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THE RIVER GIRL



o Delafort had just turned twelve when she pulled the

moon from the mud of the Thames. She hadn’t been
looking for it, and that made all the difference. You don’t
find treasure, it finds you — that’s what riverfolk liked to say.
All you do is keep your heart open.

It was August, early Saturday morning: lowest tide at
Battersea Bridge. The exposed riverbed was gleaming in the
sun, surprisingly empty of other people. High up against
the cloudless sky, seagulls searched for fish guts. Bo saw a
low arrow of geese, and felt the day’s heat on the rise, the
river gentle at its edge. The Delaforts had been born by this
river, and the Delaforts never left. She loved it down here.
It made her feel peaceful and whole. The river was a vein in

her body. Her other home.



Bo was a schoolgirl, but she was also a mudlark, sifting
the riverbed for things to sell. The instant she had seen the
glint in the mud, she’d known it was different. No tip of a
sugar spoon, no edge of a threepence coin. The sun was
beating through the flimsy boater her mother had insisted
she wear, but she felt so cold. A breeze got up from nowhere,
blowing her hair in her eyes, and slow waves of water
sloshed the stones.

Now! the river suddenly said to her, in a deep and green-
ish voice, winnowing around the wind. Put your hands
in now!

Goosebumps rose on Bo’s arms. She’d never heard the
river speak. It felt like a blessing, the sign she’d been needing
but hadn’t dared ask for. Older mudlarks along the banks
had told her how one mudlark in a lifetime might hear the
river — it was so rare and so strange that if it happened to her
she might not believe her ears.

Some said it was foolish talk, that the river would never
speak to the humans who trod its shores. Why would it? It
had business of its own.

But Bo had always believed that beneath its shifting
surface a strong power lay in wait, ready to talk. She had
always hoped that one day it might let her know its secrets.
So when it happened, this August morning by Battersea



Bridge — the river's words surging through her mind, making
her heart beat harder — it didn’t feel as strange as perhaps it
should.

Bo crouched down, her boots and the hem of her pina-
fore sinking into the mud. As the river had asked, gently she
reached her trembling fingers through the cool of the clay.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She’d
touched something — the solid shape of an unknown object.
It seemed to want to drag her into its own orbit, and she
gasped but didn’t let go, feeling certain that she mustn’t
leave this treasure in the dark.

It was stuck fast, but Bo held on, a sense of power begin-
ning to bubble through her fingertips, up her arm, spreading
like cold light into her entire body.

Don't let go! said the river, its deep, green voice flooding
her mind once more.

‘What the—?" Bo managed to utter, as above her head
the seagulls fell silent and the geese dipped out of sight. The
morning sky turned dark and the city vanished.

A spiralling feeling began in her stomach, and she shut
her eyes tight. No one had ever told her the river could do
this. It was as if she were vanishing too, and she couldn’t
stop. Bo’s body felt weightless, and somehow she was no

longer on the foreshore but high above it, the wind in her



hair, and she was flying like the flow of the river which was
snaking far beneath.

Barely able to catch her breath, her eyes still closed, Bo
could see a small room — winter it was, by the ice on the
window and the fire in the hearth, full of the scents of herbs
and spices.

How's it winter? Bo wondered. Where have I gone?

Her attention was caught by an old man, standing in
front of a table, upon which something was beaming silver
and gold.

“‘What'’s that?’ Bo asked aloud - but the old man did not
seem to hear.

‘Will they work?’ a voice said, from a corner out of Bo’s
sight. It was a woman’s voice, desperate, insistent.

‘Tell me truly,” the woman went on. ‘If I put them
together, will they work?’

‘Lady, I make no promises,” the old man replied, his
voice tired. ‘I've done all I can.’

At these words, the vision began to vanish.

‘No!” Bo cried, screwing her eyes tighter to keep the
room there — but the vision was fading, the crackles of
the fire dying to silent ash. The trapped wisps of warm
sweet herbs evaporated. Bo heard the rush of the river, and

the room disappeared. Once again she felt her stomach



spiralling, the flow of the river coursing through her, the
wind in her hair.

With a sudden sigh, the riverbed released the object
from its mud and into Bo’s hand. She opened her eyes, stag-
gering back. The dark sky was gone. The sun was up in the
blue: the wharves and warehouses, the carriages and motor
cars were all there on the opposite Chelsea bank, as if they’d
never gone away.

It was an August morning again by Battersea Bridge. No
winter, no room, no beams of gold and silver. She hadn’t
moved.

‘What on earth?’ she whispered.

A deep wave of fatigue washed over her, and she tried
to steady herself, gripping the unknown object tight, not
daring to look at what was in her hand. The spiralling inside
her stopped, but her head was really aching. Her arms and
legs tingled with pins and needles. Perhaps it was the vision
that had made her feel like this? Or maybe it was just being
out so long in the morning sun? Either way, she wanted her
mum to put a cold compress on her temples, and her mum
felt far away.

‘Who were those people?’ Bo called out to the river,
rubbing her arms back to life. ‘What was it on that table?’

But the river was silent. Only the returning gulls mewled



to one another, as if laughing at a private joke.

‘Fine,” Bo said, slowly opening her palm to look at the
muddied thing. ‘Guess I'll start here then.’

Whatever she had seen in that room, this mysterious
object surely had something to do with it. Although the
river’s clay had kept it perfect, it looked old. Weighty,
thicker than any coin, slotting in her palm like it had been
made for her to hold. Gently Bo rubbed off all the streaks
of mud, and what she saw there nearly stopped her breath.

‘Oh my goodness,” she murmured. ‘Oh my days!’

The river had given her a jewel: a perfect, miniature full
moon.

Covering one side of this extraordinary object were
small, creamy-coloured pearls, shimmering as Bo tipped
them under the daylight. The edge of the moon was embel-
lished all the way round with tiny, deep-red rubies.
Curiously, there was a small hole right in the jewel’s centre,
through which Bo could see the skin of her palm.

She turned the moon over. The other side was plain
silver, except for some tiny words, engraved in a spiral
around the hole in the middle. Bo squinted, smearing the
last of the mud away. But try as she might, they were
impossible to read. She moved the moon this way and that,

but the lines glinted, winked, and hid their truth.



Bo tried to gather her thoughts. She massaged the pain
in her temples and inhaled the air around her. There was no
scent of thyme, no lingering woodsmoke from a winter fire.
Just river smells: the familiar brine and coal and salt. The
ground beneath her boots felt firm. But still, it seemed out
of a fairytale. The moon was the most beautiful thing she
had ever seen.

The wonder of it struck her and she couldn’t help laugh-
ing out loud. Had the river ever given a mudlark from
Battersea such a gift? It was all her Christmases come at
once. She needed to get home to number 4 Gladstone
Street, to show this moon to Harry. Bo wanted her brother
to be the first to know — today of all days, the day he was
going off to the war. It was the blessing Bo had asked for,
this treasure which meant that she and her mum would be
all right. It meant roast beef for dinner for a whole year,
a lifetime’s supply of cocoa, a hundred bags of sherbet
lemons. It could, Bo suspected, be worth much more than
that.

She bit her lip, excitement bubbling. Rubies and pearls
by Battersea Bridge!

But.

Bo hesitated. The river had spoken to her, as it rarely
spoke to anyone. It had told her to reach into the mud, and



it had given her this most unusual treasure. A gift or a
warning — or maybe a clue? There was so much she didn’t
understand. Why her? Why this treasure? Why now? If only
she could be back in that room again, and hear the woman
speak further, to find out more.

One thing was certain. She’d never get back there if she
went and sold the moon for a bag of sweets.

T'd get a good price for you,” she mused to the moon.
‘But then I'd never know what happens next.’

Once in a lifetime, the old mudlarks said.

The river had chosen her.

Finding out exactly why the river had given her this
moon, and what exactly it was, was worth more to Bo
Delafort than a lifetime’s supply of cocoa.

Across the river, she realised that someone was watching
her. She gripped the moon tight, unable to tell who it was
from such a wide distance — but she could make out the
shape of a little kid, standing completely still, watching her
through a pair of binoculars. Her first thought was how on
earth a mudlark like him could afford a pair of binoculars.
Her second thought was to yell at him to watch his manners,
but as soon as he realised Bo was watching, he scooted up
the embankment, away towards Chelsea.

Being watched — especially by a north shore kid — was
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unnerving. The kids on both sides of the river had always
been rivals, and rumour ran fast along both. Thieves were
everywhere. Bo needed to go straight home: today was not
a normal day.

Huge stacks of cloud crossed the sun, and the exposed
riverbed stopped glistening. In the dull light, Bo saw
someone else moving straight towards her, this time along
her side of the river. She steeled herself, but as the figure
came nearer, she realised he wasn’t even looking at her.

He was a boy in a plain white shirt and dark navy
trousers, worn and patched at the knees. Bo thought he
was older than her — something about the way he held
himself — but he was on the skinny side. Hatless, with dark
hair sticking up wildly on his head, his boots looking like he
slept in them. His gaze was on the water’s edge, reading the
clay, and it looked like he could understand the language of
the river.

Come on, girl, she told herself. Have your wits about you.

The boy caught her watching, and he narrowed his eyes,
almost as if she had interrupted him. Bo turned her own
gaze to the water and slipped the moon into her pinafore
pocket. The cloud passed over the sun and the day turned
bright again.

Now the boy moved with more intention.
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‘Nice day for it,” he called.

‘For what?’ said Bo.

The boy came a little closer, and stood with a hand on
his hip, one boot perched on a small piece of old ship
timber. He grinned. ‘Ah, come on. You're searching for
treasure.’

He had a musical way of landing his syllables. Bo
scowled. ‘Never mind what I'm doin’. What are you doin’?’
She thought about her brother, Harry, how later this after-
noon he would be heading to the war. “There’s a war on,
you know,” she said. ‘Ain’t you old enough to be a soldier?’

The boy raised one dark eyebrow. ‘T'm twelve,” he said.

Bo couldn’t hide her surprise. She felt the pain in her
head receding, the tingling in her limbs fading away. His
eyes were like dark green stones, containing flecks of gold,
lit by the sun reflecting off the water.

‘She’s not giving up much today,” he said, as if trying to
keep the peace.

‘You mean me or the river?’ Bo replied.

The boy threw back his head and laughed an amazing
laugh, like sunlight coming through mist. She couldn’t help
grinning.

‘Let’s say the river,’ the boy said. ‘You just have to let it

give you what it wants.’
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So find the other half! came the river’s voice again, swirl-
ing deeply inside Bo’s mind.

She froze. ‘What other half?’ she said out loud, without
thinking.

The boy looked at her curiously. ‘Are you all right?
Only ... you seem to be talking to someone else.’

Bo shook her head, as if dislodging the river’s words
from her ears. They'd been so clear, she couldn’t believe
they hadn’t been spoken aloud.

She blinked at him. ‘T was talkin’ to you. You know the
mudlark rule,’ she said, feeling flustered.

“‘What'’s the mudlark rule?’

‘Don’t tell me you ain’t heard of the mudlark rule!
Somethin’ taken, somethin’ given?’

Seemingly from nowhere, Bo felt an overwhelming urge
to pull the moon out of her pocket, to show him what the
river had given her.

Don't be ridiculous, she told herself. You don’t know him!

‘Well, I don’t know what you've taken,” the boy said,
looking even more puzzled. ‘But why don’t you give me
your name?’

‘Bo Delafort,” she said, before she could think better of
it. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

He put his hand out. ‘Billy River.’
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‘Billy River?’

He smiled sadly. ‘My mother chose it before she died.’

‘Oh! I'm sorry. About your mum, I mean—’

‘It’s all right,” he said.

Bo took his hand. The very moment their fingers
touched, she felt it: a flow between them, a startling thing,
as if they had stepped into a current meant only for the two
of them, as if the river were carrying them both along.

Billy’s eyes widened, and Bo knew he felt it too. They
stared at each other. His hand was cool. There was clay
under Billy’s fingernails and salt in his hair, a scent too
strange to ever capture in a bottle.

‘Will you walk with me?’ he asked.

Bo thought of how her family would be waiting for her
at number 4 Gladstone Street, and how much she wanted
to share her discovery with Harry. But the ache in her head
was gone, and she had never met anyone like Billy River,
turning up the same day she’d pulled the moon from the
clay. The part of her that could hear the river talking knew
this boy was important. And more to the point, she was
beginning to like him.

Billy was still looking at her, his face a question.

Bo wrinkled her nose. She took her hand away. ‘For a bit
then, Billy River,’ she said. ‘Just for a bit.’
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They walked along the foreshore, a little apart, skittering
over stones, jumping over rock pools. The sun was fully up
by now, and the foreshore had come to life. Watermen and
lightermen, guiding their vessels upriver, downriver, bank
to bank. Saturday holidaymakers, disembarking on the
Battersea shore for a weekend amble in the manicured park
above. Stevedores, men whose job it was to roll out cargo or
drop it off by the factories towards Vauxhall, were calling to
each other, and some smaller kids had turned up to lift the
stones in search of loose coals. This was everything Bo had
ever known. The same as always. Yet the moon was waiting
in her pocket, and Billy was beside her: now everything was
beginning to feel different.

‘Do you live near here?’ Billy asked.

‘T might.’

“You're like a frog on your lily pad.” He smiled. “What
did you find?’

‘You askin’ a question like that, you definitely ain’t
local’

‘Correct. I'm from over there,’ Billy said, pointing
vaguely across the river, towards the city. ‘T wash pots in the
kitchen of Muncaster Hall.’

Bo sniffed. She had never heard of Muncaster Hall, but
she wasn’t going to let Billy know that. ‘So what you over
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here for?’ she said. ‘Heard you lot grow scales.’

Billy let out another laugh, the sound landing in the seat
of Bo’s stomach, where it glowed warm and fierce.

‘It's all the same river, Bo Delafort,” he said. ‘T've no
more got scales than you've got webbed feet.’

‘But if you ain’t got a mum, who are your people, Billy
River?’

A cloud crossed his face. ‘No one.’

‘No dad either? No brothers or sisters? Friends ... ?’

Bo trailed off in the face of his silence. She felt her
cheeks flare, embarrassed by her own clumsiness.

‘T have the river,’ Billy said. ‘And that'll do.’

‘My dad died when I was three,’ she said.

Billy frowned. ‘I'm sorry. Do you remember him?’

‘No.” Bo sighed, puffing out her cheeks. “Too young.
D’you remember your mum?’

Billy stopped walking and looked out at the river. ‘No,’
he said. His pale face looked suddenly flushed. ‘I was too
young as well. All I know is that she died, and I ended up at
Muncaster Hall.’

“‘What was your mum called?’

‘Isobel.’

‘Isobel’s a pretty name,” said Bo.

Billy smiled, and began wading out towards an empty
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waterman’s boat, bobbing in the shallows. ‘It is. Listen, I'd
better get back to work.’

‘Wait!” she said. ‘Are you comin’ back? You never told
me if you found anythin'?’

‘Neither did you,” Billy said, lowering himself into the
boat. ‘Did you?’

‘Course.” Bo again felt the desire to show him the moon
battling with her common sense. ‘I found you.’

Billy grinned. ‘Maybe it was the other way round?’

‘Washed up on the shore,” Bo went on, teasing. ‘Like a
bit of old wood.’

‘You've got a sharp eye,” Billy replied, taking up the oars
and beginning to row with practised ease towards the
middle of the water.

‘T'm known for it,” Bo called back.

‘So maybe you can help me find what I'm looking for.’

‘What is it?’ she shouted. “What are you looking for?’

But the wind on the water got up again, and the clouds
above them scudded fast as Billy moved with skill towards
the north shore. If he spoke, Bo did not hear him. Soon he
was just a small figure, reaching the other side of the river.

Bo pulled the tip of the moon out of her pocket. Even
this tiny bit was glinting and shimmering, saturated with

the day’s brightness, drinking up the light. The gulls seemed
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alarmed, crying out to each other. Was another vision
coming? Bo wanted it so much. She closed her eyes, longing
for the strange sensation of flying above the river with the
wind in her hair, to see again that little room, the man and
the woman and the crackling fire ...

But nothing happened.

She opened her eyes. The boat on the north shore was

empty. Billy was gone.
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‘ ow-bell, you've done it! We're gonna be rich! A house
Bin Mayfair, tea at the Ritz — three yachts to Monte
Carlo! I'd better go and pack my travelling trunk.’

Eddie Spire, Bo’s best friend, was hopping round the
Delaforts’ parlour, hugging himself with delight. The pearl-
and-ruby-studded moon was resting between the tea things
on a small lace tablecloth. Eddie was right: among their
ordinary possessions it was even clearer that this thing had
to be worth a fortune.

Compared with the moon’s glittering allure, her mother’s
tastes were simple: four little vases on the mantelpiece,
blooming with sweet peas from the pots in their tiny back-
yard. The photograph of Bo’s father, Jack — a rarity for
people like them to pay for a photograph, but ever more
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treasured now that he was gone. A battered Georgian
candlestick that Harry had fished from the Thames, which
their mother always kept shining, and a neat brass carriage
clock, chiming quietly on the hour. Their parlour’s pale
yellow wallpaper may have been patterned in diamonds,
but this was the extent of the Delafort jewels.

The kind of treasure they usually found was coal and
rope, iron and copper, the occasional sugar spoon. Useful
treasure, treasure they could sell or take for themselves. As
a family, they never had money to spare. Bo’s mother,
Naomi, brought in earnings with her sewing skills, a mistress
of invisible mending, and Harry was doing a clerking
apprenticeship. But this moon could change everything.

Harry swatted Eddie with a dishcloth. “You don’t even
have a trunk.’

‘Well, we can all buy one now, can’t we?’ laughed Eddie,
breathless. ‘I knew Bo would do it one day. Silver sailor!
Real treasure!” He wheezed a little, his cheeks flushed.

‘“Try not to hop so much, Eddie,” said Naomi, batting
away the hair around her face that had worked loose from
her bun. ‘Your mother would never forgive me if you had
an attack on my watch. Have a cup of tea.’

Eddie, who was asthmatic, hurled himself into a chair,

and reached for another slice of Naomi’s fruit cake.
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T'm all right, Mrs D, he said. ‘All under control.’

‘Bo sees things other people can't,” said Harry. T've
never seen anything like this in my life.’

‘And you never will again,” said Eddie, munching on his
mouthful. ‘Now we just need to flog it and live like kings.’

‘Or queens,” said Bo. ‘But I reckon a queen would keep
it and wear it.” She looked at the moon again, hearing the
river’s voice echo inside her, recalling the dizziness, the pain
in her head, the numbness in her limbs. So find the other
half!

The river wanted her to do something more with this
jewel than sell it, but now Bo was in the safety and comfort
of her mum’s parlour, it all felt like another world. She
rubbed her eyes and tried to look sprightly.

‘It’s an absolutely spectacular find, sweetheart,” said her
mother.

‘Always a dreamer, and always smart,’ said Harry.

Bo beamed at him. Harry was her real treasure: a big
brother rolled into a dad. Ever since their own had died in an
accident at the Vauxhall candle factory, Harry had been
looking out for her. Harry was a safe harbour and he never let
her down. They went to see the silent pictures together on
Alfreda Street. He spent hours testing paper boats with her

to race on Battersea lake. He helped with her mathematics
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homework. Through all the seasons, he played football in the
street with Eddie, to keep his lungs strong. He was always,
perfectly, Harry.

‘Here,” she said to him. “You hold it.’

Harry lifted the moon into his hands and Bo waited,
longing to see her brother’s face as the vision came to him
too, as he felt himself flying over the river, into a little room
in the corner of his mind, where an old man stood by a
crackling fire. She knew if she told her family what she'd
seen, they'd think it was just her usual dreamings. It was
better for them to see it for themselves.

The silver and pearls reflected on Harry’s face, high-
lighting the serious angle of his brow, and a dart of pain shot
through her. Harry had been conscripted into the army.
He’'d turned eighteen, and he didn’t want to be a soldier,
but now it was the law. He was off to fight, and this last tea
was for him. None of them had been further than Greenwich
to the east or Putney to the west. Now Harry was to catch
a train from Waterloo Station to Southampton, and then a
ship to France, ending his journey in a place called Somme.

Harry whistled low as the moon glimmered in his palm.
Bo waited for the moon’s power to overtake him, but
nothing happened. He didn’t seem to be seeing anything.

“This is goin’ to set us up for a long time, Bow-bell,” he
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said. “You'll get a fine price for it. Well done.’

‘Thanks,” she murmured, still waiting.

“You could take it down to Gilbert Farthing on Rollo
Street. He does a good trade in silver.’

Harry handed the moon to Eddie, who held it to the
light and whooped again. Bo watched carefully: Eddie
wasn't seeing things when he held it either.

‘D’you feel dizzy?’ she asked.

‘Dizzy?" said Eddie.

‘Like ... a swirlin’ in your stomach?’

‘Course not.” Eddie grinned, staring down at the moon,
making no comment on the unreadable inscription on the
plain side. ‘Gilbert Farthing had better do good by you,
given all them rubies,” he said. ‘Remember me when you're
a millionaire, all right?’

Just me then, Bo thought.

She was certain once more. She would never take this
moon to Gilbert Farthing on Rollo Street. This wasn’t about
being a millionaire. The river was letting her into its magic.
Her family wouldn’t understand that, but it was true.

Eddie placed the moon on the lace tablecloth, where it
hinted at places far beyond this home that had held Bo tight
for twelve years. Her mind went to Billy River, turning up

the same morning as this jewel, the strange flow between
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them when she took his hand. I found you.

‘Tea’s ready!’ Their mother poked her head out from the
kitchen, a tight smile on her face.

Bo understood the smile. Her mum didn’t want Harry
to go any more than she did, but tears wouldn’t help
anyone.

‘Bo, love, put your jewel somewhere safe,” said Naomi.
‘I need you lot to come and bring out the plates.’

Bo placed the moon on the mantelpiece, next to the
ticking carriage clock. The second hand moved relentlessly,
reminding her that however much she wanted to, she could
not keep her brother close.

But there were chicken patties to eat, and crayfish sand-
wiches, and pigeon pie and apple fritters, and Harry's
favourite of all puddings: chocolate cream. Bo’s mum had
spared no time or expense. It was a feast. Eddie, Bo and
Harry busied themselves, bringing out the dishes, and until
the clock chimed two in the afternoon, they ate and drank
and laughed. Bo floated through the conversations as they
ebbed and flowed around the old table, its currents so

familiar, her circle of joy.
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o, Eddie and their mothers joined the huge crowd that
B lined the streets of Battersea, to see off Harry and the
other nine hundred and ninety-nine young men of the new
battalion, before the march to Waterloo. From windows and
balconies, people cheered. A band at the head of the column
of foot soldiers, full of brass instruments and loud drums,
played military tunes that jangled Bo’s head. Soldiers on big
brown horses loomed above the pavements, the animals’
flanks gleaming with the sweat of the summer afternoon.
Someone had even lent their sheepdog as a mascot, to go
with the boys to France.

It was a circus, a chaos.
Bo had brought the moon with her, unwilling to leave it

unsupervised. It was deep inside her pinafore pocket. She
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kept reaching in to check it was still there.

‘Godspeed!” the people cried.

‘God save the King!” said others.

Suddenly the hairs on the back of her neck lifted, as if
someone were watching her. She whipped her head, but
the crowd was a sea of faces, none of them looking at her.
Something wasn’t right. Nothing had been right since she
pulled the moon out of the mud that morning.

As the crowd jostled around them, Eddie tried to give
back Harry’s battered old football. ‘For practice,’ he explained,
looking up at him and holding the ball out to the older boy.
‘Afraid I've got too good for you, Harold.’

Harry laughed, ruffling Eddie’s hair. “You keep it, Spire.
Beat me when I'm back.’

Eddie clutched the football to his heart, as if it were a
golden orb.

Harry bent down and put his hand on Eddie’s shoulder.
“You look out for Bo, all right?’

Eddie nodded solemnly. Now it was Bo’s turn, and to
the last moment possible she clung to Harry — as if, by
holding him, he would never have to leave. Her brother
already seemed apart, wearing the stuffy, stiff fabric of a
soldier’s uniform, which scratched the skin of her cheek.

‘T have to join the others, Bow-bell,” Harry whispered,
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placing her down on the ground as if she weighed nothing.
He stooped to meet her eye. ‘T ain’t ever told you this. But
when you came along it was the best day of my life.’

Bo felt a great pain rising inside her. She wished she
could find the words to tell her brother what he meant to
her. But tears came instead. Angrily she batted them away.

‘It’s all right,” Harry said. He gave her another hug and
she buried her face in his shoulder. ‘You're very brave.’

‘Tain’t,” she whispered.

‘You are’

Gently Harry pulled away from her and looked into her
face. ‘Don’t let that Gilbert Farthing give you a bad price
for that jewel. Don't sell it for anything less than five
pounds, Bo. That’s what I reckon. And tell him I'll be back
to check he’s treated you fair.’

Bo swallowed, thinking of the river whispering to her, of
the room with the crackling fire. ‘T will,” she said, feeling
guilty, knowing that this moon would never be for sale.

Naomi Delafort was looking at her son as if trying to
swallow him with her eyes.

‘We'll be waiting for you,’ she said. She put her hand on
her son’s cheek and held it still.

It was time. Harry moved into the line of soldiers and

the march began. The crowd surged. Bo quickly lost sight of
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her brother, and something snapped inside her. She broke
away from the others, desperate to see him again.

‘Bo! cried Eddie. “‘Where are you goin’? You can’t—!'
But Bo kept on, slipping between the crowd towards the
soldiers.

‘Keep back, girl"” said a burly-looking man. ‘Or d’you
wanna get conscripted too?’

The others around him laughed, and Bo scowled. The
line of soldiers was moving in a fast, relentless rhythm, and
she skirted the line of shops that ran parallel to the march.
She’d run with Harry to Waterloo, if she had to.

What happened next came quicker than Bo was ready
for. Someone with an iron grip seized the top of her arm,
yanking her into the shadows of an alley.

‘Oi!" she said, gasping with pain and surprise. “What
d’you think you’re doin’?’

The man before her was in his late thirties, as tall and
broad as a prizefighter, and dressed in a brown suit that her
mother would have marvelled at for the fineness of its cut.
But despite its quality, Bo noticed it was worn out at the
edges. The sky-blue silk tie at his neck was faded, and so
was the whiteness of his shirt. His fine moustache was
pomaded in place to the last brilliant strand, streaks of silver

among the black. And beneath the brim of his bowler hat,
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piercing her with a stare, was a pair of sinister emerald eyes.

Bo wriggled from his grip and turned to run — she had to
follow Harry! — but from out of nowhere, the man swished
a shiny black cane, barring her way. Its silver tip rested on
the brickwork by her head.

Bo was trapped.

‘I wouldn’t run if I were you,” he said. ‘You and I must
speak.’

He had a voice of nannies and nurseries, taps for hot
baths and shopping at Fortnum’s. The voice of a toff.

But a toff who sounded desperate.

Bo was angry. This man had no right wasting her time
like this. The sounds of the brass band and the soldiers’
stomping boots were beginning to feel far away. ‘Let me
pass,” she said.

‘It’s simple,” he replied. ‘Run, and I'll only find you
again. Or someone else will — and they won’t be as agree-
able as me.’

‘That’s hard to believe,” Bo said, scowling. ‘Who are
you?’

The man stared down at her, his eyes glittering. ‘I could
ask the same of you. Because you have something that
belongs to me.’

As the man let his cane drop, Bo caught the initials EM.

29



engraved upon the top. She stared up at him, defiant, her
mouth clamped shut. She had to get away from here, but at
the same time, she didn’t fancy her chances against that cane.

“Your brother’s gone to war, I take it,” the man went on,
inclining his head to the top of the alley. “There’ll be less
money coming in for your family. Then there’s the price of
beef, the mouths to feed—’

‘What's that to you?’ Bo snapped. She would never
catch up with Harry now.

‘New school term coming up too,” he said. ‘How’s your
mother going to pay for new boots?’

Bo thought about how much money her mum would
have spent on Harry’s farewell tea, how his departure was
going to make things even tighter than they had been. ‘Now
listen, mister—’

‘No, you listen. I'll give you a hundred pounds for what
you found this morning by Battersea Bridge.’

Bo froze. ‘What?

‘That’s a lot of money,” he went on.

‘I know it is,” she replied. ‘I ain’t stupid.’

‘All T want,” he said softly, ‘is that trinket in your pocket.’

‘I don’t know what you're talkin’ about.’

‘“You just said you weren’t stupid.” The man attempted

a thin smile. ‘And I know you have it. Think about what
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one hundred pounds could do.’

Bo swallowed. A hundred pounds. Forget a lifetime
supply of cocoa — you could buy a house with a hundred
pounds. It was exactly as Eddie had said — except instead of
three yachts to Monte Carlo, she could buy school boots
that actually fitted, and her mum wouldn’t look so worried
all the time. It was the most money Bo had ever been in
reach of in her life. A hundred pounds for the moon. It
would be a good ending.

And then she heard it again — the river’s voice, bubbling
up inside, the words rushing through her mind like an
ancient spring.

In the dark of the day, the Jewels show the way! it
whispered. Say no, Bo Delafort. Say no!

This time, Bo knew better than to speak back to the
river. She stared up at the toff. He hadn’t seemed to hear a
thing.

She put her hand in her pocket and gripped the moon
tight — waiting, hoping for the sky to go black, to feel like
she was flying. But again, nothing happened. There was
something she was missing about how the jewel worked,
and she needed to find out what it was.

‘Well?’ said the man impatiently. ‘Surely you agree to

my terms?’
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‘There’s a lot here that ain’t adding up,” Bo replied,
taking her hand out of her pocket as casually as she
could. ‘Because why are you slummin’ it down in Battersea,
mister — offerin’ a hundred quid for a trinket?’

He couldn’t mask his surprise. ‘I—'

‘And what kind of man thinks it’s acceptable to trap
a kid in an alley?’ she barrelled on. ‘The kind of man,
I reckon, who doesn’t want that kid to know his name.’
Bo folded her arms. ‘So I'm also askin’ myself why that
might be?’

He seemed to be losing his patience. His emerald eyes
narrowed. ‘Just do as I say,” he hissed.

‘No,” she hissed back. ‘It ain’t for sale.’

‘Guitersnipe!’ he spat. He sneered, baring his teeth. ‘You
don’t know what you're dealing with. Give me the Eclipsing
Moon!

‘The what?’ Bo said, drawing back her leg and kicking
him in the shin with all her might. ‘No!

The effort unbalanced her and, as she hit the ground,
the moon fell from her pocket, rolling down the cobbled
alley. For a split second, both of them stared at it, the man
with his cane still aloft, his fierce eyes transfixed.

They both lunged to grab it — but Bo was shorter and
nimbler and reached it first. She dodged, scrambling
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towards the light at the top of the alley, her blood singing,
her hair flying, knowing she had to get away as fast as she
could.

‘Bo?’ cried a voice. “What the hell’s goin’ on?’

It was Eddie. His eyes bulged as he saw Bo racing towards
him, the looming shadow of the man hot on her heels.

‘Eddie!” she yelled. ‘No time — we've got to run!’
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