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The twin bracelets were born on a Monday in May 1927, conceived by a jeweler in Paris for one of his best clients, Salomon Rosman, whose family had dealt in diamonds for generations.

The jeweler was a man named Max Besner, and his passion was creating pieces he hoped would outlive him by hundreds of years. If one poured his heart and craftmanship into his work, if one used only the finest gemstones and metals, one’s creations would be passed from generation to generation for a long time to come.

Besner loved a challenge, and what Salomon Rosman was asking of him made him glow with pride.

“You are the only one in France who can do it, my friend,” Rosman said as he handed over a small bag of diamonds. “I want Hélène to know how much I love her, and how much I love our children, too.”

“Twins, my friend,” Besner replied, beaming. “A blessing.”

Rosman’s wife had given birth the day before to two healthy babies, a son they named Daniel, and a daughter they named Ruth. “A blessing indeed,” Rosman agreed, his voice thick with emotion. “I want them to inherit the jewels one day. But since there are two of them…”

“I must make two pieces,” Besner concluded.

“But my wife must be able to wear them as one,” Rosman said. “Beautiful on their own, but stronger together.”

“Just like your children, who will always be able to rely on each other,” Besner said with a smile. He pulled a velvet-lined tray from beneath the counter and raised a brow at Rosman, who nodded his permission. Besner poured Rosman’s jewels out, resisting the urge to gasp at the sheer number of them, the dazzling beauty, a constellation of tiny, perfect stars. “There are hundreds,” he managed to say. He hoped his eyes were not bulging; what if Rosman saw how impressed he was and decided that he was not the man for the job?

“What good are jewels if they sit in a drawer collecting dust?” Rosman said. “No, they must be brought to life. I’ve been saving these over the past few years.”

With his forceps, Besner picked carefully through the small fortune before him, turning over stones here and there, counting, assessing. As he watched them catch the light, his mind was spinning, imagining the ways he could put them together to make something extraordinary, something the world had never seen before. Already, he was picturing a celestial design, moon and skies and heavens.

“I think I will make—” he began, but before the words were out of his mouth, something strange happened. Through the open window high above his workbench, a butterfly flitted into the room, the first one Besner had seen all spring, and the only one he had ever seen within these walls. His shop was on the rue Choron, quite near the Grande Synagogue de la Victoire, but not particularly close to any of Paris’s sprawling parks. The world outside his doors was cement and brick, not a welcoming place for such creatures.

This one didn’t seem lost, though. In fact, it seemed to know exactly where it was going. It fluttered casually down and landed gently on the rim of the velvet tray of gems, as if it, too, was waiting to hear what the jeweler had in mind.

But Besner was no longer thinking of night skies. He was staring at the butterfly, a striking creature with snow-white wings with edges that looked like they’d been dipped in ink.

“A Pieris brassicae,” Rosman noted with a smile. “My wife’s favorite. She says they mean good luck and balance in the world.”

Besner stared at the butterfly on the table. As if showing off, the creature slowly lifted and lowered its magnificent wings. They caught the light in a way that seemed as magical and improbable as the sparkling of the diamonds spread before the two men, and at once, Besner had his answer. He looked up at Rosman. “Then she shall have bracelets modeled after one.”

“Modeled after a butterfly?” Rosman sounded dubious.

The jeweler bent to get a better glimpse of the creature’s wings. “Twin bracelets,” he said slowly, the diamonds already arranging themselves in his mind, pieces of a puzzle only he could see. “Apart, they will look like lilies of peace. Together, a beautiful butterfly.”

Rosman looked first at the gems, then at the butterfly before them. The creature itself seemed to be considering the proposal. And then, as if it knew its job was done, it lifted off. It hung suspended in the air between the two men for a few seconds before it rose and fluttered back toward the window, leaving the way it had come in.

Rosman turned his attention back to Besner. “It’s perfect,” he said. “Hélène and I will give our children wings, and they will soar.”

The jeweler felt a tingle of excitement, the kind that came when he knew he was on the cusp of something great. “As you wish, my friend,” Besner said. “I will call upon you later this week with some sketches.”

Three months later, the bracelets were complete, and Rosman was able to present them as a surprise to Hélène. He couldn’t have imagined, when he was a younger man, how full his heart would feel when he looked upon his children and their beautiful, raven-haired mother; he sometimes felt as if he might burst with love, though he found it hard to say such things aloud. The bracelets, however, told the story that his words could not. They symbolized his devotion to Hélène, and his hope for the future of Ruth and Daniel.

It was 1927. The world was his for the taking. Paris was alive with possibility and hope, with music and culture, with art and fashion.

Just thirteen years later, the light would go out in that very same city, plunging it into despair. Still, Salomon and Hélène had their two beautiful children, who were growing up bright and resilient, kind and strong. Together, they would survive. Together, they would weather the storm.

And then, one night in July 1942, there was a banging on the Rosmans’ door and the world changed forever. Three Germans loomed at the threshold, there to take the family away.

“These arrests are usually the work of the French police,” said an officer named Möckel as he stepped into the opulent parlor of their apartment. He looked around, sniffing like a dog picking up a scent. “But I heard that you have beautiful things. I knew I needed to see for myself.” His gaze lingered on Hélène. “I see the rumors are correct.”

“We are French citizens,” Rosman said stiffly. “We have committed no crime.”

The German sniffed again. “Ah, but you’re Jews,” he said simply, as if that explained everything. “Go now, children, get your things ready. You won’t be returning.”

“Papa?” Ruth said softly, glancing at her father.

He could hardly meet his daughter’s eye, for he understood now exactly what was happening. “We are going on a trip, children,” he said, trying to keep his tone light. He looked into his wife’s eyes and could see there that she, too, understood the truth, and knew, as did he, that their children must be shielded from it as long as possible. They were fifteen, nearly adults, but he would protect them as long as he could. “Take your warmest coats. Hurry, my dears.”

Ruth and Daniel exchanged worried looks but did as they were told. While they hastily packed, Möckel cheerfully relieved Hélène of all the jewels she was wearing, from her diamond engagement ring to the interlocking butterfly bracelets on her wrist, which she had worn every day since her husband had given them to her a decade and a half before. “Designed by Max Besner, if I’m not mistaken?” Möckel asked.

In the years since Rosman had ordered the bracelets, Besner had become a bit of a celebrity in the jewelry industry, but still, Rosman was startled to realize that his friend’s reputation had reached the Germans. “Yes, that’s correct,” he said stiffly.

“They’re extraordinary,” Möckel said, holding them up to the light. They twinkled and danced, as if showing off for the German. “The way they link together, there’s nothing like them.”

“Please, when will I get them back?” Hélène asked in a small voice, though certainly she had to have known the answer.

Möckel just laughed and directed his men to go through all the drawers in the house to uncover whatever other treasures the Rosmans might be hiding.

Salomon Rosman would not survive the year, nor would his wife Hélène. Never again would the apartment in the eleventh arrondissement belong to their family; never would the children smell the sweet smoke of their father’s pipe or hear the timbre of his laughter. Never would they taste the challah their mother labored over each week or hear the soothing sound of her voice as she sang softly to herself in the kitchen.

But just as the jeweler had promised, the bracelets would live on. Diamonds always do.
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2018

As the canary diamond across the room caught the light, Colette Marceau’s fingertips itched, just as they always did before a score. Patience, she reminded herself. Steady, girl. She was nearly ninety, for goodness’ sake, too old for this, too wise. But age brought with it some advantages. Yes, it would be harder to make a fast getaway with a bad back, and the arthritis that had begun to stiffen her fingers as the decades passed made it more difficult to undo complicated clasps. But should she ever be caught, claiming senility would be an easy defense. After all, perhaps she hadn’t known what she was doing when she slipped a Rolex from a man’s wrist or relieved a woman of her diamond studs.

“Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention?” The voice of the evening’s host, Massachusetts state senator John Nierling, boomed out from the speakers at the front of the elegant Cherry Blossom Ballroom. Overhead, crystal chandeliers twinkled and threw the light, but they couldn’t compete with the piece Colette was here for, a cushion-cut 8.07-carat yellow diamond ring worth $90,000. “I’d like to introduce my longtime friend and colleague,” Nierling continued as the chatter in the room began to subside and heads turned toward the podium. “Please welcome Linda Clyborn, the president of the Boston Orchestral Education Consortium.”

There was a smattering of applause from the hundred or so attendees, all orchestra donors dressed to the nines, most clutching wineglasses that made it difficult to clap. As a result, Linda Clyborn’s walk to the podium felt oddly subdued. She teetered a bit on heels too narrow to balance her wide hips, and her hair was an unflattering shade of blond, though she surely had access to the best colorists in Boston. These were things Colette noticed without trying to, the way that even the wealthiest people often didn’t quite fit into the social circles they aspired to. Those who came from old money were born into the ways of moving and dressing and speaking that came with family inheritance. Those who had worked hard and found success were often quiet and humble. But those who had clambered their way into wealth often lacked polish, the way an uncut diamond lacked shine.

“Thank you, my friends,” Linda said, slurring the s ever so slightly. Colette could feel the corners of her lips twitching. The more the woman drank, the easier it would be to slip the pale yellow diamond from her finger.

Rings were tricky. In fact, though Colette had been relieving unpleasant people of their jewels since she was ten years old, she hadn’t become truly comfortable with rings until she was nearly thirty. Bracelets were easy; she could unhook a clasp with a firm but gentle lift of her thumb as she brushed against an unsuspecting donor. Necklaces, too, often fell easily with a graceful move Colette had come to think of as a syncopated chassé; she could unfasten the most complicated closures with a flick of her right wrist just as she turned and brushed against the person, apologizing with her eyes downcast in feigned embarrassment as she let the jewels tumble into her left hand. Men’s watches were the easiest of all; the fold-over clasp of a Patek Philippe was no more challenging than the ardillon buckle of a Piaget, though it had taken her countless hours of training to release both without directly touching the wrist of the wearer.

Rings, however, were a different story. It was feasible to steal them only when they were visibly loose, which eliminated a fair number of potential scores. It was also impossible to steal a ring without a fair amount of physical contact. The key, therefore, was distraction. Her favorite move for a female mark was to wait until there was a visibly inebriated man, or at the very least a visibly pompous one, in the vicinity. Colette would reach out and give the mark a sharp pinch in the side with her right hand while grabbing the mark’s hand with her left, pretending to help steady her while expressing indignation. In the millisecond during which their hands were touching and the mark was distracted, she would reach over with her right hand and slide the ring off, something that had taken Colette years of practice to perfect. The woman would always be so incensed by the pinch, and so intent on finding the offender, that she wouldn’t feel the ring being slipped off. Later, when she reported the loss of the jewelry to the police, she would almost inevitably mention the pinch, but never the small-framed woman who had come to her aid before melting back into the crowd. Most of the time, the marks never saw Colette’s face at all.

Up at the podium, Linda was thanking a laundry list of fellow millionaires for their support. No one ever thanked the underpaid assistant who kept things running behind the scenes or the third-grade teacher who’d once told them they could be anything they wanted to be. No one thanked the second-chair bassoonist or the play’s understudy, the stagehands or the ushers. If a mark ever broke protocol and, for instance, addressed a member of the catering staff with genuine respect, or held a door for a hotel housekeeper, Colette would abort her mission and assume she’d gotten things wrong.

That had never happened, though, because Colette never chose her targets carelessly. No decent person deserved to have their possessions taken. It would go against the code Colette had sworn allegiance to as a little girl.

She had lived her life by that code. Her own mother had died by it.

And now, Linda Clyborn’s number was up. Not only had she maneuvered to block her husband’s three daughters from inheriting anything from his estate after his untimely—and some said suspicious—death at the age of sixty, but she had also been linked definitively to a neo-Nazi group, which she was helping to fund using the proceeds from her late husband’s substantial estate.

Colette had experienced enough Nazis to last a lifetime, thank you very much. Having lived in Occupied France seven and a half decades earlier, she simply had no room for them here in Boston in the year 2018.

“And finally,” Linda Clyborn was saying as Colette continued to slip unnoticed through the crowd, “I’d like to thank all of you here tonight. Your support has made it possible for the Boston Orchestral Education Consortium to continue providing programs for both our valuable professional musicians and for the children who might one day wish to pursue careers in the arts. Enjoy the evening, and don’t forget to bid on the silent auction items.”

She waved to the crowd and descended from the stage to another underwhelming round of applause. She greeted the oily Senator Nierling, whom Colette planned to relieve of his own Rolex at some point in the future. But not tonight.

Linda Clyborn teetered through the crowd, shaking hands and kissing cheeks, and when the deejay started playing hits from the 1980s and the crowd began gyrating awkwardly, Colette straightened her wig—an unassuming gray bob with curtain bangs—and commenced her approach.

She glided through the throng until she was a foot away from her target. A trio of fortysomething men approached from the opposite direction, one of them visibly drunk, sloshing beer from a pint glass as he walked. Just then, Linda glanced in Colette’s direction, and Colette froze. If Linda noticed her, she would need to abort the mission for the evening. But Linda looked right through her, in search of someone more important than a small, modestly dressed octogenarian. Colette rolled her eyes. To people like Linda Clyborn, the elderly were invisible. Really, it made scores like this almost too easy.

As Linda shook hands with another woman and set off through the crowd again, Colette made her move. Just as the trio of men passed, Colette reached out and pinched Linda, simultaneously grasping the woman’s hand, feigning aid while sliding the ring smoothly from the woman’s left middle finger. She felt it slip into her own palm with a satisfying plunk, all eight-plus carats now liberated.

She quickly closed her hand around the prize and slid it into her pocket as Linda Clyborn whipped around, focusing her rage on the drunkest of the three men, who was stammering a confused apology, unsure what he was being accused of. As the pitch of the woman’s voice rose, Colette melted backward into the crowd.

Later, when Linda Clyborn discovered that her ring was gone, no one would remember a small, gray-haired woman in a nondescript black cocktail dress, making her way casually toward the exit as her mark’s aggrieved shrieks rose from the dance floor.
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1934

Annabel Clement was born to be a thief, just like her mother, her grandmother, and her great-grandfather before her. It was a responsibility she had taken seriously from the very first time her own mother had sat her down to explain that she was descended from the real Robin Hood—and that she was expected to carry on the family tradition. When she became a mother herself, she knew that as soon as her daughter was old enough to understand, she would share the legacy with her, too.

“It is who we are,” Annabel explained a few days after Colette’s sixth birthday, pulling her close in their apartment in the eleventh arrondissement of Paris, miles away from the West Yorkshire village where she’d been raised. She had fallen in love at eighteen and followed her new husband across the Channel to his native France. On this evening, Roger, a school headmaster who had never warmed to Annabel’s calling, was working late, leaving Colette and Annabel alone. “It is who you are born to be. When you turn ten, I’ll teach you how to steal, just as my mother taught me at that age.”

“But stealing is wrong, Mum,” Colette said in a small voice. “Isn’t it?”

Annabel loved that the girl addressed her with the British term of endearment rather than the French Maman. It made her feel a bit less homesick for her own hometown, tucked into England’s Barnsdale Forest. “It is only wrong in a world that is black and white, darling. If you can take from people who are cruel and unkind and use what you’ve taken to make the world a better place, then what you have done is heroic, not criminal. It is your destiny, Colette.”

Colette’s face scrunched in concentration. “Then why can’t I learn to steal now?”

Annabel chuckled. “It’s important that you understand first why we do what we do. That’s why we always start with the history in our family. The stories are who we are.”

Colette sighed. “Very well, Mum.”

Annabel smiled down at her. “Once upon a time, in the village of Wentbridge, lived a man named Robin Hood. He felt strongly, as do I, that no one who has earned his money or his worldly possessions honestly should be parted from them, even if he’s far richer than anyone should be. But he who has evil in his heart, or has used his fortune to bring harm to others, no longer has a claim on his property. Those are the people Robin stole from then, and they’re the people we steal from now.”

“But why did he steal, Mum?” Colette asked, looking up at Annabel with wide eyes. “What happened to him?”

“You see, the king at the time was a bad man, who was making life worse and worse for his subjects. Robin and his friends tried to get by, but the taxes grew and grew, and soon, the local sheriff started to imprison those who didn’t have the ability to pay. ‘We must make a change, then,’ Robin decided, and he began to free those who’d been falsely imprisoned and to take back the things that had been stolen from the townspeople.”

“He was a hero, then.”

“That he was, my darling. And do you want to hear my favorite part of the story?”

Colette nodded. “Yes, Mum.”

Annabel smiled and pulled Colette closer. “High above the Barnsdale Forest, near Wentbridge, where Robin lived, flew a white-tailed eagle who believed in Robin’s quest for justice. He looked over Robin and his men, keeping them safe. When there was danger, he called out, ‘Kyi-kyi-kyi!’ Can you say that?”

“Kyi-kyi-kyi!” Colette repeated with a grin.

Annabel threw her head back and trilled, “Ko-ko-ko.” She smiled down at Colette. “That’s how the eagle always ended every call. To this day, that’s the way a white-tailed eagle sounds, if you listen closely enough. I’ve always thought it sounded a bit like, ‘Come, come, come,’ as if the descendants of that first eagle are urging us to follow him into adventure.”

“Did you hear the eagle?” Colette asked. “When you were my age?”

Annabel nodded, a wave of homesickness washing over her. She loved Paris, and of course she loved Roger, but there would always be a piece of her heart in England. “Every day of my childhood, my darling. You’ll hear it one day, too.”

Four years later, on the day Colette turned ten, Annabel sat her down again, just as her own mother had done with her a generation before.

“I’ve told you stories of your forefather since you were old enough to understand,” Annabel said gently, staring into the wide green eyes of her firstborn. Annabel and Roger had just welcomed their second child, a daughter named Liliane, who lay sleeping beside them in her bassinet. One day, Annabel would teach her about her legacy, too. “Now it is time for you to begin following in his footsteps.”

“I’m ready, Mum.”

“You must promise me, my sweet Colette,” Annabel said, “that wherever you go, you will never forget who you were born to be.”

Colette nodded solemnly. “I promise.”

“And,” Annabel had said, leaning in to whisper, “you mustn’t tell Papa.” She felt guilty asking Colette to keep secrets, but she knew that Roger would put a stop to Colette’s training if he knew. Over the years, he had tolerated Annabel’s need to steal, but he had never approved of it. Early in their marriage, she had often come home with a new piece to fence, wanting to tell him about all the good she would do with the proceeds, but his face always hardened into a scowl, and he held up his hands to stop her from speaking, saying that the less he knew, the better. As time had gone on, she had mostly stopped trying. “You must keep this between just the two of us.”

“I know,” Colette said, casting a nervous glance toward their apartment door, through which her father might enter at any moment. “But why doesn’t he care for what you do, Mum?”

A lump rose in Annabel’s throat. “To some people, stealing is a crime, no matter the reason. But I firmly believe that as long as we ensure that we only take from those who are cruel, and we always find a way to help those who are kind, we are on the side of God.”

“Then Papa will understand one day. He has to.”

“I hope you’re right, Colette. But enough of that. Let’s begin with our training, shall we?”

Annabel started not with lessons about undoing clasps and distracting marks, but rather with etiquette sessions so that Colette would easily blend in wherever she went. She taught her daughter everything from the correct forks to use to how to politely exit a conversation without giving up any personal information. On weekends, they took long walks to the Bois de Boulogne, the closest thing Paris had to the Barnsdale Forest, so that Colette could learn to run long distances over rough terrain, to forage, and to climb trees, all things that would help her to survive should a robbery ever go wrong.

On the afternoons when Roger worked late, Colette and Annabel huddled at the kitchen table, their heads bent together, practicing how to unhook all types of jewelry clasps, how to free cuff links, even how to jostle people so that in their startlement, they wouldn’t notice rings being slipped from their fingers.

Colette stole her first piece in the summer of 1938, an elegant Longines pocket watch slipped from the vest of a Swiss banker named Vallotton who had swindled dozens of Parisians out of their life savings. He had a few friends high up in the police prefecture, and he had become untouchable; the authorities simply looked the other way while he destroyed people’s lives.

“I’m nervous, Mum,” Colette said softly as they finished their drinks—a glass of wine for Annabel, a citron pressé for Colette—at the café Vallotton frequented. He was a creature of routine—he ordered a Ricard on the terrace of the same café each day at precisely five o’clock—which made him very easy to target. He was the perfect mark for Colette’s first score.

“Don’t be worried, my dear,” Annabel said, putting her hand over her daughter’s and giving a comforting squeeze. “Vallotton is notoriously self-absorbed. He’s the easiest type of person to steal from, for he won’t even notice your existence.”

At five o’clock on the dot, Vallotton strode up to the café, sliding like an oil slick into his usual chair. Annabel’s heart thudded as she watched her daughter study the man. Colette’s eyes were sharp and calculating, but her hands trembled.

“Steady, my darling,” Annabel murmured. “Remember, this is who you were born to be.”

Taking a deep breath, Colette nodded and stood from the table. Annabel stood, too, leaving a bit of money for the waiter, and the two of them began to exit the café, weaving by Vallotton’s table. As Annabel watched, her little girl squared her shoulders and jostled against Vallotton as they passed.

“Hey!” the man exclaimed, whirling around in his seat. “Watch where you’re going!”

“I’m very sorry, sir, very sorry,” Colette said quickly, keeping her eyes downcast just in case Vallotton tried to get a good look at her face, but as Annabel knew would be the case, he hardly looked at her at all. While Colette continued to stammer an apology, she simultaneously unhooked the watch and slipped it from Vallotton’s front pocket into the folds of her dress in one fluid motion.

“They shouldn’t allow children in cafés, I’ve always said,” Vallotton grumbled, shooting an accusatory glare at Annabel, who turned her head and looked away to ensure that Vallotton wouldn’t be able to describe her later, if it came to that.

“Oh, yes, sir, quite right, sir,” she said cheerfully. “They’re the scourge of the earth.” And then, without looking back, she and Colette strolled casually out to the sidewalk and turned right, heading away from the café.

“Mum,” Colette said the moment they’d turned the corner. “I did it! I really did it!” Her cheeks were pink with excitement, her eyes glistening. “Do you think Robin Hood would be proud, Mum?”

“I know he would be,” Annabel said, blinking back tears of pride. “And so am I. You’re going to do so much good in the world, my love. I can’t wait to see what the future brings.”
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2018

The morning after the theft of Linda Clyborn’s ring, Colette sat at her kitchen table in the Boston suburb of Quincy, admiring the way the pale yellow diamond caught the light, throwing beams across the room in a glittering rainbow. She never tired of the jewels themselves, the meticulous cuts, the razor-sharp lines, the prisms of color they held within their hearts.

When had Clyborn noticed it missing? Had it been during the cocktail party, or had she been too drunk on her own power to register the lack of weight on her finger? Had she flashed her hand deliberately to show it off, only to realize it was no longer there? Had theft been her first guess when she’d realized the ring was gone? Or did a part of her think that she’d lost it herself?

Colette hoped for the latter; when a person believed she had mislaid her own jewels, she tended to be defensive with the police rather than truly trying to recall every face she’d seen the night before. Not that the woman had registered her existence anyhow.

Colette slid the ring onto her bare left ring finger, where she’d never worn a ring of her own. She sighed at the perfect fit, the way it looked like it was meant to be there. If only she could keep a piece here and there, enjoying the jewels for herself, but that would subvert the family tradition, the one her mother and her uncle Leo had raised her to firmly uphold.

By her count, over the nearly eight decades she’d been stealing, interrupted only briefly during the Second World War, she’d funneled well over $30 million in stolen jewels to deserving organizations, a figure that made her heart swell with pride. Typically, she simply made anonymous contributions to established foundations, but the thing she was proudest of—and the only organization she had funded every single year since its establishment—was the Boston Center for Holocaust Education, which she had anonymously founded herself in 1972 as a way to continue the work she and her mother were doing when her mother’s life was cut brutally short.

No one—not even the center’s founding director, Rachel Haskell, or her daughter, Aviva, who had both become like family to Colette—had any idea that it was Colette who’d provided the seed money for the center; they knew her merely as a dedicated volunteer, one who had helped the organization open a second branch of the center in New York in 1980. You’re going to do so much good in the world, her mother had said just after Colette had stolen her first piece, and all these years later, Colette still hoped she would be proud.

Colette’s phone buzzed on the table in front of her, jolting her out of her thoughts. The older she got, the more prone she was to wandering down memory lane. Her mother and sister had been gone for three-quarters of a century, and yet she could see them both so clearly. Most nights, she had nightmares of shadowy figures stealing them away, but sometimes, she dreamed vividly of the three of them snuggled together in bed, Mum reading stories to her two daughters. Colette could still hear the sound of her sweet voice, her round British accent.

She pushed the thoughts away and glanced down at her phone screen. Aviva. The girl, now an attorney in her late thirties and still a volunteer for the center, was like the daughter Colette had never had. She smiled and answered.

“Colette?” Aviva’s voice was hushed and muffled.

“Aviva, I can hardly hear you,” Colette said, pressing the phone to her ear as she cursed the way her hearing had deteriorated with age. The more years one lived, the more indignities one was forced to endure.

“Colette,” Aviva repeated more firmly. “Were you at a gala last night for the Boston Orchestral Education Consortium?”

Colette’s mouth went dry. “Why would you ask that, dear?”

“There was a theft there last night,” Aviva said. “There are a few pictures in the paper today, and there’s a woman in the crowd, just beside the woman whose ring was stolen, and she looks exactly like you, but with a wig.”

“Now why would I go to an orchestra gala, darling?” Colette asked, trying to keep her voice steady, even as she mentally cursed her bad luck. Obviously, Linda Clyborn had reported the theft immediately, which meant that Colette would need to wait to fence the piece. It was terribly inconvenient. “What was stolen?” she asked innocently.

“A ring,” Aviva said. Colette could hear the rustling of a newspaper, and she imagined Aviva sitting at her office desk, overlooking Tremont Street and the Boston Common below. “Worth more than one hundred twenty-five thousand dollars, according to the paper.”

Colette guffawed before she could stop herself. The ring wasn’t worth a penny more than $90,000, though she shouldn’t have been surprised that a person like Mrs. Clyborn would lie about such a thing. She imagined that the vile woman was already waiting with her hand outstretched for a check from her insurance company. “You do know, dear, that Linda Clyborn is a neo-Nazi, which is quite a ridiculous thing to be. It’s hard to find much pity for her.”

Aviva was silent for a second. “How do you know the name of the person the ring was stolen from?”

Colette shook her head at her own carelessness. “I have my paper open, too,” she lied. “I’m reading along with you now.”

“And you don’t think the woman in the picture beneath the headline looks just like you?”

Colette’s newspaper was still on her front doorstep; she hadn’t made it that far yet. “Oh, I can see a passing resemblance.”

“It’s more than passing, Colette. Are you sure you weren’t there?”

Sometimes, the best deflection was to go on the offensive. “Really, dear, if you’re accusing me of something, just come out and say it.”

“No, I’m sorry,” Aviva said right away, sounding embarrassed. “But how do you know that Linda Clyborn is a neo-Nazi, anyhow?”

“You know me, darling,” Colette said. “I like to keep up with the gossip.” Really, what was wrong with her this morning? Nothing could be farther from the truth, actually, and from Aviva’s noncommittal grunt, it was clear Aviva knew that, too. “In any case, she isn’t someone I’d waste time feeling concerned about. Not a particularly good human being.”

Aviva was silent for a few seconds. “Why do I have the feeling that you know more about this than you’re letting on?”

Colette forced a tinkling laugh. “Now you’re treating me like a hostile witness. Forget about it, dear. But since I have you, would you like to come over for dinner tonight? I’m making your favorite.” Perhaps it was a mistake to invite Aviva over when the younger woman was obviously suspicious. But Colette felt a sudden loneliness, a sense that the years were slipping away before she’d righted any of the wrongs of the past. Being around Aviva always made her feel a bit more centered, like she had a purpose. Besides, she needed to change the subject somehow.

“Dijon chicken?”

“Of course.” It was Colette’s specialty, a dish she remembered her mother making before the war, chicken breast cooked in a thyme-laced Dijon cream sauce. “Say, seven o’clock?”

Aviva hesitated before sighing. “You know your chicken is the way to my heart. I’ll be there.”

Colette hung up and then shuffled to her own front door to grab the newspaper that awaited her there. Flipping to the local section, she stared in disbelief at the photograph below the fold on the front page. It was indeed a picture of her, as clear as day, as she moved in on Linda Clyborn. If the photographer had taken it thirty seconds later, he would have caught her in the act. How had she not realized that there was someone there snapping photos of the crowd? Her heart thudded as she contemplated just how close she had come to being caught this time.

Her phone rang again, and this time, it was Marty’s name on the caller ID.

“Hey, kid,” he said when she answered, and she smiled at the term of endearment, which should have felt ridiculous at her age, but which warmed her heart just as it had since the first day she’d met him sixty-six years before. She’d been twenty-four then to Marty’s twenty-six, but he’d made her feel like a schoolgirl. In a different life, she imagined that they might even have fallen in love. “Have you seen today’s paper yet?” he asked.

“I have,” she said, glaring at the offending picture once more.

He chuckled. “Am I to assume, then, that you have a delivery for me?” He was being cautious, as he always was, in case there was a tap on either of their lines, but it felt ridiculous at this point; they’d been doing business together for six decades, and neither had ever fallen under suspicion; who was going to suspect an eighty-nine-year-old woman and a ninety-one-year-old man of running a massive jewelry theft and black market resale operation?

“Maybe,” she said. “But only for safekeeping.”

“Only for safekeeping,” Marty agreed immediately. They both knew that the piece would be too hot to move for at least a couple of weeks. “But I’ll reach out to my contacts to begin gauging interest. Could you bring it by in a bit? Are you free for lunch today?”

He knew as well as she did that she was free for lunch nearly every day, unless she was volunteering at the center. With no relatives other than Aviva—the closest thing to family she had—there was no one to need her. “I’ll have to check my calendar,” she deadpanned, and Marty laughed, as she knew he would.

“Why don’t you come by at noon?”

“I’ll see you then.” Colette hung up with a smile on her face and snuck one last look at the newspaper before crumpling it up and shoving it straight into the recycling bin.



After she’d had her coffee and gone for her morning walk—she walked three miles daily to keep her blood flowing—Colette got dressed for the day, chiding herself for the care she took in selecting the perfect outfit.

Though she’d been in the States since 1952, Paris would always be a piece of who Colette was. Her wardrobe was full of Breton stripes, smart black trousers, crisp button-downs, and simple black dresses for the nights she needed to blend in with upscale crowds. Her hair was cut into a short French bob, and when it began to lose its dark color two decades ago, she’d let it. Now, it was the color of snow, the perfect shade to make her signature red lipstick pop. That was another secret of hers; when she went on missions to steal jewels, she kept her makeup understated and natural and her wigs the color of dishwater, all the better to blend into a crowd. But at all other times, her red lips were her trademark.

Now, she tried on three different pairs of wide-leg trousers before she settled on one with a high waist that accentuated her slim figure. She pulled on a cream-colored, narrow-cut silk blouse and carefully tucked it in before slipping into her favorite pair of cap-toe ballet flats and assessing herself in the mirror. Some days, she wondered where the time had gone. The pages had turned too quickly, leaving her somehow at the end of her story in the blink of an eye.

She didn’t suppose it mattered to Marty how she looked. There had been a time in the past when he had cared—she knew he had cared—but that had been long ago. She’d had her chance. She’d had many chances. It was far too late now, but she’d be lying if she said she didn’t get a little thrill out of the way his eyes still traveled up and down her body every time she saw him. It was habit, she supposed, but it made her blush yet the same.

The drive to Marty’s store on Washington Street took twenty-three minutes, and after Colette parked a half block away, she sat in the car for a few minutes, scanning the other vehicles in the area. One could never be too careful; she had driven away in the past after seeing what looked like undercover police vehicles parked nearby. But today, neither the other cars nor the passersby looked suspicious, so Colette grabbed her handbag, got out of the car, and strode purposefully into Weaver’s Diamond Exchange, the store Marty’s grandfather, Joseph Weaver, had founded a hundred years ago, passing it down to his son, Joseph Jr., who then passed it to Marty back in 1967.

Colette could still remember the first time she saw Marty fifteen years before that, when she accompanied Uncle Leo on a trip to fence a pair of emerald-and-sapphire earrings. They had just moved to the States from England, after Uncle Leo had gotten into a bit of trouble with the law, and it was Marty’s father who had sponsored their hasty citizenship application.

Uncle Leo had introduced Colette to Marty, and for the first time in her life, she’d been unable to formulate words. “Cat got your tongue?” Uncle Leo had asked, amused, while Colette’s cheeks blazed. Marty’s hair was golden, his eyes a brilliant blue, and his strong jaw and high cheekbones looked like they’d been carved from marble.

But he’d saved her from her embarrassment by extending a palm for the earrings, which she placed there with a shaking hand. “I’m not sure I can give you an accurate estimate until I’ve seen them on someone,” he’d said, winking at her. “Would you do the honors, Colette? Then we can talk price.”

Nodding, she had taken the earrings back and slipped the right one in, but when she fumbled with the left, Marty had reached out to help her. Her skin tingled where he touched it, and she could have sworn he’d lingered for a second longer than he needed to, brushing her cheek with the back of his hand as he withdrew. “Perfect,” he’d murmured, and then he’d quoted Uncle Leo a price that was 10 percent higher than she would have asked for. Uncle Leo had eagerly accepted and then hurried Colette out before Marty could withdraw the offer, but as they left the store, she couldn’t help but glance back over her shoulder at him. He was watching her, just as she’d somehow known he would be, and he raised one hand in farewell, giving her another amused smile.

“I think that young man was smitten with you,” Uncle Leo had said in the car with a chuckle. “But you watch out for him, Colette, do you understand? Too dangerous to get connected to anyone who works in the business.” When she’d looked at him questioningly, he’d added, “A jewel thief and the person who sells the thief’s loot? It’s a recipe for disaster, Colette. Just get it out of your mind.”

But she hadn’t been able to, and since Uncle Leo used Weaver’s Diamond Exchange as a fence the majority of the time, it had been impossible to forget Marty because she saw him at least a dozen times a year. Once she began executing bigger scores on her own, she preferred using Weaver’s, too. They still had to use other fences so that they didn’t leave breadcrumbs for the police to follow, but the Weavers were the only ones who knew what they were up to—and why it mattered. Colette trusted Marty and his father with her life—which was why, the year she turned twenty-six and Marty asked her on a date, she’d said no. Uncle Leo was right; it was too dangerous.

But that wasn’t the only reason she’d declined. After all, what did dating lead to but marriage and children? And Colette had already sworn that she would never have a child. How on earth could she be trusted to keep anyone safe after everything that had happened in Paris?

He had asked her out on a date seven times more—she’d counted—and on the seventh time, he’d asked, “Do I ever have a chance with you, kid?” It had broken her heart to tell him no, but she had, and that was that. Six months later, he’d begun going steady with a girl named Kay Rhodes, and a year after that, he’d married her. They’d never had children, and Colette had learned just how bitter regret tasted.

Kay had died nearly twenty years ago, and by then, she and Marty had been platonic friends for most of their lives. Sometimes, she wondered what would happen if she confessed now that she’d said no because she hadn’t wanted children—and because Uncle Leo had forbidden it. Would Marty think she was mad to be digging up things from the past that didn’t need to be discussed? Would he have forgotten he had ever asked her out in the first place?

“Well, well, if it isn’t the most beautiful Parisian in Boston,” Marty said, a grin spreading across his handsome face as she walked into his empty store. He still looked just like Robert Redford all these years later. Why was time so much more generous to men than to women?

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” she said, smiling back. There was something charming in the idea that they shared this routine.

“I thought I’d make lunch today,” he said, and if she hadn’t known better, she would have suspected he was nervous.

“Make me lunch? Well, that would be a first.”

“I’d make you lunch every day if I could, kid.” Marty was an old flirt, always had been. She wasn’t foolish enough to think that his attentions were reserved just for her.

He came around the counter and gave her a quick peck on the cheek, then he locked the front door and turned the CLOSED sign around. “Let’s go in the back.”

Five minutes later, they were sitting across the table from each other, sharing torn pieces of baguette, a hunk of Brie cheese, and an apple Marty had sliced up. “So the orchestra benefit last night?” he asked as he poured her a glass of Chablis from a bottle he’d just pulled from the fridge. “That was you?”

She held his gaze as she took a sip of wine. “Suppose it was?”

“Then I’d say you have a valuable piece on your hands. And the beneficiary this time?”

“The Holocaust center, of course. The woman is a dedicated neo-Nazi.”

Marty chuckled. “You are a marvel, Colette. I wonder how the people at the center would feel if they knew their most dedicated volunteer was also the one who’s been keeping them in the black for more than forty years?”

She shrugged. “You know the rules.” No descendant of Robin Hood could ever take public credit for the good he or she was doing in the world. It was too dangerous, and it would subvert the meaning of their work.

“But I know what you’re doing.” He took a sip of his wine and raised his eyebrows pointedly at her.

“You know all my secrets.” She said it lightly, but the words felt heavy the moment they were out of her mouth. The truth was, there was no one in the world who knew her better. She wondered sometimes what Uncle Leo would have thought of the friendship that had developed between Marty and her over the years. She was certain he wouldn’t approve, but that didn’t mean he was right; knowing that Marty was ever only a phone call away had kept her afloat through her darkest times. The fact that they were both still here, still looking out for each other, was remarkable.

Marty sliced off a sliver of Brie and handed it to Colette on a piece of baguette. “I’ll have to wait a few weeks, until the interest cools down.”

“I know.” She took a bite, followed by a sip of wine, and her taste buds sang.

“You could retire, you know,” he said after a moment. “I hate to think of something happening to you.”

“I’ve made it this far, haven’t I?”

Marty smiled. “We’re both too old to go to jail. Do you ever think about hanging up your hat?”

She bit into an apple slice and chewed slowly without breaking eye contact. “Do you?”

He leaned closer. “You’re the whole reason I’m still in business, kid.”

She felt a pang of guilt. “You don’t have to keep working with me, Marty. I have other brokers I can bring the pieces to.”

He put his hands over his heart and feigned injury. “Are you trying to kill me?”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “What I mean is that you don’t owe me anything, Marty. You’ve done more than enough over the years. If you want to hang up your hat…”

“Ah, but I look dashing in a hat.” He grinned. “Besides, you’re the best part of the business.”

She basked in the words for a second, though she knew they’d been just another line of throwaway flirtation. “Then I guess we’re stuck with each other.”

He smiled. “Just the way I like it, kid. Now let’s take a look at that piece.”

Colette reached into the hidden inner pocket of her handbag and withdrew the ring, enjoying the way Marty’s eyes widened slightly as he looked at it for the first time. He reached for the piece, then carried it across the room to his desk, where he flicked on a lamp. He pulled out his jeweler’s loupe and examined the diamond for a few seconds in silence before looking back up at Colette. “It’s perfect,” he said. “I think I can probably get between seventy-two and eighty for it.”

Colette did the mental math. Marty would take his standard 15 percent of the sale, which would leave her with somewhere in the neighborhood of $65,000, more than enough to make the risk worthwhile.

“Marty,” she said, trying to mute the voice in her head, “you are a prince among men.”

“And you, kid, are my princess.” He gave her that sparkling, flirtatious grin again, the one that she knew meant nothing. “Want me to hang on to the ring for you here?”

She nodded, feeling relieved as she watched him lock it into the safe. As much as she loved admiring the jewels, it always made her uneasy to keep stolen goods at her own house. If anyone ever suspected her and called the police, how would she explain what she was doing with them? Marty, at least, always had plausible deniability. He had bought the pieces from a stranger and had no idea they were hot, but gee, he was sorry for the mistake. “Marty?” she asked after he’d returned to the table and poured them both a bit more wine. “Do you ever regret going into business with me?”

He looked at her blankly. “I can hardly remember a time before my dad and I worked with you and your uncle.”

“But just because you’ve been doing something for a long time doesn’t necessarily make it right. Your business could be one hundred percent on the up-and-up, Marty. And because of me—”

“Because of you,” he interrupted firmly, “I get to feel like I’m playing a small role in doing some good in the world. Is what we’re doing illegal? You bet. But is it wrong? I don’t think it is, do you?”

“Of course not.” Colette wouldn’t be able to live with herself.

“Colette, I don’t have a single regret about any of it,” he said firmly. He raised his wineglass and waited until she looked him in the eye. “Here’s to the best partnership I’ve ever had.”

She hesitated and then clinked her glass against his. “Cheers,” she said, and then she looked away, because she couldn’t stand the way it suddenly felt as if he could see right through her.
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1938

Throughout the summer and early autumn of 1938, Colette worked alongside her mother, lifting pieces here and there from people who were cruel and unkind. She felt a zing of pride with every successful theft, and each time her mother sold one of her stolen pieces to a jewelry broker, she knew she was making a difference. “That’s my girl,” her mother said whenever they walked away with a stack of banknotes to donate to one of their favorite causes, and Colette loved the way her mother’s face glowed with love when she looked at her daughter, her protégée.

One afternoon that fall, Colette came home from school to find Mum waiting for her in the parlor.

“Where’s Liliane?” Colette asked, looking around for her little sister, who was nearly eight months old now.

“Your uncle Frederic and aunt Marie are looking after her for the night, and Papa has gone to a teachers’ meeting in Lyon for the next few days,” Mum said. “You and I have the whole evening to ourselves, and we have something important to do.”

“What is it, Mum?”

Mum’s eyes twinkled. “Your first major score, my darling. It’s time.”

A shiver of excitement ran down Colette’s spine. “Where are we going?”

“To the Opéra. I’ve bought you a new dress.”

“The Opéra?” Colette had never even been to the theater, never mind to the magnificent Palais Garnier, the grandest opera house in the world, with its soaring pillars and its gilded statues of Harmony and Poetry looking down on the avenue below.

“There’s a German production on tonight, and there will be plenty of those aligned with the Germans in the audience,” Mum said, her jaw tight.

Colette blinked at her, trying to catch up. “Are the Germans bad?”

Mum smiled. “Sometimes I forget you’re only ten.” She seemed to be searching for words. “No, my darling, there are many wonderful German people, but the German chancellor is a man named Hitler who destroys anyone who stands in his way. He’s threatening to invade Czechoslovakia, and in Germany, he has begun doing terrible things to Jews.”

“But… why?” Colette’s best friend, Sarah, was Jewish, and she was the nicest girl in the whole class. What could Germany’s chancellor have against people like her?

“Because Hitler is a very bad man. And those who are complicit in taking rights away from their fellow citizens are just the kind of people who deserve to have their jewels stolen. If my sources are correct, the wife of Ernst Balkenhol, the second-in-command to Hitler’s propaganda minister, will be in attendance, wearing a very expensive diamond choker.”

“She’s our mark?” Colette asked.

“Ingrid Balkenhol is your mark, my darling,” Mum said. “Now go change, and I’ll tell you more on our way there.”

Thirty minutes later, Colette had slipped into the simple, short-sleeved black cocktail dress Mum had laid out for her. In the mirror, fastening the pearls Mum had loaned her, she appeared at least twelve or thirteen. She nodded to her reflection on the way out the door, whispering to herself, “You can do this.”

“The key,” Mum murmured as they walked west on the rue Réaumur through a crisp fall evening, “is to act aloof, like you couldn’t possibly care less about anyone’s opinion. Don’t look anyone in the eye. Always appear to be searching the crowd for someone. Don’t make yourself memorable in any way.”

“But this dress…” Colette looked like a film star, complete with a fur stole around her shoulders, on loan from Mum.

“You look beautiful in it, my dear,” Mum said, “but you’ll be two a penny in this crowd—which is exactly as it should be.”

Mum had explained that they would need to sit through the entire production before making their move; to arrive after it had begun would be to make a spectacle of themselves, and to depart early would put them at risk of being noticed. “Besides,” Mum said with a smile as they crossed the rue Louis-le-Grand and emerged into the Place de l’Opéra, “the production tonight is Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, one of the most beautiful operas in existence.”

“You’ve seen it before?”

“A long time ago. And this version is supposed to be even more beautiful. It premiered in Paris just last Thursday with a Norwegian soprano named Kirsten Flagstad in the role of Isolde, the forbidden love of the hero, Tristan. She’s a soloist for a big opera company in America, and she’s quite famous. The critics say that no one has ever performed the role better. I can’t think of a better way for you to experience your first night at the opera, my darling.”

Colette was stunned at first by the sea of elegant people, dressed in their finest, wearing a king’s fortune in jewels. And the Palais Garnier itself! It was like nothing Colette had ever seen, with its enormous white marble staircase, colorful mosaics, and countless chandeliers lighting the way. It was hard not to be overwhelmed by the sheer decadence of it all. But as she and Mum moved through the crowd, her palms were sweating. It was one thing to steal small pieces here and there at cafés, as she’d been doing, but another thing entirely to lift a very expensive diamond choker from the wife of a powerful man in a packed theater.

“Mum, what if I can’t reach Frau Balkenhol’s neck?” she whispered in a sudden panic as she and Mum headed for their seats twenty rows back from the stage. “What if I’m not tall enough?”

Mum squeezed her hand and nodded to a blonde on the arm of a uniformed man near the front of the audience. The woman barely came to her husband’s shoulder; her features were sharp and thin, her frame childlike. “That is Frau Balkenhol,” she said. The woman was hardly taller than Colette. “You’ll be able to reach just fine, darling.”

“And a woman that size would be accustomed to being jostled,” Colette murmured, thinking of all the times she’d been jabbed in the shoulder or elbowed in the head by people who didn’t bother looking down. The world was not built to accommodate small people.

“Exactly,” Mum said, smiling down at her, and Colette understood that, in fact, this had been part of the plan all along. Her first major score—a necklace from the diminutive wife of a bad man—had been designed especially for her.

The production was longer than Colette ever would have imagined—more than four hours, including two intermissions—but Colette found she couldn’t look away. In fact, she found herself completely forgetting that she was here for a mission rather than to be swept away by the most beautiful story she’d ever seen.

She watched in awe as the main character, Isolde, intent on killing a knight named Tristan who was taking her to marry a king she didn’t want to marry, mistakenly gave him a love potion rather than the deadly poison she had intended. She drank the potion, too, meaning to meet her death, but instead, the two fell deeply in love with each other, though it was a forbidden passion. In the second act, Colette’s heart thudded as Tristan and Isolde found ways to be together, even as those who forbade it tried to tear them apart. They declared their passion for each other, but then an ally of the king stabbed Tristan, which made Colette gasp and cover her mouth in shock as tears ran down her cheeks. In the third act, Tristan struggled for his life as Isolde rushed to be by his side, and then, as Colette watched with wide eyes, holding her breath, he died with Isolde’s name on his lips. At the end, Isolde joined her forbidden love in death.

As the lights went up and the performers took their bows, Colette found that she was sobbing. The opera had been a tragedy, but also the most romantic thing she’d ever seen. Despite all that stood against them, Tristan and Isolde were ready to sacrifice everything for each other.

“You must get ahold of yourself, darling,” Mum said as they stood to applaud. Her tone was amused, her eyes warm as she looked down at Colette.

“But there was so much sadness, and yet it was all so beautiful.” Colette was clapping so hard that her hands hurt. “Is love really like that?”

“Like what, my darling?” Mum asked as the curtain finally went down and the crowd began to filter out.

Colette searched for words. “Like something you’d give your life for. Like something you’d do anything for, despite the odds against you. Like something that stays with you your whole life through.”

She looked up at her mother just in time to see tears in her eyes. “I think,” Mum said, her voice wobbling strangely, “that very few people are lucky enough to have love like that.” The crowd was moving toward the exit now, and Mum put a hand on Colette’s shoulder, nodding in the direction of Ingrid Balkenhol, who had begun to make her way toward the exit. “It’s time, my darling. Go get in position. I’ll meet you outside, as we planned.”

Heart racing, Colette nodded and slipped away, letting the crowd swallow her. There would be time to think about the against-all-odds love story of Tristan and Isolde later. For now she had to focus. As she slid through the surge of people toward the top of the grand marble staircase, her doubt faded, replaced by steely resolve. She was good at this. She had trained for this moment. As Frau Balkenhol appeared through a theater door and moved toward Colette, deep in conversation with another woman, Colette zeroed in on the diamond choker around the German woman’s slender neck. Necklaces were easy to steal, but still, her palms were sweaty again as she glided through the crowd.

She could feel Mum’s eyes on her from across the grand foyer. The crowd nudged and pushed along as a thousand patrons made their way to the stairs. The window was closing fast; the theft had to happen in close quarters, when everyone was jostling against one another.

Colette took a deep breath. And then, just as Frau Balkenhol passed, she reached up with her left hand and, gentle as a whisper, flicked the uncomplicated clasp at the woman’s neck, sweeping her right hand out to catch the diamond as it fell. The moment it hit her palm, Colette closed her fist around it and deliberately stumbled forward, knocking into the man in front of her, who then knocked into Frau Balkenhol, while Colette pretended she had thrown out her hand only to catch her balance. The man turned, but by the time he had said, “Excuse me, madame,” to Frau Balkenhol, and by the time the German woman began yelping in aggrieved protest, Colette was already melting back into the crowd.

Across the foyer, Mum nodded her approval and vanished into the sea of departing operagoers, leaving Colette to casually make her own way outside. As she exited the Palais Garnier and the night air wrapped its icy fingers around her, she pulled her fur stole a bit tighter to shield herself against the chill. Keeping her right hand closed in a fist around a fortune in diamonds, she ducked her head and hid a small smile of triumph as she hurried away, resisting the urge to look back.
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