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Critical acclaim for Godchildren

‘This is a highly entertaining, fast-moving book … I remained utterly gripped until the last ghastly turn of events … The story builds to a remarkable well-structured and choreographed climax. It cannot fail to be a bestseller’ Spectator

‘This big, pacy, ambitious and thoroughly entertaining book. Coleridge is brilliant on detail … he inspires the most gloriously waspish turns of phrase’ Daily Mail

‘Big and juicy, with a bold, schematic plot. With its beady eye for social nuance, virtuoso comedy and its peculiar brand of languid charm, this novel is as hard to resist as very superior chocolate. Once started, Godchildren has to be consumed at a single sitting’ Sunday Telegraph

‘Godchildren is a fast, funny, tinglingly pleasurable electric shock of a novel. Its characters convince, and its plot holds you tight until the last page. It also has a heart, and moves’ Daily Telegraph

‘Smart, well constructed and well written with a sharp satirical eye’ The Times

‘Godchildren is The Magus for our times … ambitious, with keen satire and pathos, in places quite heartbreaking’

Daily Express

‘Godchildren is a glorious Class A read. Marcus Brand uses his godchildren as a human laboratory for hundreds of pages of corrupt and loathsome machinations which make utterly compulsive reading. The devil gets all the best tunes; he gets the best books as well’ Big Issue

‘Godchildren carries you on a roller-coaster of a ride so compelling that, despite the increasing darkness of the story, you are unable to get off’ Mail on Sunday

‘There are moments of real emotional force … which brought real salt tears to my eye’ Evening Standard

‘Constructed like the Labyrinth at Knossos, this massive, addictive novel revisits English society over the last forty years. A mighty strong narrative thread leads the reader past the just-recognisable shades of wicked men and celebs into the light of the new century’ Harpers & Queen

‘With a wickedly deft touch, the author coherently portrays the aimlessness of a generation adrift between entitlement and irrelevance. Coleridge … paints a hilariously grim picture of an island muddling through change but somehow managing to remain exactly the same’ Vanity Fair

‘So riveting it’ll have you phoning in sick. Coleridge’s big, bold brick of a blockbuster is the perfect antidote to the current sombre mood and your passport outta here’

Glamour


To my own godchildren

– Helena Allan, Edie Campbell, Cara Delevingne, Ned Dahl Donovan, Ione Hunter Gordon, Willa Montagu Petty and Ewan Wotherspoon –


who luckily in no way resemble the godchildren in this story.
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Prologue: 4 January 2000


The great tycoon Marcus Brand, who was one telephone call away from bankruptcy, gave instructions that, when the call came, it should be patched through to the casita by the swimming pool. He would be practising yoga as usual, but could be interrupted.

Bartholomew, who had worked for Mr Brand for twenty-eight years, recognised the gravity of the situation, but continued to give instructions to the two Balinese houseboys laying the table for dinner on the terrace. Gilded wooden finger bowls and night-lights were put in front of each place setting, and the tablecloth strewn with frangipani blossoms. For the eighth consecutive evening, they would be twelve sitting down to eat. All of Marcus Brand’s godchildren were staying for the New Year holiday, most of their husbands and wives, and several small children.

From somewhere out in the bay came the chug-chug of an outboard and delighted screeches as the inflatable banana bounced across the tops of the waves. The Crieff children were enjoying themselves for once. Bartholomew privately regarded the three Crieff offspring as the most obnoxious and spoilt of Marcus’s godchildren’s children.

From the top terrace of the Nusa Dua beach house, with its teak and coconut-wood pavilion, you could see the whole compound and the ocean beyond with its pattern of small, wooded islands.

Saffron and her mother were sunbathing at opposite ends of the deck. After last night, everyone was feeling shifty and anxious to avoid their host. Bartholomew had noticed that Saffron had been tense ever since she’d arrived. The whole holiday, he reckoned, had not gone well, though why exactly he couldn’t say. Perhaps it had something to do with Mr Brand’s financial problems, though it was hard to believe these wouldn’t be resolved. According to Forbes, Marcus Brand was the twenty-seventh richest man in the world.

Down by the infinity pool, Stuart and Abigail were tapping away on their laptops. Bartholomew shrugged. They were supposed to be on vacation, but all over the property people were working. Ever since the financial markets had reopened after the long Millennium shutdown, Stuart had been hunched over his computer – trading stocks over the Internet, he said.

Bartholomew had first met Marcus’s godchildren as teenagers when they had come to stay at the old plantation house at Lyford Cay in the Bahamas. Looking at Stuart now, he couldn’t believe how much he had changed. Abigail too; she used to be so fat, but now look at her. All the godchildren had altered, not always for the better. Extraordinary to think they were in their forties now with families of their own, some of them.

Mary arrived on the terrace. The bedrooms at Nusa Dua were dotted throughout the grounds in cottages, each equipped with an electric golf cart for guests to drive themselves up to the main house for meals.

‘Hi, Bartholomew. Where is everyone?’

‘Mr Brand is doing his yoga. Some people’s down by the pool, some’s having a siesta. The children’s out on the banana boat. Jamie and Charlie are riding the jetskis.’

Mary was relieved Charlie Crieff wasn’t around. She tried to spend as little time as possible alone in his company. It must be twenty years now, but she still hadn’t forgiven him. Ever since they’d arrived in Bali, he had been insufferable, drinking too much and shouting at the children. There was no Miranda, of course, and the nanny he’d brought along in place of his ex-wife was worse than useless.

‘You like me to mix you a drink?’ asked Bartholomew. ‘Some fresh fruit punch is very nice.’

Of all the godchildren, Mary was the one he liked the best. She wasn’t beautiful like Saffron, but she was pretty and considerate, which couldn’t be said for all of them.

‘I’m fine, thanks,’ Mary replied. ‘Bartholomew, I ought to ring my poor old mother. She’s still not terribly well. Is anyone using the communications room?’

‘Mr Mathias is in there. He’s been shut inside all day, talking with banks, I don’t know exactly.’ The butler looked troubled.

Stuart, poolside, looked at his watch. New York would be opening in ninety minutes. The Brand Corporation stock price had already dropped by six dollars, or 17 per cent, in London. He couldn’t predict what would happen once Abigail’s explosive piece of news leaked out.

In the communications room – as Marcus’s office had come to be known, with its high-speed telephone and satellite links which circumvented the unreliable Balinese grid – Dick Mathias, his American attorney, was hooked up to the Otsuka Bank in Tokyo, attempting to persuade them to roll over the debt. Until recently, neither he nor Marcus had realised that his principal lenders had resold parcels of debt so widely. The Brand Corporation now had 123 different creditors all over the world. For three months, they had been shuttling between financial centres, attempting to charm and cajole officials at Credit Suisse, Banque Nationale de Paris, Bank of America, and dozens of smaller institutions in London, Israel, Zurich and around the Pacific Rim.

Nobody could charm a lender like Marcus. But now, the Otsuka Bank of Tokyo refused to be seduced. A small bank with a minute loan – a fifteen-million-dollar share of a larger facility – the Otsuka was refusing to roll over.

Dick was trying to persuade the bank’s chairman to talk to Marcus directly, but kept being referred to the chief loan officer. He didn’t want to put anyone as lowly as a loan officer through to Marcus, whose face had twice appeared on the cover of Fortune and who had been the subject of a special two-hour segment with Charlie Rose, but finally there was no alternative.

Mary drove in the golf buggy back to her bungalow where she’d left Clara sleeping. Even now Clara was sixteen, Mary still worried about leaving her daughter alone in the room, in case she woke up disorientated and did herself an injury. It had been a mistake bringing Clara to Bali, she thought. Seeing her with Marcus reawakened memories she’d tried to bury.

Jamie and Charlie were accelerating back across the bay on the jetskis. Jamie was playing the fool, cutting across Charlie’s wake, trying to nudge into him and causing him to swerve. His laughter echoed across the sea to the beach house, and even Charlie looked relaxed for once. Watching them from the swimming pool, Stuart thought Jamie still looked absurdly young for his age. He must be forty-three but, at this distance, could have passed for a student. Closer up, he looked more like his real age, of course, which was hardly surprising. Charlie, on the other hand, had aged noticeably in the last eighteen months under the strain of the divorce and all the rest of it.

The boatboys were waiting in the shallows to drag the jet-skis up on to the sand. Without bothering to acknowledge them, Charlie lumbered out of the sea. Looking around him, he could see no visible evidence of things falling apart: quite the reverse. They had flown out to Bali on a Brand Corporation jet as usual, there were hot and cold running servants and the sun was beating down on his back. The rumours, he was sure, were grossly exaggerated, put about by Marcus’s competitors. He certainly hoped so. As the favourite godson, he couldn’t afford for anything to go wrong.

Marcus’s astounding speech at dinner last night had all been totally unnecessary, of course, and had come straight out of left field. But Charlie reckoned it was a typical Marcus joke to wind them all up.

Dick Mathias put through the call to the casita. He heard it ring a couple of times, then Marcus picked up. ‘I’ve got Mr Choshoku, the Jap from Otsuka Bank. He still hasn’t committed to the package. It’s over to you now.’

Abigail tilted her laptop away from the sun’s glare. The email she’d just typed out was up on the screen. For a moment she let it sit there, unsent, half dreading and half exhilarated by what she was about to do. The message was addressed to a colleague in the Sotheby’s Client Relations department on York Avenue, but the Chief Executive, and probably the Chairman too, would be involved in taking the final decision. For something this sensitive, it would go all the way to the top.

She gazed out across the ocean, feeling treacherous. Why did she ever agree to come here, with all this going on? The timing was hideous.

Mary swung Clara up by her shoulders so she was upright on the edge of the bed and helped her on with her shirt. At least it took less time to get her dressed out here. In London, getting ready for a winter walk, it could take half an hour to struggle, limb by limb, into jackets, coats, scarves, gloves and shoes. Mary glanced at her watch. Dinner was not for another hour, but Marcus liked everyone to be up on the terrace in good time for drinks. These luxurious holidays were all very well, she thought, but they were hard work. Marcus expected everyone to be dressed up to the nines for dinner, relaxed and bathed and primed for intelligent conversation. Mary shook her head. It had been exactly the same for thirty-four years, except now she had a nearly-adult Clara to worry about too. And, after last night, she was dreading dinner in any case. How could they possibly face Marcus again after all that?

As usual, the first person to arrive on the terrace before dinner was Marcus’s wife. She checked that the champagne was the marque her husband had requested earlier in the day, and that the canapés prepared by the French chef were properly presented. Night-lights were already flickering prettily on the table, and joss-sticks had been placed before the Shiva in the gedong shrine.

Charlie strode on to the terrace wearing a blue blazer and white chinos, and ordered a large whisky on the rocks. He had had a couple already, from the mini-bar in his bungalow, and was consequently feeling more on his old form. His two elder children were occupied playing table football in the games room on the lower terrace, and Kosova the nanny could put them to bed on her own. She seemed to think Bali was meant to be a holiday for her too, which it damn’ well wasn’t considering what he was paying her to work over the Millennium.

Finding their hostess on the terrace, Charlie gave her a kiss on the cheek. He remained profoundly suspicious of her, but felt he had to keep in with her now, considering her change of status. He blamed this whole ridiculous New Age phase Marcus was going through – the yoga and obsession with ecology – on his godfather’s new wife. It was more than ridiculous actually, it was a positively sinister development.

Abigail and her husband appeared arm in arm, as they had done every evening since they’d arrived in Bali. Charlie had to admit Abby looked great these days. Whether it was the money, the job or the new love interest, or a combination of all three, he couldn’t work out. With her bobbed black hair, Donna Karan shift dress and pearl pashmina, she looked every inch the Manhattan executive. If you could only forget what a great fat lump she’d been at sixteen, she was almost fanciable. But she looked strained this evening, which was hardly surprising after last night.

Mary arrived with poor Clara, who Charlie strongly hoped he wouldn’t be placed next to again at dinner. Frankly, he didn’t see why Clara had to eat with them at all. He could tell Marcus was irritated by it too. Perhaps he should say something.

The Balinese houseboys were circulating with trays of Thai canapés. Charlie took a deep-fried prawn and dunked it in the bowl of soy. Looking round at the rest of the party, he wasn’t sure who he wanted to be put next to. Almost everybody, in their different ways, annoyed or depressed him, Stuart most of all.

There was still no sign of Marcus. Charlie saw Mrs Brand walk over to the pergola and press a number on the house telephone. Getting no reply, she told one of the houseboys to delay dinner for another fifteen minutes. Dick Mathias, cradling a martini, said something to her, and she shrugged.

Stuart, having bitten the bullet, felt unnaturally calm. Events would now run their course. He had no doubt his decision had been the right one, it would have been irresponsible to have done anything else. He kept expecting Marcus to appear on the terrace. Stuart hadn’t seen him all day, not since last night’s great confrontation. He must know by now, he guessed, about everything. Marcus had always been the best informed. It was one of his unique strengths as a businessman.

‘I think we had better sit down and eat,’ Mrs Brand said. ‘I can’t think what’s happened to Marcus. He must be tied up on a call.’ She seemed uptight, Stuart noticed, which figured. He couldn’t tell whether she was mad at Marcus for being late or still resentful of his remarks last night.

All the godchildren, looking back on that fateful dinner, remembered it in the same way: the vacant wooden throne at the head of the table, the huge array of wine glasses and water glasses that were always a feature of dining at any of Marcus’s houses, the sense of expectation and dread that hung over them like a cloud of mustard gas. The prospect of his imminent arrival inhibited conversation. Jamie later described it as, ‘One of the most fucking tedious dinners of all time. I’m not remotely surprised Marcus decided to take a rain check.’

The plates were being cleared for the Thai green curry when they became aware of a commotion down below on the beach. The armed security guards who patrolled the compound at night were jabbering to each other in high, excitable voices. A few minutes later, two of them appeared on the terrace followed by Bartholomew, already apologising for the intrusion.

One of the jetskis, they reported, had disappeared from the beach. There were tracks where it had been dragged across the sand into the sea. For the briefest of moments, Abby caught Stuart’s eye before looking hurriedly away.

‘Probably a thief came in round the point,’ he suggested. ‘Maybe some of us should take a look round.’

‘Someone should tell Marcus, too,’ said Mary.



Part One






1: July, 1966


‘You are not going to believe what’s turned up in this morning’s post,’ said Lady Crieff to her husband in the breakfast room at Ardnessaig House. ‘I must say, I do call it a nerve.’

Alistair Crieff, who was known throughout Angus for the elegance of his calves in canary-yellow shooting stockings, was frowning over an item in the Dundee Courier. The new socialist Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, was threatening to introduce a wealth tax, which would oblige the Crieffs to estimate the value of their pair of Landseers and the small Lely in their bedroom, and pay a proportion of their value every year to the Exchequer.

‘An invitation for Charlie to stay in the South of France,’ said Verena sharply. ‘When I tell you who it’s from, you’re going to be horrified … Marcus Brand.’

‘Marcus? Good heavens, we haven’t heard a squeak out of him for five years.’

‘Longer. Not since Charlie’s christening. That was the last time he was up. Of course nobody realised what he’d been up to then, or we’d never have asked him at all.’

‘And he’s asked Charlie to stay in France? Why the devil has he done that?’

‘I’ll read you what he says,’ said Verena. ‘The letter’s written on his office writing paper, which is typical. A not very nice address in Broad Street. ‘ ‘‘My dear Verena, I haven’t seen you for far too long’’ – I should think not – ‘‘nor, I’m sorry to say, have I seen Charles since his christening eight years ago and I feel it’s time I started to get to know my godson’’ – well, I call that presumptuous, considering what happened – ‘‘so I have decided to invite my six godchildren to the South of France for the third week in August, where I have recently bought a villa on Cap Ferrat.’’ Oh, yes, with poor Lucy’s money, no doubt! ‘‘I have engaged a couple of maids to help look after them all, so I can assure you the children will be well cared for. If you feel able to part with Charles for that week, I will send his aeroplane ticket for Nice which I will, of course, provide.’’ ’

Verena Crieff emitted a sharp little cough of disapproval. ‘The sheer cheek of the man astonishes one. Wait until I tell the Macphersons … Hector told me that if he ever set eyes on Marcus again, he couldn’t be held accountable for his actions. They’ve never got over it – Lucy was always the favourite – though they have to accept some of the blame themselves. They never should have allowed her to marry someone like Marcus. I mean, nobody knew the first thing about him. Such a frightful fellow, as I said right from the beginning. Didn’t I say so?’

‘You never were quite sure about him,’ agreed Lord Crieff, as he invariably did agree with any statement made by his forceful, dogmatic wife. ‘But we did ask him to be one of Charlie’s godfathers, so we must have liked him at the time.’

‘Nonsense! We merely asked him to stand in for Lucy. It was Lucy we wanted, not Marcus. Lucy we all loved. The christening was only a week after that ghastly motor accident. Marcus was still up here, and after all, nobody had the slightest idea then about his awful fiddles.’

‘I wonder what Marcus is up to now? He always was a clever fellow.’

‘Too clever by half, that was his trouble. Imagine using Lucy’s money for his business deals. Macpherson family money! It would be like you using Arbroath money.’ Verena Crieff invariably invoked her own side of the family when she wished to imply great wealth and grandeur. ‘Hector got to the bottom of it all eventually, but he could never retrieve the missing money. How could Lucy have left it all to Marcus? I thought that’s what trusts were for, to prevent capital from leaving the family.’

Nothing aroused greater outrage in Lady Crieff, as the elder daughter of the youngest sister of the 13th Earl of Arbroath, than the thought of inherited money passing into the hands of outsiders.

‘Do we know whether Marcus ever remarried?’ asked Alistair.

‘I wouldn’t put it past him. I was never convinced he was all that faithful to Lucy while she was alive, if you really want to know. Now he’s got his hands on her money, he’s probably shacked up with some brassy little piece of work. The Macphersons couldn’t bear him. He used to give Lucy the most awful common jewellery, which he bought somewhere in London.’

‘What will you do about the invitation?’ asked Alistair.

‘I shall refuse it, of course. It would be highly unsuitable. We’re never going to see Marcus Brand again, nobody is, so there’s no point encouraging him.’

There was the sound of subdued voices on the staircase, and the despotic figure of Nanny Arbroath appeared at the dining-room door trailed by Charlie and his elder sisters, Mary Jane and Annabel.

‘Good morning, Nanny,’ said Alistair. ‘All had your breakfast already upstairs, have you?’

‘Yes, thank you, Lord Crieff,’ replied Nanny Arbroath in her severe Peebleshire accent. ‘I’m taking the children for a walk up to the end of the drive to see if the men have made any progress with that gate. Come along now, Charlie, don’t put your hands on that table, I’ve told you I don’t know how many times. And you can wipe that smile off your face too, Annabel. If there’s anything to smile about, I’d be the one to know about it – not you.’

At the age of forty-four, Nanny Arbroath, who was always known by the surname of the grandest of three families whose offspring she had systematically terrorised, was at the height of her intimidatory powers. Physically rather a small woman – her height augmented by the two-inch lifts in her black walking shoes – with close-cropped black hair, she had an ability to inspire obedience in her employers and charges alike. Never known to take a day off in the twenty-eight years since she’d entered service as a nursery maid, she admitted to no family of her own. Too conscious of her status in the hierarchy of life to fraternise with the other servants, she spent her evenings alone in the day nursery surreptitiously tippling sweet liqueurs. As she endlessly reminded the Crieff children, she had accepted the position at Ardnessaig House with considerable misgivings, finding it a comedown after Arbroath Castle. Alistair Crieff did his best never to be trapped in the same room as Nanny Arbroath from one month to the next, with the consequence that he scarcely saw his children. Even Verena Crieff had to remind herself of her own well-mapped lineage before broaching any subject liable to inconvenience her children’s keeper.

Charlie Crieff, gangly and curly haired, slunk across to the mahogany sideboard. There, under the guise of inspecting the stuffed stag trophies which punctuated the walls of the dining room, he dug his fingers into a jar of marmalade and thrust them into his mouth.

Nanny Arbroath was reminding Lord Crieff that when she’d been at Arbroath Castle she’d had not one but two nursery maids working under her. ‘And neither one of them ever took a single day off, that was something I was always most particular about.’

Charlie’s hand edged towards a cut-crystal pot of honey. It stood, along with the marmalade and jams, on a round silver tray, covered by a linen napkin. A horn spoon, its handle engraved with the Crieff crest, had all but submerged itself in the honey.

He glanced round to see if he was being observed, and sunk his fingers into the pot.

‘Charlie’s stealing honey!’ Mary Jane’s tell-tale voice sang out. ‘Look, everyone, his fingers are in the honey.’

Nanny Arbroath, darting with the quickness of a cobra, caught Charlie a sharp slap across the back of his legs.

Jumping back to avoid her, and trailing honey across the mahogany surface from his fingertips, Charlie knocked over a large silver-plated capercaillie which stood, tail feathers displayed, on the sideboard. The hideous table-centre toppled forwards, its silver beak gouging into the polished wood while its clawed feet left skidmarks an inch long.

‘Charles, you will go straight up to your bedroom and stay there,’ snapped Verena Crieff. ‘And you will not come out again until breakfast time tomorrow morning.’

Charlie shot out of the dining room before anything worse should happen, leaving Mary Jane smirking sanctimoniously behind him – he hated Mary Jane – and Nanny Arbroath huffing and puffing and declaring that she’d never come across a more troublesome child in all her born days. Only his father, who dared say nothing, and Annabel, who loved her little brother dearly, had any sympathy for Charlie.

After the fuss had died down, and the girls set off on their walk up the drive, Verena Crieff said, ‘I really don’t know how we’re going to get through these summer holidays with Charlie behaving as he is.’

‘Oh, he’s all right,’ Alistair replied. ‘He’s no worse than any other boy of his age.’

‘It wouldn’t surprise me if Nanny handed in her notice. She’s at the end of her tether.’

‘Why not send him to France then? That’d give us all a break.’

‘To Marcus Brand?’

‘Seems a God-given opportunity. Get him out of our hair for a week.’

‘But Marcus is such a ghastly man. I couldn’t bear to be beholden to him.’

‘We wouldn’t be. We need never see him at all.’

Verena considered the matter. ‘It would free up Charlie’s bedroom. We’ve asked far too many people to shoot that week. I’ve been having sleepless nights worrying where we’re going to put them all.’

‘That’s settled then. Fire off a letter to Marcus and tell him his godson can’t wait. It’ll be a nasty shock for Marcus once Charlie gets there, but that’s his look-out.’

‘Just so long as the Macphersons never find out,’ said Verena. ‘We mustn’t breathe a word. They’d see it as treachery.’

Saffron Weaver crept downstairs to the kitchen of her mother’s house in World’s End and opened the Electrolux fridge. Inside she found a saucer of lemon slices, a bottle of Polish vodka, an open bottle of white wine, a mug half-full of black olives and a bottle of milk. Carefully removing the milk without spilling any, she carried it over to the table. Her bare feet felt cold on the kitchen lino. Then she fetched the cornflakes from the cupboard, tipped some into her bowl and poured the milk on top. She did everything as quietly as possible – hardly daring to place the milk bottle down on the table – so as not to disturb Amaryllis and Trev who were asleep upstairs.

It had never occurred to Saffron that she shouldn’t get her own breakfast. No one else had ever offered; no one had ever been around. In her eight-and-a-quarter years, she had seldom seen a grown-up before lunchtime. At weekends, Amaryllis – which was what Saffron called her mother – never got out of bed until three or four o’clock. Even when her dad was still around, nobody had surfaced before lunchtime.

When she’d finished her cereal she carried the bowl over to the sink and went upstairs to get dressed. One of the best things about Saturday mornings was deciding what clothes to wear. Saffron liked trying things on. With her pale blonde hair and enormous blue eyes, she resembled the heroine of a Grimms’ fairy story, Gretel or a neglected Goldilocks. Sometimes, in the hours and hours before anyone else got up, she liked to see what she looked like with Amaryllis’s scarves wound round her head or her waist; and sometimes she tested out her mother’s lipstick and kohl-stick too.

Another thing she did on Saturday mornings was colouring. She liked to do pictures for Amaryllis to put up in the kitchen. Today Saffron drew a picture of her mother and Trev asleep in bed, Trev with a hairy face and all his cameras over the floor. When she did her best colouring she screwed up her face and clenched her tongue between her teeth, she was concentrating so hard. Trev always said, ‘Take care, angel, or you’ll bite it right off one day.’

At nine o’clock the postman delivered some letters, and a few hours after that Trev came down to look for his cigarettes.

‘Seen my fags anywhere, doll? It’s no good all this, you know, I’m gasping.’ Amaryllis and Trev had been together since Christmas, and if they got married Saffron was going to be a bridesmaid.

Around two o’clock Amaryllis appeared in the kitchen in her black transparent kaftan. Saffron thought her mother was beautiful, just as pretty as Twiggy who got all the best work. Amaryllis had already been in Nova and been called in for a look-see by Queen. Trev was helping her get together a portfolio.

‘Be a kind girl and fetch me a black coffee, won’t you?’ croaked Amaryllis, sitting down at the kitchen table. ‘I don’t know what time it was we got in last night …’

Saffron made a coffee and carried it to her mother, along with the picture she’d drawn.

‘Is that meant to be me and Trev? There we are, look, Trev and his scratchy face and me looking like death warmed up. That’s really nice, Saffron. Did you do it all by yourself?’

They could hear Trev moving about upstairs, searching for his clothes amidst the debris of the bedroom. To find anything in that house you had to act like a rag picker, sifting through the shallow mounds of old frocks, scarves and kaftans.

‘You will be all right on your own if Trev and I go out for a couple of hours?’ said Amaryllis. ‘He wants me to meet this creative director of an ad agency.’

Although Amaryllis loved her daughter, she was conscious that eight-year-old Saffron was a bit of a giveaway about her own age. She had lopped several years off when she’d told Trev she was twenty, and fortunately he hadn’t puzzled it out yet. But having Saffron around her neck could be a drag at times.

Amaryllis gathered up the post and idly examined the envelopes. She was half expecting one from her ex-husband in Limerick, with money inside for Saffron’s maintenance, but – no surprise – it hadn’t come. Billy was hopeless.

The bills she didn’t bother with, but there was one interesting-looking letter with writing she dimly recognised.

‘Saffron, come and look at this,’ she said when she’d opened it. ‘You remember your godfather Marcus?’

Saffron shook her head.

‘You haven’t seen him since your christening, so I suppose you wouldn’t. Anyhow, he’s invited you down to the South of France.’

For Saffron, whose horizons had hitherto extended no further than Edith Grove in Chelsea, the words ‘South of France’ conjured up almost nothing. But for Amaryllis, they encapsulated everything glamorous and desirable. ‘What a jammy invite,’ she said. ‘You’ll probably get to visit St Tropez.’

It was strange seeing Marcus’s handwriting. He’d been more of a friend of Billy’s originally, that was how they’d first met. And, for a while, he’d been a big thing in their lives. Amaryllis wondered how he was getting on. Judging by his notepaper, he was doing very nicely, thank you. Not that there had ever been much doubt about that where Marcus was concerned.

Trev appeared in the kitchen in tight black hipsters, holding a motorcycle helmet. ‘We ought to hit the road, angel. I told Davey we’d meet at the Goat in Boots.’

‘Saffron’s going to the South of France,’ said Amaryllis. ‘Her godfather Marcus has asked her down to his pad in August.’

‘That’s great, baby. We can get away somewhere ourselves without the kid, just you and me together.’

Belinda Merrett heard the post drop on to the doormat at Fircones while she was preparing nine o’clock breakfast for her husband and their daughter Mary. On weekdays, Belinda liked to provide Derek with a proper cooked breakfast before he ventured off to the railway station; then she’d go back to bed for fifteen glorious minutes with a cup of tea and the newspaper, before getting Mary dressed and ready for school. But on Saturdays they all enjoyed a bit of a lie-in, and breakfast wasn’t until nine o’clock. This gave them just enough time to get organised before running Mary up to Miss Green’s livery stables for her Saturday morning riding lesson.

The moment Belinda read the letter, standing in the kitchen waiting for the kettle to boil, she ran upstairs to tell Derek. He was wet-shaving in front of the bathroom mirror, which he still preferred to the new electric jobs that were coming on to the market.

‘Derek, you’ll never guess! Mary’s been invited to the South of France by Marcus Brand. He’s asking all his godchildren to stay.’

‘Good Lord. Well, I never. How absolutely wonderful.’ Derek felt, at that moment, an extraordinary surge of pride. His daughter had been asked to stay by Marcus Brand. He rinsed the shaving cream off his chin and quickly read the letter. Then he read it a second time, taking in every detail. Marcus’s company writing paper was considerably thicker than his own, he noticed, despite their working for the same firm. Chairman’s privilege.

‘I wasn’t even aware Marcus owned a place in France,’ he admitted to his wife. ‘Knowing him, I bet it’s one hell of a set-up.’

The more Derek thought about it, the happier he became. It really was the most unexpected, incredibly generous thing for Marcus to suggest. And, in a way, it vindicated their choice of him as a godfather. Recently, the Merretts had felt almost uncomfortable about having Derek’s boss in that role, but, as they reminded themselves, they had selected him long before he’d become so successful. At the time when Mary was born Marcus and Derek had actually shared the same office, with four desks in it, and the whole firm hadn’t employed more than twenty people altogether. When you told people that today, they didn’t believe you.

As the company diversified, Derek had seen much less of his old friend. Months would pass and their paths hardly crossed. Marcus and the directors were on a whole separate floor and, from what you heard, were up to all kinds of tricks. Shipping and property were only a small part now, apparently.

But this invitation to Mary proved that old friendships still counted for something. If truth be told, Marcus hadn’t always been the most attentive godfather, from the point of view of sending Christmas and birthday presents, which was hardly surprising when you considered how busy he was. But he’d more than made up for that now. A week in the South of France!

‘Do you think we should allow her to go?’ asked Belinda. ‘She is really rather young to go off on her own.’

Derek frowned. In his elation at the invitation, he’d never considered the possibility of refusing. And, of course, Belinda had a point, Mary was very young. Had it been anybody else inviting his daughter to go abroad with them, Derek would have said no. Only a few weeks ago, Mary had been asked to sleep over with her best friend Sarah and, having given the matter a lot of thought, the Merretts had decided it would be best to wait until after her tenth birthday.

‘Marcus does say he’ll have people to look after them all.’

‘It’s not the same,’ said Belinda. ‘Mary’s never spent a single night away from home. And remember how shy she is with people she doesn’t know.’

‘It could be good for her, mixing with youngsters her own age.’

‘I’m sure she’ll have other opportunities. Eight isn’t very grown-up, it worries me.’

But Derek had set his heart on Mary going. He wanted her to go for her own sake, because she ought to know her godfather. And he wanted her to go for his sake too. Lately he had felt the distance between himself and his boss. It now seemed barely credible that, only eight years ago, they’d sometimes enjoyed a glass of beer together at the end of the working day, at the Ship’s Compass in Minster Lane. He’d like to have a channel to Marcus again.

During the course of this conversation, Mary arrived at the breakfast table, dressed in jodhpurs and a tweed hacking jacket, where she unobtrusively ate a boiled egg. Her clean black hair was pushed back from her forehead by a navy blue hairband. It did not occur to either of her parents to elicit Mary’s own wishes on the subject of the invitation to Cap Ferrat, because the decision would naturally be taken by themselves. At this time, in a town like Dorking in the heart of the commuter belt, few happy families would have reacted differently.

After breakfast, Derek drove his daughter up to the old Godalming Road where the livery stables were situated. For every little girl within a radius of five miles, a Saturday morning hack with Miss Green was an institution, and – it must be admitted – a mark of status for their parents. Already a small crowd of fathers was congregating in the concrete yard, watching the girl grooms saddle up the ponies and adjust the girths and shorten or lengthen the stirrups, while their daughters in jodhpurs with elastic beneath the heels patted the sleepy old nags.

Taking Mary by the hand, Derek loped over to the stables. A tall man in a navy blue blazer with brass buttons, he already walked with a slight stoop and wore a permanent expression of anxious self-effacement.

‘Morning, Dudley,’ he eagerly greeted his train friend from the 7.53 to Waterloo. ‘Everything all right?’

As they leaned together against the iron fence, Derek found himself telling Dudley Mount-Jones about Mary’s invitation from Marcus Brand, and how Belinda and he were in two minds about letting her go.

‘I say, we are moving in rarefied circles these days,’ said Dudley. ‘Marcus Brand’s villa in the South of France, no less.’

‘He’s a very old friend,’ explained Derek. ‘We used to share an office together. So one doesn’t think of him as anything very special.’

‘Well, he’s certainly making a name for himself. They say he’s buying Pettifer & Drew next.’

Derek, who had heard nothing of any scheme to take over that well-established firm of stockbrokers, made a noncommittal blowing sound, meant to imply that he couldn’t possibly comment.

Belinda Merrett, meanwhile, had nipped down to the shops to buy an Arctic Roll for pudding. While queuing up to pay in the Post Office and General Stores, she bumped into Mary’s school friend Sarah and her mother, Ann Whitley. She soon found herself confiding in Ann about Mary’s exciting invitation and asking her honest opinion on whether or not they should allow Mary to go.

Ann Whitley, remembering how strict the Merretts had been when they’d suggested the sleep over, said that she reckoned Mary was still on the young side for unaccompanied foreign travel.

‘Well, Marcus did say there’d be proper help to take care of them all,’ said Belinda, almost beseechingly. ‘They would be supervised.’

‘I suppose it partly depends on how well Mary knows her godfather,’ said Mrs Whitley.

‘He is rather a special person,’ replied Belinda. ‘He’s the chairman of Derek’s company, you know, and a very longstanding family friend. He’s a charming man and doing awfully well for the firm. He’s really got it going, Derek says.’

Belinda found that, in the course of discussing the invitation with her neighbours, she became less opposed to the idea herself. In fact she was inclined to interpret any objections they might put forward as signs of jealousy. She was certain that Sarah Whitley’s godparents included no one half so prominent as Marcus Brand, with a villa in Cap Ferrat. Outside the bakery, she told Meryl Dunn she felt sure Mary would derive benefit from a trip to France, and that it would be an education for her to experience foreign food. ‘One could become awfully insular if one never left Surrey.’ She said much the same to Jennifer Jones, when she found her collecting for the lifeboats on the corner of Market Street, and to Mrs Dodd-Harvey whose husband Gerald was a governor of Mary’s school.

Over lunch, when the Merretts talked of little else, Belinda began to feel that her original misgivings had been unjustified. And by the time Derek returned home from his regular Saturday afternoon golf game, the matter was decided.

When the invitation had arrived that same morning at the Boltons’ flat in a Smethwick terrace, it was conspicuous as the only item of post. Jean Bolton was making her son Stuart his proper Saturday morning fry-up, which was something he looked forward to; on weekdays there was never an opportunity because of Jean’s job.

‘Now whoever can this be, writing to us from London?’ she asked. Rhetorical questions played a large part in Jean Bolton’s conversation. She felt it was good for Stuart to be enveloped by chatter. As an only child without a father, she didn’t want him to grow up in a silent home.

‘Goodness me! I can’t believe it.’ After eight years, she thought she had come to terms with everything that had happened, but the letter still made her uncomfortable. Even the way Marcus Brand put things, the phrases he used, his almost illegible, impatient signature, brought it all back.

‘Who’s it from, Mum?’ asked Stuart. ‘We haven’t won the Premium Bonds, have we?’

‘No, love. It’s from your dad’s old boss, Mr Brand. The man he used to drive for.’

‘Aw, that’s unfair! I hoped we’d won a million pounds or something. Then we could buy a television.’

‘Eat up your breakfast, love. I’m reading.’

Jean found the invitation a bolt from the blue. It was the last thing she’d ever have expected. She regarded that period of her life as utterly closed; associated it only with tragedy. She could never forgive Marcus Brand, though she accepted he’d been generous financially. But every decision she’d made since Ron’s death – the move to Birmingham to be near to good schools, her part-time jobs at the solicitor’s and with the cleaning contractors – had been taken to draw a line under the episode.

She had almost forgotten that Mr Brand had insisted on becoming Stuart’s godparent. It had been his idea and, in the aftermath of the terrible crash, with Ron dead and Mrs Brand first in intensive care and later dying herself, Marcus had taken over.

‘You have my word, I’ll always see Stuart’s all right,’ Marcus had declared when he came round to the cottage that afternoon with his lawyer, Mr Mathias. ‘Your husband demonstrated personal loyalty to me, and I always reciprocate.’ Then he had appointed himself Stuart’s godfather, though she never did get round to having him baptised.

For eight years they’d heard nothing, though the money had arrived at the bank like clockwork. And now this.

‘You’ve been reading that letter for hours,’ Stuart said. ‘What’s so interesting?’

Jean looked at her son. Sometimes she thought he seemed much younger than eight – Stuart was the smallest lad in his class, though he ate like a horse. His short brown hair was cut in a lopsided pudding-bowl fringe and his new wire-framed glasses gave him a bug-eyed, studious air.

‘As a matter of fact, it’s to do with you.’ A part of Jean was reluctant to tell Stuart about the invitation, but it didn’t seem right to keep it from him, so she read out the letter, explaining as she went along. ‘The South of France is very, very hot in August, and everyone has a sleep in the afternoon called a siesta because you can’t go outside.’ She had no intention of allowing him to go, but to suppress Marcus’s letter would have gone against the truthfulness she promoted in her small family.

When she’d finished, Stuart said, ‘Wow, great! Flying in an aeroplane. When am I going, Mum?’

Jean hadn’t expected this reaction at all. Normally Stuart’s shyness would have made him instantly apprehensive. It took all her ingenuity to coax him to kick a football around with the other boys in the park.

‘I’m sure you wouldn’t want to go to France all by yourself.’

‘Please, Mum. Please. I really do want to. I haven’t even been in an aeroplane one time. I could see the cockpit. They have machine guns and everything, and you shoot down enemy aircraft when they attack.’

‘Remember how much you hate going to swimming club,’ said his mother doubtfully.

‘That’s only because of Mr Tandy. He ducks people underwater.’

‘And it would be far too expensive going to France.’

‘No, it wouldn’t. My godfather’s going to pay for it. It says in the letter you get sent your ticket for the aeroplane. You’ve got to let me go, Mum, you’ve got to. You know Danny at school – Mick’s brother Danny? He’s been in an aeroplane. His dad took him to an airshow.’

On Sunday evening, with a heavy heart because she felt that no good could come of it, Jean Bolton picked up her fountain pen and wrote a letter to the man she privately knew had caused her husband’s death.

At the Belgrave Row end of South Eaton Place there is a tall stucco mansion with an extra storey. The houses in the rest of the street all have five floors with basement included but this particular building has a penthouse plonked on to the roof, with incongruous plate-glass patio windows. Anybody noticing it today invariably comments, ‘Unbelievable. I wonder how they ever got that past the planners.’

The eyesore was, in fact, the sixties brainchild of the commercial property developer Michael Temple, and was subsequently the focus of an internal inquiry within Westminster planning department. Nothing conclusive was ever proved, though at least two officials were quietly transferred to other duties. Michael Temple continued to occupy the house until the late seventies, and many of his most notorious development schemes, including the rebuilding of large tracts of Holborn, Kingsway and central Birmingham, were first conceived in his ornately corniced study in Belgravia.

At the time in question, Michael was still married to his first wife, Margaret, and South Eaton Place was home to their eight-year-old son Jamie and his three-year-old sister Lucinda. That morning, as he studied Marcus’s letter over the breakfast table, Michael wanted to know just one thing: why?

‘Why would Marcus Brand want to invite a bunch of screaming kids down to the Côte d’Azur?’ he demanded of his wife. ‘I don’t get it. He’s absolutely loaded, beautiful women crawling all over him. Come on, Margaret, what’s he up to? What’s his motive?’

Margaret Temple was peeling an apple and trying to remember what time Peter Jones opened on Saturday mornings. If it was nine o’clock, she’d have time to nip into the electrical department on her way to Herme`s on the corner of Cadogan Street, before taking a taxi down to Casa Pupo to look at lamps.

‘Who are his other godchildren anyway?’ Michael said. ‘It could be he’s trying to get to the parents through the kids.’

‘I couldn’t tell you, Michael. I haven’t the faintest idea who they are.’ Sometimes her husband’s conspiracy theories got on her nerves. Because he was involved in so many scams himself, he automatically suspected everyone else of having a similar agenda.

‘Think about it,’ Michael was saying. ‘In ten years that company’s grown out of all recognition. They say he cleared half a million from the Montpelier Mansions development alone. And he picked up those leases in Bayswater for a song. He must have several hundred people working for him now, all told. So, I ask myself, what’s his game with these godchildren?’

‘Perhaps he simply wants to get to know them, like he says in his letter,’ suggested Margaret.

Michael Temple snorted with ironic laughter. He was an enormous man, handsome in a thickset way, with a full head of black hair of which he was very proud, and which he had trimmed and friction-rubbed once a fortnight by George at Trufit & Hill. For his shirts, which were made by Turnbull & Asser, he favoured stripes as wide and bold as a zebra’s. His collar and sleeve measurements were known the length and breadth of Jermyn Street.

‘Marcus Brand – wanting to get to know a bunch of children! Last time I saw him, which was three weeks ago in the Members’ enclosure at Royal Ascot, he was escorting a young lady who looked suspiciously like a Playboy bunny. I don’t see children as his milieu at all.’

‘Why not ask him?’ said Margaret. ‘He’s probably just being kind – but ask him if you’re that interested.’

‘I couldn’t do that, he’d think I was checking up on him.’ Michael coated another slice of toast with lime marmalade. ‘One thing though,’ he said, ‘it’s a bit off colour, Marcus inviting Jamie down to France without us. I’ve heard this new place of his is a serious set-up. Used to belong to some French count. Marcus paid an arm and a leg, he’s bought all the original furniture, the whole bang-shooting match.’

‘Perhaps he’ll ask us another time,’ said Margaret vaguely. She was thinking: Should I buy the scarf with the stirrups and bridles all over it, or the nautical print with the flags and anchors?

‘It’s a bit rich, when you think about it. We’re the ones who are meant to be Marcus’s great friends, not Jamie. We’re the ones who invited him to be our son’s godfather. And now he goes and buys this ruddy great property on Cap Ferrat and doesn’t even ask us down to see it.’

‘I’m sure Jamie will have a lovely time.’

‘I’m quite sure Jamie will. It’s not Jamie I’m worried about. I’ve a good mind to fly down to Nice myself, just to see what Marcus is up to.’

It took a further week for Abigail’s invitation to cross the Atlantic and arrive at the Schwartzman residence in Franklin Lakes, New Jersey. Zubin Schwartzman had set off for Manhattan long before the post was delivered, so it wasn’t until that evening that he and his wife Harriet had a chance to consider it.

It was the Schwartzmans’ habit, on the evenings when Zubin didn’t have to stay over in the city for one business engagement or another, or when Harriet wasn’t driven in to join him at some function involving wives, to sit together in the den overlooking the lawn and discuss the events of the day. There, surrounded by their collection of decorative French furniture, and with the Fragonard of the young woman with a porcelain complexion prominently displayed above the fireplace, they liked to have their daughter brought down to them to say goodnight. Carmelita Hernandez, the Dominican maid who acted as Abigail’s nanny, would dress the little girl up in one of her best party frocks, fasten the clasp of the little diamond-encrusted necklace around her neck, tie the gold moiré bows into her hair, take her downstairs to the door of the study and usher her across the threshold with a Hispanic word of encouragement and a gentle push.

‘Hey, if it isn’t my little princess,’ exclaimed Zubin that evening, as he exclaimed every evening when Abigail was brought to him. ‘Come over here, Princess, and give your daddy a big hug. He’s missed you.’

Abigail hovered in the doorway, suddenly overwhelmed by the sight of her powerful father with his arms outstretched, a tumbler of bourbon in one hand.

‘Go on, Abigail. Greet your father like he’s told you to.’ Harriet Schwartzman, with her remorseless impetus for self-improvement, had no tolerance for shyness or self-consciousness.

‘There, that’s better,’ said Zubin, enveloping his daughter in a bear-hug. ‘Now, you tell your daddy everything you’ve been doing today, while he was working in his office.’

Abigail glanced over at her mother, as if to ask ‘Should I tell him?’

Mrs Schwartzman nodded. She was a tiny creature, a birdlike size six, perched on the velour chaise in one of the little black cocktail dresses she had made for her in Paris. Her feet, encased in their gold court shoes, resembled doll’s feet, they were so small and neat. But nobody who knew the Schwartzmans were in any doubt that, while it was Zubin who directed his businesses with a ruthlessness and eye for the main chance that matched that of any other commercial landlord in New York City, it was with Harriet that power resided at home. It was her taste that was expressed in the ornately framed paintings, in the over-fidelity to the Rococco in the style of their furniture, and the elaborate manner in which they set their table. Next to Harriet, Zubin was a pushover.

Abigail opened her mouth to tell her father the news, but the words wouldn’t come out and Harriet, exasperated, answered for her.

‘What Abigail’s trying to say, Zubin, is that she’s been invited to stay in France. A letter came this morning from Marcus Brand. He’s asking all his godchildren in August.’

‘Ridiculous. Why would Abigail be his godchild anyway? Jewish children don’t have godparents.’

‘It was you who asked Marcus yourself,’ Harriet reminded him.

‘I asked Marcus?’

‘That evening you brought him round to Mount Sinai, the day after Abigail was born. I don’t know why you did that without telephoning the hospital first. I wasn’t even wearing a bed jacket.’

‘Oh, come on, Harriet. Marcus and I had just finished dinner together at the Rainbow Room, celebrating a big deal. And Abigail’s birth too, of course. I thought he might get a kick out of coming to see my new baby girl.’

‘Well, that’s when you invited him to be her godfather. I reckon you’d been drinking. There was a strong smell of liquor on your breath, that I do remember, I was hoping the nurse wouldn’t notice.’

‘You quite sure about this godfather bit? I’d kind of forgotten about it.’

‘What you mean, Zubin, is you don’t want to remember. You’re still mad at Marcus because of that deal falling apart.’

Zubin pulled a face. ‘That double-crossing scumball! The whole thing was in place – the finance, everything – we’d shaken on it. And then he goes and screws me. You know something? That bum wouldn’t even be in this city if it wasn’t for me introducing him to the right people. I don’t want to talk about it. No way is any child of mine going to be his houseguest in France. Far as I’m concerned, he doesn’t exist.’

‘He sends her gifts. Every birthday without fail.’

‘That annoys me too. It’s damned intrusive.’

‘I think it’s very thoughtful,’ said his wife. ‘He gave her a beautiful diamond pin last time, shaped like some kind of bug.’

Zubin shrugged. If Abigail wanted jewellery, he’d buy her jewellery. He didn’t need Marcus Brand in on the act.

‘And Abigail should go to France,’ urged Harriet. ‘It would be good for her. She should start learning to appreciate Europe. All the best things come from there.’

‘You think so? Barman at the Hotel Meurice can’t even mix a decent martini.’

‘Don’t pretend to be a philistine, Zubin. I’m referring to culture. I for one would like Abigail to grow up appreciating it.’

The minute the invitation from Marcus had arrived, Harriet had seen in it an opportunity for herself too. ‘I’ve been giving this serious consideration,’ she told her husband sternly, ‘and I want Abigail to go. It’s important for her cultural development.’

‘Let me get this straight. You want my seven-year-old princess to fly all the way to Europe on her own? And you think that will be good for her cultural development?’

‘I can go with her on the aeroplane, and fly back with her afterwards,’ his wife replied. ‘I’ll spend the week in Paris. There are new couturiers I need to see.’


2: August, 1966

Stuart showed his passport to the man, who bashed it with an inky stamp, and then came out into the arrivals hall where someone would be waiting to collect him. He had been told to look out for a board with his name written on it.

The flight to Nice had been brilliant – they’d even handed out boiled sweets when they were taking off – and he’d kept the miniature pepper and salt pots that had come on the dinner tray. Stuart was excited, but also apprehensive. As he’d stepped off the plane he’d been hit by a blast of hot Riviera air. It even smelt different in France, like diesel and flowers mixed up.

There were about a hundred people standing behind a barrier and his eyes scanned the boards for one saying Bolton or Stuart. He couldn’t spot either, and the crowd began to thin out. If nobody turned up, he didn’t know what he was meant to do.

‘Vous êtes Monsieur Bolton?’

A man wearing a light grey suit picked up his suitcase. He was holding a sign that said ‘Brand’. Stuart followed him out through the doors of the terminal and across a road to a car park. He wondered whether this man was his godfather.

The man opened the back passenger door of a large black Mercedes for him to get in. The inside of the car was the biggest Stuart had ever seen, with white sun blinds on the rear windscreen. Outside, it was still light. The plane had been scheduled to land at eight o’clock English time, which was nine o’clock French time. ‘You’ll be worn out when you arrive,’ his mother had warned him.

Stuart rechecked the pocket of his shorts for the French money Jean had given him for the holiday. They’d specially ordered it at the local bank in Smethwick, where everyone had been very impressed he was going in an aeroplane all by himself.

The man began driving through the centre of a big town full of tall yellow apartment buildings with balconies. Before he’d turned the engine on, he had put on a pair of black leather driving gloves with a cut-out pattern through which you could see sections of his fingers. He didn’t talk to Stuart, who began to feel shy in the back of the car. He decided the man probably wasn’t his godfather.

It was stuffy inside the Mercedes and he wondered if it would be all right to open a window. He turned the handle an inch and warm air rushed in against his face.

The driver glanced over his shoulder and said ‘Non!’, gesticulating at him to close it again; then, sighing crossly, he drew a lever on the dashboard and hot air circulated around the interior with a whoosh.

The road now ran parallel to the sea, which was flat as a mirror and dotted with sailing boats. It wiggled around the coast, past cliffs covered with wire netting and tall pine trees. The evening sun glinted golden on the tips of the small waves and, close to the shore, Stuart could see people water-skiing. Everywhere smelt hot.

The car turned off the road on to a smaller road, past pink villas set in groves of umbrella pines, and eventually stopped at iron gates within a high wall. The driver parped the horn and a man in a white jacket came out and opened the gates and they drew up in the flagged courtyard of the Villa des Sapins. There was a flight of steps up to a massive wooden door. Inside, a maid wearing a white apron over a finely striped pale blue dress was waiting for him.

‘Stuart Bolton? Bon. Venez avec moi, s’il vous plaît.’

He trailed her up two flights of stone stairs and the woman paused outside a door and listened. Then, holding her finger up to her lips, she beckoned him to follow her inside. The room was in darkness, but from the light in the passage Stuart could see three beds, two already occupied by sleeping figures covered with sheets.

Someone carried in his suitcase and placed it at the foot of his bed, and then the woman returned with a glass of hot milk on a saucer with an almond biscuit, and stood over him while he changed into his pyjamas. After she’d gone, as he lay in bed in this strange room, in this house where he knew nobody, Stuart could hear the hum of cicadas and, more than once, the sound of laughter from outside in the garden.

When he woke in the morning, the other beds were already empty. He wondered what time it was. Sunshine was leaking into the bedroom through a gap beneath the shutters. The beds all had wooden headboards painted with flowers, and the ceiling was vaulted like a castle’s. He padded over to the shutters and peeped out through the gap. All he could see was brilliant blue sea stretching to the horizon, and a wooden swimming-raft bobbing in a bay.

He looked round for the clothes he’d arrived in, but they’d disappeared, as had his suitcase. There was a chest of drawers between the windows, painted with violets and poppies, and he pulled open one of the drawers. It was full of boys’ clothes, but they weren’t his. Then, in the bottom drawer, he recognised his own stuff; it took up less space than the other boy’s.

He put on his long grey school trousers, snake belt and a white school shirt and went downstairs. Nobody was about and, suddenly shy, he wondered whether he should go back to his room and wait until someone came to find him. Somewhere in the distance he could hear the drone of a vacuum cleaner.

When he reached the hall where he’d arrived last night, he saw there were doors leading into other rooms. There was a drawing room with tapestries and old-fashioned gold chairs with turquoise seats arranged around the wall. French windows opened on to a paved terrace full of geraniums in pots, a swing seat and a hedge of lavender. In the opposite direction, he found a kitchen.

A table was laid for breakfast for six people, though the other places had already been used. There were croissants and rolls wrapped up in a linen napkin in a silver filigree basket, and jugs of fresh orange and grapefruit juice, and thermoses of coffee and hot milk. Just then, a cook appeared and addressed him in French until, realising he didn’t understand, she shrugged and returned to her work.

Stuart gulped some orange juice and ate half of a hard roll, then slipped back outside on to the terrace. A maid was laying a table for lunch under a bougainvillaea-covered pergola. Already the temperature was rising; his legs were sweating inside his flannel trousers, and the steel bridge of his glasses was hot to the touch. There was a flight of paved steps down to a swimming pool, which a gardener was cleaning with a net and a long brush. Stuart, feeling very alone, sat apart on grass strewn with needles from the tall pines.

He heard children’s voices from the sea below, shouting and yelping, and the deep throttle of a motor boat. A sleek mahogany Riva was circling in the bay. Inside, Stuart saw five children of his own age. A tall man in maroon bathing trunks and dark glasses was standing up very straight in the boat, while two boatmen in white trousers and t-shirts steered it towards a stone jetty.

‘Now, who’s swimming back to the jetty?’ the man was asking. ‘Charlie? Jamie?’

Two boys jumped over the side, holding their noses. The waves, as they came close to the jetty, were choppy and the boys found it difficult to grab hold of the iron ladder. They kept being pushed back by the swell. Stuart hoped he wouldn’t have to swim in the sea.

‘Give me your hand, Saffron,’ the man said. ‘When I say ‘‘Now’’ I want you to jump. Now.’

A small blonde girl in a violet swimsuit and espadrilles skipped neatly on to dry land.

A boatman hoisted the other two girls on to the jetty, and then the children followed the tall man up the steps from the beach.

‘Enjoy that, any of you? Want to go out in my boat another time?’

‘Yes, please,’ everyone replied, with the boys’ voices loudest of all. ‘That was so great,’ said the one with curly fair hair. ‘I love it when we go really, really fast, and the boat keeps banging on the waves.’

‘When can we go out again?’ asked the other boy, whose mischievous face was tanned a rich conker brown. ‘Can we go again this afternoon, please?’

‘What about you, Saffron? Fancy another trip round the bay?’

‘I think so, Godfather Marcus,’ she replied in a reedy little voice. ‘But not too fast.’

‘Aw, no,’ groaned the curly-haired boy. ‘That’s so unfair. What’s the point of a speedboat if you have to go slow? That’s why it’s called a speedboat, dum-dum. The girls needn’t come if they don’t like it.’

‘That’s enough, Charlie,’ said Marcus Brand. ‘It’ll be me, not you, who decides who goes out again and who doesn’t.’

Reaching the swimming-pool terrace, he spotted Stuart hanging back behind a lavender hedge, suddenly too shy to make himself known.

‘Stuart!’ Marcus bounded across the lawn, like a panther closing in on its prey. ‘Stuart, my dear godson!’ He radiated an extraordinary, intense delight at seeing Stuart, who, being unaccustomed to it, felt intimidated. ‘My God, it’s good to see you. You are the exact spitting image of your father.’ To Stuart, his godfather seemed terrifyingly big and broad-shouldered with very brown muscular legs, dark hair smoothly brushed back from a wide forehead, white teeth flashing from his deeply tanned face.

Marcus addressed the other godchildren standing about on the lawn in their swimsuits.

‘This is Stuart Bolton. His father and I worked together for many, many years. I want you all to know that Stuart’s father was a complete and utter hero. Stuart, you must meet my other godchildren – my God, it’s fantastic having all of you here together.’ There was an intensity to his enthusiasm that was almost scary. ‘Now, where shall I start? This is Saffron – Saffron Weaver.’ The little girl with blonde hair and the violet swimsuit was knotting a towel around her waist. ‘And these two scoundrels are Charlie Crieff and Jamie Temple. You boys are all sharing the dormitory at the top of the house, and I don’t expect to hear a lot of ragging, be warned. And this is Mary Merrett.’ Mary smiled sheepishly at Stuart. She was skinny in a blue bathing suit covered with school swimming badges. ‘And over there is Abigail Schwartzman. Abigail is the best-dressed of my goddaughters, coming from the city of New York.’ A plump girl in a skirted red swimsuit, covered by tiny silver bows, adjusted her hair slide.

‘Now,’ declared Marcus, ‘lunch! On the terrace in ten minutes. Anyone who wants to change into dry clothes, powder their noses, whatever, do so now, because one thing I will not tolerate is small children jumping up and down from the lunch table. Meanwhile, if any of you are thirsty, there should be bottles of Coca-Cola in the ice box. Help yourselves.’

There was a whoop from the godchildren who bounded up the hot steps to the terrace.

‘Charlie, Jamie, please do not elbow my goddaughters out of the way. There are plenty of drinks for everybody. Oh, and Stuart, I recommend you put on something cooler for lunch or you’ll melt in this heat.’

Stuart, changed into PE shorts, found everyone already sitting down under the pergola. Marcus sat at the head of the table wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat, with Saffron next to him on one side and Charlie on the other. The table was formed of a huge single slab of marble with bevelled edges. There was a place left for Stuart between Mary and Abigail. Looking at the other godchildren, Stuart thought he liked the look of Jamie best, and maybe Saffron. For some reason, he felt wary of Charlie.

Two maids came out from the kitchen carrying dishes of a fat white vegetable. Stuart had never seen anything like this before and, judging by the dubious looks on their faces, nor had any of the other godchildren.

‘Now, who knows what these are?’ asked Marcus.

There was a silence.

‘White slugs?’ suggested Jamie, and everyone laughed.

‘No, not slugs. Any other ideas?’

‘Old men’s willies?’ said Jamie and this time the laughter was louder, especially from Charlie and Saffron. Stuart sniggered, Mary looked embarrassed and Abigail probably didn’t get the joke.

‘That’s enough of that,’ said Marcus. ‘It’s asparagus. Best food in the world. Fresh today from the market in Beaulieu. French believe it acts as an aphrodisiac, but you can discover that for yourselves when you’re older. Far as eating it is concerned, use your fingers, never those frightful tongs they try and give you in restaurants, and never, ever a knife and fork. Dip the tips in the hot butter, get them nice and juicy – that’s right, Saffron, it’s got to be oozing with butter – then straight into your mouth. More the butter dribbles down your chin, better you’re doing. What do you think of that, Abigail?’

She frowned. ‘It doesn’t sound like very nice manners.’

‘Well, with asparagus it is nice manners. So you’ve learnt something today. When you get back to America, you’ll have to tell them that. Say ‘‘Marcus Brand taught me’’, if anyone disbelieves you.’

The asparagus was cleared away and the maids returned with two covered silver tureens.

‘Now, what do you think we’ve got in here? Anybody prepared to guess?’ Marcus’s eyes scanned the table. ‘Come on, come on, the implements should be a clue. What does one do with these lethal-looking instruments?’ He picked up a pair of silver crackers and a button hook.

‘Pull out teeth?’ suggested Jamie.

‘Good try, but they’re not intended for dentistry.’ He lifted the lid off the dish. ‘Lobster. Who’s eaten this before? Nobody? Charlie, surely they give you lobster at Ardnessaig, or is it just grouse every day?’

‘We do eat grouse a lot,’ replied Charlie. ‘My father owns a grouse moor, you see.’

‘I’ve shot with your parents,’ said Marcus. ‘Now, what about you, Mary? Catch many lobster down in Surrey, do they?’

Mary blushed red. She had been hoping she wouldn’t be picked on. ‘Usually we just have chicken at home,’ she heard herself saying.

‘Lobster’s very like chicken,’ said Marcus. ‘Sea chicken. Only a more interesting texture and, of course, considerably more expensive.’

‘My father loves lobster,’ said Jamie. ‘It’s one of his favourite things.’

‘Your father would love lobster,’ Marcus replied dryly. ‘He probably loves it precisely because it’s expensive.’

He demonstrated to his godchildren how to break the claws – ‘exactly like cracking walnuts, same technique’ – and extract the flesh with the button hook. ‘Now, who’s going to be brave and try it? Charlie?’

Charlie, with wrinkled nose, took a tiny bite. ‘It’s quite nice actually. It tastes a bit like venison.’

‘Jamie?’

‘It’s really chewy. Like eating potty putty.’

‘Mary, how about you? Good as Surrey chicken, is it?’

Mary, who had forced herself to swallow a tiny morsel of pink claw, and desperately wanted to throw up, merely nodded politely.

‘Stuart? Ever seen a lobster before in Birmingham?’

He shook his head. ‘But I don’t mind it that much, it’s not too bad.’

‘Abigail? You haven’t touched yours.’

She looked stricken. ‘It’s shellfish.’

‘Oh, come on, Abigail. They caught these this morning out in the bay. Boatboys brought them in.’

‘But it’s forbidden.’

‘God spare us the chosen race! Ann-Marie,’ he summoned one of the maids, ‘fetch Miss Schwartzman an omelette naturelle, quick as you can. You can eat eggs all right, can’t you, Abigail? Nothing in the Torah about omelettes, far as I know.’

Towards the end of lunch, another guest made an astonishing appearance on the terrace. She was topless, with golden-brown skin and big pouty lips, and was carrying a cup of black coffee. She looks a bit like Brigitte Bardot, Saffron thought.

‘Morning, Clemence,’ said Marcus. ‘Sleep well?’

The girl made a face. ‘I was trying to sleep,’ she replied. ‘But with all the noises from the terrace …’ Judging by her accent, she must be foreign, Stuart reckoned.

Mary, who had never seen bare bosoms in real life before, and programmed by her mother to disapprove of topless sunbathing, didn’t know where to look.

Clemence swayed over to the table with her coffee and perched herself on Marcus’s lap, draping one long, brown arm around his shoulders. ‘So, how do you enjoy yourself, Marcus, as the father of so many childrens?’

Saffron thought: One day, when I’m grown up, I’d like to look like her. Jamie kicked Charlie under the table to make sure he’d clocked Clemence’s voluptuous breasts.

Years into the future, reflecting on this holiday in the South of France, Stuart worked out that Marcus must have been no older than thirty-four, and the girlfriend, Clemence, about twenty-two. But, at the time, they seemed impossibly grown-up and sophisticated. Clemence arranged herself on a sun-lounger, at some distance from the children, occasionally shifting position on to her back or her side.

At the end of lunch, Marcus announced he had business to attend to.

‘I don’t expect to hear a squeak from any of you for an hour, not a squeak, otherwise you won’t go out again in the boat. Is that understood?’ When he addressed his godchildren there was something in Marcus’s voice that made them want to do as he said. Then he withdrew to a distant part of the terrace where three men in dark suits were waiting with open attaché cases. They sat in an arc of cane chairs reviewing documents, while Marcus picked at a bowl of olives.

Under the pergola, Charlie whispered, ‘If anybody fools around so we’re not allowed in the boat, I’m going to beat them up, OK?’

‘I don’t want to go back on the ocean,’ said Abigail. ‘It made me seasick.’

‘Only because you’re a scaredy-cat American,’ said Charlie.

‘That’s being mean,’ said Saffron. ‘Anyway, my mother’s boyfriend’s been to America.’

‘So what?’ said Charlie. ‘My cousins own a castle. And we own a grouse moor.’

‘What is a grouse moor anyway?’ asked Stuart.

‘A moor. Don’t you even know what a moor is?’

‘No.’ Stuart already wished he hadn’t asked. Mary, who didn’t know either, stared down at her plate.

‘Doesn’t your father shoot?’ asked Charlie.

‘He was killed.’

‘Wow!’ said Jamie. ‘That’s so cool. Was he fighting Germans?’

‘He died in a car crash, I think. I don’t know that much about it.’

‘So who looks after you?’ asked Jamie.

‘My mum, except when she’s out at work.’

‘Your mother works?’ said Charlie. ‘What’s she do?’

‘She works in an office, and sometimes she cleans offices too, before the people get in.’

‘You mean, she’s a cleaner? Did you hear that, Jamie? Stuart’s mother’s a charlady.’

Marcus’s meeting broke up and he returned to the children’s end of the terrace, the dealmakers following in his wake. ‘These are the hooligans I was telling you about,’ he said, as they reached the pergola. ‘My six godchildren. What do you reckon, Dick? Think the house will be standing by the end of the week?’

‘They look like well-behaved kids to me, Marcus,’ said Dick Mathias, whose eyes resembled martinis with clouded viscous membranes and irises the colour of green olives. At that time he bore the title Legal Director of the Brand Group. Later, as the business and personal affairs of Marcus Brand grew in size and complexity, he was to become a constant presence, involved in any acquisition, tax matter, house purchase, litigation, termination or dirty work that came along.

‘Didn’t you mention that a daughter of Derek Merrett’s is staying here with you?’ he asked.

‘The girl in the blue swimsuit. Mary – I’d like you to meet Dick Mathias.’

She stood up and awkwardly shook hands. ‘I know your father,’ Dick said.

‘He’s very well,’ replied Mary, not knowing what else to say.

‘Remember me to him,’ growled the lawyer.

‘Everybody ready to go back out again?’ said Marcus, suddenly restless. ‘The boat should be waiting at the jetty. I’ve asked the boatboys to organise something special for us this afternoon.’

The godchildren, led by Charlie and Jamie, charged down the steps to the beach. Stuart hurried to keep up, torn between his eagerness to see the speed boat and apprehension about swimming in the sea. He prayed they wouldn’t have to. He hated his head going underwater. In the school pool, he could do three widths without arm bands, but big expanses of water scared him.

The Riva was ticking over alongside the jetty, and the boatboys in their whites and dark glasses lifted the children down on to the long white cushions beneath the canopy. In the stern were six large tractor tyres lashed together with rope.

‘What are those for?’ asked Jamie, as Marcus vaulted down from the steps.

‘Wait and see.’

They accelerated into the bay, smacking across the tops of the waves. The sun was still high in the sky and the sea a vibrant comic-book blue. Marcus stood erect in the prow, perfectly balanced, staring into the distance in his straw hat, maroon trunks and a duckegg blue shirt. Looking back at Cap Ferrat, Stuart watched the villa recede into the tall pines that sprouted from the promontory; already, the jetty and strip of private beach had melded into the rocks. Across the bay, the godchildren could see the public beach with its rows of coloured umbrellas and pedalos ploughing their course around the roped swimming area.

‘Stop here, will you, please?’ Marcus said and the driver cut the engine. ‘Now, if you could lob those tyres over the side.’

The boatmen hoisted the tyres one at a time and heaved them into the sea with a splash. For a brief moment they disappeared beneath the waves, then resurfaced, glistening with salt water as they bobbed out from the side of the boat.

When all six tyres were overboard, Marcus said, ‘Now, all of you, jump in, and swim to the nearest tyre. Then I want you to sit on top of your tyre, with your backside inside the hole.’

‘I get it,’ said Jamie excitedly. ‘We’re going to be dragged behind the boat on ropes. Fantastic!’

Stuart felt sick. The prospect of getting into this huge blue sea, half a mile from the beach, terrified him.

Jamie and Charlie jumped over the side, followed by Saffron and Mary. Stuart watched them swim over to their tyres and scramble on.

Abigail said, ‘Marcus, I don’t think I’d really like this. I’d rather stay in the boat.’

‘Nonsense,’ he said. ‘You’ll love it. Greatest thrill in the world, promise you. You help her, Stuart. In you get, both of you. Stuart will swim with you to your tyre, Abigail.’

One of the boatmen hung steps over the side. Shivering in the bright sun, first Stuart then Abigail clambered over the edge and into the sea.

‘Stuart, swim behind Abigail and help her on to the first tyre. Then take the back tyre for yourself.’

He concentrated on his swimming and tried not to think about how far out they were. Five metres ahead, he could see the soles of Abigail’s feet kicking out behind her and the silver bows of her swimsuit as her shoulders moved through the water. How deep was the sea anyway? A mile? Ten miles? If he drowned, would his body just go down and down to the bottom?

‘Get a move on, you two,’ Jamie shouted. ‘Some people are waiting for their rides, you know.’

Abigail reached her tyre and clutched it gratefully with her plump arms.

‘That’s right, Stuart,’ shouted Marcus. ‘Give her a leg-up. Tread water and grab hold of her leg – or her arse.’

Jamie sniggered – ‘That won’t be difficult’ – and Charlie laughed.

Stuart grabbed on to the rim of the tyre with one hand while trying to push Abigail from below. Her legs thrashed wildly as she clambered on to the ridged rubber and edged into position.

‘Good work, Stuart,’ shouted Marcus. ‘Now, quickly, swim over to your own tyre and we’ll get started.’

The exertion of helping Abigail had left Stuart breathless. He could see the vacant tyre forty metres ahead, bobbing in and out of view on the swell. To reach it, he would have to swim past the whole line of tyres on which Saffron, Mary, Jamie and Charlie were already installed. His own tyre looked so far away, he wasn’t sure he could make it; it would be like swimming three lengths of the school pool.

He reached the first tyre and Saffron smiled at him. She looked like an astronaut in her Michelin capsule, her head resting on the hard rim and her legs pulled into her chest.

‘Please God, let me reach the tyre,’ Stuart kept repeating to himself. ‘Please let me get there.’ He closed his eyes and swam and swam, his arms and legs growing weaker with each stroke.

The waves seemed to become choppier as he swam further from the boat. When he reached Mary’s tyre he clung on to it, panting.

‘Keep going,’ shouted Marcus. ‘We need to get moving.’

He heard the driver start the engine and the ropes went taut as the boat inched forwards. He saw his own tyre jerk like a marlin on the end of its line as it was towed closer towards him.

Charlie’s tyre passed him in the sea, and Charlie said, ‘Buck up, slowcoach. I hope your mother isn’t so slow when she’s doing her cleaning.’

The Riva circled and Stuart’s tyre bobbed into reach. He grabbed the rim and tried to heave himself up. But his arms were too weak and he kept falling back.

Distantly, he heard the engine rev up and the line of tyres began moving through the sea. The driver couldn’t have noticed that he hadn’t got on yet.

‘Hey, wait!’ Stuart’s voice was drowned out by the motor.

‘Yes, yes – this is great.’ Jamie was waving his arms about and cheering. ‘Faster! Go faster!’

Charlie, if truth be told, felt they were going fast enough already, but he joined in the chant: ‘Faster! Yeah, faster!’

Stuart clung on to the tyre as he felt the boat gather speed. Water was rushing into his face as he was dragged forwards. The rim of the tyre began cutting into his hands and he struggled to keep hold. If he let go, the boat would keep going and they wouldn’t even know where he was, he’d be left in the middle of the sea.

He was dimly conscious of the other tyres bouncing across the waves ahead of him, but nobody looked round. The Riva was speeding up, now lifting his whole body out of the water and skimming it across the surface in its wake. The friction against his chest singed the skin like razor burn. His shoulders felt like they’d be ripped out of their sockets. Spluttering, he tried to call out, but the sky was suddenly obliterated by a great wall of water. It crashed over him and he felt himself drawn under, then dragged back upwards into sunlight.

The speedboat began to circle. They had to see him now. Again he opened his mouth to shout for help, and his lungs filled with salt water. He was coughing and retching but still he hung on.

He heard his godfather’s voice shouting, ‘Man overboard, Jean-Luc. Stuart’s in the drink.’ And then he must have blacked out because the next thing he knew he was being hauled up into the boat and laid flat on his stomach on the white cushions, with Jean-Luc pummelling his back.

Afterwards, he was treated as something of a hero. When it came out that Stuart had never got on to the tyre at all, and the boat had started before he was ready, Marcus said, ‘You must be jolly tenacious. We dragged you half a mile round the bay.’

Jamie said, ‘I wouldn’t mind trying that one day. Water-skiing without skis.’

Mary said to Stuart, ‘I’m awfully sorry we didn’t notice you. You were on the back tyre.’

Only Charlie seemed unhappy at the turn of events. Later, he said to Jamie, ‘If he’d swum a bit quicker in the first place, he’d have got on.’

For the rest of the week, Marcus referred to Stuart as ‘Charles Atlas’ when he spoke to the godchildren at all. After his initial enthusiasm, his interest in them noticeably diminished. Much of his time was occupied with meetings with Dick Mathias and the procession of men in business suits who arrived and departed on the same day. Sometimes they were brought over to the children’s end of the terrace and introduced; other times they returned to the airport as soon as their meeting was finished. Clemence, during these days of intense negotiations, filled an ambivalent role, alternating between the business end of the terrace and the godchildren’s end, where she spectated on games of draughts and chess, not bothering to disguise her boredom. She seldom, in any case, made an appearance before lunchtime.

For Stuart, the days crept by in a state of anxiety while nights became a time of fear. Unsupervised in the bedroom at the top of the villa, Charlie missed no opportunity to taunt and bully him.

‘Come here, Stuart,’ he would say, dropping his shorts and socks in a heap on the floor. ‘You pick those up. If your mother’s a charlady, you should do it.’

Or else he would steal Stuart’s snake belt from his trousers and wave it round his head like a whip, so the silver buckle cut through the air, narrowly missing Stuart’s face.

One night, long after they’d gone to bed and the only light was from the floodlights on the terrace leaking beneath the shutters, Charlie crept over to the window, threw open one shutter and hurled Stuart’s shirt outside.

‘Who the hell did that?’ Marcus’s voice boomed up from below. ‘What the devil’s going on up there?’

Nobody spoke. Then Charlie called out, ‘Stuart threw his shirt out of the window for no reason.’

‘Well, he’d better come down here and collect it then, hadn’t he?’

Stuart, terrified, went down to the garden in his pyjamas. Marcus, Clemence and Dick Mathias, and several other grown-ups he hadn’t seen before, were having dinner at a table beneath the pines. The garden at night smelt over-poweringly of oleander. Candles flickered on the table inside storm lamps. His school shirt was lying where it had landed on the stone terrace.

‘What the hell are you up to, playing the fool?’ demanded Marcus.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Stuart, trembling as he retrieved the shirt. ‘It must have blown out of the window by accident.’

Then Marcus erupted with laughter. ‘Blew out of the window! A likely story. If you ask me, one of those scoundrels upstairs helped it on its way.’ Then he said, ‘Do you like brie? Take a piece up to bed with you. Go on – and some bread. If I were you, I wouldn’t share it with the others either. Teach them a lesson.’

On the last evening in France, after the businessmen had all departed by taxi for Nice, Marcus – exhilarated – strode over to the pergola and announced, ‘Well, it’s a done deal. Your godfather has just made a fortune. We need to celebrate.’ He was pacing the terrace, restless with surplus energy.

And then maids were dispatched to fetch champagne and eight golden goblets, and everyone including the children was given a glass, and Marcus made a toast: ‘To the future. And to my six incredible godchildren.’ And then, realising he had made no reference to his girlfriend, he added, ‘And to the beautiful Clemence, of course.’

Then Saffron asked, ‘Godfather Marcus, have you really made a fortune like you said?’

‘A small one anyway.’ He laughed. ‘I’ve just bought a factory, Saffron. I don’t think the people I’ve bought it from have any idea what it is they’ve sold, or its potential.’

‘How much is a fortune anyway? Is that more than one hundred pounds?’ asked Saffron.

Abigail said, ‘More like a million bucks is a fortune. Though my dad says even a million bucks isn’t what it was.’

‘That’s the great conundrum of wealth,’ said Marcus. ‘That’s what makes it so endlessly fascinating. You can’t define what a fortune is, it means different things to different people.’

‘If I had a fortune,’ Jamie said, ‘I’d buy that speedboat and drive it all the way to Australia or somewhere.’

‘What about you, Charles Atlas?’ said Marcus. ‘I don’t suppose you particularly covet a Riva after your nasty experience?’

Stuart thought. ‘What I’d really like is my own table football, like they have in the youth club, with those players that spin round on bars and you spin them really fast to shoot goals.’

‘Mary?’

‘Definitely a pony. Daddy says he might buy me one for my birthday if he can save up enough money.’

‘What about you, Charlie? What would you do with a fortune?’

‘Buy an Aston Martin or a pair of shotguns or something.’

Saffron asked, ‘What are you going to get, Godfather Marcus?’

‘Me? Haven’t given it a moment’s thought, too much else going on. Anyway, I haven’t made a sou yet from this deal. Quite the reverse – I’ve just agreed to pay a lot out.’

‘But there must be something you want,’ said Abigail. ‘If it was my mom, she’d take an aeroplane to Paris and buy a hundred couture dresses.’

‘Good idea. Maybe I’ll do that, Abigail. One of my ambitions in life is to be as well turned out as your mother.’ Jamie Temple found this reply so hilarious, he laughed until his ribs hurt.

‘One thing’s for sure,’ said Marcus, ‘you can’t take your money with you. Minute you die, whatever you’ve made, whatever you own – houses, speedboats – it’s all codswallop. Government swipes half of it, or tries to, children squabble over what’s left.’

‘But you haven’t got any children, Godfather Marcus,’ said Saffron.

‘Observant girl, full marks. I don’t have any children. In which case I suppose I’d just have to leave this villa and the boat to my godchildren to play with. You’d look after it for me, wouldn’t you, all of you?’

All the godchildren affirmed that they would, with Charlie answering quickest and loudest.

‘Well, don’t get too excited,’ said Marcus. ‘I’m not intending to die quite yet. And, you never know, I might even discover how to make children myself.’

Then he laughed, and led Clemence upstairs by the hand.



 3: September, 1968


Owing to the paucity of good preparatory schools in Scotland at the time, it became the tradition for Scottish boys to be sent south at the age of eight-and-a-half to attend one of the many fashionable boarding schools in England. It is not known for sure what it was that prompted the Crieffs to choose Broadley Court for their son Charlie, as opposed to Cothill, Summer Fields, Temple Grove, Ludgrove, Scaitcliffe, Sunningdale, Horris Hill or any of the dozen other establishments that they might as easily have gone for; but undoubtedly the fact that their kinsman the Earl of Arbroath had sent his son Jock to Broadley was a factor in the decision. In the case of the Temples, however, their choice of Broadley Court for Jamie was easily explained. Its convenient location between Ascot and Wentworth, barely six miles from the third exit of the M4, meant that they could reach the school from South Eaton Place in under forty minutes on a clear day and, furthermore, the French Horn at Sonning, the Bell at Aston Clinton and the Compleat Angler at Marlow were, as Michael Temple put it, ‘Just three of the top-notch watering holes within striking distance of the school gates.’

Charlie and Jamie had arrived at the school on the same day, less than a month after their holiday with their godfather at Cap Ferrat. With the advantage of knowing each other already, and finding that they were both in the same dormitory, they had rapidly become close friends. Over the next two years, as they moved up the school and into more senior dormitories – Gibraltar, Tristan da Cunha, Basutoland, Honduras (all the dormitories at Broadley Court were named after British Colonies) – they became inseparable.

Physically, the two boys could not have been less alike. Fifteen generations of Scottish inbreeding in cold bedrooms had given Charlie a natural air of chilly superiority. He had a way of staring down his nose that antagonised his teachers; more than one of his school reports spoke of his ‘haughtiness’ and expressed the view that ‘Crieff might learn rather more if he didn’t always give the impression that knowledge was somehow beneath him’. The only subject for which he showed any aptitude was history; to general amazement, he won the Broadley Court Junior History Medal for his essay on James IV’s invasion of Northumberland with thirty of Scotland’s oldest and most gallant aristocratic families, including the Crieffs and the Arbroaths, which ended with the massacre at Flodden Field. In all other subjects, Charlie got by. Partly because of his sallow skin, he appeared permanently off-colour. Aside from his one week in the South of France, he had spent the first eleven years of his life under the brooding skies of Angus. His hair, which grew from a high forehead in tight curls like coils of barbed wire, he washed twice a term with a bar of green medicated soap that was kept on a high ledge in the communal shower room.

In contrast to the tall and curly-haired Charlie Crieff, Jamie Temple was small and beguiling, with straight brown hair, shiny as a conker, and mischievous green eyes. Although he caused infinitely more trouble than Charlie did, there probably wasn’t a teacher in the school who wouldn’t rather have had Temple in his class than Crieff. He had one of those smiles that made everyone in his orbit want to smile too. When he got into trouble, which was frequently, he could talk his way out of it with such charm and sincerity, that the masters were inclined to let the whole matter drop, even when they didn’t believe one word he was saying. Even in winter, he was sun-tanned. For the Temples, it was a matter of principle that they should have a week’s skiing in Courchevel at Easter and a fortnight in the Caribbean over Christmas.

In other respects, too, their lives were noticeably different. For the Crieffs, living so far north, the effort and expense of travelling down from Ardnessaig to Broadley Court meant they only made the journey once or twice a year. Charlie was consequently left without a visitor on most Sunday exeats, and the Temples were generous about scooping him up and taking him with them on their expensive jaunts to riverside restaurants.

On these occasions, when the boys had piled into the back seat of the dark blue Jensen that Michael Temple was driving at the time, and they were heading off down the school drive past the clumps of dripping rhododendrons, Jamie’s father would invariably ask Charlie, ‘Heard anything from your godfather Marcus lately?’

To which Charlie would reply, ‘He sent me five pounds for my birthday, but nothing else.’

‘He’s involved in some rather interesting deals at the moment,’ Michael would say, as much to himself as to the children. ‘Some quite risky, so jolly good luck to him. But if you haven’t heard anything …’

The friendship between Crieff and Temple was surprising to many people; it surprised them that Jamie had so much time for Charlie. Jamie had numerous friends of all ages throughout the school. He made friends instantly and effortlessly. To sit next to Jamie in a class or to play on the same team was to become his friend. If you asked every boy at Broadley Court to write down their ten best friends in a straw poll, Temple’s name would have come up again and again, whereas Crieff ’s would barely have registered. It wasn’t exactly that Charlie was unpopular, but there was an aloofness about him that made people wary. For Jamie, this had never been an issue; he had a way of snapping Charlie Crieff out of his cocoon of grandeur. ‘Don’t be snotty, Charlie,’ he’d say. ‘You’re acting like Clemence in the South of France.’

They talked frequently about the holiday in Cap Ferrat. Jamie liked to impersonate Clemence, Marcus’s French girlfriend, with his dressing gown wound round his loins like a skirt, rolled socks pressed to his chest as tits, and a comic French accent: ‘So, ’ow do you enjoy yourself, Marcus, you sexy man, as ze fathere of so many childrens?’ Stuart Bolton was remembered, at least by Charlie, as a fraud. ‘I bet he never did get dragged all that way by the speed boat. It’s impossible. He just said it to swank.’ Abigail – poor, nervous, fat, American Abigail – was remorselessly mimicked: ‘I don’t want to go back out on the ocean. It made me seasick.’ Mary was scarcely mentioned. Only Saffron was recalled with much affection, by Jamie anyway.

‘Saffron was quite sexy. I like blondes.’

‘Yuk!’ said Charlie. ‘You don’t really like girls, do you?’

‘I liked Saffron. One day I’d like to get off with her.’

‘You mean, kiss her and make babies and everything?’ Charlie was disgusted.

‘Not babies, no way. But she is sexy.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Sexier than your sisters anyway,’ Jamie said. ‘Whoever marries them, it would be like marrying an orang-utan.’

Charlie laughed. Jokes about his sisters, Mary Jane and Annabel, were fair game. On the pin-board above his bed, where the boys at Broadley Court displayed photographs of their families, Charlie had four pictures: his parents, with his father wearing the uniform of the Royal Company of Archers; a photograph of Ardnessaig taken from the top of the drive; Nanny Arbroath with a don’t-you-dare-point-that-camera-at-me expression on a picnic by a loch; and Mary Jane and Annabel Crieff as bridesmaids at a society wedding. These pictures of his sisters had long ago had moustaches and spectacles added to them, and tufts of underarm hair, and a bone inserted through Mary Jane’s nose.

In class, the two boys had adjoining desks. Jamie Temple liked to construct elaborate runways in which a marble could be flicked along the pencil groove on the top of his desk, drop through the ink well on to the spine of Kennedy’s Shorter Latin Primer, roll across the tin lid of his protractor case, down the slope of an exercise book – the piste – on to a French vocab dictionary, clatter across a bridge made with a six-inch ruler, bounce against a laager of rubbers – the pits – and travel down into the base of the desk where it emerged through a hole. He spent much of his time in lessons surreptitiously inserting his hands inside the desk, making minute adjustments to the gradient of the infrastructure. Despite paying almost no attention in class to anything he was taught, Jamie had a quickness that scraped him through exams. In tests, it was more likely to be Charlie cribbing off Jamie than vice-versa. Charlie, in any case, never sat any exam without a carefully prepared crib sheet up his sleeve, or inserted under the tongue of his shoe; he transcribed the dates and chronology of the Kings and Queens of England, and the books of the Old Testament, in microscopic handwriting in pencil on scraps of blotting paper – blotch – which could afterwards be chewed to pulp in his mouth.

The curriculum at Broadley Court was devised chiefly to fill up the day. Archie Trumper, who had been Headmaster and proprietor of the school since shortly before the Second World War, had a reputation as a classicist and teacher of genius; a reputation he ruthlessly protected by hiring assistant masters of the lowest available quality.

There was a chapel service every morning and another every evening at which Archie Trumper, dressed in the cassock and yellowing surplice that he almost certainly wasn’t entitled to wear, lectured the boys on the decline of English test cricket and the iniquity of pop music (‘They look like girls with their filthy dirty long hair, and sound like a cats’ chorus’), or read aloud the Broadley Court roll of honour, the names and ranks of the old boys who fell in the Great War and the war against Hitler that followed. Or else he compered complicated Scripture quizzes, complete with trick questions: ‘Name the six gifts that the Prodigal Son was given by his father upon his return home. Any boy? Any boy? A robe, a pair of sandals, a ring, music, the fatted calf and – Any boy? Any boy? – a kiss. Every time, why does nobody ever remember the kiss?’

It was during one of these twice-daily chapel marathons that Jamie Temple conceived the scheme that was to become famous as the Great Alarm Clock Episode.

Having thought of it, he confided in no one but Charlie who was sworn to secrecy. Thereafter, the two boys discussed little else, expanding and refining the plan and gleefully anticipating the pandemonium it would cause.

On the following weekend, while the whole of the school staff was standing on the touchline, watching the Broadley First XI lose to St George’s, Jamie sneaked back inside the building. By the side of Matron’s bed, with its pink candlewick bedcover, he found a little brass alarm clock on three legs which he slipped into his pocket. Then, moving on to the modern bungalows where the assistant masters lived in a colony, he discovered a couple more alarm clocks by the beds of the French and Geography teachers. Finally, in the flat above the garages, where old Ma Marbles, the art teacher, lived alone with her cats, he found a further two. In all, he gathered half-a-dozen clocks which he secreted back in his dormitory.

That night, he and Charlie carefully synchronised every alarm to 8.35 a.m. Then, slipping out of Bermuda and down dark corridors to the chapel, they concealed the clocks inside the organ, behind the altar and under the pews, in a box of psalters and behind the wooden hymn board. Returning to bed, they felt an exhilarating sense of anticipation.

The next morning in chapel service, as Archie Trumper was gearing up for a broadside against the decolonisation of British Africa (‘The blacks don’t even want us to go; they know when they’re on to a good thing’), his sermon was interrupted by the shrill ringing of a bell. ‘What the devil is that? Where’s that noise coming from?’

Just then, a second alarm went off – louder this time – quickly followed by a third. It could have been a fire alarm, had Broadley Court possessed anything so high-tech.

As it dawned on Archie Trumper what was happening, his face turned the colour of borscht. ‘If this is some boy’s idea of a joke …’

The fourth clock was activated – dingalingalingaling – then the fifth and sixth – clangalangalang. All over the chapel, alarms were ringing at different pitches as the Headmaster marched in one direction then another attempting to locate the source of the racket. Jamie and Charlie succeeded in looking as surprised as everyone else as the drama unfolded. Eventually all the bells had run their course. Archie Trumper, eyes blazing, hands tugging at the sleeves of his cassock, ordered the school prefects to search the whole chapel and locate the clocks. ‘And I expect the boy or boys responsible for this outrage to identify themselves immediately.’

Jamie and Charlie joined the rest of the school in looking innocently around the chapel, to see who might own up.

‘Very well,’ said Archie Trumper. ‘If nobody’s going to own up, we’ll simply sit here until someone does. All day if necessary. It doesn’t worry me. I shall have my own lunch brought in, and you can watch me eat it. Nobody else will eat, of course. You can miss lunch, tea, breakfast tomorrow morning, whatever. We can stay here all night long. I have plenty of marking to be getting on with.’

For four and a half hours, the one hundred and twenty boys sat silently in the chapel, waiting for someone to come forward. Jamie and Charlie had agreed in advance that, whatever happened, they would never confess.

At one o’clock, the school cook carried in a slice of veal and ham pie and a scoop of coleslaw for the Headmaster. The six alarm clocks were lined up as exhibits on the altar.

At half-past two Jamie Temple stuck up his hand. A frisson of excitement passed through the school. Charlie was horrified. Had Temple gone barmy or something?

‘Yes, Temple?’ said Archie Trumper. ‘Have you got something you want to tell us?’

‘Excuse me, sir,’ said Jamie. ‘It’s just that I think I recognise one of the clocks, sir, the brass one with three legs. I’ve seen it before in Matron’s room.’

‘Have you indeed?’ said Archie Trumper.

‘And I was just thinking, sir, that maybe it was Matron who left it in the chapel, by accident.’

The whole school erupted with laughter. It was Matron’s alarm clock! She was the practical joker! It wasn’t one of the boys at all!

The Headmaster demanded silence. ‘Frankly I don’t think it’s very likely, do you, Temple, that Matron would initiate an idiotic prank like this?’ But probably, after six hours, even Archie Trumper was searching for a face-saving exit from the impasse, so he said: ‘I shall speak to Matron and, let me assure you, this investigation is by no means concluded. Make no mistake, the culprit will be caught and admonished. Meanwhile, you can all return to your form-rooms and resume your lessons.’

As they filed out of the chapel, Jamie was a hero. Boys were slapping him on the back: ‘That was brilliant, Temple. Imagine it being Matron’s fault all the time. Trumper was false accusing.’

Later, when they met in the bootroom to gloat over the enormous success of the escapade, Charlie said to Jamie, ‘For one minute I thought you were going to own up. I thought you’d gone cuckoo or something.’

Jamie laughed. ‘Not in a trillion years, no fear. But, you see, I just have this honest face. People always believe me, even when I’m lying.’

‘That’s so lucky,’ said Charlie, enviously.

‘My father has it too,’ Jamie replied. ‘He tells whoppers all day long, especially to my mother. And everyone just automatically believes him.’

In common with every other preparatory school in the late sixties, Broadley Court was in perpetual need of money. Although the constant round of fundraising had not yet reached the obsessive proportions of the eighties and nineties, there was still an expectation that everything to do with the school – a filter system for the swimming pool, upgrading the Nuffield science laboratories, even the replumbing of bathrooms and refurbishment of classrooms – should be achieved using funds specially raised for the purpose. For parents, this was infuriating. Having already paid over substantial fees, they were then suborned at every turn into giving more money. At sports day, at the Christmas carol concert, in the interval at the school play, Archie Trumper would vault on to the stage and cajole the captive parents on the progress of his numerous appeals. ‘We are now more than a quarter of the way towards our target for returfing the First XI cricket square and reroofing the pavilion,’ he would say, ‘and I would particularly like to express my thanks to those parents who have so generously contributed. To those parents who haven’t yet sent a donation – and you know who you are – I can only repeat that this is a very worthy cause, and one that will directly benefit the daily lives of your offspring here at Broadley.’

Michael Temple, while always being amongst the first to send a cheque for whatever came along, complained about it vociferously. ‘You know what this is like,’ he would tell other parents in his loud lush voice. ‘It’s like ordering the set lunch at some decent restaurant and then being told you have to pay a levy on top for the chief bottlewashers in the kitchen. Goodness knows why we all put up with it.’ The Crieffs, meanwhile, made a point of ignoring all appeals for money, believing that their higher social status absolved them from impositions of this kind.

One sports day, on one of the hottest June days of the decade, the Crieffs were introduced to the Temples for the first time.

‘You really have been so kind to Charlie,’ said Lady Crieff, shaking Michael Temple tepidly by the hand, while thinking that his shirt collar and tie were several inches too wide, and his eau-de-cologne several degrees too pungent, to be worn by a gentleman. It was really quite surprising the other parents these days at supposedly good schools, she observed, taking in the trace of bright red lipstick on Margaret Temple’s teeth.

‘Oh, it’s a pleasure,’ said Michael. ‘It’s fun for Jamie having a friend to take out, otherwise he gets fidgety in the restaurants we enjoy. Incidentally, there’s a new French place opening over near Cookham, which should be worth a punt.’

The Crieffs, who always brought a picnic down to the school, smiled patronisingly.

‘It’s great the boys get on so well together,’ Michael went on. ‘Especially as they both have Marcus as their godfather.’

Lady Crieff stiffened. ‘Sadly we haven’t seen Marcus Brand for a long time,’ she said, in a voice that made plain it wasn’t sad at all.

‘He is a slippery fish these days,’ agreed Michael. ‘One has to book him up weeks in advance. With all these businesses he’s gobbling up, it’s like obtaining an audience with royalty.’

The Crieffs, who were only dimly conscious of Marcus’s burgeoning business empire, and were hardly disposed to be impressed by it, looked nonplussed.

‘Tell you what I’ll do,’ said Michael. ‘Next time I run into Marcus, I’ll tell him we were all talking about him and he should give you a bell. He’ll probably give you a ride in his new chopper, if you’re lucky.’

At the time in question, Broadley Court’s latest appeal was for funds to repair the cricket nets. Every boy in the school was challenged by Archie Trumper to raise £10 by their own initiative: ‘It’s up to you how you achieve this. You might want to do caddying at your local golf club in the holidays, or get yourself sponsored for some activity such as polishing your parents’ shoes.’

‘I’ll tell you something,’ Jamie declared to Charlie. ‘No way am I cleaning shoes. Anyway, my father has a man who comes in and does that for him already.’

‘Then how will you get the money?’

‘That’s my great idea – write to Godfather Marcus and ask him for it! I bet he’ll send us £20.’

The idea struck both boys as a stroke of genius. They wrote him a joint letter, explaining about the fundraising, and sent it off to his new headquarters in Pall Mall. ‘Please send the £20 to us at Broadley Court as quickly as possible. Love from Charlie (Crieff) and Jamie (Temple).’

For ten days they received no reply, though each morning, when the school post was distributed, Jamie always said, ‘It’s bound to come today. It has to. I couldn’t stand having to cart someone’s golf clubs around, just to make more money for Trumper to spend on buying sherry for himself.’

‘Twenty pounds wouldn’t be anything to Marcus,’ said Charlie. ‘It would be like sixpence to anyone else. My mother says he’s probably a Jew, but doesn’t admit to it.’

On the eleventh morning, the letter arrived. They recognised it instantly because the address in Pall Mall was printed on the flap of the envelope. Jamie held it up to the light. ‘I’m pretty sure there’s money inside. It feels like there is. Didn’t I say he’d send us some?’

They ripped open the envelope. Inside was a sheet of thick cream-coloured paper, engraved with the name of Marcus’s company. The letter itself was signed, not by their godfather but by somebody described as the Manager for Investor Relations. ‘Your letter to the Chairman has been forwarded to my department. As you can imagine, we receive numerous requests of this nature from many different worthy charities and sadly cannot support them all. We do, however, wish you well with your endeavours, and hope that the Brand Group of Companies may be able to help on some future occasion.’

This was the first, but not the last, time that Marcus Brand’s godchildren would solicit money from him. The difference being that, in the future, they would ask for considerably more.



4: November, 1968


Stuart Bolton was walking back from the bus stop after school with his friends Mick and Ginger. They were approaching the factory next to the old brewery, where it always stank of malt and hops, when they saw the big crowd of men outside the gates. There were about seven hundred of them, it looked like, standing about on the pavement in their donkey jackets, and three men were standing on crates addressing them through a megaphone. Some of the crowd were holding placards.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Stuart. ‘What are all the men doing?’

‘That’s where my dad works,’ said Mick. ‘He works in that factory.’

As they got closer, they noticed two police vans parked in the next street, full of men with riot shields, and there were more policemen lined up outside the factory gates.

‘Look, that’s my dad stood over there,’ said Mick. ‘We can ask him.’ Mick’s father, a bull-necked Brummie who had lived in the next terrace to Stuart for as long as he remembered, was smoking with a group of mates from his assembly line. When he saw the boys he shook his head despondently.

‘They’ve only gone and locked us out,’ he said. ‘They’ve chained the gates against the whole workforce.’

‘But why’ve they done that?’ asked Stuart.

‘New management. They want to put half the men out of work and replace us with robots.’

‘It’s disgusting,’ said another man. ‘No way is that going to happen, no way. If they try and do away with one single job, we’re working to rule.’

From the back of the crowd, Stuart could just about make out what the shop steward was saying through a loud hailer. ‘This action has the full endorsement of the national executive of the Amalgamated Engineering Union. If we come out, it’s not just the Birmingham membership but the whole industry. There won’t be a plant in production from Longbridge to Cowley. Every chapel will come out in sympathy.’

‘’Ow about a General Strike?’ someone shouted out from the crowd. There was a cheer of support.

‘If necessary, brothers, yes. We’re going to teach this management a lesson that they won’t forget. The Smeth-wick Chassis Works will not accept any reduction in the workforce. Not one job. This great industry of ours is going to fight to ensure its survival.’

‘Who is that talking?’ Stuart asked Mick’s dad. The shop steward on the crate was broad-shouldered and determined. Stuart thought he was a brilliant speaker, like some Roman senator they learned about at school, addressing the populace in the forum.

‘Father of the chapel,’ said Mick’s dad. ‘The other bloke, the older man in the raincoat, he’s the area convenor. He’s the powerful one, they say.’

‘They’ll have to unlock the gates eventually,’ said Stuart. ‘If everyone sticks together, they won’t have any choice. Otherwise they can’t make anything.’

Mick’s dad shrugged. ‘I hope you’re right about that, son. There’s little enough work round here. Go on – you’d better run off home and get some tea inside you.’

As usual, when Stuart returned home, his mother wasn’t back yet from work, so he found the front door key under the brick and let himself in. Then he took four slices of white bread from the bread bin, and the margarine and waxy red ball of Edam from the fridge, and made himself a triple-decker sandwich with cheese and jam and peanut butter. These sandwiches were the best thing about his mother not being there because she said they were totally disgusting and he wasn’t allowed to make them when she was around.

After tea, before he started on his homework, Stuart went into his bedroom and got out his chest expanders. They looked like iron bedsprings with handles at both ends, and, according to the advertisement, you could double your muscle power in twelve weeks. In the picture, a Mr Universe had been shown stretching the springs to some incredible arm span. Stuart couldn’t manage that yet but, little by little, he had felt muscles developing like ping-pong balls in his upper arms. In the two years since the holiday in Cap Ferrat, he had worked determinedly on becoming stronger. He had also learned to swim, and nothing had given him so much satisfaction as being picked to swim for the school under-13s at St Edward’s Grammar.

After that Stuart settled down to his homework, which always took at least two hours. That term they were learning about the invasion of England in 1513 by an army of opportunist Scottish nobles, which ended with the great victory at Flodden Field, and the pig iron smelting process that had transformed the economy of the West Midlands. They set a lot of homework at St Edward’s, which many of the boys resented but Stuart never really minded. When the whole school was set one of the new IQ tests, he scored unexpectedly highly. He was hungry for knowledge and his mother encouraged him too. He discovered that he was above average at languages and maths, and already they were talking about him at school as someone who might eventually go on to university.

At half-past six Jean Bolton arrived home with a bag full of shopping and the evening newspaper. As usual, she asked him about his day at school and gave him a piece of fruit that she’d bought in the Bull Ring market at lunchtime.

Stuart ate the apple and picked up the Birmingham Post. On the front page was a photograph of the lockout at the Smethwick Chassis Works; you could see the big crowd of men outside the factory gates, and the shards of jagged glass set into the top of the wall. Stuart was looking to see if he could spot Mick’s dad anywhere when he noticed the picture of Marcus Brand underneath. At first, he could hardly believe it was him. He was standing at the head of a long, polished boardroom table, with two other men in suits sitting on either side of him looking very serious. Marcus was staring defiantly into the camera. Beneath the photograph, a caption read, ‘Smethwick Chassis Works Chairman, Marcus Brand, said yesterday he would rather close the factory permanently than concede to AEU demands’.

Stuart read the news story, which jumped to a later page in the paper. He had had no idea that his godfather owned the factory where Mick’s dad worked, and the fathers of many other boys in his class; probably about sixty boys at St Edward’s had a father, uncle or elder brother employed at the chassis works. And he couldn’t believe that Marcus would shut it down.

It was the biggest component factory in Smethwick, and it supplied all the most important car plants in the country. Hub caps, windscreen motors, dynamos, ignition coils: all through the day, trucks loaded with parts rolled out of the yard, bound for the Leyland plant at Longbridge and Ford at Halewood and Dagenham. You couldn’t just shut down somewhere like that, which made all those things, could you?

Towards the end of the article, after they’d reported what the union was saying, and how job-losses were non-negotiable, the Post had interviewed Marcus. Questioned on how long he would be staying in Birmingham, he had declared, ‘I shall base myself here for as long as necessary. I haven’t booked into a hotel because I am making myself available to talk with the unions at any time, night or day. I am sleeping on a sofa in my office. But I should caution the membership that I am not infinitely patient. Nor am I interested in discussing anything other than an orderly reduction in manpower to meet the targets I have set within the declared timeframe, and an end to restrictive practices. Anything else is a waste of time.’

The interviewer then asked Marcus whether his threat to close the factory should be taken seriously.

‘Believe me, I should hate to shut this business down, but faced with no other option, I will not hesitate. Compare our productivity with that of almost any other industrialised economy – and particularly those of West Germany and Japan – and you will see that we are woefully uncompetitive. Our present levels of overmanning are unsustainable. I urge the fathers of the chapel to recognise this, and come to the table before it’s too late.’

He continued, ‘It would be salutary for those shop stewards who tell me that the British component industry cannot or will not conduct itself in a sensible manner, to remember the recent fate of many great British companies that have either been taken over or gone to the wall. I am thinking of Fisher and Ludlow, Briggs Motor Bodies, Pressed Steel – those are only the most prominent. If SCW wishes to go the same way, then so be it, but I would sooner put it out of its misery now, like an old lame dog that must be taken outside and shot, than allow it to limp on to certain death three or four years down the line.’

Reading all this, Stuart felt a complicated divergence of loyalty and emotion. Never before, not in his whole life, had he seen a photograph of anyone he knew in a newspaper. Marcus Brand was famous and, as his godson, that meant he was famous too. Half of him longed to show Ginger and Mick this picture of the man who had flown him to France on an aeroplane and given everyone champagne out of golden goblets. It made him proud, too, to know that his father had worked for Marcus, the famous boss who was in the newspapers. Apparently he used to drive this brilliant Bentley, with all leather trim inside, which could go a hundred miles an hour or something. But Stuart also felt oddly ashamed. If the chassis works closed, all those men would be put out of work, and it would be his godfather’s fault. Everyone knew that half the factories in Birmingham had shut down already. When you walked along the Birmingham and Fazeley canal, you passed factories and warehouses that were boarded up and all their windows smashed. Quite a few boys at St Edward’s had fathers who were out of work. Stuart understood he had better keep quiet about his special connection to Marcus Brand, at least until after the dispute was over.

The next morning, as he walked to school, the crowd was still standing about on the pavement outside the works, and there were more policemen keeping them back from the gates. It looked to Stuart like there were more men outside today than there had been yesterday. Secondary pickets had been bussed in from other factories across the city. The strikers had lit braziers and were warming their hands against the bitter November cold. As he passed by, Stuart glanced up at the windows of the office block within the perimeter wall, where the managers worked, and wondered whether Marcus was somewhere inside. He imagined him eating a bowl of lobsters, breaking their pink claws with those special silver crackers.

He turned his face away quickly, half fearing to be spotted by Marcus through the window, half wanting to see him again.

In the school playground at break, Mick and Ginger and all the boys talked about the strike. According to Mick’s dad, the new owner was like a slave driver; he smoked this big fat cigar all day while the men did all the work, and he was driven up from London in a Bentley. Stuart sucked his milk through a straw and said nothing.

‘This bloke,’ said Mick, ‘he’s so greedy for money, he doesn’t even want to pay the men their proper wages. Dad says he wants to put in these new foreign machines, which do it all for you – you wouldn’t need any people stood there minding them. They work by themselves and can think and all, like Daleks.’

Ginger said, ‘Ex-ter-min-ate. Ex-ter-min-ate.’

‘It’s not funny,’ said Mick. ‘Dad’s dead worried. He hasn’t ever worked any other place except there.’

Stuart was doing his homework that night when he heard his mother come in and put down her bags on the table with a thump. A minute or two later the sound of a Chopin prelude began wafting through the flat. Jean Bolton loved classical music, and as soon as she got home put on the Third Programme. Ever since his ninth birthday, she had made a point of taking Stuart with her to concerts at the Birmingham Town Hall. Already he had heard an Artur Rubinstein recital of Chopin, Falla and Beethoven in the great municipal landmark with its soaring pillars and vast organ.

The evening paper was once again leading on the dispute at the chassis works. This time there was a photograph of Marcus Brand’s Bentley, taken over the factory wall, presumably from an adjacent rooftop.

‘Mum,’ said Stuart. ‘Look at this, there’s a picture of my godfather’s car.’

‘I saw it already, Stuart. And I think it would be a good idea if we didn’t mention it to anyone else. A lot of people round here are upset, and it won’t do to go round talking about Mr Brand.’

Already, Jean Bolton regretted her decision to allow Stuart to go to France. She sensed that he hadn’t enjoyed himself, though he hadn’t actually said as much. With her son, it was sometimes hard to know what he felt about anything, he could be that unforthcoming.

The lockout continued for twenty-three days. At first there was a conviction on the part of the workers that the dispute couldn’t last much longer. The management was losing orders, and it was only a question of time before they capitulated. The shop stewards were even talking about a special payment for all the men before they’d return to work, as compensation for loss of wages. But by the end of the second week, with no paypacket, Mick’s family were running out of money for food, and the corner shop wasn’t extending any more credit. One teatime, Stuart took Mick back home for a triple-decker sandwich. ‘Dad says the men are totally united,’ Mick told him. ‘They’re roasting chestnuts on the braziers. They’re really showing that Mr Brand, he’s dead scared now. He’s pissing himself.’

In the third week, the mood abruptly changed. Marcus Brand gave an interview to the Post, stating that if the men didn’t return to work, he’d dismantle the assembly lines and sell the machinery for whatever he could get for it. ‘Already we’ve had offers. We have received approaches from interested parties in India and elsewhere. We can ship the whole plant.’

Then tussling broke out around the gates, and a pile of tyres and petrol-soaked rags was set alight against the perimeter wall. The police presence increased. The local shop stewards, rattled by their lack of progress, became more militant in their demands, and executives from the Joint Negotiating Committee of the TUC were seen entering the works.

Stuart, Mick and Ginger were walking home from school on Thursday when they witnessed the fight. It had broken out twenty minutes earlier, with some of the younger lads pelting the police with lumps of brick. Matters had escalated from there. Pretty soon more than two hundred men had been drawn into it, and bottles and slabs of broken pavement were being pitched through the air at the line of police. Everywhere there was shouting and cursing as the frustrations of the long dispute spilled into violence. Already, Stuart could see one policeman, blood running down his face, being supported to a van between colleagues. Then part of the crowd surged forward, and the men were using placards as weapons and the police were responding with truncheons. Shop stewards were shouting through megaphones, half urging the men on, half calling them to order, but their words were lost in the scrap.

Watching from the hill above, the boys could see everything. They were cheering on the men like spectators at a wrestling match.

‘There’s Dad,’ shouted Mick excitedly. ‘Look, down there, he’s got a metal pole.’ They saw Mick’s father and a crowd of co-workers running at the gate with a rusty girder as a battering ram. Stuart felt a surge of exhilaration. At that moment, he knew exactly where his loyalties lay.

The girder pounded against the gate, which shuddered but held. The line of men reversed, manoeuvring the girder for a second run-up. But then they were overwhelmed by police, who began laying into them with truncheons. You could see the men shielding their heads with their arms, and the girder dropped on to the ground with a metallic clang. Mick gasped as he watched his father take a direct blow to his skull and drop to his knees. The policeman hit him a second time, this time against his shoulder, and then he was dragged off by a couple of men, back into the safety of the crowd.

By the time the boys found him, he was stretched out on the pavement, being tended by a group of strikers. His face was badly bruised. A shop steward – the one that Stuart had earlier compared to a Roman senator – was encouraging him to take a sip of tea. ‘You’re a hero, mate, no question, a ruddy hero.’ And then he turned to the boys, who were standing back not knowing what to do, and asked, ‘Any of you lads know where he lives?’

Mick shot up his hand, as he’d been taught at school. ‘He’s my dad.’

‘Well, you’d better fetch your mum then,’ said the shop steward. ‘Tell her what’s happened, and get her to come quick. And you can tell her nobody’s ever going to forget what her old man’s done today.’

Mick sprinted off, followed by Stuart who suddenly realised how late it was. His mother would be home soon and he hadn’t started on his homework. But how could he think about schoolwork at a time like this, with history in the making? He felt proud at Mick’s father’s courage, and moved by the shop steward’s eulogy and the way that all the men were working together to save the factory.

A white van was parked outside the flat with its rear doors open, and two men in overalls were struggling to carry a wooden crate to the front door. The crate was shaped like a large painting, encased in planks.

‘You live here?’ one of them asked. ‘We’ve got a delivery for a Stuart Bolton.’

‘I’m Stuart.’ He couldn’t imagine what it could possibly be, or who could be sending it to him. He had never been sent anything so big before.

The men somehow edged the crate up the narrow stairs, complaining all the way, and through the front door of the Boltons’ flat. They left it, still unwrapped, in the centre of the living room.

Shortly afterwards, Jean returned and exclaimed when she saw it. ‘There must be a mistake, I haven’t ordered anything. They’ll have to come straight back and take it away again, that’s all.’

But the special delivery label read ‘Stuart Bolton’ clearly enough, so they set to work unpacking. After a few minutes, he shouted, ‘Mum! It’s amazing. I know what it is. It’s table football! This is so amazing.’

They pushed back the sofa and tipped the giant table on to its side to attach the legs. There were two teams – Birmingham City and Aston Villa in their proper club strips – and each of the players was attached to steel bars, and there were goals at each end with netting and floodlights at each corner. It was the biggest, most incredible table football game Stuart had ever seen, far bigger than the one in the youth club which was spastic compared to this.

‘Is it really meant for me?’ he asked, suddenly anxious that it might be a mistake.

Jean opened the card, but she’d guessed already. ‘It’s a present from Marcus Brand,’ she read. ‘He says, ‘‘I’ve been thinking about you, Stuart, because I’m staying in your magnificent city. If I wasn’t so occupied with work, I’d give you tea at the Metropole. Hope you still enjoy football, I remember you telling me you’d like one of these one day.’’ ’

When they heaved the table upright, it filled three-quarters of the surface area of the living room. There was hardly space to walk round it to reach the kitchen. And when you extended the steel rods, you had to press yourself flat against the walls.

Stuart beat his mother nine-games-to-nil on that first afternoon. He quickly got the hang of the wrist action, but the fact was, Jean Bolton didn’t put up much competition. He found that, with a couple of hard spins of the handle, the white ball slammed into the back of the net every time and dropped into the pocket.

‘Now, Stuart,’ she said after a while, ‘I can’t stand here playing football all day long. Finish your homework and then, if there’s time, ask one of your friends over for a match.’

But Stuart knew that he could never let his friends see the game. He could never admit that Marcus had sent it – especially not to Mick – and how else could he explain how he came by it?

The table stood like a reproach in the living room. It was the best present he’d ever had by miles, but when he thought of Mick’s dad, bruised and bloodied on the pavement, it made him ashamed.

Later that evening he sat next to his mother on the sofa, drinking a mug of Ovaltine. The table football loomed over them. From their low vantage point, they could only see the base of the table with its steel rods protruding above their heads.

‘Mum,’ Stuart said, ‘I really need to ask you something. When I was in France staying with my godfather, he said Dad had been a hero. What did he mean?’

‘A hero? I’m not sure exactly. Your father was a very good man, probably that’s what Mr Brand meant.’

‘But how did Dad die anyway? You’ve never explained. Was he really killed in a car crash?’

Jean sighed. It was a conversation she would rather have avoided, but Stuart was eleven now, and she would have to tell him something one day.

‘Yes, it was a car accident. It was very sad. You were only six weeks old when it happened, and we were living in Scotland in a cottage near to Mr Brand’s house.’

‘Was Godfather Marcus in the crash too?’

‘No, but his wife was.’

‘I didn’t know Marcus even had a wife. When we were in France there was a lady staying called Clemence, but I didn’t think she was his actual wife.’

‘Mrs Brand died in the same awful accident as your father. It was the middle of the night, and the car drove off the road. It hit a tree.’

Stuart went very quiet, taking it all in. ‘Was Dad actually driving when it crashed?’

Jean nodded. ‘The hospital told us he probably died instantly. He wouldn’t have been in any pain.’

Stuart was still thinking. ‘Was Marcus really angry that Dad killed his wife?’

‘Stuart!’

‘But if it was Dad’s fault. If he was doing the driving …’

Jean put her arms around her son and hugged him. ‘Stuart, listen to me. It wasn’t your father’s fault. It all happened a very long time ago, a tragic accident, but he wasn’t to blame. Your father was the most wonderful, kind man who loved you and it’s so sad that he hasn’t been here to see you grow up. He’d have been so proud of you. And you must always be proud of him.’ She drew Stuart close to her, beneath the jutting overhang of the table football. ‘He wasn’t to blame.’

Stuart nodded, and smiled reassuringly at his mother. But in his heart he was not reassured.

It was a week after this conversation that two things happened at almost the same time.

The first, and more important, development was that the dispute at the Smethwick Chassis Works was resolved through arbitration. At the time, the unions hailed the result as a famous victory. Marcus Brand made several important concessions over manning levels and automation, which resulted in eighty per cent of the workforce keeping their jobs, though additional job losses were negotiated through natural wastage. Mick’s father returned to the assembly line and remained with the company for a further twenty months, until his position was abolished in the next round of restructuring.

The same week, Stuart told his mother that he wanted to give the table football to the youth club. He said that it filled up the living room a bit too much, and there would anyway be more people to play against at the club. Jean Bolton was relieved to see the back of it. She arranged that it should be presented anonymously, and during the many matches that Stuart played on it against his friends, he never gave the slightest hint as to where it had come from.



5: July, 1973


The house in the Bahamas resembled something out of Gone With The Wind: a white plantation building with a double-height portico supported by six white columns, and a white cupola on the roof. From his bedroom window in one of the two pink-washed guest cottages, Stuart had a view of a perfectly manicured, brilliant green golf course, with raked bunkers and palm trees as straight as industrial chimneys.
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