully knocked over, and sat down. ‘I wanted to
         make sure you were OK.’
      

      
      ‘Did Manny send you?’ Wine and hot water evidently made Ruby suspicious.

      
      ‘Hardly.’ Maria sneered at the mention of her boss’s name. ‘I’m homeless thanks to him. Two of his heavies chucked me out
         of the flat I shared with the other bar staff over the Vegas Rooms.’ Maria leaned forward, hands on her knees. ‘Just thought
         I’d pop by and see how you are. This must be a shock for you.’
      

      
      ‘You sound as if it isn’t a shock for you’ isn’t easy to say  when you’ve been knocking back vintage claret for hours, but Maria must have had some sort of bartender’s degree in drunk-speak,
         because she understood.
      

      
      ‘Not really. He’s a bad ’un.’ She sat up suddenly, perhaps aware she’d gone too far. ‘Sorry. I mean, he’s your husband and
         everything.’
      

      
      ‘No, no, don’t apolo-, apol-, say shorry.’ Ruby exonerated her visitor with a regal wave of her rescued glass. ‘He is the
         baddest ’un I’ve ever met. Shomehow I never noticed.’ Ruby did another of those mirthless laughs. Through the fug of Jacuzzi
         steam and priceless wine, she squinted at Maria. ‘Where will you live? What will you do?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry about me. I’m always all right,’ said Maria, briskly. ‘I’d better, you know, get away. I just wanted to make
         sure you were coping.’
      

      
      ‘Thanksh.’ At the girl’s kindness, Ruby felt tears threaten but then, with the abrupt changes of mood common to drunks, toddlers
         and serial killers, she grinned. ‘Let me see you to the door.’
      

      
      Creating a tsunami that lapped over the patio, Ruby stood up. Maria goggled up at her, amazed. ‘I assumed you had a bikini
         on …’ she gasped.
      

      
      ‘Nope.’ Ruby swayed as she stepped out of the tub in killer heels. ‘I’ve got all my deshigner gear on. All presents from my
         loving husband.’ A chic sumo wrestler, Ruby could barely walk in the layers of Gucci, Chanel, Roland Mouret and Stella McCartney.
         Manny had good taste in clothes and the sodden leggings under the trousers under the skirts under the dresses were all exquisite,
         none more so than the top layer, Ruby’s strapless satin wedding dress embroidered with Swarovski crystals. Waddling back through
         the house after waving off a perturbed Maria, Ruby caught sight of herself in one of the mirrored walls of the James Bond-style
         living  room. Mascara down to her chin, her hair a knotted beehive and her newly size 28 body swathed in a dripping wedding dress,
         she murmured, ‘Shame Manny’s not here. He loves me in white.’
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       It was turning out to be a festival of firsts. Ruby’s first dip in the Jacuzzi was swiftly followed by Ruby’s first night
         on the utility room floor, her first hangover, and her first grilling by the CID.
      

      
      Perhaps, Ruby later conceded, grilling was too dramatic a term for the litany of dull questions punctuated by chipped mugs of milky tea. With Simon beagle-like
         at her side, Ruby answered that no, she knew nothing about Manny’s secret bank accounts, nor his aliases, his sham businesses
         that folded owing thousands, his moneylending venture that charged one hundred and twenty per cent interest.
      

      
      In scarily wooden language, the officer finally declared himself ‘satisfied that the spouse was ignorant of Mr Gallagher’s
         wrongdoing’. Outside in the nippy car park, Simon enthused that this was the best possible outcome, but Ruby translated the
         police-speak as ‘this is a thickie of such impressive calibre that she would accept an invitation to dinner round Hannibal
         Lecter’s’.
      

      
      ‘Unless you’re charged, they can’t compel you to testify,’  explained Simon. As they parted company on a handshake, he promised, ‘I’ll protect you from as much of the process as I can.
         There’s no reason why the police should interview you again.’
      

      
      Shuddering, Ruby thanked him. The steamroller of the law was chugging inexorably over her old life, rendering it flat as a
         cartoon pancake. The prospect of a court case – an actual court case with a judge and barristers and everything – was both
         chilling and preposterous.
      

      
      Another first was coming up: Ruby’s first journey by public transport since she’d met Manny.

      
      This, she told herself, was exciting. It was real life after her near-decade in the Land of Nod. Tucking her suitcases under
         her seat, she threw back her shoulders and grimaced: any sudden movement annoyed the little men with gongs who had taken up
         residence in her head.
      

      
      Real life was noisy and brash and left chewing gum on her pink suede vanity case. The bus driver shouted at her for holding
         up the bus as she struggled off with her luggage, and a schoolboy offered to help in return for a blowjob.
      

      
      Ruby declined.

      
      On the train crawling towards town, Ruby felt naked without the armour of her wealth: flash jewellery, flash car, flash husband.
         The pain of Manny’s defection smarted like a fresh tattoo. (Or so she supposed – Ruby had never had a tattoo: too sensible.
         Or perhaps too scared.) Manny knew how it would scald Ruby. And yet he’d done it.
      

      
      There was nothing to save, nothing to salvage, from the wreckage of her marriage. It had finally sunk under the waves with
         the words, ‘My kid’. Sleeping Beauty had taken a good look at her fairy tale and realised that it was bloody Grimm.
      

      
      The penthouse was no longer ‘theirs’.

      
      It was Ruby’s.

      
      *

      
       Fulham was as exotic a destination as Mesopotamia. Growing up in the tidy suburbs, Ruby had only ever nibbled at the edges
         of London proper. Too nervous to hail a taxi now that she was officially poor, Ruby dragged her cases along Fulham Road. How,
         she wondered, could council estates rub shoulders with expensive antiques emporiums? She passed a shabby, depressed wreck
         of a house attached to a mirror image property refurbished to within an inch of its life, sporting a loft extension, discreet
         double glazing, and potted bay trees either side of the gleaming front door. Could there really be a million-pound penthouse
         round here?
      

      
      As a devotee of Location, Location, Location, Ruby should have known that the London property market is a wayward beast. Laughing in the face of common sense, it mesmerises
         house hunters into gladly paying hundreds of thousands of pounds for a two-up two-down with a coffin-sized yard that their
         gran will describe as ‘poky’. Million-pound penthouses pop up everywhere in London, often with a wonderful view of sunset
         over the young offenders’ hostel.
      

      
      The A–Z informed Ruby that she was ten minutes away from her new home on Parsons Green. Veering away from the main road, the streets
         grew quieter, although they couldn’t entirely escape the low-level hum of the traffic. Prettier houses, their cosy basement
         kitchens overshadowed by steps leading to their front doors, were appealing but much too close together for a suburban lass.
         Making her footsore way down a Clancy Street, Ruby felt hemmed in by the terraced houses and the cars parked nose to bum.
      

      
      Clancy Street. The name rang a distant bell in Ruby’s consciousness. Drowned out by those diligent little men and their gongs,
         it chimed on, gentle yet insistent, until Ruby stopped dead, dropping her vanity case into an oily puddle.
      

      
      Clancy Street. A typewritten form appeared in livid red  in her mind. Her remorseless memory went further: fourteen Clancy Street, it recited.
      

      
      Ruby looked slowly up at the nearest door. Eighteen. So number fourteen was two houses back. She didn’t turn. She snatched
         up her bags and marched on.
      

      
      When a few roads had been safely put between Ruby and that address, she turned a corner and confronted one of London’s abrupt
         mood changes. Suddenly, all was smug and moneyed, as she crossed a glossy grass triangle skirted by tall redbrick houses,
         which wore their porches and balconies and turrets as nonchalantly as Eurotrash display their bling.
      

      
      This was Parsons Green, and soon Ruby would be looking down on it from the eighth floor of the building in the opposite corner.
         A gleaming glass tower, it could have looked incongruous in such a stately setting, but Hannah House’s strict modern beauty
         meant it would be welcome anywhere. Its precise lines made Ruby feel tossed in her keep-the-cold-out woolly strata, and her
         vanity case dripped a grotty trail across its white marble lobby.
      

      
      After a minute or two of staring, chimp-like, at the buttons in the lift Ruby realised that the penthouse had its own elevator
         across the lobby. One of the keys in Simon’s envelope fitted and soon Ruby was headed skywards, whizzing towards her post-dated
         independence.
      

      
      The lift doors whispered open. Ruby blinked and tried to close them again, convinced she was on the wrong floor. In a private
         lift, there is no wrong floor, so Ruby had to accept that this was home.
      

      
      A vast room stretched in front of her, two of its walls glass, and its floors and the other two walls a shimmering virginal
         white.
      

      
      So far, so tasteful. But somebody had gone berserk with  a credit card at Bordellos R Us and crammed the space with pink chaise-longues, rococo gilt tables, heavily framed mirrors,
         furry rugs, life-size china panthers baring their teeth, candelabra, chandeliers … Ruby was reeling.
      

      
      ‘It’s hideous!’ she squealed, hands on her head. Peeking into a bedroom, she shuddered. A baroque four-poster, bigger than
         Manny’s ego, dominated the dark-walled room, its slithery black sheets reflected in the giant mirror suspended from its canopy.
      

      
      Ruby looked up to confront her horrified reflection among the winking cherubs milling about up there. Unless she had plans
         to open a whorehouse, this place needed sweeping changes. Thoughts of what might have gone on in the penthouse (Simon had
         mentioned ‘entertaining business contacts’) were postponed indefinitely as Ruby swooped on a laptop computer sitting on an
         onyx table. Punching the air when she discovered it was connected to the internet, she Googled house clearances.
      

      
      Two hours after Ruby had first set foot in Hannah House, the huge main room was empty. Ruby had sensibly hung on to the bed
         linen, towels, and the kitchen ephemera, and the house clearance chap had refused to take the monster four-poster. ‘Now what?’
         thought Ruby, sitting on the glossy white floor, her legs stuck out in front of her.
      

      
      The beauty of the empty rooms was obvious, but all that elegant white space felt like tundra. Ruby was alone with only three
         bedrooms, a shower room, a wet room, a bathroom clad in limestone, a kitchen that looked as if it came from the future and
         two terraces for company. The sky, so close outside the eighth-floor wall to ceiling windows, was clogged with smoky clouds,
         and Ruby yearned for an open fire and a squashy chair.
      

      
      Jumping up, she headed for the lift. It was exhilarating to  know that everything in her universe had to happen by her own hand. Ruby was accustomed to life being handed to her on a
         plate (usually a Versace Homewares one). ‘Yes, exhilarating,’ she told herself. It sounded better than ‘terrifying’.
      

      
      Handing over her debit card in the scruffy second-hand shop was nerve tingling, but the transaction went through smoothly:
         evidently the police hadn’t closed all Manny’s bank accounts just yet. ‘Can you deliver today?’ Ruby didn’t give much thought
         to her looks as a rule, but she knew that it was her even features, her tilted greenish eyes and the dramatic rise and fall
         of her V-neck that clinched an, ‘Oh go on then,’ from the roll-up-smoking, dirty-nailed proprietor.
      

      
      By dusk, the snooty white space at the top of Hannah House was a leper colony of strangers’ furniture. A plain wooden bed,
         dressed in white, was installed in the second bedroom, as Ruby was unable to face the four-poster and its dubious history.
         In the main room a long, squashy, rather tatty crimson sofa lounged against one pristine wall, facing a low coffee table tiled
         with garish seventies flowers. Along the back wall, a sideboard, veneered in acid bright colours, squatted self-importantly.
         An office swivel chair, re-upholstered by some enterprising imbecile in fuchsia towelling, admired the view from the plate
         glass wall, flirting with a tapestry footstool resting on the glossy flooring after a lifetime supporting elderly feet.
      

      
      The effect was horrendous, a mish-mash of clashing fabrics and deservedly forgotten styles. And Ruby loved it, for its eccentricity, its soft edges and the defiant snook it cocked at labels and lifestyle.
      

      
      Switching on her new orange standard lamp, Ruby smiled at the cosy, anti-minimalist glow it spread over the room. All that
         second-hand furniture had been grubby when it arrived,  but now every surface sang. Ruby had polished the tables, hoovered the sofa, and beaten the bejaysus out of the rugs. If
         there was one skill Ruby could boast of (and there probably was only one), it was cleaning. Château Rubes had never been touched
         by a daily’s hand, its chatelaine did all the scrubbing. Cleaning cleared her head and made her feel useful, but nothing in
         Ruby’s cleaning history had challenged her like this collection of cast-offs, with their years of accumulated fingerprints
         and footprints and teacup rings. Her purchases were now fragrant, their lurid colours and various textures refreshed.
      

      
      Ruby flopped down on the rejuvenated sofa, her limbs aching. She was wearier than she’d ever been after a workout. An orchid
         in Manny’s hothouse, Ruby had never worked for a living, but she fantasised that this was how ‘normal’ women felt at the end
         of the day.
      

      
      She closed her eyes.

      
      Mistake.

      
      Stationary at last, after a frantic day, Ruby was prey to dark thoughts that had been circling for hours. She was on her own.
         She opened her eyes. She was on her own in Laurence Llewelyn-Bowen’s subconscious with no husband, no income, no bleeding
         idea of what to do next. Ruby had never had a plan. Things just happened. Other people made them happen. Hot with shame, she
         reviewed her sleepwalking career, and blushed at how first her parents and then Manny had organised everything in her life.
         She was as helpless as a newborn baby, and this self-knowledge, which had always lurked just outside the campfire of her consciousness,
         pounced.
      

      
      Her mobile trilled. Ruby jolted upright. ‘Manny,’ she breathed, and then paused, her hand halfway to her bag. Shocked at her
         reaction to the innocuous ringtone, Ruby  swallowed: she had thought ‘Thank God’, she had thought ‘At last’, she had thought ‘Rescue me’. She hadn’t thought, as any
         sensible adult should, ‘Oh, that’ll be the conniving, lying, unfaithful, tyrannical, baldy crim I’ve been enslaved to for
         years.’
      

      
      Ruby snatched up her phone and tore off a Post-It note obscuring the display. She sagged: the ident wasn’t Manny’s. It was
         her gym, no doubt reminding her about renewing the membership she could no longer afford.
      

      
      Hugging a cushion to her tummy, Ruby stuffed the mobile back into her bag. The yellow sticky note fluttered to the floor,
         and Ruby swung forwards to retrieve it, almost losing her balance on the edge of the violently red sofa. Idly, she smoothed
         it out. ‘JUST IN CASE!’ she read, then a line of digits.
      

      
      Without thinking – it was an overrated hobby, in Ruby’s view – she tapped out the mobile number.

      
      ‘Hello?’ The voice on the other end was wary.

      
      ‘It’s Ruby.’ Wading in without preamble, she asked, ‘Have you found anywhere to live, Maria?’ and within two minutes her new
         lodger was on her way over.
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       ‘Change the locks,’ suggested Simon, casually, when he called early the next morning.
      

      
      ‘Isn’t that a little dramatic?’

      
      ‘Just change the locks.’ Simon didn’t elaborate. ‘The case they’re building against Manny is a good one.’

      
      ‘Oh God.’ Ruby squirmed.

      
      ‘A lot of people have talked. He’s going to need money for his defence, and that penthouse would come in handy. He’s going
         to have a few scores to settle.’
      

      
      ‘Manny would never hurt anybody.’

      
      It could have been a scoff, it could have been a cough, it could have been a Tic Tac losing its way. As Simon recovered from
         whatever it was, Ruby went further. ‘He’d certainly never lay a finger on me.’
      

      
      ‘He has to behave himself or he’ll be taken into custody, but Ruby, you know too much. So …’

      
      Never before had Ruby been accused of ‘knowing too much’. She could conjure up only the vaguest details about Manny’s business
         affairs. Should she, Ruby wondered, thank  him for keeping her in the dark? All Manny’s strategies to protect his wife turned out to be double-edged, also serving to
         make her feel dumb and helpless.
      

      
      The litany of Manny’s crimes had been on her mind since that morning in Simon’s office. They weren’t just arcane words, they
         were real deeds, which had damaged real people. And she was implicated.
      

      
      ‘I know. Change the locks.’

      
      ‘I’m covered in bruises,’ moaned Maria, hunched over the marble breakfast bar as they shared a breakfast of eight Polo mints
         and a very old muesli bar. There had been no time to shop, so the women were reduced to handbag foraging. ‘Why anybody considers
         satin sheets sexy is beyond me. I kept slithering off.’
      

      
      ‘I heard.’ Ruby tried not to smile. ‘Bump … bump … bumpbump –’

      
      ‘Bump.’ Maria wryly completed the sequence. ‘If I pull, any and all naughtiness will have to take place on the floor. I don’t fancy
         rolling up to casualty in suspenders, concocting an excuse for my dislocated rude bits.’
      

      
      ‘So you don’t have a boyfriend?’ Ruby wondered if she was being pushy. Out of practice at making friends, there was lots she
         was keen to know about the raven-haired little stranger suddenly sharing her home and her past its sell-by date cereal bar.
      

      
      ‘Nah.’ Maria seemed unconcerned. ‘Bit of a dry spell. There’ll be another one along in a minute.’ She picked a grain of something
         wholesome but old from between her strong, white teeth. ‘Men are like buses.’
      

      
      Having recently been reversed over by one, Ruby silently agreed.

      
      ‘What’s with the violin I found under the four-poster?’  In response to Ruby’s gormless look, Maria produced a shabby looking instrument from beneath her chair. ‘There’s kinky,’
         she said, scowling at it, ‘and then there’s kinky. God knows what this little fella got up to.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I recognise that,’ smiled Ruby, taking it from her, and cradling it fondly. ‘Manny picked it up for a few quid at a car
         boot.’ She looked at it, and past it. ‘Just to make me laugh, I think.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm.’ Maria sounded sceptical, as she rose to put her glass in the dishwasher.

      
      ‘Will you be in or out tonight?’ asked Ruby, as Maria gathered the myriad kit that somehow fitted into the pockets and flaps
         of the omnipresent combat trousers: mobile, keys, purse, paperback, mini action figure of David Hasselhoff. ‘Not that it’s
         any of my business,’ Ruby backtracked. ‘Beware the nosy landlady. Just ignore me.’
      

      
      Hoff in hand, Maria looked amused. ‘I’ll be in. And if the job interview goes well, the winebox is on me.’

      
      More wine, thought Ruby, horrified, as Maria clattered noisily out of the space age kitchen. She didn’t remember single life being quite
         so boozy, but perhaps that was because she’d lived with parents who got giddy on wine gums.
      

      
      In what Ruby was already thinking of as the olden days, Wednesdays had meant two hours of expensive humiliation at the hands
         of her personal trainer. Along with reiki sessions, facials and walking around the house with her tummy pulled in, he had
         been abandoned. Full of energy that had nowhere to go, Ruby polished and dusted the already immaculate apartment, grateful
         to Maria for slopping water on the work surfaces and leaving half a bootprint by the front door.
      

      
      Such elementary cleaning (how Ruby longed for a challenging red wine spillage, or even – O bliss! – some dried-in blood on
          a man-made fibre) couldn’t be spun out for long and she flopped on to the sofa.
      

      
      Sitting down meant thinking. Thinking meant imagining Manny either cooing over his extramarital mini-me, or turning up at
         Hannah House sporting Gucci knuckledusters. Ruby sprang up. She would be her own personal trainer.
      

      
      Glad that she’d allocated precious suitcase space to her gym gear, Ruby hit Parsons Green running. It turned out to be trickier
         than her usual session on the treadmill. She had to swerve for pedestrians and poodles and the like. Darting past hedges and
         bins and gates, Ruby congratulated herself on keeping fit and getting to know her new area. She noted her nearest newsagent, wine bar, mini-mart, tramp.
      

      
      It tickled Ruby to see the homeless man park his rag-laden supermarket trolley in the doorway of a super-smart shirt-maker’s,
         and she wished she had her purse with her: she had never passed a homeless person without pressing some change into their
         hand. Galloping over a zebra crossing it occurred to her that the tramp very possibly had more disposable income than she
         did.
      

      
      After an hour’s running, Ruby paused to try not to die. Bent double, her breath came in rasping heaves. Holding on to some
         railings with the iron grip of a hamster, Ruby glanced up at the house she’d chosen to expire in front of. Sweating, dizzy,
         she saw the number fourteen on a sky blue door at the top of some chipped steps. Ruby panicked as the blue door swung open
         and she realised that she was back on Clancy Street.
      

      
      Trying to stagger away, Ruby only succeeded in catching the attention of the woman striding down the steps.

      
      ‘Are you OK?’ The woman paused, and bent down to take a good look at Ruby. She was a muddle of wintry accessories, a walking
         pashmina exhibition, laden with bulging bags. Under  an untidy, curling fringe, her face was kind and wore the expression of a woman who was really, really hoping that the hacking
         wreck in perfectly matching sportswear clinging to her wall would live long enough to move on.
      

      
      ‘I’m fine,’ gasped Ruby, attempting nonchalance while trying to stop her lungs jumping out through her mouth. ‘Just a bit,
         you know, out of breath.’ She flapped her hands and smiled hopelessly and the woman looked even more alarmed.
      

      
      ‘If you’re sure …’ The stranger backed away, picking up speed, finally turning on her laced-up boots with an unusual look
         that combined irritation and sympathy.
      

      
      ‘So that’s her.’ Ruby sank to her knees. ‘That’s Mrs Olivia Friend.’

      
      The retro coffee table was pimping bad wine, Doritos and sundry dips: Maria had got the job.

      
      ‘This is nice.’ Ruby wondered if she should deduct the price of the snacks from Maria’s rent. Maybe half the price, as they
         were sharing. Having a lodger threw up all sorts of dilemmas. ‘Tell me about the job.’ She sat stiffly on the towelling office
         chair. Perhaps Maria was just being polite, having a quick drink with her lonely landlady before meeting up with her real
         friends.
      

      
      ‘It’s another bar job.’ Maria poured wine into two glorious crystal goblets she’d unearthed in the kitchen. Nestling among
         the sofa cushions like somebody who was hunkering down for the evening, she said, ‘Should be a giggle. It’s just up the road.
         The Velvet Glove.’
      

      
      ‘I passed there today!’ squealed Ruby, as if this was stop press news. Emboldened by Maria’s relaxed demeanour, she tucked
         her legs under her on the swivel chair, only to regret it as the seat spun wildly round. ‘Hang on! Hang on!’ she  laughed, scooching herself round to face Maria again. ‘Right. I’m back. You mean the little bar between the dry cleaner and
         the chemist?’ Ruby had been amused by the blood red façade with dramatic gilt lettering, so decadent between its sober neighbours.
      

      
      ‘It’s a gay place.’

      
      Evidently the startled glance that Ruby threw at Maria and hastily converted into an oh-so-casual look around the whole room
         was noted, because Maria went on, ‘And no, I’m not. Although …’ she said dreamily, ‘there was that time in Margate. But I
         think that was a one-off.’
      

      
      Filing away ‘Margate’ as a subject to return to when she knew Maria better, Ruby raised her glass in a toast. ‘Here’s to you!
         Your new flat and your new job.’
      

      
      ‘And my new mate.’ Maria said it easily, and perhaps she didn’t notice the blush that started around the collar of Ruby’s
         dressing gown and threatened to start a forest fire in her hairline. ‘What about your plans?’ Maria harassed the sour cream
         dip with a Dorito. ‘You getting a job or what?’ She didn’t seem to share Ruby’s qualms about boundaries. ‘I suppose you’ll
         be rolling in it after the divorce.’ She halted, laden Dorito halfway to her lips. ‘You are going to divorce him, aren’t you?’
      

      
      The question took Ruby by surprise. Her thinking hadn’t got that far. It hadn’t got anywhere. ‘Erm …’ she said.

      
      ‘In the meantime it would make sense to sell this place.’ Maria cast a sideways glance at Ruby.

      
      ‘Oh no, definitely not,’ said Ruby resolutely.

      
      ‘Why not?’ Despite her puzzlement, Maria looked gratified by Ruby’s answer.

      
      ‘I’ve got too much on my mind. And besides, I don’t have a clue how to go about it.’

      
      ‘It’s easy!’ scoffed Maria.

      
       Ruby had been frightened by an estate agent at an impressionable age and now harboured an irrational fear of hair gelled
         into a point, but that wasn’t the real reason. She’d had enough upheaval, and the stacks of cash tied up in the apartment
         didn’t tempt her. Wealth had been a sleeping pill for Ruby: she was wide awake now and her agenda was simple. She wanted freedom.
         ‘I’ll look for a job.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps,’ Maria went on, ‘this flat is your last link with Manny.’ She spoke slowly, as if working out a maths problem. ‘That’s
         it. You don’t want to sever your last connection to him.’ She nodded, pleased with herself. ‘Just like the violin. It has
         sentimental meaning for you.’
      

      
      ‘Oh for God’s flipping sake!’ expostulated the amateur swearer. ‘As if! I mean!’ Confirming any suspicions by the ardour of
         her response, Ruby crossed and uncrossed her legs so fast her fluffy slippers were a pink blur. One foot caught a glass on
         the coffee table, and red wine splattered across the rug.
      

      
      ‘Shit!’ shrieked Maria, leaping up. ‘Balls!’ She was a much more accomplished curser than her new friend.

      
      ‘No problem.’ Ruby shot into the kitchen, glee all over her face.

      
      ‘It’ll stain,’ groaned Maria.

      
      ‘No it won’t.’ Flourishing one damp cloth and one dry cloth like a vaudeville magician, Ruby returned and sank to her knees.
         ‘You just make it even wetter like this …’ She pressed the wet cloth over the scattered islets of Beaujolais. ‘Then blot with
         the dry one.’ Deep in concentration, Ruby didn’t catch Maria’s bored look. ‘And ta daah!’ Ruby held up the dry cloth which
         had absorbed a surprising amount of wine. ‘And then you—’
      

      
      Butting in on the stain removal masterclass, Maria asked, ‘What kind of job will you look for?’

      
       That stopped the masterclass dead. Sitting back on her heels, Ruby’s feline face fell. ‘God knows. I’m useless.’ She waved
         away Maria’s polite attempts to pooh-pooh. ‘No, really, I am. I was a pampered child, an over-protected teenager, a kept woman.’
         It was time to confess all. ‘I don’t know how to pay a bill, or stick to a budget, or buy a car, or complain in a shop. I
         can’t type, I never really got the hang of alphabetical order, and my one GCSE is in Looking Pretty. And,’ she added miserably,
         ‘I’m so thick I didn’t even realise my husband, the missing Kray triplet, was bonking the help.’
      

      
      ‘Nobody says bonking any more.’

      
      ‘Rogering, then. Schtupping. Whatever. You see my problem?’ appealed Ruby, getting back to business with her arsenal of cloths.

      
      ‘You must be good at something. Everybody’s good at something.’ Maria didn’t seem fazed by the rollcall of shortcomings.

      
      ‘This!’ Ruby mocked herself. ‘Cleaning.’ She held up the cloth like an Oscar. ‘I’m the world’s best cleaner. I can get rid
         of any stain. I can bring order to chaos. I scrub. I hoover. I polish. I even steam clean if the wind’s in the right direction.’
         Ruby sighed. ‘But so what?’
      

      
      ‘So what?’ Maria was on the edge of the sofa. ‘If you can clean you can make a living. Be a cleaner. As long as there’s money
         coming in, you’ll survive, and I’ll talk you through the boring bits, the bills, the council tax and stuff.’ Ruby’s look of
         amazed horror evidently wasn’t lost on her. ‘Of course, it won’t keep you in designer clothes, like you’re used to.’
      

      
      ‘Me? A cleaner?’ Tussling with layers of prejudice, Ruby recalled how the highlight of her mother’s week had been patronising
         her ‘Mrs B’. Cleaners were invisible drones, doing the mucky stuff nobody else wanted to. ‘I don’t know …’
      

      
      ‘You’d be your own boss. You’d decide who you worked  for, what hours you did.’ Pacing the floor, Maria pushed her idea. ‘You’d be independent.’
      

      
      That last word shone, and quite dazzled Ruby. ‘I would, wouldn’t I?’ The notion took a firm grip of Ruby’s excitable imagination:
         she was practically working out who’d play her in the biopic. ‘And I’d have a nice little uniform. And a logo. And a motto.’
      

      
      ‘Hang on,’ laughed Maria, who had far more experience of the harsh realities of work than Ruby did. ‘First things first. What
         will you charge? How will you find your customers?’
      

      
      ‘Clients,’ corrected Ruby. ‘I’ll have cards made and I’ll target homes I like the look of. I’ll be picky,’ she warned. ‘I’ll charge the
         going rate plus … two pounds. And I’ll be worth it.’
      

      
      ‘You definitely will.’ Maria ran an exploratory toe over the rug. ‘It’s like new.’

      
      Like new – Ruby liked that phrase. It was how she was starting to feel.

      
      I am the world’s best cleaner 
Let me transform your life 
Ruby 07871 3340924

      
      In less than a week the cards were done, earning a smile and an, ‘I like your confidence,’ from Maria, who had lent Ruby the
         money to print them, and to top up her mobile. Or ‘work phone’ as Ruby had taken to calling it. Between them, they compiled
         a list of houses to target.
      

      
      ‘Posh houses.’ Maria was adamant.

      
      ‘Interesting houses.’ Ruby was equally so. She slipped a card into her sports bra. It would be delivered tonight on her daily run.
      

      
      *

      
       Clancy Street was dark, the feeble dark that London thinks is night time, despite the street lamps. Having trotted up, and
         then down, the steps of number fourteen (noting that the knocker needed a good going over), Ruby jogged the rest of her usual
         route.
      

      
      The tramp was rifling through his packed supermarket trolley outside the launderette. Ruby always threw him a ‘good evening’
         but that was all she could give him.
      

      
      A few steps beyond him, Ruby halted, then jogged backwards until she was level with him again. ‘Excuse me,’ she said politely.

      
      ‘Yes, my love,’ answered the tramp with equal good manners. He was a proper, old-fashioned gentleman of the road, from his
         battered trilby, via his ancient raincoat belted with string, to the brogues that peeled back like sardine tins to display
         blackened toes.
      

      
      ‘Do you …’ Halfway through the sentence Ruby realised how ridiculous it would sound. ‘Play the violin?’ she ended, apologetically.

      
      ‘Of course,’ came the immediate reply. The tramp’s eyes widened in his filthy face, as if everybody knew that.

      
      ‘I’ll be back in two ticks.’

      
      With the window open, Ruby could just hear the strains of ‘Yesterday’ from the pavement eight floors below her. The music
         had kept her company after Maria had set off for her shift at the Velvet Glove.
      

      
      That had been three hours ago, and even a devoted Beatles fan would wilt after hearing ‘Yesterday’ played thirty times in
         succession on a faltering, scratchy violin.
      

      
      Ruby, trying not to regret her good deed, pulled the window shut just as her mobile rang. It was a local number.  She bit her lip, stared at the phone for a long moment, then picked it up.
      

      
      A male voice on the other end asked, ‘Can you really transform lives?’

      
      Ruby had her first clients.
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       ‘What should I call you?’ Olivia Friend’s face seemed designed to express concern. Her brows knitted, her hazel eyes narrowed,
         her lips thinned. ‘All that Mrs G stuff is so patronising. Makes my blood boil.’
      

      
      ‘Ruby’ll be fine.’ Ruby was crouching on the (very grubby) floor of Olivia’s basement kitchen, nervously decanting the tools
         of her new trade from a toolbox. She’d bought dusters, rubber gloves, sprays and potions: her clients needn’t supply anything
         except the dirt.
      

      
      ‘Ruby.’ Trying the name out for size, Olivia seemed reluctant to leave Ruby to it.

      
      ‘Any other instructions?’ asked Ruby gently, pulling on her Marigolds with a satisfying snap.

      
      ‘No, just, you know … clean the bloody place, I suppose,’ said Olivia vaguely, waving a hand over the muddled room. She was a strong and sturdy looking
         woman, her sandal-clad feet rooting her firmly to the earth. ‘I don’t think we need a cleaner, but Hugo seems to feel we do.’
      

      
      Any casual onlooker would agree. Ruby had struggled to  control her gasps at the state of this pretty terraced house. Every room was blanketed in dust, the crumbs of long-dead sandwiches
         were trodden into every carpet, and the windows had last been cleaned when God was in short trousers. The priorities of the
         well-spoken couple, every bit as scruffy as their home in their baggy layers, were obviously elsewhere. Both something in
         further education (Ruby, typically, hadn’t been listening when the pertinent facts were given out); evidence of their reading
         addiction lay piled up on the landing, in the hall, in the sitting room, in the bedrooms. There were books in the loo, and
         in the kitchen, bringing colour and the promise of other lives into the shabbily genteel house.
      

      
      ‘I can’t help feeling it’s wrong.’ Olivia was standing over Ruby as she bent down to pick up her bucket. ‘I mean, as one woman
         to another, isn’t it demeaning?’ she asked, urgently. ‘Cleaning up after us, as if you’re a …’
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