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About the Book


A love affair . . . between self-made property tycoon Matt Shaw and dazzling fashion editor Eliza Clark, spanning sixties London, the extravagance of Milan and the glamour of New York.


A marriage . . . that’s both passionate and difficult, as Matt and Eliza’s lives become irrevocably divided and entwined with others: charming advertising man Jeremy Northcott; flamboyant Italian fashion icon Mariella Crespi; Matt’s sister Scarlett, who has her own complicated loves affairs.  And then there’s Louise, Matt’s tough and sassy business partner, as successful as he is and fighting for her future.


A child . . . Emmie, adored, precocious, and ultimately the victim of her parents’ doomed marriage, she both holds them together and drives them apart.


The decision . . . which is agonizing and desperate, and taken in the divorce courts – where truths will be told, secrets revealed and reputations shattered.  And at the heart of it all lies the fate of a little girl.
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Prologue


1971


It was nearly over then. By this time tomorrow it would be settled. By this time tomorrow she would know. Whether she would still be a mother, a proper mother, the sort that did the ordinary things, got her child up every morning and tucked her up in bed every night, took her to school and picked her up again, knew when she’d had a tummy ache or a bad dream, got cross with her, argued with her, decided when to get her hair cut, or that she needed new shoes, told her off for skimping on her homework or her ballet practice, insisted she made her bed and tidied her room and wrote thank-you letters and cleaned out the hamster’s cage . . . Or the other sort, the once-a-week sort, the provider of a perfect room and whatever-you-fancy food, who waited impatiently outside school, aware of the mild curiosity of the other mothers, the purveyor of treats and outings, and ultra-generosity to friends, surprised by a new dress, a fringe, a fad, always with time to give, over-indulgent, never cross, never critical, desperate to know about a school concert, a friend’s party, plans for a holiday, watchful for new loyalties, jealous of new traditions . . .


Which would she be?


The mother with custody? Or the mother without?




Part One


The Engagement




Chapter 1


1958


Eliza was in the middle of curtseying to the Queen when she decided it was time she lost her virginity.


She was rather shocked at herself; not for the nature of the decision, but for managing to make it at such a moment. She had had a lot of trouble getting her curtsey absolutely right (one foot lined up perfectly behind the other, both knees bent, head erect, arms at side), it was hardly comfortable and she was inclined to wobble. Concentration was essential. And it was a terribly important moment in her life; both her mother and her godmother (who was actually presenting her) had instilled into her endlessly how lucky she was, that had she been one year younger it would not have been possible, because this was positively the last year of court presentation, it had been declared an anachronism, not in keeping with the new Elizabethan age. And here she was, in her blue silk Belinda Belville cocktail dress, in the presence of the Queen – so much younger and prettier in the flesh than her photographs, and the Duke – so amazingly handsome, and she was thinking not about being part of a deeply important tradition that had lasted for generations, but about who of all the young men she was dancing and flirting with that wonderful summer she might achieve this new ambition with. It really was rather bad of her.


Concentrate, Eliza! What would her mother and godmother say if they knew that after all their organising and lunching and juggling with dates and guest lists and budgets for her Season, that her mind was fixed not on what to them was the almost sacred part of the whole thing, but on something very unsuitable indeed.


She straightened slowly (without a hint of wobble), and moved towards the side of the throne room, making way for the next wave of girls.


Eliza was attracting a lot of attention that summer. Indeed she had become a bit of a favourite with the popular press, had so far appeared in the Express three times and the Mirror four. Her mother had felt it rather lowered the tone of Eliza’s Season, but Eliza thought it was wonderful and a lot of the other girls had been really jealous. She wasn’t pretty; she could see it for herself: her features were too large, and her colouring too strong, with slightly olive skin, very dark hair combined with very dark blue eyes, and she had more than once heard her mother saying worriedly to her grandmother that she did hope no one would think there was foreign blood in the family. But she also knew that she was extremely attractive.


Boys had made passes at her from when she had been only fifteen, and she had always had an endless queue of would-be partners at pony-club dances. Indeed, she had first made the pages of Tatler the year before her Season, watching her brother Charles play cricket for the Old Etonians on Founders’ Day.


But this year was truly hers, and she was proving a star; she had already been granted the Big One, a full-page solo spot at the front of Tatler, taken by Tom Hustler, himself once a Debs’ Delight and now a society photographer.


‘Miss Eliza Fullerton-Clark,’ the caption said, ‘daughter of Mr and Mrs Adrian Fullerton-Clark. Eliza, a charming girl whose interests include skiing and the History of Art’ (I didn’t know that, thought Eliza, studying the photograph critically, grateful for Tom’s lighting which disguised her slightly too long nose, and made her eyes look simply enormous) ‘will have her dance at the exquisite Fullerton-Clark home, Summercourt, Wellesley, later in the Season.’


The photograph had been granted its prominence by Tatler’s social editor, Betty Kenward, the redoubtable Jennifer of ‘Jennifer’s Diary’, the all-powerful goddess of High Society, whose word alone could promote a girl from being just, well, a girl, to a success, someone to be marked down as having a future. Which meant not a future in her own right, but as the wife of someone rich and powerful, at best heir to one of the great estates of rural England.


And Eliza’s future had been most carefully planned. Sarah Fullerton-Clark, together with her best friend (and Eliza’s godmother) Anna Marchant, or rather the Hon. Mrs Piers Marchant, had visited Mrs Kenward in her eyrie at the top of a small flight of stairs from the Tatler editorial floor. Mrs Kenward had given them the regulation small tomato juice and shared with them the almost mystical tools of her trade: her diary of the Season, with every girl’s dance and date so far, and a list of eligible young men, rich and well-connected, christened (by the tabloids) the ‘Debs’ Delights’. The Delights had a longer lifespan than the debs, and were summoned for several summers, at no cost to themselves, to attend dances and parties, Ascot and Henley, and whole weekends at fine country houses, where the only requirement upon them was to wear the right clothes, not to drink too much, to be polite to their hostess and to smile at and charm the prettier debs. (The plainer ones tended to go unsmiled at, and undanced with; Eliza knew more than one girl who regularly arrived on Friday evenings and went right through to Sunday midday totally ignored by everyone, and certainly not asked to dance.)


Charles was on the list of course; he was extremely good-looking, which meant if it was a toss-up between inviting Eliza to a cocktail party or dance or another girl without a brother, Eliza usually won. He was very tall and dark, and charmingly diffident, a favourite with the mothers; Sarah and Anna had left Mrs Kenward’s office with a recommendation for the date for Eliza’s dance and some starred names of young men on the list, denoting particularly impressive titles or fortunes.


Eliza was staying with the Marchants in London during the week that summer, since she was doing – as well as the Season – a course at one of London’s smarter secretarial colleges. Her mother had been anxious that the course would be too much for her and she’d look tired at all the important dances, but the principal assured her that girls doing their Season were permitted to come in at midday after an important party, so they could get their beauty sleep. And as Eliza had assured Sarah, typing along to the strains of Victor Silvester and his Ballroom Orchestra (this was to ensure the steady rhythm essential to a good typist) was hardly arduous.


Eliza was determined to work, and not in some feeble little job either; her allowance from her father was very small and anyway, she wanted a career. She knew what everyone including her mother said, that a job was just something to do until you got married and to earn you a bit of pocket money, but Eliza wanted more; she wanted a job that was interesting and absorbing, something she cared about ‘that will make me a person, in my own right,’ she said to Charles, ‘you know, not just as someone’s wife or whatever.’


Fashion fascinated her particularly: not just clothes, but the way they worked, how you could tell so much about a person from what they wore, how important they were to the picture you presented to the world. Her college had a tie-up with Vogue, and many of their girls got secretarial jobs there; maybe that would be something she might do. It would be a start anyway. A start to her career.


In spite of her decision, taken in such sumptuous circumstances, Eliza was still a virgin as the date for her dance approached. Lots of her friends claimed to have Done It, or rather implied they had – but she suspected most of them were lying. Everyone was petrified of getting pregnant, and it had been dinned into them by their mothers that girls with bad reputations were usually finished in the marriage market. Some boys were very badly behaved, of course, and there were lots of stories of girls being found in compromising situations in bedrooms and libraries and even wine cellars in country houses, but somehow, it just hadn’t happened to her; and she really didn’t want the occasion rushed through. She wanted it to take place in style.


Besides, she’d been terribly busy, had had a wonderfully successful time. She’d been to literally dozens of dances and cocktail parties; she’d had a starring role in the Berkeley Dress Show, that great annual opportunity for debs to be models for a day, and managed to catch the eye of the photographer from the Evening Standard and hit the front page, wearing a white evening dress by Hartnell. And at Queen Charlotte’s Ball – the Harlots’ Ball as the Debs’ Delights called it – she had been quite near the front in the line of girls pulling the giant cake into the ballroom: yet another photograph in the tabloids.


And then there was her own dance, so much discussed and planned – what should she wear, how many of the girls she ‘owed to’ had to be invited, even whether she should share with someone, which was the classic means of halving the cost – but she categorically refused. It was to be her night, and hers alone. It had passed far too quickly, a magical fairy-tale evening, when she’d felt like a story-book heroine, just drifted by without any clear memories of anything, except fragments: the perfect June night, the garden filled with roses, the white marquee so gorgeously dressed up, the crowds and crowds of friends, the band playing exactly what she wanted, the endless champagne, her father flushed with pride, her mother kissing her and telling her how proud of her they were. She’d danced and danced, literally till dawn, with an endless flow of charming young men and then fallen into bed, amazed that she wasn’t drunker, considering how much champagne she had consumed.


It was the crown on a wonderful summer; and she wished it need never end.


Her mother was pale but happy next morning, relieved at the success of the dance, relieved it was finally over. It had occupied her thoughts and fed her anxieties for almost a year; but it seemed to have been worth it.


Worth the bank loan Adrian had had to take out, the sleepless nights, the endless work. The expense hadn’t stopped at Eliza’s dance, of course, it was all the attendant expenditure: Eliza’s six dance dresses, two of them long for the grander dances, one white for Queen Charlotte’s Ball, her clothes for Ascot and Henley, Sarah’s own dresses, all the hats and shoes and gloves, the mums’ luncheons, the pre-dance dinners – but it was all an investment in Eliza’s future, and not even to be questioned.


Having her dance at home in the country, rather than in London, had saved a lot, and was so much nicer, everyone had (apparently genuinely) said and certainly numbers had not been in the least affected.


Eliza’s dress had been from Belville Sassoon again – but Sarah had had her own dress run up by her dressmaker and Adrian’s tailcoat being a little worn and slightly out of date was desirable rather than the reverse. Nothing more common than spanking-new evening clothes on the older generation; people might even think, heaven forbid, they’d been hired. Adrian had bought his coat soon after they had first met; she had invited him to a dance in the country and, seeing where Sarah Cunninghame’s infatuation with him could be leading, Adrian had considered it a sound investment for two weeks’ salary and twenty-five years later, it still looked superb – a tribute to his own unchanging shape as much as Messrs Hawes & Curtis’s skill.


And Charles of course, darling Charles, had looked brilliantly handsome as always; he had danced with her not once but twice, telling her how lovely she looked, how proud of her he was. Not many sons would do that.


All the young people had behaved pretty well; there had been the usual horsing around by some of the male element and a couple of the girls had been really rather drunk, especially the one doing striptease by the ladies’ loos, but it had all stayed good-natured and Eliza had clearly had a lovely time. And as a final coating of icing on the cake, both Tatler and Queen had sent photographers.


Sarah was a little anxious that so far into her Season, Eliza had clearly still not found anyone she considered special, but she was only seventeen, a bit too young perhaps to be thinking about marriage.


‘Hello, Mummy. Pleased with your night’s work?’


‘Oh, Charles, hello. Darling, you look tired. Sit down and I’ll get you some breakfast.’


‘No, I’m fine. Had some earlier. Well, it all went well, didn’t it? And Eliza looked jolly nice.’


‘Didn’t she? And seemed to enjoy herself.’


Sarah smiled at him: her firstborn and the great love of her life. After Adrian, of course. She could hardly believe he was twenty-one, and out in the world. Well, not quite; he’d have to do his National Service first before finally settling down to his career. He was hoping to go overseas: ‘Hong Kong, or maybe Gib. See a bit of the world before I have to buckle down in the City.’


‘Darling,’ she said, patting his shoulder affectionately, ‘I shall miss you.’


‘Oh, nonsense. Time’ll fly by. I’m looking forward to it actually. Some of the chaps are taking a short service commission, doing three years. I did wonder about that, get a bit more out of it.’


Sarah looked at him, slightly alarmed; she and Adrian had been looking forward to stopping Charles’s allowance, or at least cutting it drastically. Another year in the army would mean another year of expense.


‘But in the end I decided against it,’ he said. ‘I want to get on with the job, make a bit of dosh, that sort of thing.’


‘And you’ll be called up soon now you’ve left Oxford?’


‘Yes. Six weeks’ basic training in some Nissen hut and then Mons, hopefully, and the regiment. It should be fun.’


‘I believe it’s awfully tough.’


‘Can’t be worse than the first half-term at prep school.’


‘Charles! Were you really so unhappy?’


‘Well, a bit. I was homesick. And quite hungry, the food was awful. But it didn’t do me any harm, did it? God, I’ll certainly send my kids. The old place looked nice last night, didn’t it?’ he added.


‘Didn’t it? Your grandfather would have been so happy.’


The old place was an exquisite small Palladian villa, built at the top of a gentle rise, smiling graciously down on the village of Wellesley, a little to the south of Marlborough and looking just slightly – although beautifully – out of place there, like a fashionable woman wearing her couture clothes to walk down the village street. Built in 1755, it had a charming legend. A young but very well-born architect called Jonathan Becket was looking for work and was at a soirée one evening in Bath. He had actually studied with John Wood the Younger, who, with his father, was responsible for many of Bath’s architectural wonders. There he met and fell in love with the beautiful Lady Anne Cunninghame, and she with him; married to Sir Ralph Cunninghame, she was the young and dreadfully spoiled daughter of the eccentric Earl of Grasmere, used to having her own way in all things and not in the least in love with her middle-aged husband apart from his wealth.


Sir Ralph for his part was so afraid of losing her that he could refuse her nothing; and when she spoke longingly of a ‘fine house, created precisely for me’ young Becket got his commission and created a breathtaking place, not large, set against the grand houses of its day (a mere ten bedrooms, and only three receiving rooms), but very beautiful with its glorious south front ‘greeting the morning sun’ as Lady Anne described it in her journal, with its classical pillars, its gently curving steps, its wide terrace, its exquisite orangery, set some five hundred yards from the house; ‘It is just for me,’ she went on, ‘created to suit my beauty as my darling says.’


Her darling (presumably Jonathan Becket, rather than Sir Ralph) went on to serve her with a wonderful park behind the house and a small sloping grass sward to the front of it; most of the park had now been sold, leaving only ten acres for the present-day incumbents and as protection against the ever-present threat of building development in its immediate vicinity.


The house was christened Summer Court; it was to be largely a summer residence, for Sir Ralph liked the bustle of Bath for much of the time, and she saw herself holding her own small court there; the name was contracted to a single word by one of her more modest descendants.


It was hugely uncomfortable; always at least five decades behind with its modernisation, impossible to heat satisfactorily. When Eliza arrived for her first term as a boarder at Heathfield, she was astonished at the other girls’ complaints about the cold dormitories, the draughty study bedrooms, the ‘dribbly’ showers. It seemed the height of luxury to her, accustomed as she was to waking to ice on the inside of her windows and a four-inch bath deemed disgracefully wasteful. But she adored the house. It had stayed with the Cunninghames through ten generations; Sarah’s mother, the last Lady Cunninghame, had been the first in the line to fail to produce an heir. She had produced only one child, and that was Sarah.


Mercifully – as Sarah saw it – there were no other claimants to the house: no cousins, no male uncles even. And thus it was that Sarah’s father, the ninth baronet, had been forced, his signature dragging with dreadful reluctance across the paper, to entail it to her. Or rather, to her and her husband. It was better than selling it, which was the only other option. And Sarah did love it.


‘Never let it go’ had been his last words to her; and she promised. It was owned by a trust, and they were merely its tenants for life; it was slowly bankrupting them. But keeping it was what mattered and the children loved it as much as she did; Summercourt was their treasure and their home, it was where everything important happened.


Charles, brought up from his earliest years to regard it as his legacy, would roam its woods and fields as a child, pretending to be the son of Lady Anne; as he grew older, he took it very seriously, acquainting himself with such country pursuits as hunting and shooting, as befitted the heir to such a gem. The fact that the estate was far too small to support anything more than rabbit shooting and a few pheasants didn’t apparently trouble him; but Eliza once overheard two of the fellow undergraduates he’d invited down for a few days discussing ‘Charles’s Brideshead fantasies’ and that they’d expected something ten times its size, ‘Drives and lodges, that sort of thing.’


There was no proper drive even, only a rather pretty tree-lined avenue up from the village, and certainly no lodges. The house had no privacy from the front, which the family rather liked; it had been designed to stand as part of the village. But the charming stone cottages, pretty Norman church, medieval duck pond and seventeenth-century inn that had set the house off so prettily in 1755 and lain at its feet (another of Lady Anne’s fanciful phrases) had become extended by a sprawling growth of mock-Tudor bungalows to one side and to the left another of council houses – albeit for the most part with lovely gardens – a garage, a school (late Victorian, not beautiful), a bus shelter, a children’s playground and a shop.


But it was a proper village; it had a heart. The school was thriving, the church more than half-full most Sundays, and the inn (now the White Hart pub) busy; most people knew most people. And the Fullerton-Clark family was popular – the children had all gone to the village school for the first few years of their education, Sarah ran all sorts of local enterprises, opened the grounds several times a year – most famously for the Easter Egg Hunt, in which the whole village took part – and Adrian did his bit, as he put it, by drinking in the White Hart whenever he could. He also played for the village cricket team, where he was something of a liability and always sent in to bat last, but much appreciated for his good nature and his generosity in the bar afterwards.


The village had even been made to feel part of Eliza’s dance; the local band had played a set and the fireworks had been let off on the village green rather than at the back of the house.


Yes, Sarah thought, her father would have been very happy last night, happy with what she had managed to do.


And even forgiven her for marrying Adrian. Perhaps.




Chapter 2


Someone was crying in the darkness. More than one, actually. Muffled, quite heavy sobs. God, it was like being back at prep school, Charles thought. And he hadn’t cried even then. It did bring it back, though, being eight years old, staring dry-eyed into the darkness, small fists clenched, fighting the homesickness and the fear . . .


But it was absurd, blubbing like that.


And this hadn’t been that bad a day. The next would probably be much worse.


They’d come in lorries, a wildly assorted mass of very young men, mostly eighteen years old, to a depot called Blackdown, near Aldershot, to do the compulsory duty to their Queen and country, two years of military training and experience known as National Service. Charles had sat smoking, offering his pack round to his neighbours, not talking much, all on the advice of a friend who had just survived this ordeal.


‘For the first and probably the last time in your life your accent’ll be a disadvantage,’ he had said, ‘so keep mum as much as you can until you get a bit stuck in.’


They’d arrived mid-morning and been hustled out of the back of the lorry against a background of interminable shouting; shouting and a lot of hustling went on all day. Some of the younger-looking lads wore expressions of absolute panic. They’d been shown to their hut, allotted a bed and then hustled off to another hut for kitting out, walking down a long line of tables bearing clothes and equipment, and piling up kit in their arms as they went, the final and most important bit of kit being the huge Lee Enfield rifle. It all had to be stored in the iron wardrobes that stood next to every iron bed.


And then the haircut: pretty brutal, the clippers run straight from the nape of the neck to the forehead and then a swift finish off round the sides, bit of a shock, but it was only hair for God’s sake, it would grow again. Charles had been appalled to see a couple of Teddy boys, all swagger in the lorry, near to tears as their DAs, short for Drake’s Arse, drifted to the floor.


They had eaten that night in the canteen – pretty disgusting muck on tin plates, using their regulation ‘eating irons’ in army speak, sausages, some burnt, some almost raw, a heap of oily onions, another heap of watery mash, followed by bread and jam. Charles, used to the horrors of public-school food, found it not too unbearable, but several of the boys silently scraped their still-full plates into the dustbins. Probably, they were the ones crying now.


God, he wanted to pee. He’d have to go and find the latrines. He eased himself out of bed and walked quietly down the hut, carefully avoiding looking at any beds in case he embarrassed one of the blubbers. Actually, why bother with the latrines – which had looked pretty disgusting – when outside would do? He slipped out of the hut, peed with huge relief into the darkness and was just going back when he heard an amused cockney voice.


‘That better?’


‘Eh? Oh, yes, thanks.’


‘I s’pose this is all a bit like your school, isn’t it?’


‘Well, yes, it is a bit.’


‘Yeah, I’ve heard you public school lot take to it all like ducks to water. Drakes, rather. Ciggy?’


‘Oh – yes, thanks.’


Charles took a cigarette from the pack of Woodbines being offered. He could see quite well now, his eyes adjusted to the darkness. Not that it was very dark, there were tall arc lights on every corner of the camp.


‘Talking of drakes, did you see that bloke crying as his hair came off?’


‘I did, yes.’


‘Quite a few crying in there now. Poor little mummy’s boys.’ He held out his hand. ‘Matt Shaw.’


‘Charles. Charles Clark.’


‘Where you from, then, Charles?’


‘Oh – Wiltshire.’


‘Yeah? Don’t know that area at all. I’m from London. As no doubt you can hear.’


‘Sort of,’ said Charles carefully.


‘Pretty recognisable, really. Like your accent, no mistaking that either. What d’you reckon we’ll do tomorrow, then?’


‘I rather fear it’s all the medical stuff. You know, injections and so on. It’s Friday.’


‘What’s that got to do with it?’


‘I’ve heard they make you feel a bit rough. You get the weekend to recover a bit. And after that I expect an introduction to drill.’


‘Blimey, those crybabies won’t like the needles will they? More tears I reckon. What you been doing up till now then, Charles?’


‘I’ve been at university.’


‘Yeah? Thought you was a bit older than the rest of us. Oxford I s’pose? Or Cambridge?’


‘Oxford,’ said Charles.


‘Thought so.’ He grinned at Charles. ‘As you can see I know all about the upper classes.’


Charles grinned back at him. He liked him. As far as he could make out in the half-light, Matt Shaw was rather good-looking. Dark hair – what was left of it – rather broad face, dark eyes, wide grin, and surprisingly good white teeth. Quite tall – a good six foot. Obviously pretty young.


There was the sound of boots on the concrete; most likely some kind of patrol. Charles jerked his head towards the hut and they shot in.


Charles had been right about the medical stuff. And Matt had been right about the tears. They were woken at five thirty by NCOs banging their pace sticks on their bed ends and fire buckets and shouting at them.


‘Come on, you ’orrible lot. Hands off cocks and on socks. Up, up, up.’


They were sent into the latrines – plugless basins, freezing cold, not a door to be seen – and then to breakfast. More bread and jam. And then out onto the parade ground. Their sergeant, a bullet-headed sadist, roared insults at them for what seemed like hours while they discovered the apparent impossibility of keeping in step. Charles had no trouble with that, he’d been in the Combined Cadet Corps at Eton, but he did discover his boots were too big. Better than too small, the other option – there were no half sizes – but he knew what the result would be. Blisters. Not fun.


They were also introduced to bulling: the army’s word for cleaning. Kit had to be polished and polished and polished again. Dimples had to be teased out of boots with heated spoons and treated literally with spit and polish; white belts were blancoed, brass shone – ‘I want those buttons shining like a shilling up a sheep’s arse,’ a sergeant shouted. They shouted non-stop; it added to the confusion.


And then at the end of the day, the syringes. Injections against yellow fever, typhoid, tetanus. The needles were alarmingly large: the MO kept a couple hanging casually from his white coat and didn’t sterilise them between each use. A couple of the lads fainted. Even Matt Shaw was quite pale afterwards and very quiet.


‘Fucking hurt,’ he said, managing a grin.


That night there was more muffled weeping.


Three days later, three days of drill and bull and being shouted at and insulted constantly, vile food and too little sleep, even Charles was low. Matt was very low. He missed supper on the Monday night, unlike him since he normally ate everything without complaint – ‘My mum don’t allow fussy feeders’ – and when Charles went to find him he was lying on his bed, clearly unwell.


‘Got an ’eadache,’ he said. ‘Bloody everything aches.’


Charles put a hand on his forehead; it was very hot.


‘You’ve got a temperature,’ he said. ‘Must be the jabs. Come on, I’ll come to the infirmary with you.’


‘What, and get ribbed for skiving? Not bloody likely. I’ll be all right.’


Next day he passed out on the parade ground and was sent to the infirmary anyway.


‘You’re reacting to the yellow fever shot,’ said the MO. ‘Temperature of one hundred and four. Should have told us earlier. We don’t want heroics here. Bloody stupid.’


Matt was too wretched to argue.


Charles went to visit him two days later; he found him sitting up, looking much more cheerful.


‘Back to the ’oliday camp day after tomorrow. Can’t wait.’


‘Wish I was lying down,’ said Charles, ‘I’ve got some hideous blisters.’


‘Yeah?’


‘They’ll harden up in no time. I’m treating them with meths, that toughens up the skin. We used to use it on our backsides at prep school when we’d been beaten.’


‘How old was you then?’ said Matt with interest.


‘Oh, about ten.’


‘And you paid for that, did you?’


‘Well, my parents did,’ said Charles with a grin.


‘Blimey. No wonder you’ve settled down here.’


‘Yeah, it’s much the same. Anyway, poor little Walton’s blisters are really bad. And he was put on jankers today, poor sod. That didn’t help.’


Being put on jankers meant having to run round the parade ground in full battle dress, complete with tin hat and bayonet, urged on none too gently by an NCO in running gear.


‘Poor bugger.’


Walton had become a friend of theirs, had sat in the NAAFI with them the second night and talked of his life as a Barnardo’s Boy. Like Charles, he was finding the army experience bearable, used as he was to institutional life; and he appeared unmoved by the constant criticism hurled at him. He was almost incapable of keeping in step; he had been called out on the third morning, so he could ‘show the rest of this shower ’ow it’s not done’, and quick-marched the width of the parade ground on his own. The drill sergeant watched in silence; then his lip curled.


‘Look at ’im,’ he roared, ‘just like a pregnant bloody fairy!’


‘I didn’t really care,’ Walton had said to Charles and Matt later, ‘except half the hut will think he meant it, think I am a fairy. Which I’m not. If I ’ad been I wouldn’t be no more. You got beaten for it at the Home – if they caught you that is. Soon cured it, I can tell you.’


The weeks wore painfully on. With the first thirty-six-hour leave in sight, everyone was terrified of doing something that would jeopardise it. Punishment could descend from apparently nowhere, often on unjustly large numbers. But they were lucky, and their inspection more than passed muster, resulting in a cheery ‘jolly good, Sergeant, well done’ from the inspecting officer.


‘As if the bleedin’ sergeant done anything,’ said Matt bitterly.


Much of the first leave, the thirty-six hours so desperately looked forward to, was spent by the men in their beds. They came home literally exhausted, not only by the physical trauma of their new lives, but the pressure, from being harried from first light to last, from struggling to cope with the ceaseless criticism and confusion, from the loss of any kind of privacy, from the fear of failure and the threat of punishment.


There was a lot of bravado, of boasting of imminent and immense sexual conquests and drinking, but Charles, looking round the hut as they waited to leave, almost everyone pale and hollow-eyed, thought there would be precious little energy for either activity. All he wanted, after a decent dinner, was to lie down on his own comfortable bed in his own quiet room at Summercourt and stay there until it was time to return.


Matt Shaw had no intention of spending any time in his bed. Since it would be in a room shared with two younger brothers and usually the family dog as well, a constantly yapping terrier called Scruff, there would be little point.


He got off the train at Clapham Junction and walked along the Northcote Road, savouring the freedom to move slowly, to smile and chat with various stallholders in the market who recognised him, ribbed him on his haircut, asked if he was a Field Marshal yet.


The Shaws lived in a small terraced house in a street just south of the Northcote Road; as Matt opened the gate, his two young brothers shot into his arms. He was touched.


‘You miss me, then?’


‘Not ’arf. No one to talk to,’ said twelve-year-old Derek.


‘An’ I ’ad to walk Scruff on me own,’ said nine-year-old Alan.


‘Shockin’. Oh, now here’s Mum. How’s my best girl then, eh?’


His mother smiled at him, gave him a hug.


‘Hello, Matt. You all right? You look a bit thin, love. And my word, what they done to your hair? It looks shocking.’


‘Mum, it’ll grow. Worse things happen than that, I can tell you. You look good, Mum. Like your hair.’


‘You noticed! More than your dad did. It was Scarlett’s idea, getting it cut.’


‘Very nice. Where is she?’


‘Away, love. Should be back tonight though, with luck. She’s in Rome.’


Sandra’s pride in Scarlett and her new career as an air hostess was almost unbearable. For a family to whom the Isle of Wight was abroad, to have a daughter who flew regularly to legendary places like Rome – and Paris and Venice and Madrid – was truly extraordinary.


‘She enjoying it still?’


‘Loving it. And the people she meets, really Matt, you’ve no idea—’


Matt, who had every idea of the people Scarlett met, having been regaled with the list of them as well as the destinations, said he was pleased to hear it, and he and Scarlett could catch up later.


‘Imagine if you get sent abroad, Matt, that’d be half the family over there. What a thought. Come and sit down, love. Want something to eat? How about a bacon sandwich?’


‘Oh, Mum, now you’re talking. Army food’s disgusting.’


He watched her as she fried the bacon, sipping a cup of her extra-strong, extra-sweet tea. She was great, his mum. She wasn’t like the other mothers round their way, she didn’t look halfway to old age already. At forty, Sandra Shaw was still pretty – very pretty. She was dark, very slim, with large brown eyes. She’d had a hard life; she’d had to do cleaning work to close the gap between what Peter Shaw brought home from his building job and what their large family needed, but had always claimed cheerfully that as it got her out of the house and away from her own cleaning, she didn’t really mind. Sandra was nothing if not upbeat.


Since Scarlett and Matt had been out in the world, she’d been able to retire as she put it, but in a way she missed getting out of the house and having at least a few shillings of her own. Although she’d never had any money for clothes she managed to look as if she did. She was clever at sewing and made herself blouses and dresses from fabric she got at the market, and studied the fashion pages of Woman and Woman’s Own carefully every week.


Today she was wearing a pair of narrow black trousers and a black sweater, as made famous and fashionable by Audrey Hepburn. She did her eye make-up like Audrey’s as well, with thick black eyeliner and heavy eyebrows and had now had her hair cut urchin-style like Leslie Caron in Gigi. She was very much influenced by the cinema: Scarlett had been named after Scarlett O’Hara. Sandra had read Gone With the Wind while she was pregnant and been deeply affected by it, and only some very firm words from Peter Shaw had prevented her from calling their firstborn son Rhett.


‘But he looks just like him,’ she had said, gazing down at the squinting eyes and black hair of the baby. ‘He’s going to be really dark and handsome.’


Peter had told her that no son of his would have a sissy name like Rhett and Matt, when he was told, was extremely grateful to his father.


Scarlett arrived home just after six, rushing in looking crisply businesslike in her navy uniform, engulfing Matt in hugs and kisses.


‘Oh, it’s so lovely to see you. Mum’s been so worried about you, thought you wouldn’t survive.’


‘I’m fine,’ said Matt, ‘course I am. And it’s great to see you too, Scarlett.’


They were very close. There were only seventeen months between them – ‘then Pete found out what was causing it,’ Sandra would explain with one of her earthy giggles – and they had grown up practically as twins. Scarlett had the same thick, dark hair as Matt, the same large dark eyes, set off by absurdly long eyelashes, the same straight nose, the same neat, sharply carved jaw. She exuded vitality as Matt did; she was quite small and very slim and irrepressibly energetic. She had inherited her mother’s eye for clothes and she would devour the fashion magazines noting trends and what they called fashion tips. She had always attracted attention wherever she went, and still more so now, with the sophistication of her new career; indeed the week before she had been photographed at the local dance hall, jiving with a girl friend, a dizzy whirl of flying ponytail and circular skirt, complete with layers of frilled nylon petticoats – all bought in the market and starched with sugar water – and glorious white-teethed grin. It had appeared in the local paper and Sandra had framed it and hung it in the front room.


Matt was younger than Scarlett, but he had always protected her in the school playground when they were little and guarded her against predatory boys when they grew older, and she acted as dating agent for him, as his good looks turned him into a magnet for her friends.


He was inordinately proud of her and her career, it was a big leap for a girl from Clapham, from a secondary modern. Being an air hostess was about as good a career as a girl could hope for. As good as being a private secretary, only with more prestige. The uniform, the foreign travel, the dashing pilots.


But she had thrown herself into her application, done a Linguaphone course in French, having heard that a second language was a big advantage, and she had a talent for sweeping people along with her enthusiasm, making them believe in whatever she was saying, which had stood her in good stead at her initial interview.


Matt had said he thought you had to be posh to be an air hostess, but Scarlett laughed.


‘Matt! I can be posh. If I try. You know I can.’


This was perfectly true; she had a sharp eye and a distinct talent for the social climb. Her accent could move from Clapham Junction to nice suburban at will, and she knew precisely when and how to tone down her rather exuberant manner.


‘So – what we going to do tonight?’ she said now. ‘I thought we might go to the Lyceum, if you feel up to it.’


‘Course I do.’


They had a good time at the Lyceum; Scarlett invited her friend Josie along, as well as Malcolm, her on–off boyfriend, hauled in when she needed him, dropped again when she didn’t.


Josie liked Matt, in fact she fancied him rotten, and she was fun. Matt had a couple of beers with his dad at the pub before they left and a couple more when they arrived at the dance hall. Exhaustion and the excitement of freedom doubled their potency; he danced the evening away through a haze, not only with Josie, but with several other girls as well.


At one stage he felt sick and dizzy, and had to go outside; Josie followed him, sat down on the steps with him and put her arm round him.


‘Poor old soldier,’ she said. ‘I know what it’s like there, that basic training, me brother did it last year. You must be all in.’


‘Nah,’ said Matt firmly, ‘I’m fine. Thanks.’


‘That’s OK.’


She turned to him, pulled his face to hers and pushed her tongue into his mouth; it was a bit of a surprise, but very pleasant. Especially given the hazy feeling. They staggered up the street a bit, found an alley where he kissed her back very thoroughly and pushed his hand up her sweater onto her breast. Josie seemed to like that. God, he’d forgotten what they felt like, breasts. Hadn’t had the energy to think about them even, the last few weeks. After a while, he moved to her bottom, which was firm and extremely responsive; he felt her grinding her hips into his and he pushed his hand gingerly up her skirt, feeling his way towards her panties. But this was forbidden territory. She pushed his hand down again.


‘No, Matt,’ she said, suddenly sober.


He didn’t care and returned to her breasts. He knew the rules. He’d done pretty well, he thought, really. Later, going home on the tube, she sat with her head on his shoulder.


‘It’s been really nice,’ she said sleepily. ‘I like a soldier boy.’


Matt grinned at her.


‘Same again next leave?’


‘Yeah. What do you think?’


When they got back to the camp, they felt like old timers. There was a new intake of raw, terrified recruits; Matt went out of his way to speak to a few in the NAAFI, and tell them it wasn’t too bad.


‘It suddenly all begins to make sense, you’ll be OK.’


‘You heard about poor old Happy?’ said Charles when he saw him. ‘He’s being sent off to Fattening Camp.’


Happy was their nickname for the undersized Walton, partly as reference to his size (‘You could play one of them dwarfs,’ Nobby Tucker, a Geordie they had befriended, had said one morning), partly his sunny nature.


‘What!’


‘Yeah. They say he needs building up. Might get deferred. Poor sod.’


Being deferred was the ultimate nightmare; it meant getting returned to a new unit. Which meant losing your mates and a dreadful sense of going back to square one.


Fattening Camp was on Salisbury Plain, near Aldershot; men who were particularly thin and unfit were sent literally to be fattened up.


‘But ’e’s as strong as a bloody ox,’ said Matt.


‘I know. Try telling them that, though.’


‘Poor old bugger.’


Men were being hauled out now to do their USB (Unit Selection Board). It was the first screening for POM (Potential Officer Material); mostly predictable, anyone who had been to public school and a few wild cards who showed the necessary leadership qualities got picked, and those who passed would be sent off to do the War Office Selection board, known affectionately as Wosby, at Andover.


Charles was summoned together with the one other public schoolboy in the hut; so to his delight were Matt and a couple of others. Matt went off to, as he put it, ‘blind them with my fucking potential’. He was pretty confident; if anyone had the gift of the gab he reckoned he did.


The USB procedure was an interview with the CO, no more than that. Matt failed. The only non-public-school boy who passed was a grammar-school boy, who spoke what was known as BBC English. Matt was very upset and angry; Charles tried to comfort him.


‘They probably didn’t like your ugly face. Doesn’t mean a thing, really.’


‘Yes, it does,’ said Matt bitterly. ‘Why else would that wanker Johnson get through?’


‘Well,’ Charles hesitated. ‘Well, I s’pose it was just . . . just luck.’


‘No, it fucking wasn’t. It was because he’d been to fucking grammar school. Knew how to talk and that.’


‘Oh. Matt, I’m sure—’


‘No, it’s me that’s sure. And you know something? I could have gone to grammar school. I passed the scholarship. Only my parents couldn’t afford the uniform. Mum was really upset. But Dad just couldn’t do it. I even ’eard them talking about borrowing the money from somewhere. I wasn’t having that. So I told them I didn’t want to go, wanted to go to the secondary modern with me mates. Complete lie, I wanted to go. Course I did. And if I ’ad I’d be going off to do my Wosby with you. Not fucking fair, I tell you.’


‘No, it isn’t,’ said Charles and was surprised to find how indignant he felt on Matt’s behalf. ‘Come on, Matt, I’ll buy you a few beers.’


But Matt was filled with a black rage that lasted for days.


Two weeks later, Charles was sent off to do his Wosby. Having not only the right background, but demonstrably the right qualities – namely an instinct for leadership, a sense of comradeship, a practical intelligence and a clear lack of intellectual pretentiousness – he enjoyed it hugely and passed outright. Attending with him was Nigel Manners, who had been at Eton with him; on the last night they got mildly drunk together in the mess.


Manners said he seemed to remember Charles had a ‘jolly pretty sister’ and Charles said indeed he had. ‘Baby of the family. I’m very fond of her. She had a rather successful Season.’


‘Really? Good for her. Quite a good lark this, isn’t it?’


‘It is. Find your basic training OK?’


‘Oh – you know. Not bad. Better than school.’


They both laughed.


‘Good chaps in your unit?’ asked Manners.


‘Some of them, yes. One really bright bloke. He should be here really.’


‘Yes? Why isn’t he?’


‘Because he didn’t go to the right school,’ said Charles. ‘And he’d be a bloody fine officer. Sometimes I think it’s not fair, all this stuff.’


Manners stared at him.


‘Good lord! You’re not a pinko, are you?’


‘Not really,’ said Charles slowly, ‘but knowing Shaw has changed my mind about certain things. He’s a good bloke through and through.’


‘Well, he’s obviously an exceptional fellow,’ said Manners, ‘but – it’s jolly difficult, isn’t it? I mean, would you introduce him to your sister, for instance?’


‘What – socially?’ said Charles. ‘Oh, no, I don’t think I’d go that far.’




Chapter 3


‘Matt, this is my sister, Eliza. Eliza, Matt Shaw, comrade-at-arms.’


‘Goodness. How very military. How do you do, Mr Shaw?’


‘Fine, thanks,’ said Matt, taking her outstretched hand. He stood there, staring at her; he felt an odd sense of disorientation, without being at all sure why. Tall she was, Charles’s sister, with dark hair tied back in a ponytail and big blue eyes; she was wearing narrow black trousers and a black-and-white check jacket, which swung open to reveal a black sweater, clinging quite closely to some extremely nice rounded breasts. The hand he held for that moment was warm and smooth, and the smile she gave him had a slightly mocking edge to it.


‘I hope you’re not off to some battlefield now,’ she said, taking back her hand and he was aware that he had held onto it for just too long and felt foolish. ‘No, not just yet,’ said Charles. ‘Rather the reverse. Three days of serious relaxation for both of us; but Matt and I came up together from Warley, and I thought you might be able to drop him off at his place. I told him you were meeting me.’


‘Well, of course I will. Where—’


‘Really, it’s not necessary,’ Matt said, pulling himself together, suddenly desperate to be away from them, to escape from a situation he felt illogically uncomfortable in. ‘I can get the bus, easy—’


‘Of course we’ll take you,’ said Eliza, taking Charles’s arm, reaching up, giving him a kiss. ‘I’m taking Charles to see my new flat, so it’s fine. Where do you live, Mr Shaw?’


‘Matt, please. Well, Clapham, not too near your flat, Kensington I think Chas said it was—’


‘Chas! Is that what you call him? I like it!’ said Eliza, and Matt felt slightly patronised. ‘No, honestly, I’d love to drive to Clapham, I’d take you up to Scotland if you wanted. I’ve got this heavenly new car, it’s a Fiat 500, I can hardly bear to get out of it even.’


‘How on earth did you afford that?’ said Charles. ‘If Pa bought it for you I’ll feel very badly done by.’


‘Of course he didn’t,’ said Eliza, ‘it was a present from Gommie. You know how she loves to spoil me—’


‘Wish my godmother loved to spoil me,’ said Charles. ‘What colour is it? Come on, Matt, don’t look so nervous, she’s not that bad a driver . . .’


As if that was what he was nervous about, Matt thought.


The Fiat was parked just below Waterloo station, in The Cut; it was navy blue. ‘There she is,’ said Eliza, ‘love of my life. What do you think, Charles?’


‘I think you’re a lucky so and so,’ said Charles. ‘Can I drive it?’


‘No you can’t, you can get in the back. Matt, you sit next to me.’


‘No, really, look – there’s my bus. Goes right past my door. Thanks anyway, cheers Chas, see you, bye Eliza, nice to meet you.’


And he ran towards the bus as it was pulling away, seized the rail, jumped onto the platform and then went upstairs, so that he could watch the Fiat as it wove its way rather uncertainly in the opposite direction. He felt much better already.


He had still not got completely over his rage at not getting a commission; and he was depressed at the thought of Charles’s departure from Warley barracks. He had become, Matt realised, a genuine friend; of course it wouldn’t last, once this extraordinary experience was over, but for now he had come to rely on his company and he was going to miss him. The three days’ leave marked their final separation. Charles was off to Mons, and the four of them, tough little Walton and Nobby Clark, the Geordie, had got very drunk the night before and sworn they’d stay in touch. Bloody likely, thought Matt, the three of them working-class lads and Chas the Posho. Basic training might pretend to make you all equal; but it was only skin-deep.


The other public school wallies, as he thought of them, were wallies indeed: ‘thick as the proverbial,’ he remarked to Nobby one night as they polished their boots. ‘I mean Chas, he’s got a brain in ’is ’ead, but those two ’aven’t. I reckon we could get the better of ’em, you and I, Nobs, if we only got half a chance.’


‘Yeah, well maybe,’ said Nobby, ‘but who’s going to give it to us, eh? I don’t see either of us being welcomed into the Stock Exchange where old Chas is going.’


‘Maybe not,’ said Matt. ‘Trick is to find a place where we’d be welcome, where we could box clever, you know? I’m not going to be a builder like me dad, I want a cushy job, in an office, with a desk.’


‘Yeah, and pigs flying past the window,’ said Nobby.


Matt did actually have an idea about what he wanted to do, although he wasn’t sure how he could accomplish it. Before he went into the army, he had worked as an office boy for six months in a big insurance company. His sharp eyes had led him to where he was sure a lot of money lay: the world of property.


Big buildings were going up all over London: the Shell building near Waterloo station, Castrol House in the Marylebone Road, Thorn House in Upper St Martin’s Lane. The company he was working for insured some of the smaller ones; Matt always read very carefully the memos he carried about from office to office, realising how much he would learn from them, and one of the girls who worked in the typing pool and who fancied him would supply – in all innocence – information on the figures she typed up all day during an evening at the pictures or in a coffee bar. She didn’t realise she was doing this; just found Matt’s interest in her work rather touching.


It was small-beer stuff, a few thousand here and there, but Matt would work out for himself how the thousands would multiply to the power of millions for the big boys behind the big buildings. And it wasn’t just the money; he felt a sense of genuine excitement as he travelled to work each morning on the bus – watching the buildings grow, watching London turn modern, as he put it, staring at the bomb sites that still scarred it, and wondering what might be growing shortly in their place. He had read in his Daily Mirror that something like a hundred and forty million more bricks had been cast that year than the one before, and that the money spent on new buildings had almost doubled in the past ten years. It seemed very clear to Matt that this was the industry to go into. Moreover, he sensed that it was a new, go-ahead world, and he would have a better chance to make progress in it.


When he left the army, he’d decided to get a job in one of the commercial estate agents that were multiplying almost daily; he could earn at least eight pounds a week just for starters. The sky towards which the great towers soared could be literally the limit. And Matt would have a part of it.


That was his dream, at any rate.


‘So – any news?’ Charles said as they drove towards Kensington. ‘Got a job yet?’


‘Not really,’ said Eliza. ‘I mean I’ve got one, but it’s not what I want, I’m just a secretary.’


‘So, what do you want exactly?’


‘Well, I’d like to get into the fashion business, work on a magazine maybe, but I haven’t quite got there yet.’


‘Jolly good. Well, keep me informed. I can’t say I quite understand, but—’


‘It’s very simple. I want a career, I don’t just want to get married. Well, I do one day, but I certainly don’t see getting a rich husband as the be-all and end-all, like nearly all my friends do. Even if it is what Mummy and Daddy hope for.’


‘They’re struggling a bit, aren’t they?’


‘I really think they are. And the house is a huge expense and worry, lovely as it is. Oh, look, there’s another little Fiat, look, a sister for mine.’


‘You are absolutely ridiculous,’ said Charles, laughing.


‘I know, I can’t help it. Incidentally I thought he was rather sweet, your Mr Shaw. Awfully good looking.’


‘Is he? I suppose he is. Eliza, do look out, you nearly knocked that chap off his bike. Now tell me about your flatmates. Anyone I know? And where are we going tonight? I’m ready for a bit of fun, I can tell you.’


Sarah took a deep breath; she had to broach this subject, she couldn’t leave it any longer.


‘Adrian?’


He was deep in an article in the Telegraph. They were having breakfast outside, on the terrace at the back of the house.


‘Interesting. They could start work on this Channel Tunnel in two years. I can’t believe it. Wonder if it’d be a good investment.’


‘Adrian, please don’t talk about investment. We can’t afford to buy as much as a premium bond at the moment. And anyway, if—’


‘If what, my love?’


She stopped somehow. She’d been about to say one of the unforgivable things, about how Adrian’s investments had invariably left them worse off; or that if he’d done a proper job throughout their marriage instead of fooling around with ridiculous schemes, they might not be in quite such a difficult situation now, or, worst of all, that her father had been right.


‘If we did have any money, we’d need to spend it on Summercourt.’


‘On what exactly? Seems fine to me.’


‘It isn’t fine, Adrian. It needs painting, the whole house, outside, every door and window, and that would cost at least five hundred pounds.’


‘Sounds a bit excessive. And not really necessary, looks all right to me.’


‘I know it looks all right at the moment,’ Sarah said, ‘the sun’s shining, the roses are all over the front door, but when it rains, when it gets wet, you can see the cracks in the paintwork. Damp is getting in, it’s really serious.’


‘Really? I’ll have a look next time.’


‘We could look at it all now, darling, actually. Like those window frames. The wood’s actually crumbling away in one of them.’


He stood up, took his glasses off, walked across to the window, peered at it for a moment, then returned to the table.


‘Honestly, darling, I don’t think it’s too bad. Lick of paint on the worst ones, that’d fix it. No need to do them all.’


‘Adrian, there is a need. Really. And there’s damp in the cornices of some of the top bedrooms, I think there’s quite a lot of water getting in. Really and truly we need a new roof, you know. Mr Travers warned us about that last time he replaced the slates, said he couldn’t patch it all up indefinitely.’


‘Now darling, think of the money he’d make, if he re-roofed the whole of Summercourt. Of course he’s going to say that.’


Sarah took a deep breath.


‘I don’t agree, Adrian. He’s a careful builder, a proper craftsman, and I would put a lot of faith in anything he had to say. And looking at those ceilings, I think the time has come.’


‘But sweetheart, we can’t afford it.’


‘Well, we could if—’


‘If what?’


‘If we sold a bit more land.’


There. She had said it. It hadn’t sounded quite as bad as when it had ground round and round in her head, in the small hours of the morning.


‘But I wouldn’t even consider it,’ he said, ‘it would be a dreadful thing to do. We’ve always agreed that we’ve kept the absolute minimum necessary to ensure the place is safe, so there’s no risk of it being spoilt.’


‘We need the money, Adrian, we really do. It only need be a few acres.’


And then it did all sound dreadfully bad, and she was horrified to find herself near to tears. He went over to her, put his arm round her shoulders. ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘don’t cry. You know I can’t bear you to be upset. It’ll be all right, darling. You should have talked to me before, not worked yourself up into this state. Look, leave it with me, I’ll find someone to help us.’


‘But, Adrian—’


‘Now, Sarah. I mean it. It’ll be all right. Promise. I’ll talk to Bert Chapman, see what he says. He’s a bit more realistic about these things than Travers.’


Bert Chapman was what her father would have called a spiv. Adrian liked him because whenever he came in with an estimate it was lower than anyone else’s and he got jobs done more quickly, but to her the reason was plain, he botched everything, cut corners and employed people who had no real idea what they were doing.


She opened her mouth to say so, but Adrian was already moving into the next hideously predictable phase of the discussion.


‘Oh, Sarah,’ he said, his face suddenly infinitely sad. ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart. Sorry I don’t have more in the way of funds myself. I’ve been pretty useless to you, haven’t I, in lots of ways. Never brought any money in.’


‘Don’t be silly.’


Of course, she’d known when she fell in love with him that he had no money and only a modest job in the City. Which he’d given up on his fiftieth birthday, because he was finding it so exhausting doing the journey up there every day as he got older, and a friend of his had offered him a partnership in his company, selling guns and fishing rods by mail order. But that had gone bust, taking Adrian’s investment with it. Of course he had a small pension. But he was terribly extravagant, spent a lot of money on shooting, on wine, clothes . . .


‘I’m not being silly,’ he said now. ‘I feel bad about it. And I hate to see you so worried.’


‘Well, I’m afraid I can’t help that.’


‘Sometimes,’ he said suddenly, ‘I think your father was right. You should never have married me. How much better you’d have been with Johnny Robertson, how many millions is he worth now?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘I think you do,’ he said and his eyes were very sad. ‘I found that magazine you were reading the other day, and that list of the richest men in Britain. Let me remind you. It was twenty. Twenty million pounds. That would have sorted out any amount of painting, wouldn’t it? And Lord Harry whatever, he was on that list too, he had even more. Oh, Sarah, I’m not surprised you’re disappointed.’


‘I’m not disappointed,’ she said quickly.


He ignored this. ‘But there Charles was. So you didn’t have much choice, did you?’


‘I didn’t want a choice.’ And she hadn’t, in spite of her mother’s grief, her father’s rage at her announcement she was pregnant. She had wanted to marry Adrian. Had insisted on marrying Adrian.


She reached up and kissed him.


‘I’ve been very happy,’ she said, ‘as you know, we both have. It’s all been lovely.’


‘I hope so. Certainly it has for me.’ He picked up the paper again, clearly feeling the matter settled. ‘Anyway, darling, I’ll get Mr Chapman in early next week. Don’t worry any more.’


She would of course, but silently. These discussions just made matters worse.


As she went into the house, the phone rang.


‘Mummy?’


‘Hello, darling. How are you?’


‘Very, very well. I’ve got the most wonderful news.’


Engaged? thought Sarah, her heart leaping. To that nice Barrett boy, perhaps. That would solve an awful lot of problems, he was so rich and so . . . so suitable in every way. ‘What’s that, then?’


‘I’ve got the most amazing and brilliant job. I’m so excited. It’s everything I hoped for, in fashion, not just secretarial – oh, Mummy, I’m so happy . . .’


‘That’s absolutely marvellous, darling,’ said Sarah, forcing her voice into enthusiasm. ‘I’m so glad. Tell me all about it.’


Her heart lifted in spite of herself as she listened. It did sound wonderful. And Eliza was only eighteen, was still a little too young to think about getting married. . .




Chapter 4


‘Look! Isn’t it lovely?’


They all looked obediently at the square-cut sapphire surrounded by small diamonds, glittering in its appointed place, the fourth finger of the left hand, specially manicured for the occasion.


‘Oh, it’s gorgeous.’


‘It’s beautiful.’


‘How terribly exciting. Congratulations!’


‘Marvellous!’


‘Thank you. I’m so happy! I don’t know how I’m going to get through the day. Thank goodness it’s Friday, we’re going down to the country tonight, to talk plans with Mummy and Daddy.’


‘Well—’ Eliza hated to break the charmed circle of beaming rosy faces all peering down at Susannah Godley’s ring, in the kitchen of the shared flat, but . . . ‘I’m already late. Sorry. Susannah, congratulations again. Let me give you a kiss.’


‘Thank you, Eliza. Thank you so much. Work hard! As if she wouldn’t,’ she added to the other girls, as the door closed on Eliza’s back. ‘That job is just too important to her. Well, when she does get married, she’ll have to give it up, I mean no man’s going to agree to his wife working the sort of hours she does.’


The others murmured in agreement and turned their attention back to the ring.


Eliza ran out into the street, feeling the now-familiar mixture of irritation and mild depression that followed any announcement of an engagement among her friends. Irritation because she couldn’t understand how they could all get so excited about it, seeing it as the be-all and end-all of their lives – it would be the end as far as she was concerned – and depression because however much she told herself that, and that she was right and they were wrong, she was beginning to feel just a bit of an outsider. Everyone, absolutely everyone was getting married, even Princess Margaret – to a photographer called Antony Armstrong-Jones. Everyone except her, that was. Not that she wanted it, or certainly not at the moment, she hadn’t met anyone she would have remotely wished to have a serious relationship with, let alone marry: she was far more interested in her career, it seemed to offer much more than any Mr Right, however wonderful. She supposed when and if he did actually appear, she might change her mind, but he’d have to be pretty impressive in every possible way, and certainly much more so than anyone she had met so far. And that was quite a lot of men . . .


But it was beginning to feel a bit lonely, out there, more so with every friend’s engagement. Of course, she still had a terrific social life – although she could see that might dwindle as everyone got married, and started giving married dinner parties, so boring, she had been to a few, where the new dinner service and cut crystal were shown off in the new dining room in the new flat. It was a bit like being shown round some club you weren’t a member of. And actually didn’t want to join either.


Anyway, at least she wasn’t a virgin any more; she’d seen to that, rather unsatisfactorily but with great relief, a few months earlier, at a country-house party. She hadn’t exactly planned it, but she did want to get it over and done with, it was such a stupidly old-fashioned condition; he had been the brother of an old friend, who had actually been at her dance, they had both been rather drunk, and she had – well, seen a golden opportunity really.


Her relief was tempered with disappointment that it hadn’t been more pleasurable; how could that, which had been uncomfortable rather than anything else, possibly have anything in common, she wondered, with the surge of rapture that Lady Chatterley had clearly experienced with Mellors (the book had just become available on the open market and was being passed from Nice Girl to Nice Girl all over England). She told herself that everything required practice, presumed it must get better and that when she found the right person, it would.


She did, of course, feel considerable guilt that she couldn’t yet give her mother the pleasure – and the satisfaction and relief – of seeing her safely engaged to someone rich and appropriate. She was well aware of the investment in her Season and how difficult it was for her parents to find the money; the whole point of the ritual – and it was a ritual – was to pave her way to the altar, as it was for all the girls. Eliza could see she was, in that particular at least, a serious disappointment. But she felt unable to do anything about it.


And she had something far more important, in her opinion, the sort of job she had dreamed of, that had fulfilled all her criteria, in the publicity department of Woolfe’s, a medium-size, high-fashion Knightsbridge store on the Kensington side of Harrods. Eliza had gone to Woolfe’s as a secretary, but she had recently, and to her great pride, been promoted to Publicity Assistant. She absolutely loved her work, which consisted mostly of driving round London in taxis, delivering clothes that fashion journalists had requested for photographic sessions; she was also sometimes allowed to show the more junior journalists clothes – or more usually accessories – herself, and even suggest that such and such a hat or bag would go beautifully with the dress their magazine was featuring. Of course she wasn’t allowed near the real queens of their professions, Audrey Withers of Vogue, Ernestine Carter of the Sunday Times, Beatrix Miller of Queen, but she sometimes would get the chance to sit quietly in a corner and listen to her boss, Lindy Freeman, as she talked to them, studying her apparently gentle persuasion, her skilful suggestions that Woolfe’s could not only provide the one garment that had been requested for a feature, but another that was either very similar or dramatically different. She had brilliant ideas, did Lindy; the use of live mannequins in Woolfe’s windows to launch the previous autumn’s collection being her greatest yet. She was a tough boss and often had Eliza working until nine or even ten at night, and her wrath over mistakes was terrifying, but she was immensely generous, both with her praise and in giving credit where it was due. Eliza had never got over the sheer heady thrill of hearing Lindy tell Clare Rendlesham – the petrifying Lady Rendlesham of Vogue’s ‘Young Idea’ – that the idea of sending a cloud of multi-coloured silk scarves together with a simple black shift dress had come from ‘my assistant Eliza’.


‘You all right, darling?’ asked Lindy when she got to the office. ‘You look a bit wan.’


‘Yes, of course,’ said Eliza, ‘absolutely fine, thank you.’


‘Good. I want these coats taken over to Audrey Slaughter. I don’t know if they’re young enough for her, but it’s worth a try. And on the way back, you might pop into Ruban’s and buy a few yards of ribbon: white, pale blue and lemon. I’ve got an idea for an advertising shot; kind of weaving them into a model’s hair. Nice for our wedding promotion.’


‘It sounds lovely,’ said Eliza. She loved going into Ruban de Paris, just off Hanover Square, with its rows and racks of ribbons and buttons.


Audrey Slaughter, an inspired young editor, had just launched Honey, the first-ever magazine for that new social curiosity, the teenager, and moreover was persuading the big stores to open up Honey Boutiques within their fashion departments, stocking the kind of trendy, young clothes that teenagers would want to buy, rather than near-replicas of what their mothers wore. She liked the coats but said she really couldn’t use them, that they were a bit too grown up and certainly too expensive, that no teenager would ever buy them.


‘Pity though, they have a really nice line. I haven’t seen anything quite so sharp anywhere.’


Eliza reported this to Lindy, who sighed.


‘It’s a problem for us. Of course Vogue and Queen sometimes do young fashion, but for the most part our young clothes are ruled out of court as being too expensive. It’s such a shame.’


‘The customers buy them though,’ said Eliza. ‘Surely that’s what matters?’


‘We-ell, not as often as I’d like. We just don’t have many young customers, really. And the perception of Woolfe’s is still very much for the mothers rather than the daughters. And I can’t get as much publicity as I need to change that view.’


‘Couldn’t you get some younger clothes made up, that were just a bit cheaper?’ said Eliza. And then, ‘Sorry, sacrilege I know, Woolfe’s isn’t about cheap, of course.’


‘Well – maybe not complete sacrilege,’ said Lindy after a long silence. ‘Not even sacrilege at all, actually. In fact you might’ve given me an idea, Eliza. I need to think it through a bit, but meanwhile let’s have those ribbons. And I can try this idea out on your hair.’


‘Please do,’ said Eliza and sat feeling almost unbearably excited as Lindy wove yellow ribbons into her hair. She had given Lindy an idea! If only the rest of your life could be as good as work.


‘Oh, God. Here we go. Turbulence ahead. Now they’ll all be sick. Oh, the glamorous life of the air stewardess. Scarlett, it’s your turn to collect.’


Scarlett didn’t mind. She loved her job so much that even collecting and emptying sick bags was bearable. She still adored it, even now she’d been doing it for two years.


Her training, the six weeks in digs near the airport, seemed like a dream from another age. She’d been so nervous, felt so inadequate; now she was self-confident and easy in any situation the job threw at her.


She had made one particularly good friend on the course, a girl called Diana Forbes, who had gone to a private school, had a brother at Cambridge, and spoke with an impeccable accent; she had teased Scarlett out of the social anxieties she had confided to her late one night over one too many gin and tonics.


‘Scarlett, honestly! All that class stuff is completely out of date. I’m surprised at you.’


Scarlett didn’t say that it might be out of date if you were like Diana and right there at the top to start with, but it was a bit different if you were dead common and trying to claw your way up. Some of the girls had been quite off with her in the beginning, not unfriendly, but not friendly either.


Most of them had been to private schools, or at the very least to grammar schools, their fathers worked in banks and in insurance companies; none of them were builders. And their mothers stayed at home and looked after them and gave dinner parties, and had what they called charladies. It had taken Scarlett quite a long time to admit her mother had been a charlady. She knew it was dreadful of her; and when, buoyed up by her own popularity and success, she did announce it one night, nobody turned a hair and said things like ‘good for her’. But she also knew that there was an element of hypocrisy in it, that some of them at least were struggling to show how broad-minded they were, and that if the interviewing board had known it would have been a black mark against her, not an acknowledged one of course, but there, just the same. She hadn’t tried to explain all this to Diana; it would have been pointless.


Diana, it turned out, was engaged. ‘The trick is to work for a year, and then you get the honeymoon flights free.’


An old hand now, Scarlett had learnt first aid, among other things how to inject people with morphine (practising on the skin of an orange), and to deal with the inevitable air sickness; she knew about crash survival, about catering, how to work the bar, which was sealed before and after take-off. No one could leave the plane until customs – known as the rummage squad – had visited it and checked the contents of the drinks cupboard which was closed with a lead seal before take-off and after landing.


And she had swiftly learnt the real lessons in bar work: how to put white wine through the soda-stream in lieu of champagne, how to knock the top off a Rémy Martin bottle, strain the contents through a tea towel into a jug and report it ‘broken in flight’ and then how to smuggle the booty out. Flat whisky bottles were the easiest and could easily be contained inside a pantie-girdle – ‘make sure it’s at least three times too big,’ one of the old hands had told them – along with four packets of cigarettes.


Scarlett and Diana both flew Comets. The rotas were mostly European, to Rome, Madrid, Paris and occasionally down to Majorca, in the middle of the night with the fast-developing package tourists, the grockles as they called them, who begged them to tell them where they stayed or to join them for drinks. The other airline, BOAC, did the long-haul flights; the Boack girls, as they were known, were irritatingly superior about their job, their passengers – mostly VIPs – and their destinations: America, Canada, India.


Scarlett loved it; the fun, the glamour, the status of it all. She loved the dizzy excitement of the walk through the terminal, wearing her uniform, the blue-and-white dogtooth suit, the white shirt, the jaunty cap, smiling confidently, being pointed out and stared at admiringly – anyone would think they flew the bloody planes – greeting passengers at the top of the steps, directing them to their places, settling them, flirting very mildly with the men, charming the women, walking up and down slowly, smiling reassuringly, checking they were all safely strapped in. ‘It’s a bit like being a mannequin,’ they’d been told when they were training. ‘Everyone will look at you, you’re the face of the airline, you have to be calm, confident, perfectly groomed every minute of every trip.’


And they had such fun. The pilots were fantastic, glamorous, dashing figures, made so much more handsome by their uniforms – Scarlett never got over seeing a pilot for the first time without his uniform – without anything actually, but it would have made no difference, he looked smaller, paler, even his teeth seemed less white. The most dashing were the ex-fighter pilots, older, practised charmers; the girls weren’t supposed to fraternise with the air crew, they were always booked into separate hotels, ‘as if that would make any difference for God’s sake,’ Scarlett said scornfully.


Nor of course were you encouraged to have anything to do with the passengers once off the plane. There was occasional trouble with the men of course, they’d pinch your bottom, or try to stroke your legs, and some of the businessmen travelling alone would ask you to have dinner with them, but a sweet smile and an ‘excuse me’ or ‘sorry, sir’ usually did the trick, although now and again, lured by the promise of dinner at the Hilton, say, in Rome, they would succumb. There was a degree of droit de seigneur about the whole thing; Scarlett’s opinion of her passengers was permanently lowered when an American tipped her out of the taxi one night in the middle of Athens when she refused to go back to his hotel with him. The pilots were more fun and generally nicer.


God, this turbulence was bad. There were bells going all over the place, unpleasant noises coming from various points in the plane, someone trying to get up to go to the loo, they all begged to be allowed, but they weren’t, they had to stay in their seats, however humiliating the consequences. That was another thing you became as a stewardess: a nanny. Scarlett didn’t even mind that.


They were on the way to Rome. She was looking forward to it, she liked Rome and she specially liked Roman men. Normally it was straight back the same day, but she had a couple of days’ leave and she had decided to stay. She was having a little fling with a pilot, who’d adjusted his rota to be with her. Well it was more than a little fling; it was an affair. He was married, but he was getting a divorce, so she didn’t feel too bad.


Sometimes Scarlett wondered what on earth her parents would think of her if they knew what she had become. A tart, they would call her. A slut. Which would be unfair, because she never slept with anyone unless she was very fond of him; she had only one relationship at a time and she never slept with anyone who was happily married or who had children. Of course they all lied, and said their wives didn’t understand them, but she always did her homework and checked their stories out. And she hadn’t actually had that many affairs. Three. Well, four, if you counted the first one.


She often looked back at the Scarlett who had been a strictly-brought-up virgin, who knew that once you’d slept with a boy you lost his respect for ever and you’d never see him again. The other girls had put her straight on all that; the conversations in the hotel rooms late at night were barrack-room lewd. They’d told her what a lot of fun she was missing and where and how to get herself sorted out so she wouldn’t get pregnant; she was still worried about the loss of respect, but Diana said that was an old wives’ tale – or rather an old mothers’.


‘Maybe when you’re really young and you don’t know the chap very well, but in a relationship, goodness, it’s fine.’


Scarlett, thinking herself properly in love for the first time, with an Englishman she had met in Paris, consulted the gynaecologist who was kind and practical, instructed Scarlett in the mysteries of the Dutch cap and sent her back to her boyfriend’s bed with her blessing. He was, as it turned out, as so many of them had turned out to be, married; but Scarlett enjoyed several weeks of happiness with him before making the discovery and, as a by-product, learnt to enjoy sex immensely. She just couldn’t believe anything could be so wonderful, so all-consuming, so triumphantly intense – and so conducive to self-esteem.


Diana’s fiancé was a regular soldier, a First Lieutenant in the Royal Scots Greys, serving out in Hong Kong, and as soon as he got promoted to Captain, they were getting married.


‘Can’t wait, it’s such a wonderful life in the army, and he’s an absolute dreamboat, Scarlett, you should see him in his mess kit.’


‘What’s mess kit?’ asked Scarlett curiously. She was learning a whole new vocabulary from Diana, every bit as foreign as the French, Italian and German of her passengers.


‘Oh, it’s what they wear in the Officers’ mess, not khaki, but bright red tunics and frightfully narrow navy trousers, so flattering.’


In spite of everything, Scarlett always felt rather honoured Diana had befriended her.


The plane had settled down again; Scarlett took a deep breath and went to collect the honk bags.


‘So, darling, how is the job? Still enjoying it?’


‘Oh, Gommie. I just adore it. And I’ve got the most marvellous news, I’ve been promoted.’


‘Really, darling, how awfully clever. I’ve never been promoted to anything in my life. Unless you can count getting married. And I don’t think Piers has turned out to be a promotion. Not nearly as rich as I’d thought. Good thing I didn’t have any brothers and all Pa’s money came to me or I’d be in a frightful bind. More champagne, darling?’


‘Oh, yes please.’


Eliza beamed happily at her godmother; they were having their monthly dinner at Claridges. Anna liked to keep up with Eliza’s life; she said it was much more interesting than her own.


‘So what is the new job?’


‘Well, Woolfe’s are going to do a new young department, called Younger Generation, or something like that. And, they think it deserves a young PR. To talk to the younger journalists. And, oh Gommie, you’re looking at her!’


‘My darling girl, that is just thrilling. You are clever. Well done. How exciting.’


‘Isn’t it? And it means I can go into meetings with the buyers, stuff like that. I just can’t believe it. Lindy – that’s my boss – is so generous too. She says it was something I said that gave her the idea, and she’s told Mr Woolfe that. And she’s so young-thinking even though she’s quite old, I mean at least thirty-five, I’d say—’


‘Thirty-five! My God, Eliza, and she can still get herself about?’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Eliza, missing this irony entirely, ‘and she’s really with-it, too.’


‘With-it? What does that mean, darling?’


‘Oh, gosh, well, sort of – sort of young and trendy. You can apply it to anything, cars, clothes, music . . .’


‘I shall remember that,’ said Anna, smiling at her, raising her glass. ‘It’s one of the reasons I like seeing you, darling, keep myself up to date. Well, congratulations. Now what about your love life, anything interesting happening there?’


‘Absolutely nothing,’ said Eliza firmly. ‘I’m a career girl, Gommie, and a very ambitious one. Love, getting married, doesn’t fit into my plans at all at the moment.’


‘Better not let your mother hear you saying that,’ said Anna Marchant.




Chapter 5


‘What you doing this weekend then, Matt?’


‘Oh, not sure.’


Matt grinned at Paul Dickens, one of his fellow negotiators – well, OK, fellow trainee negotiators – at Barlow and Stein, Commercial Estate Agents.


‘Group of us going down the coast Sunday. Should be good. Going to be hot, they say. Want to come?’


‘Well . . .’ Matt did want to go – a lot. But he’d promised Mr Barlow to work on Saturday and if he didn’t finish he was quite prepared to work Sunday as well. He wanted to get promoted and fast, and he needed Mr Barlow to be pleased with him for that.


It wasn’t exactly a difficult job; the only requirement was legwork. There was a stack of letters to go out to a great many small businesses in the area, asking them if they were looking to expand their offices and letting them know that Barlow and Stein had every type of premises to show them if they were; it would save a lot of money if they could be delivered personally.


Barlow and Stein was a small agency, based just off Great Portland Street and specialising in commercial property. Their clients were the fast-expanding businesses cashing in on the boom in every area of commercial life. London was the place to trade and its commercial heart, the City itself, was the centre of world finance.


‘It’s got fewer restrictions than any other capital city, that’s the thing,’ Matt told Scarlett over a drink one evening. ‘It’s like a bloody magnet, the money just comes pouring in, banks, insurance and that. And they need office space, all these people, loads of it.’


‘An awful lot of my passengers are businessmen,’ said Scarlett, ‘specially in First Class, coming in from God knows where, Paris, Rome, Berlin. It isn’t half strange thinking of Germans as customers rather than the enemy, but I’ve got used to it now. And then Boack fly them in from the States, they all say London is the place to be, you’re right.’


Matt knew that he was on the brink of doing well. He woke every morning feeling upbeat and confident, positively looking forward to going to work. All the way in on the bus – where he sat in his new suit from the Fifty Shilling Tailors, a piece of brown paper set carefully down on the seat to keep it clean – and the bowler hat Mr Stein insisted he wore – ‘it looks so much more professional, Matthew, puts you up there with the accountants and the bankers, and looks as if you really know what you’re doing’ – he studied his work place, the great bustling burgeoning city, and felt proud to be a part of it in however small a way.


He knew he had the army to thank for much of his progress. He’d chosen to go into the Royal Engineers, and learnt stuff which he could see he could find very useful in his future life as a property tycoon. They’d done things like constructing Bailey bridges and studying mechanics and road building, and he’d learnt to drive which he could never have afforded otherwise and managed to get himself put on a vehicle maintenance course. And then he’d played every sport available to him, fraternised with the locals – he tried not to think what his father would have to say if he knew he was snogging (and worse) with Germans – and some of the ATS girls were very . . . well, friendly. Sex was one of the things he missed most out in civvy street. There was precious little opportunity of getting a girl into bed when you shared a room with your brothers. It was one of the many reasons he, like Scarlett, yearned for a place of his own.


He’d left the army as Corporal Shaw, RE, with two stripes on his arm, a tough young man rather than the stroppy boy who’d gone in; and he went to the Labour Exchange on the very day of his demob, got a temporary job as an office boy and spotted an advertisement for the job with Barlow and Stein a few weeks later.


‘We want someone with energy,’ Mr Stein had said at the interview. ‘Energy and common sense. And nice manners of course.’


Matt said he had plenty of energy and a fair bit of common sense, and that he hoped they could see he had the other commodity.


‘My mum used to box my ears if I was cheeky.’


‘Good for your mum,’ said Mr Barlow.


Matt got the job and felt immediately as if he had come home. This was a world he was completely comfortable in; he seemed to understand how it worked in the most fundamental way. Wherever you looked there were new buildings going up, or old ones being refurbished.


There were the big boys of course: Jack Cotton, Charles Clore, Joe Levy, and Matt’s personal hero and role model Harry Hyams, who’d made twenty-seven million by the time he was thirty-nine. That’s what Matt was going to do, possibly rounding it up to thirty million. It wasn’t a dream or even a hope, it was what he planned with a hard-edged certainty, he was going to build and own properties and fill them with the thousands of new companies that were also being spawned by the booming economy.


‘It’s a bit like a blind date,’ said Mr Stein when he was explaining the business to Matt. ‘There they both are, girl and boy, building and tenant, both perfect for each other, not knowing the other exists, needing an introduction. That’s where we come in. You don’t have to be a genius, Matthew, just a bit sharp. You’ll soon learn.’


Matt didn’t have to learn sharpness; it was in his bones. Within weeks Mr Stein was leaving him to show clients round premises on his own.


He didn’t realise until much later how fortunate he had been in Mr Stein; how excellent was his grounding, how profound was his advice.


‘Two things count in this business, son,’ he said over a pint of warm beer one evening. ‘One is that you have to be a gentleman. Your word is your bond. You can’t let someone think they’ve got an office and then a week later tell them they haven’t, just because someone’s come in with a higher offer. This is a small world, Matthew, and people have to trust you. And you’ve got to be able to get along with people, mix with all sorts. All gossip this business, especially at the higher level.’


There was one thing which Mr Stein didn’t mention and which Matt had no need to learn either, and that was the importance of hard work. And not just office work; if there was anything to be done, Matt did it, however disagreeable. The army had taught him that too. Indeed one day when the Barlow and Stein toilets were blocked and no plumber was to be found, Matt went out and bought caustic soda, a rubber plunger and some heavy-duty gloves and cleared the offending pipes – temporarily at least – himself. When some simpering typist said she really didn’t know how he could do such a thing, he told her about Charles Fullerton-Clark who had once been ordered to scour the army lavatories with a razor blade, and had sung rugby songs while he did it.


He decided regretfully that he couldn’t go down to the coast with Paul Dickens.


He set out for the City as soon as the offices closed that Friday evening, reckoning it’d be better to get that side over so that he could be in the West End on Saturday, good fun even if he was working; he’d delivered about fifty letters when he heard someone calling him.


‘Matt! Over here, Matt, it’s me, Charles Clark.’


And there he was on the other side of Lombard Street, waving at him. He’d never have recognised him, Matt thought, he looked exactly like all the other toffs round here, rolled umbrella, bowler hat, pinstripe suit. But he seemed genuinely pleased to see Matt, grinning and waving him over.


‘It’s jolly good to see you, old chap,’ said Charles, slapping him round the shoulders. ‘What are you doing here? Got time for a pint?’


Matt said he thought so and followed him into the King’s Head on Lombard Street.


‘Remember Matt Shaw?’ said Charles to Eliza next day. ‘He was in the army doing basic training with me. You met him with me at Waterloo one day.’


They were having a drink in the Markham in the King’s Road: the newly dressed King’s Road, filled with pretty young people, glamorous cars, and the clothes boutiques that were replacing the old food shops, all following their leader, Mary Quant, who had opened Bazaar, the very first of them, as early as 1955. No one would believe it had been there that long, Lindy had told Eliza. ‘It seems so absolutely brand new, but it’s just one more proof of Mary’s genius.’


‘Yes, course I remember Matt Shaw,’ Eliza said. ‘He was quite tasty as I recall.’


‘I ran into him in the City. He had quite a sharp suit on, filled out a bit, his hair’s longer. It was really good to see him. He’s working for an estate agent. Commercial variety. He’s doing well.’


‘Oh, really? Well, good for him.’


‘Yes, it’s the business to be in at the moment, that’s for sure. The potential for development in London is incredible, I know that. Typical Matt, he was delivering letters by hand, seemed embarrassed about it. I told him not to be so bloody silly. He’s got a bit of a chip on his shoulder but I do like him a lot. We thought we’d try and track down a couple of the others, have a real reunion.’


‘Yes, why don’t you?’ Eliza sounded distracted suddenly. ‘Charles, there’s something I want to talk to you about.’


‘What’s that? You’re not getting engaged finally, are you?’


‘Oh, for God’s sake. Why does everybody think I have to get engaged? No, Summercourt.’


‘What about it?’


‘I was talking to Mummy last weekend. She’s desperately worried. It needs a lot of money spent on it, not just painting it and general refurbishment, but they might need a new roof as well. They had it patched up a couple of years ago, but now it’s getting really bad. And they haven’t got a bean, she’s even talking about selling a bit more land.’


‘They can’t do that! Anyway, the trustees won’t let them. What does Pa say?’


‘Not a lot, as far as I can make out. You know how loyal she is, but reading between the lines his head’s firmly the sand. Just denies there’s a real problem. I can’t think what we can do to help, but at least we must show her some support. When are you going down next?’


‘Well, I could pop down tomorrow. I really can’t have her selling the land. It’d wreck the place. Could you come too?’


‘I could actually. OK, let’s do that. It would cheer her up if nothing else. She’s really worried, can’t sleep.’


‘Poor Mummy. Yes, let’s go and see her. I’m sure we can come up with something. Now, how’s the job? I want to hear all about it.’


Eliza was even less inclined towards marriage than usual that summer; gearing up for the autumn opening of Woolfe’s Young Generation was consuming all her energy. It had taken longer than even Lindy had expected, had been postponed twice and she had been in despair over the delay; Bernard Woolfe, initially enthusiastic, became slower and more cautious as he and the rest of the board debated endlessly the range of the merchandise, the look and feel of the department, its location within the store and what it would cost. Lindy and Eliza were both insistent that Woolfe’s did an own-label range of clothes to stock alongside the other designs, to link the youth and fun of the department more closely with the store and its gilt-edged fashion reputation; Bernard Woolfe said this would be a mistake, that should the new department fail, it would reflect badly on Woolfe’s as a whole, a question mark on their judgement.


‘Bernard, that’s just ridiculous,’ said Lindy, trying to keep her voice calm. ‘Either we believe in this thing or we don’t. If we don’t do our own line, it will look as if we’re hedging our bets.’


‘Perhaps that’s exactly what I am doing,’ said Woolfe, his dark eyes gleaming with good-natured malice. ‘Not such a bad thing, you know, when the going’s a bit rough . . .’


If Lindy had had her way, they would have opened within three months, ‘to beat the competition that I know there’s going to be’, but Bernard argued that unless everything was right the competition would win.


Jan Jacobson, the brilliant young buyer hired to work exclusively for Young Generation, had brought in some beautiful clothes; comparatively established designers like John Bates (of Jean Varon) and Sally Tuffin and Marion Foale would hang on rails alongside entirely new talent. He had discovered Mark Derrick, who designed apparently shapeless little shift dresses that still flattered girls’ bodies: the bodies that had seemed almost overnight to have been transformed from the shapely curves of the late Fifties to something almost boyish with neat, small breasts and flat, hipless torsos. And then there was Pattie Newton, whose clinched trench coats cut in the finest light gaberdine could be worn to work, to the theatre, even to parties over nothing more substantial than a silk slip; and Eliza herself had discovered Maddy Brown who had reinvented the sweater so that it continued downwards from the waist, to somewhere above the knee, and who also made ribbon-edged, gilt-buttoned mohair jackets in multi-coloured wool, which owed more than a nod in the direction of Chanel in shape, but were nonetheless totally original.


Eliza liked Maddy, she was fun, with a sweet and deceptively gentle manner; beneath it was an ambition as steely as Eliza’s own. She was the child of working-class parents, had won a scholarship to a grammar school and then to art school; she was small with long fair hair and huge green eyes, and she still lived at home and used her tiny bedroom as a studio workshop. Selling her range into Younger Generation was her greatest success yet. Eliza had spotted one of her jackets in a journalists’ office one day and had brought her into the Woolfe fold.


‘It was truly lovely,’ she had told Jan Jacobson, ‘and the girl at the magazine was so sorry they couldn’t use it, but she doesn’t have any stockists you see. I think you should see them.’


This was a familiar story; new designers, young and forward-thinking, making clothes for the new young market, had very little in the way of resources; stores liked the clothes, but didn’t want to risk unreliability of supply.


Slightly unwillingly, Jan agreed to see Maddy Brown, fell in love with the clothes and persuaded Bernard Woolfe she was worth the risk. Maddy and her one knitter, also working from home, found a couple more girls who met her exacting standards; all four of them were now installed in the unfortunate Mr and Mrs Brown’s front room.


The department was due to open at the very beginning of September. It was late to launch autumn and winter merchandise, but they had to make a huge splash with the press and by September everyone would be back from holiday and thinking winter, as Lindy put it. It was all incredibly exciting and Eliza could hardly believe she was going to be part of it.


One night that summer, she and Charles went with a party of friends to Brads, the newest of the new nightspots. It was wonderfully unstuffy, the dress code dizzily informal, the food fun – hamburgers and hot bacon sandwiches – and the music loud, it was as far removed from the polite formality of the traditional nightclub as jeans and open-neck shirts were from dinner jackets. It was soon after midnight when Eliza, lying back temporarily exhausted after an energetic bossa nova, heard someone shouting above the din.


‘Charles, old chap! Lovely to see you,’ and into view, smiling and waving just slightly drunkenly in their direction, came the most glorious-looking man.


‘Jeremy!’ said Charles. ‘Come and join us. Eliza, I don’t think you’ve met Jeremy. Jeremy Northcott. We were out in Hong Kong together. Jeremy, this is my sister, Eliza.’


‘Hello,’ said Eliza, smiling just a little coolly while digesting this Adonis: tall, blond, absurdly good-looking, the patrician nose and chiselled jaw saved from cliché by a slightly lopsided grin, showing, of course, perfect teeth.


‘Hello to you,’ said Jeremy and sat down abruptly next to her, clinging to his glass of red wine with some difficulty. ‘I think we met a couple of times at Eton, Fourth of June and so on.’


‘Really?’


She was sure she would have remembered him, he was so extraordinarily good looking, but then you did get a bit dazzled there, the standard was pretty high.


‘Yes, think so. And I was at the Harlot’s Ball the year you came out, but I didn’t manage to dance with you, too much competition.’


Eliza giggled.


‘Well, maybe we could put it right some other time,’ she said.


‘That’d be marvellous.’


He smiled at her again; he really was knee-shakingly attractive.


‘Well, what have you been doing with yourself, you old bugger?’ asked Charles. ‘Where are you living now?’


‘In a flat I kind of inherited in Sloane Street,’ said Jeremy.


‘Lucky you,’ said Charles. ‘That’s the sort of inheritance I’d like.’


‘Yes, it’s quite jolly there. What are you doing then, Charles? Working in the City, I heard?’


‘That’s right, with a firm of stockbrokers. Not a bad life. Hours are fairly agreeable, lot of decent chaps there. Pretty good really. How about you?’


‘I’m working in advertising,’ said Jeremy. ‘Terrific fun. Firm called K Parker Dutton, KPD for short. Don’t know if you’ve heard of it?’


‘I certainly have,’ said Eliza, smiling at him. ‘It sounds like complete heaven to me. Is it true you all have your own offices complete with sofas and fridges?’


‘Absolutely true.’


‘You on your own, Jeremy?’ said Charles. ‘You’re very welcome to join us.’


‘No, sorry, whole crowd of us, including a rather tedious cousin who I’m bidden to look after. I must get back in a tick.’ He looked at Eliza. ‘Lovely to meet you again. Think I can’t take you up on your invitation to dance just now. Another time perhaps?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘We must arrange an evening,’ said Charles. ‘Been to the Saddle Room yet?’


‘Yes, I’m a member. Great idea. So what are you up to, Eliza? Working girl?’


‘Is she ever,’ said Charles. ‘You’re looking at a bona fide career woman, Jeremy. Eliza works in fashion.’


‘Really? How amazing.’


‘Well, yes, it is a little bit amazing,’ said Eliza. ‘I love it anyway.’


‘So, what exactly is it? Are you a model?’


‘No,’ said Eliza, not sure whether to be flattered because he should think that possible, or irritated that he should think modelling a career. ‘No, I work for Woolfe’s, department store in Knightsbridge. I do the publicity.’


‘Oh, I know Woolfe’s. Great store. Publicity, eh? I know what that means, taking all the fashion editors out to lunch?’


‘Well, that’s only a very small part of the job,’ said Eliza, ‘but yes, that is one of the perks. And telling them about everything in the store, hoping they’ll write about it. And then making sure—’


‘Steady on, Eliza,’ said Charles, ‘Jeremy’s supposed to be enjoying himself, he doesn’t want a lecture on the PR industry.’


‘No, no,’ said Jeremy, ‘it’s my line of country, you know. Look, I must get back to the cousin, I can see her looking a bit wan. Let’s have lunch soon, Charles, here’s my card, give me a ring. And I’ll fix that evening at the Saddle Room. Lovely to meet you, Eliza. Bye for now.’


And he unwound his considerable height from the sofa and made his way back across the room.


‘He seems very nice,’ said Eliza.


‘I knew you’d like him,’ said Charles rather complacently, ‘and he’s fearsomely rich. His family owns a bank. Now if you married him that would solve all our problems. Summercourt included.’


‘Charles!’ exclaimed Eliza, hurling a packet of cigarettes at him. ‘I said he was very nice, not that I wanted to marry him. Please stop going on about it. I am just not interested in getting married at the moment; I’m only interested in my career, OK?’


‘OK,’ said Charles.




Chapter 6


‘Scarlett, could I possibly go up the front on the way back?’


‘OK. As long as Brian agrees.’


Brian was one of the stewards on their flight; it was the stewards who decided which girls did Economy (Down the Back as it was known) and which First (Up the Front). The posher a girl, the more likely she was to be sent down the back; it was the totties who got given First Class, acknowledged a cushier number, because they were more likely to reward the stewards – those who weren’t homosexual at least – by sleeping with them. No really classy girl would dream of sleeping with the stewards. Scarlett was seldom up the front, in spite of her slightly shaky social credentials, because she wouldn’t have dreamed of sleeping with them either; she’d actually hoped to be there this trip, for a treat, it was from Vienna, almost four hours, but Diana was looking dreadful.


‘Why, what’s wrong?’ she said.


‘Oh, I’ve got the curse, feel awful. Now at least I’ll be able to sit down occasionally.’


‘Course. I’m sorry.’ Scarlett looked at her sympathetically. Diana had terrible period pains and was quite often actually sick. ‘You go and lie down for half an hour. They’re boarding late; I’ll make you a nice cup of tea. Got any codeine?’


‘I think there’s some in first aid. Thanks, Scarlett.’


But when it was time to board, Diana was vomiting and dizzy; the captain sent her back to the sick bay.


‘You can’t fly like that. No use to anyone. Don’t worry, we’ll manage.’


The flight was only half full. ‘This’ll be a piece of cake,’ said Scarlett cheerfully to Brian.


‘Don’t be too sure. Lot of turbulence forecast.’


The turbulence was a while coming; Scarlett began to hope the forecast was wrong. She had enough to cope with without it; there was a difficult meal to serve, beef on the bone, carved in the aisle, and almost every passenger on the plane wanted theirs rare, and a French businessman demanded his blue; an extremely tiresome child insisted on walking up and down the aisle behind her, ‘helping her’ as she put it, and an American woman called Mrs Berenson was intensely nervous and clutched at Scarlett every time she went past, asking how they were doing, whether there was any turbulence ahead, when they might land, was there a doctor on board.


‘I have dreadfully high blood pressure, you see, I could need sedation if there were any difficulties.’


Scarlett assured her there were no difficulties as far as she knew, and that there was first-aid equipment on board.


‘My dear girl, that’s no use to me, I need a proper doctor.’


Scarlett smiled again and offered her an aspirin. It often soothed the most terrible nerves: placebo effect, she supposed.


‘Yes, that might be nice, thank you. Oh, dear God, what was that?’


The plane had dropped slightly; it shook a little and then steadied.


The captain’s voice came over the intercom.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, we may be about to experience a little turbulence. Please return to your seats and fasten your seat belts.’


‘Oh, my God,’ moaned Mrs Berenson, ‘oh God, what shall I do?’


‘Nothing,’ said Scarlett gently, ‘just do up your seat belt and sit tight. You’re perfectly safe.’


She stayed with her for a moment, trying to calm her, and then worked her way round the cabin, reassuring, smiling, plumping pillows, fastening belts. She could feel the plane beginning to shudder.


The child was still running behind her, giggling. ‘I’m sorry,’ said Scarlett as politely as she could to her mother, ‘but I really must ask you to get your girl strapped into her seat.’


‘But she’s enjoying herself so much,’ said the woman.


‘She won’t enjoy herself getting thrown round the cabin,’ Scarlett said coolly. ‘Please do what I ask, it’s important.’


A wail went up from Mrs Berenson; Scarlett hurried to her.


‘There’s nothing to worry about, Mrs Berenson. Really. You’ll be fine. Please try to stay calm, you’re upsetting the other passengers. Here, have a sip of water. Did you take your aspirin?’


‘Yes. Maybe I should have a second one.’


The tail seemed to swing round slightly and Mrs Berenson wailed again. Various buzzers were being pressed; Scarlett patted her hand and hurried off.


When she passed the Frenchman’s seat he put his hand out, barring her way.


‘This wine is terrible. Open a new bottle, if you please.’


‘I’m afraid I can’t – not just at the moment.’


‘Miss, this is not what I have paid my first-class fare for. Please do what I ask.’


Scarlett walked to the service area, and started to open a fresh bottle of claret.


‘Scarlett! You can’t do that. Not while this is going on.’ Brian was frowning at her, sitting in his own seat, doing up his straps. ‘Sit down and belt yourself in.’


‘It’s either giving that frog his bloody wine, or pushing him out the window. Now just stop fussing, and think about something else, like that lovely boy you met last night.’


‘Bitch!’ said Brian and blew a kiss towards the window. She smiled at him tolerantly. He was a raging queen like most of the others.


Mrs Berenson was screaming now. Such panic was infectious; other passengers were turning to stare at her nervously, and the little girl started to cry.


‘I’ll go and sit with her,’ Scarlett said to Brian who was behind her, proffering a second napkin to the Frenchman, ‘otherwise they’ll all start screaming.’


‘All right, darling. Rather you than me. She’s the colour of a billiard table.’


Scarlett started to make her way towards Mrs Berenson, smiled at her and settled herself in the window seat.


‘Here,’ she said, ‘hold my hand. You’re going to be fine.’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Mrs Berenson. Her voice was lower now, her teeth chattering. She had a very pretty, Southern-belle-type accent; she was very pretty altogether, Scarlett noticed, honey-blond, with fine, fair, slightly freckled skin and wonderful green eyes. She was far from young, probably about sixty, but slim and beautifully dressed, in a cream silk shirt and camel skirt. ‘We’re going to crash, aren’t we?’


‘No, we’re not. The captain says it’s fine, just a bit of bad weather. Honestly, in about ten minutes it’ll be over. Deep breaths, that’s right. Now why don’t you tell me where you’re from, why you’re coming to England, I do love to know more about passengers, and we never usually get the chance. Do you have family here?’


Clinging to Scarlett’s hand, Mrs Berenson began to talk, and became calmer, telling her where she lived (Charleston, South Carolina), where she was going (London to visit an elderly aunt), why she’d been in Vienna (to stay with a friend and visit the Opera House for ‘the most wonderful “Magic Flute”’), about her three sons, all of whom were extremely good-looking, she said (and what mother didn’t claim that for her sons, Scarlett wondered, smiling at her, they were probably as plain as pikestaffs. Although if they were anything like their mother . . .)


The turbulence ended as suddenly as it had begun and the plane became completely steady. Scarlett unbuckled her belt.


‘I’ve love to hear more, Mrs Berenson. But I have lots to do now. Excuse me, won’t you?’


‘Of course, my dear. How kind you’ve been. Thank you.’


‘It was truly a pleasure.’


They reached London two hours later; the plane landed smoothly, everyone stood up, chattering, the trauma quite forgotten. Scarlett stood at the top of the steps, smiling sweetly at everyone, accepted Mrs Berenson’s thanks and a promise to look out for her in future, and a kiss from the tiresome child.


‘Told you,’ she said to Brian. ‘Piece of cake.’


Young Generation had been open for nearly a year now, and was acknowledged by everyone who mattered as a huge success. Bernard Woolfe said so, albeit cautiously, while noting its extremely healthy turnover; the press said so, rather less cautiously, giving it rave reviews from day one (the Evening Standard had described the opening party as ‘an explosion of colour and music and style’) and continuing to feature it and its merchandise on a most satisfyingly regular basis, and the customers said so by flocking to it, day after day. Young, stylish, moneyed, they fell on this treasure trove of clothes that suited them and their lifestyle so perfectly – and carried it away from Woolfe’s in the shiny, brilliantly coloured carrier bags that were its trademark. The carrier bags had actually been Eliza’s idea and she was very proud of them.


The party had been attended by everyone who mattered in fashion: Anne Trehearn of Queen, Ernestine Carter of the Sunday Times, Felicity Green of the Mirror, and Shirley Conran, creator of the new ‘Femail’ section in the Daily Mail; the fashion photographers and rising star David Bailey, with his friends Terence Donovan and Norman Eales, as well as the more establishment crowd, John French, and Henry Clarke; and the models, Jean Shrimpton, Pagan Grigg, Grace Coddington, and every man’s dream of a girl, blue-eyed blonde Celia Hammond.


And then there had been the designers – who would have thought Mary Quant would attend, never mind John Bates, Jean Muir, and the new names such as Maddy Brown who (to quote the Standard again) ‘has done the impossible and made knitting sexy’.


Eliza had thought it would be hard, settling down after the excitement of the launch, but in fact she simply found herself caught up in an ever-increasing whirlwind timetable of shows, photographic shoots, press releases, and the more mundane but possibly most important task of all, seeing to the nitty-gritty: getting clothes over to the offices of the fashion editors, making sure that Queen and Vogue – for instance – weren’t featuring the same dress, checking prices, suggesting and then rounding up accessories to accompany the clothes that the journalists called in.


Her favourite days were when a fashion editor rang up and said something like, ‘We’re doing a story on fringed hems – have you got anything?’ And if there was nothing fringed to be found in the stockroom, she’d call up one of her favourite designers and ask, ‘Got anything with a fringed hem?’ Whereupon the more desperate would actually knock up a sample in twenty-four hours for her, on condition Woolfe’s would agree to be listed as stockist. It was quite common for none of the garments in question to be sold; but it didn’t really matter much, it suited everybody, the journalist who found a page of her feature filled, the designer who got the priceless publicity for his or her name, and Woolfe’s who increased their reputation for cutting-edge fashion.


It was hectic, exhausting, and absolutely wonderful. What romantic liaison could possibly compete with that?


‘You all right, young Matthew?’ said Mr Barlow.


‘Yes, fine, thanks.’


It wasn’t true; he had terrible toothache. It had been growing quietly but insistently for three days now. He kept hoping it would go away, settle down again.


‘Good. You don’t look it. Anyway, come in, I’ve got some news for you.’


Matt followed him into his office.


‘You’ve done well, lad. Very well. We’ve all done well, of course, got a load of new clients, in fact we’ll have to move soon. You’ll have to find us an office. Go and see some agents.’ He chuckled. He prided himself on being a joker.


‘But credit where it’s due. A lot of it’s down to you. So, I’m promoting you, Matt. Making you up to negotiator.’


‘Crikey,’ said Matt.


‘I hope you don’t use words like that to the clients,’ said Mr Barlow disapprovingly.


‘Course not.’


‘Good. And there’ll be a rise too. How would twelve pounds a week sound to you?’


‘Pretty good,’ said Matt, ‘but not as good as thirteen.’


‘Maybe not. I didn’t say thirteen though.’


‘I know that, Mr Barlow. But I reckon it’s what I’m worth. From what I’ve heard.’


Mr Barlow looked at him almost severely. ‘You’ve got a cheek. But you could be right. How about twelve pounds, ten shillings?’


‘Done. Thank you very much, Mr Barlow.’


Matt went into the golden September evening feeling very happy. He was getting there. Next move would be getting his own agency. In a year or two. He had the energy, and he’d have some clients. He’d have no compunction about taking them away from Barlow and Stein. They’d have had fantastic value out of him; it would be time to get some out of them. Matt felt very bullish suddenly. Taking on the world.


And it was a good evening for his promotion to have happened. Charles had arranged some kind of reunion with Happy and Nobby Clark as well. He could tell them all about it, really hold up his head as a successful man of the world.


Matt had suggested they met at the Salisbury in St Martin’s Lane at seven.


‘Great,’ said Charles, ‘and then we might go out for a Chinese after that if we’re hungry.’


The Chinese was a new phenomenon in London, everyone was tucking into spring rolls and sweet and sour pork.


The Salisbury was filling up fast; Matt was the last to arrive, the others were sitting at a table in the corner. Charles waved him over.


‘Got a beer for you.’


‘Thanks, Chas.’ He sat down, raised his glass. ‘Cheers!’


‘Cheers,’ said Happy, ‘bit of a funny place this, isn’t it, dead fancy, all this brass and mirrors and stuff. It’s a great meeting place for queers, someone told me.’


‘Really?’ said Charles. ‘Well – we can move if it’s not OK.’


Matt looked around him with interest. He supposed there were a lot of men on their own in there. They looked pretty normal to him.


‘Here’s to us then,’ he said, picking up his beer, ‘good memories and all that. Thanks for organising it, Chas.’


‘Yes, thanks Chas,’ said Happy.


He looked just as Matt remembered him, with his seemingly permanent smile, but Nobby was quiet, staring gloomily round the bar and then saying ‘sorry’ when he saw any of them looking at him.


‘What’s up then, mate?’ said Matt, wincing as a potato crisp touched his tender tooth.


‘He’s a condemned man,’ said Happy, ‘got to get married and all. Couple of weeks, isn’t it, Nobby?’


Nobby nodded and sighed heavily.


‘Go on. You never are. What on earth for?’ asked Matt.


‘He got a girl in the club, didn’t he?’ said Happy. ‘Silly bastard.’


‘Crikey,’ said Matt, ‘you poor bugger.’ He contemplated the dreadfulness of this: married and a father at twenty-two. Life ended before it had properly begun. ‘God, bad luck, mate.’


‘Yeah, well.’ Nobby tried to smile. ‘Happens sometimes, don’t it?’


‘Where you going to live, then?’


‘With me mother-in-law,’ said Nobby.


‘Jesus,’ said Charles, ‘that does sound bad. Or maybe she’s nice?’


‘She’s a filthy old cow,’ said Nobby, ‘and when Janice is with her mum, she turns just like her. Gets all mean and bad-tempered. And the fuss! You wouldn’t believe it. Oh, I feel sick. Oh, Mum, make me another cup of tea. Oh, Terence, rub my back—’


‘Who’s Terence?’ asked Matt.


‘Me, you stupid bugger. Only got called Nobby in the army. Honestly, wish I’d bought it out in Cyprus now. Be better’n this.’


‘Well, look on the bright side,’ said Charles slightly desperately, ‘it’ll be jolly nice to have a kid, won’t it? To play football with and – and that sort of thing.’


‘Yeah, s’pose so. Might be a girl though. Then what’d I do?’


There was a silence; Charles suggested another round.


Nobby looked at his watch.


‘I’d best go,’ he said, ‘Janice said I had to be home by nine, she said she didn’t know what she was doing letting me out at all when she was feeling so rough. Nice to see you all. Thanks for organising it, Chas.’


He shambled out across the bar; the others looked at one another.


‘Poor bugger,’ said Charles, ‘what rotten luck.’ There was a silence; Charles said he’d get another round.


An hour later the party broke up. Nobby’s ill-fortune had depressed them all. Matt hadn’t liked to talk about his promotion; it seemed tactless. Happy walked away from them both towards Trafalgar Square; Charles asked Matt if he’d like a bite to eat.


‘Not sure,’ said Matt. ‘Got a bit of toothache.’


‘Oh, come on. Take an aspirin. I’ve got some – here you are. Chinese’d be nice and mushy, won’t do it any harm.’


They wandered towards Gerrard Street and went into one of the less flashy-looking places.


‘I got some good news today anyway,’ Matt said, unable to keep it to himself any longer. ‘Got promoted. Can’t quite believe it myself. ’


‘That’s fantastic, Matt. Well done. I knew you’d do well in life, knew right from the beginning. This calls for another beer. Congratulations.’


‘Thanks,’ said Matt.


They chatted easily for a while; Matt was surprised how easily. Chas was pretty all right, he reckoned. He’d never been able to talk to any of the other toffs he met, in the course of his work. They were so bloody patronising. But Chas was different: he could even listen to him talking about his work on the Stock Exchange without wanting to throw up. Although now he was talking about his parents’ house in the country, which was clearly vast, but which was what he called ‘going to rack and ruin’.


‘They just can’t afford to keep it going, not really. They’re really hard up, worried to death, poor old things.’


Really hard up, Matt thought, living in a house with ten bedrooms.


‘So Eliza and I are trying to help a bit. They can’t sell it, thank God, losing it would be too awful, it’s owned by a family trust. It’s been in the family for generations. I say, Matt, you OK?’


‘Not too good,’ said Matt, wincing, ‘bit on me bad tooth. Bloody agony it is.’


‘When are you seeing your dentist?’


‘Dunno. Haven’t got one, not really.’


‘You haven’t got—’ Charles’s voice tailed off. ‘Look, you must make an appointment right away. Your face is quite swollen, you could have an abscess. We go to a chap in Kensington, he’s awfully good. I’ll give you his number. Mummy and Pa pay I believe, but Eliza and I see him on the National Health. Say you’re in pain and you’ll get in tomorrow. Damn, now I can’t find his number. Stay there and I’ll go and ring Eliza, she’ll know. There’s a phone box right outside. Don’t drink my beer, there’s a good chap.’


It was Charles who was the good chap, Matt thought – even if he did call his mother Mummy. At twenty-five; it was pretty weird really.


Charles came back smiling.


‘Here’s the number. Frobisher 7592. Mr Cole. Now, you must go, Matt, no chickening out. Promise.’


‘I promise,’ said Matt. ‘Er – how is your sister, by the way?’


He had never forgotten Eliza that day on Waterloo station; he could still see her there, in her black trousers, and black-and-white coat, her dark blue eyes smiling at him, had never forgotten how the ground had seemed to heave slightly underneath his feet as he looked at her.


‘She’s absolutely fine, thanks. She’s got a fantastic job actually. In the Public Relations department for Woolfe’s, you know—’


‘Oh yeah,’ said Matt again. He wondered what on earth Woolfe’s might be. Insurance office? Bank? Law firm?


‘Yes, she’s doing brilliantly. Always hobnobbing with journalists, buying them lunches. Seems to be a lot of fun.’


‘She’s not married then?’ said Matt. It seemed important to know.


‘Good lord, no. Not yet. She’s always going out with someone or other, spends her evenings in various discotheques and so on, you know, but no one at all serious. Mummy’s getting quite anxious, keeps saying she really ought to be settled, but she’s in love with her job. And she just says no man could possibly compete with that.’


‘Really?’ said Matt. Eliza must have met some very dull men, if that was her view.


‘Yes. Anyway, you can see her for yourself. She’s at her flat, and she said we could go round, she’s at a loose end, only girl not out with a beau.’


‘Oh,’ said Matt. His toothache suddenly seemed inconsequential. ‘But she won’t want to see me, surely.’


‘She remembered you. Said she’d love it, that we’d be doing her a favour. And that she could pretend you were her boyfriend if any of the others got back.’


‘Yeah, right. I bet I’m exactly like one of her boyfriends.’


‘Don’t be so touchy, Matt. I’ve told you before. All that stuff is over. Eliza was telling me the other day lots of the people in the fashion world are really – really. . .’


His voice tailed off. Matt looked at him.


‘Really working-class? Is that what you mean?’ He grinned at Charles. ‘It’s OK, I know my place.’


‘Matt, for God’s sake, you don’t have a place.’


‘OK,’ said Matt easily, ‘if that’s what you think.’


‘I do. Anyway, I’m only telling you what Eliza says. There’s this fantastic new photographer called David Bailey, and another called Terry something, beginning with D . . . Dudley? No, Donovan, yes that’s the one. Both from the East End, left school at fifteen or whatever. Everyone thinks they’re wonderful. Come on, Matt, knock that chip off your shoulder and come and see Eliza with me.’


Eliza opened the door to them wearing a pair of calf-length jeans and a very large white man’s shirt. Her feet were bare, her dark hair tumbled on her shoulders. And as she leaned forward to kiss Charles and then, slightly tentatively, Matt, laughing as she did so, there was a wave of some infinitely delicious warm scent. She looked perfectly beautiful and Matt, finding himself suddenly invaded by a violence of feeling that came somewhere between pleasure and distinct physical weakness, wondered rather feebly if this was like falling in love.


They were still talking at midnight as the other girls and their braying boyfriends came and went; Eliza chatting and laughing and telling funny stories of a world of which Matt had absolutely no knowledge but which sounded like some enchanted kingdom, peopled with fashion designers and photographers and models and journalists and beautiful clothes and star-studded parties; Charles begging for introductions to ‘just one of the models’, smiling as he teased her about her ambitions and her career.


Matt listened, hardly speaking, but committing everything that he could to memory: Eliza’s voice, her smile, her lovely hands which she waved about as she talked, the way she sat with one long leg curled under her, the way she turned her head to listen intently to people, the way she laughed, teased Charles, managed to appear interested in what few things Matt was able to say. His toothache was forgotten, his last bus missed, none of it of any importance whatsoever. He just stayed and stayed and would have been still there in the morning, had not Charles told him they really should leave, that Eliza needed her beauty sleep and so did he for that matter; and then finally and with infinite reluctance Matt said goodbye to her and was kissed again and told how lovely it had been for Eliza to see him after all this time, and then walked all the way home from Kensington to Clapham, the tube being closed: almost two hours it took and he was happy to do so, for he could live and relive the evening without interruption, replaying every moment.


And thinking that if Eliza really felt no man could compete with her job she must be seeing the wrong sort of men. He could set up in competition with her job, no problem, he was sure of that. If he ever got the chance, which was pretty bloody unlikely.


In fact, much more likely, he would never see her again.




Chapter 7


‘Charles? It’s me. Look – friend of mine makes the most fabulous jumpers and things; she’s looking for a studio/workshop. Would that be the sort of thing your nice friend Matt might be able to help with, do you think?’


‘Possibly. Probably. I’ll give you his number. Oh, and Juliet wondered if we could go out for a meal together next week. She says she wants to get to know you better.’


‘Oh – course. Sounds wonderful. Only thing is, I’m quite busy next week.’


‘Well, the one after then. Why don’t I get her to ring you?’


‘Lovely idea. Yes. I’ll look forward to it. Now – Matt’s number?’


As she waited, she contemplated Juliet and an evening with her and Charles.


Juliet Judd – her name alone made Eliza want to giggle, it was like a girl in a cartoon – was his new girlfriend, and he appeared oddly besotted by her.


She worked as a secretary for the lawyers who worked for Charles’s stockbroking firm and she was a hugely irritating, simpering creature, so much the sort of girl Eliza disapproved of that she found it hard even to be polite to her. She was acutely and self-consciously feminine, a blue-eyed blonde, but her hair was over-styled and, at a time when most girls were wearing simple, ever-shorter shift dresses, or Mary Quant’s pinafores over black sweaters or even the latest craze of jeans tucked into knee-high boots, she favoured girly blouses and flared skirts, or neat little suits, and always had matching bags and shoes and gloves. She had left Roedean with two O-levels and gone to finishing school in Paris where she had learnt to cook and sew and do flowers and was always saying things like ‘I don’t think men like girls to be too clever’.


Eliza was sure it wouldn’t last; it was the novelty, she kept telling herself.


‘Matt! This one’s for you. Nice little building out Paddington way, near the station. Five hundred square feet, three floors, see what you can do with it. Landlord’s in a hurry, burnt his fingers a bit with his financing, OK?’


‘Fine,’ said Matt. He still hadn’t got over the excitement of having his own clients, of sorting out a deal. He enjoyed all of it, talking to the landlord, getting out the files, checking potential tenants, fixing appointments, showing them round; it was all dizzy stuff. The day both sides were due to sign, he would wake up feeling as if it was his birthday. He once asked Paul Dickens if he felt the same; Paul was very amused.


‘Course not, you silly bugger. It’s a job, innit? I’d be just as happy working in the motor trade to be honest with you. Bigger commission too.’


Matt was shocked. How anyone could compare the dizzy matchmaking of landlord and tenant with selling a car was beyond him. Money just wasn’t the point. The point was involvement, was feeling part of this mighty fusion of money and bricks and mortar and commercial expertise at a time when the entire city was being reborn.


He phoned the landlord: a sharp young man, no older than Matt himself, called Colin White. They met at the building, which had been a warehouse and had had only the most minimal work done – new windows, whitewash on the walls, reconcreted floors – and White professed great nonchalance over the deal.


‘I want the right tenant, and I don’t want no hassle, people moving out again in a year. I want it settled, so I don’t have to think about it any more, OK?’


Matt said OK but he thought the rent was too high.


‘It’s a good space but it’s the location, I just don’t see it as offices, more manufacturing, storage, that sort of thing.’


‘Well I don’t,’ said White coolly. ‘I spent a lot of money on this place, Shaw, I want a proper return, I was told you was a good salesman, I think I might be disappointed. I’ll give you a couple of weeks, then I might have to take it somewhere else.’


‘You won’t have to do that,’ said Matt firmly. ‘I’ll find you someone for it well inside a fortnight.’


‘Good,’ said White, ‘and don’t bother me till you’re sure. I’m a busy man, I don’t want a lot of poxy phone calls about this, that and the other.’


Matt went back to the office and trawled through his files. It wasn’t going to be easy. The building was in a noisy dirty street, very near the route of the new Westway, the M40 extension leading into Central London. It might make a light factory but it certainly didn’t seem suitable for the offices Colin White was so determined on.


Two days later he was three quarters of the way through his list of prospects, feeling increasingly panicky; nobody wanted it. Then Janice, the telephonist, put a call through.


‘Potential client, Matt. Sounds really sweet.’


Janice would have described the Kray twins as sweet had they telephoned Barlow and Stein; Matt picked up the phone warily. A female voice said she had heard he might be able to help her.


‘My name’s Maddy Brown. I’m looking for some premises for my business.’


‘What type of business would that be?’


‘Well, fashion. I design clothes.’


‘Oh yes. And where are you working at the moment?’


‘In my parents’ house.’


‘I see.’


That wasn’t going to pay Colin White’s rent. He’d heard about these girls, straight out of art school, looking to cash in on what the papers called the youth boom. Probably hadn’t got a single customer. As politely as he could, he suggested she took a flat with a spare room, ‘Or carry on working at your parents’ place. Just till you get going a bit.’


‘Well,’ she said, ‘that’s a very interesting idea. Thank you for absolutely nothing.’ She put the phone down.


Spoilt brat, Matt thought. He returned to his Rolodex. The phone rang again.


‘Matt? It’s another young lady. What you been up to?’


‘Nothing. Unfortunately. Put her through.’


‘Is that Matt Shaw?’ said a voice. A voice he recognised at once; a voice that tipped his world on end, stopped it in its tracks, a voice he could have listened to for ever.


‘It’s Eliza Fullerton-Clark here. I’m ringing about Maddy Brown. Who I work with, incidentally.’


Shit, Matt thought. SHIT! He felt rather sick.


‘I had thought, you know, that I could do two good turns here. Silly idea, it seems. Maddy said you were worse than useless, absolutely no help at all and offensive into the bargain.’


‘I was not offensive,’ said Matt, stung. He’d been perfectly polite he knew, had actually made a suggestion that would save the wretched woman money.


‘Well, I’m afraid you were. By making the assumption that she was some silly girl, with not an idea or a business contact in her head. Just because she was a woman.’


This was so true Matt couldn’t even begin to deny it.


‘Suppose Miss Brown had been Mr Brown? You’d have assumed backing, clients, customers, wouldn’t you? You’d have taken all kinds of details from him, what kind of premises he wanted, where, how many thousand feet was he looking for, what kind of rent was he prepared to pay—’


‘Well—’


‘I don’t somehow think you’d have told Mr Brown to use a room in his flat for a while, until he got going.’ Matt felt extremely sick. So much for impressing Eliza. He’d really blown it.


‘I – that is—’


‘Well, just so you know, let me tell you about the client you could have had. Miss – not Mr – Brown has just got a very big contract from a chain of boutiques. Do you know what a boutique is? A shop, selling fashion to young people. They are absolutely the latest thing at the moment, big, big business. And the people who own them are desperate for young designers to supply them with what they need. And Miss Brown, who I might say left the Royal College of Art with a graduation show that made a lot of the papers, has just got a contract from Girlz – that’s the name of the chain of boutiques, Girlz spelt with a Z, remember that, you’ll hear a lot about them – and backing to the tune of over fifty thousand pounds. More money than you’d ever make in your entire life, I’d say. Pity, you really blew it. Bye then. We’ve got other agents to call, fortunately.’


Matt put the phone down and felt so angry with himself that he punched his desk so hard the knuckles hurt for days.


He couldn’t bear to be in the office, staring at the wall and his own stupidity. He told Mr Stein he was going to meet a prospective client and went for a walk: across Oxford Street, down Regent Street, and along Piccadilly, towards St James’s Park. It was a glorious day, and the city looked young; girls in brilliantly coloured shift dresses strode along, their long, loose hair swinging, men in sharp suits and sharper haircuts bumped into one another, grinning as they turned to stare at the girls. Everyone seemed happy.


But even the long legs and the swinging hair failed to distract him. He dimly heard a newsboy shouting ‘Profumo case latest’ and bought an Evening Standard and sank down onto the grass staring at it; photographs of the Minister for War, John Profumo, and Christine Keeler, the call girl he had been sleeping with (and sharing, it appeared, with a Russian naval attaché), covered the front page, along with speculation on a government possibly brought down, a fine political career undoubtedly ruined. The scandal had intrigued Matt hugely; he completely failed to understand how people could risk losing all they had achieved in life for a bit of sexual pleasure. Sex was great; but it wasn’t power, it didn’t show you’d made it. He was unable to imagine any woman, however beautiful or sexually gifted, could be as important as worldly success.


He sat, smoking rather feverishly, wondering if there was anything, anything at all that he could do that would redeem him in the eyes of Eliza Fullerton-Clark; and he decided next morning he would have to apologise. Really crawl. She might not accept it, of course, but it was worth a try. And then he had another idea.


He went into the office early, dialled Woolfe’s number, and asked for the PR department.


‘Hello. Eliza Clark speaking.’


So didn’t use the Fullerton bit at work; Matt wondered why. He took a very deep breath.


‘Miss Clark, good morning. This is Matt Shaw.’


She’d probably put the phone down now.


‘Yes?’ she said coldly. Very coldly.


‘I wanted to apologise. To you and Miss Brown. For yesterday. It was stupid and insensitive of me, and I feel really embarrassed about it. And – and – the thing is I think I might have the perfect space for Miss Brown. As a matter of fact.’


Silence.


‘It’s in Paddington. It used to be a warehouse. The owner’s done a bit of work on it and it’s three floors, about three thousand feet, perfect for storing clothes and – and that sort of thing. And room for an office space and – and a studio if that was required. It’s not too expensive and I’d really like to show it to Miss Brown if you think she’d agree. And if she hasn’t got anywhere else yet.’


Another long silence; then, ‘Well I can certainly ask her,’ said Eliza finally, her voice just slightly less cool, ‘and I don’t think she has got anywhere else, no. I’ll see if I can get her to call you.’


‘Right. And – and if you’d like to come along yourself,’ he said, ‘see what you think about it, that would be fine.’


She wouldn’t. Of course she wouldn’t.


But, ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I think I might. If I have time. I’m extremely busy.’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘And Matt, thank you for phoning and for apologising.’ Her voice was more itself now, warmer, smiley even. ‘It was nice of you. We’ll be in touch.’


Perfect happiness doesn’t come often in life. It came to Matt then.


He arrived at the building an hour before the appointed time, walking round and round it, checking every door and window, even every electrical fitting, anything in fact that might prompt a query. He was determined not to be caught out in any particular.


He watched from an upstairs window as they arrived in Eliza’s Fiat. Eliza was wearing a short red shift, long black boots and sunglasses; she looked amazing. Maddy was very pretty too, but looked terribly young: tiny, with long blond hair falling down her back; it was hard to believe she’d got this important contract Eliza had been shouting at him about.


Maddy loved the building, said it was absolutely fab; Eliza had been more practical and indeed critical, had stalked about, peering into corners, out of windows, up into the roof space. She said it needed a lot of money to convert it and that Maddy didn’t actually need three floors; what about subletting.


Matt said he didn’t think that was possible.


‘Could you maybe convert one floor into a flat?’ said Maddy.


Matt said it wasn’t designated for residential use. ‘It would make it far more expensive, you see, entail a completely different rate and rent structure.’


‘Well, I think it really is too big,’ said Eliza, ‘and too expensive. You’d be crazy, Maddy, far too much of an overhead for the business.’


‘But—’


‘Excuse us,’ said Eliza, indicating to Maddy to follow her to the other side of the room; Matt put his hands in his pockets and studied first the ceiling, and then the fit of the windows, even the floorboards, hoping he didn’t look as desperate as he felt. They came back.


‘Suppose we found you a tenant for the third floor?’ said Eliza. ‘A photographer we know, Jerome Blake, is looking for a studio. That would solve all our problems.’


‘That would be fine,’ said Matt, ‘as long as he negotiated through us, of course. I’m sure the landlord would be very grateful for an introduction.’


‘I should think he would,’ said Eliza, ‘I would expect a reduction of your fee, as a matter of fact.’


‘Well I – that is—’


She grinned at him suddenly.


‘I wasn’t serious. Maddy’ll ring you when she’s made a decision. And as you can tell, she does quite like the place.’


‘With good reason. It is a remarkable opportunity.’


‘For whom exactly?’ said Eliza. Then she grinned at him again.


‘Well, I’ll look forward to hearing from you,’ said Matt, hanging onto his professional dignity with an effort.


Jerome Blake (real name Jim Biggs), the photographer, had been very keen to take the top floor as a studio; Matt liked him and he seemed reassuringly red-blooded, not a woofter as Matt had feared. Colin White agreed to a slight reduction in Maddy’s rent, and a deal was struck. Mr Stein was particularly pleased with what he called Matt’s performance.


‘Well done, Matt,’ he said, ‘that’s what I call good business practice. Spotting an opportunity, using your contacts, that’s what it’s all about.’


Matt had no intention of telling him the contacts were actually both Eliza’s.


The whole incident had rather changed his opinion of Eliza. She was gorgeous and she was sexy, but she was very bossy. Not used to being crossed, obviously, or even argued with. It would probably do her good: just as long as it wasn’t him that had to do it.




Chapter 8


‘My dear, I was just wondering if you would be able to take tea with me one day either this week or next? I am staying at the Connaught hotel with my son, David. He is here on business, while I am taking in some fun!


Leave a message at the hotel and let me know. Any day will do, except next Thursday.


Yrs affectionately,


Lily Berenson.’


Scarlett had never believed in love at first sight; she had frequently declared it, indeed, to be a load of old toot.


‘You can fancy someone, obviously,’ she would say, ‘think they’re good-looking and sexy and so on. But that can’t be love, it really can’t. You’d have to know someone to love them. Otherwise it isn’t love.’
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