



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  







  [image: ]




  







  First published in Great Britain in 2009 by


  Simon and Schuster UK Ltd


  A CBS COMPANY.




  Text copyright © 2009 Andy Mulligan


  Map copyright © 2009 Andrea Kearney




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  All rights reserved.




  The right of Andy Mulligan to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents

  Act, 1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor, 222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London WC1X 8HB




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

  actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.




  ISBN 978-1-84738-230-6


  eBook ISBN 978-0-85707-665-6




  Printed by CPI Cox & Wyman, Reading, Berkshire RG1 8EX




  www.simonsays.co.uk




  







  To Mum and Dad




  







  [image: ]




  







  Chapter One




  Sam Arthur Tack knew that he was on the threshold of an adventure: the biggest adventure of his life. In fact it was his first adventure, being as he was only twelve years old.

  He wasn’t to know just how dark and dangerous his adventure would be, but he was still close to tears.




  ‘Be brave, son,’ said his father.




  His mother had tears rolling down both cheeks. ‘You make sure you write,’ she said. ‘As soon as you get there.’




  ‘I can’t, though, I—’




  ‘As best you can, love. Draw a picture.’




  ‘I will.’ Sam’s voice was a cracked whisper and his lips were wobbling.




  ‘It’s an opportunity,’ said his mother. Her voice was swerving and shaking too: she tried hard to steady it. ‘If anything goes wrong, I want you to promise

  me—’




  ‘Nothing will go wrong,’ said his father. ‘He’s only off to school. Now, where’s that pound I gave you?’




  ‘In my pocket.’




  ‘You buy a sandwich when you get to Exeter. We’re going to miss you, son.’ He shook his son’s hand. ‘Good luck. Goodbye.’




  The train should have left then, to avoid further embarrassment. But trains never leave conveniently and this one was already six minutes late due to a mix up over staff in the buffet car. The

  sad farewell had a little while yet to run. Sam rested his chin on the window of the carriage door and let his hands disappear into two long blazer sleeves. He was wearing brand new clothes:

  jacket, cap, shorts, shoes, all of them too big. The only thing that fitted him was the black-and-gold striped tie, which roped in an oversized grey shirt collar. He pushed the window a little

  lower, and everyone tried to think of something to say.




  It was lucky for one and all that just at this moment a fat boy, in the same unmistakable school colours – the black and gold of a bee – should cross the platform lugging a

  well-stocked briefcase, plus various parcels.




  ‘Darling, look!’ said Mrs Tack. ‘A Ribblestrop blazer!’




  It was true. The boy was wearing the very same garment as her son: the same vivid stripes that caused the eye to jar slightly as if a mild hallucination was taking place.




  ‘Hello. Are you Ribblestrop?’ said Mr Tack.




  The fat boy looked up. He was breathing heavily. ‘Yes I am,’ he said. ‘Jacob Ruskin, I’m a second year – I thought I’d missed this train!’ He had a

  cheery voice and was full of beaming confidence. ‘Can I get in here? Is this your boy? I say, a new recruit!’




  ‘This is Sam.’




  ‘I thought I’d missed this train. I’ll just—’




  ‘Watch out!’ cried Mr Tack.




  The boy yanked open the door and Sam immediately fell on top of him. His parents watched as their son’s two bare knees smacked onto the concrete platform and the new school cap, grabbed at

  and scrabbled for, rolled between platform and train.




  There was a moment of silence.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ said the fat boy. ‘I didn’t realise he was leaning – I thought he was . . . oh Lord. Is he alright?’




  ‘Blast it,’ said Mr Tack. Mr Tack was lowering himself painfully and was staring into the dark space under the train.




  ‘Nobody wears those caps,’ said the fat boy. ‘I wore mine once for the school photo: I couldn’t tell you where it is now. I say, your son’s very brave . . . Do you

  need a handkerchief? Look . . .’




  The boy climbed up into the carriage and offered Sam, who’d staggered to his feet, a chubby little hand.




  ‘What a gaffe. Sam, do you need a hand up?’




  ‘His knees are bleeding,’ said Mrs Tack.




  ‘Excuse me,’ said a voice.




  ‘I think I . . .’




  Sam was more worried about the fact that his left eye had hit the fat boy’s head when he fell, and he now felt as dizzy as if he’d been punched. There was a throbbing in his skull

  and the station was swimming.




  ‘I’ll get it, Sam,’ said his father. ‘I’m worried this blasted train will set off and—’




  ‘Excuse me!’ said the voice again. It was pitched high, but had a strange grating sound under the shrillness. ‘Excuse me please, do you mind? What’s that? No, no –

  I can’t hear you . . . Could you . . .’ It was an elderly woman; severe, tall and thin. She was sweating with the strain of dragging a large suitcase-on-wheels whilst trying to talk

  into a cellphone. The strap of a handbag had become coiled around one arm, and she was also carrying a large, box-like briefcase that appeared to be metal. She wore a high-necked white blouse under

  a grey suit and, as she fought her way forward, she gave off the powerful scent of cigarettes, perspiration and heavy perfume. Mrs Tack, Sam and Ruskin tried to move out of the way as a wheel of

  the suitcase rolled over Sam’s toes. They cowered back as best they could, and the woman grunted her way up into the train. Her metal case tipped dangerously, and Ruskin moved in to assist.

  ‘Leave it, thank you!’ rasped the woman. ‘I can manage. What’s that?’ The case crunched against the side of the train, scratching the paintwork. ‘No,’ she

  barked into the cellphone. ‘No, no, no . . .’




  Mr Tack was still on his knees trying to locate the fallen cap.




  ‘When the train leaves,’ said Ruskin, ‘you could hop down onto the tracks. Then you could send it on.’




  ‘Blast it!’ muttered Mr Tack.




  ‘He won’t need it, honestly,’ continued Ruskin.




  ‘Go on, darling,’ said Mrs Tack. ‘You’d better get a seat, both of you.’




  Sam let the fat boy lead him shakily down the carriage. He pressed two handkerchiefs to his knees. It hadn’t been a hard fall, and he wasn’t a frail boy. But he did suddenly feel

  rather faint: the result, he knew, from eating no breakfast. It was also, he knew, a result of the tension of the morning. From his parents’ loving attentions as they admired his silly

  clothes, carried his trunk out to the car, and drove earnestly through the South London traffic to get to Paddington way too early. They’d sat in a café for an hour not eating

  anything. When the train finally moved and the platform slipped away, Sam’s faintness turned to sickness. He pressed one hanky to his mouth and waved the other.




  ‘You blub if you want to,’ said the fat boy. ‘I did. I thought your gran seemed rather nice.’




  ‘That’s my mother, actually.’




  ‘Oh. Are you their only one?’




  ‘Yes.’




  Ruskin pressed his cheek to the glass to get a final view. ‘Yes, she’s crying her eyes out, poor thing. I expect you’ll get a bit homesick, won’t you? The new boys always

  do. We had two leave last term, they just couldn’t stand the place. And another boy fled. Boarding isn’t for everyone, I suppose, though Dr Norcross-Webb tries to make it jolly. I love

  it!’




  ‘Who’s Dr Nor—?’




  ‘Norcross-Webb’s the headmaster. He founded the school and does everything. Or he did last term. We’re supposed to have a load more teachers now, after the accident – and

  that includes a new headmistress, which’ll be fun. I just hope there’s enough boys, it’s boys we really need. Five wasn’t enough for anything.’




  Sam looked at his sleeves and wondered where his hands were. Ruskin sat back with his arms folded. ‘I love it,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t at all what I expected, so I just hope

  it hasn’t closed. Money’s pretty tight and everyone’s on these scholarships, so no one really pays full fees – I’m on a singing scholarship.’




  ‘Singing what?’




  ‘Dr Norcross-Webb wants to start a choir. There’s an organ in the chapel – or there was. No one knew how to turn it on, thank goodness, because I can’t sing a note. It

  was out of bounds anyway, the roof was so dangerous. After the fire, well . . . that was that. What made you choose Ribblestrop? It’s a good school, but . . . what on earth made you choose

  it?’




  Sam stared at Ruskin. He’d had to make several adjustments very quickly and at least it had taken his mind off feeling sick. Ruskin was built like a ball and his thick glasses were round

  as well, as if there were two marbles stuck to his eyes. He had short, jet-black hair that seemed to be painted on his head like a helmet. His mouth, when it wasn’t talking, settled into a

  friendly, wise smile. He was smiling now, waiting for Sam to answer.




  ‘We saw an advert,’ said Sam. ‘The fees were low and my parents don’t have much money.’




  ‘Nor do mine.’




  ‘They wanted to send me to private school, you see. The school where we live is quite rough and they promised they’d send me to a private one if they could find one cheap

  enough.’




  ‘I got bullied at my last school,’ said Ruskin. ‘And the food was bad. It was chips every day. My father used to be a boxer, in the army – so they wanted a school with a

  good sporting tradition.’




  ‘I love sport, it’s the only thing I’m good at. Is there lots?’




  ‘No. None at all.’




  ‘Oh. I thought you—’




  ‘There will be. Dr Norcross-Webb says we’re pioneers, like in the Wild West. We can do anything and everything, if we put our minds to it.’




  ‘It is a real school, isn’t it? We saw the brochure and we thought it looked quite posh.’




  ‘Yes, I saw that. It’s called “marketing”, Sam. He spent lots of money on the brochure because it was a calculated investment.’




  ‘I was worried it would be too posh.’




  ‘Well, the building’s pretty grand, if you stand at the other side of the park and look at where Lady Vyner lives. It was falling down when I arrived, and then Miles set fire to the

  dining hall, so we lost the library and the chapel. He was expelled, so that meant we were down to four, because two had left; and then poor old Tomaz ran away. That’s why he had the brochure

  made, you see, because we needed more boys. By the time we get there, there could be loads! There’s Lord Caspar – he’s the grandson of the owner – but he doesn’t come

  all the time. He’s a law unto himself quite honestly and he may not come back, he says he hates the place – but then, to tell you the truth, he’s just a teeny-weeny bit

  spoilt.’




  ‘Who set fire to it? One of the boys?’




  ‘Yes, I told you – Miles. He was one of those rather disturbed children that can’t really fit in. He was friends with Tomaz, and Tomaz was the orphan who ran away. Miles got

  really upset, so he splashed a load of petrol around and the fire went right through the roof. We had five fire engines; it took ages to get under control. One of the things we’re supposed to

  be doing this term, actually, is rebuilding. The headmaster sent off for a book on DIY, and our summer project . . . well. Take a look at this.’




  Ruskin was delving among his parcels. The train was speeding along now and Sam knew there was no turning back. He watched the fat boy untie some string and gingerly withdraw something from brown

  paper.




  ‘We had to build a model. You had to calculate the maximum span of a timber beam, bearing in mind a load of – I can’t remember – one hundred thousand kilos, I think. Ever

  so complicated. My brother helped me a bit, but it took ages . . . What do you think?’




  Sam wasn’t sure what to think. Ruskin’s model had four walls and was then a mass of struts and beams. It was exquisitely built and reminded Sam of a cathedral in miniature.




  ‘You could probably get away without some of the purlins,’ said Ruskin. ‘But we decided to be better safe than sorry. It took most of the holiday, but the best project wins a

  rosette.’




  ‘And that’s the roof we’re going to build?’




  ‘If there’s enough of us. It’s not as complicated as it looks, actually. The principles are pretty straightforward; it all works in triangles. Do you want some tea,

  Sam?’




  Sam didn’t know what he wanted. Thoughts and feelings were getting more confused than ever, so he nodded gratefully. Ruskin smiled happily and attended to the other items in his bag. In a

  short while he’d laid out a flask and two plastic cups. The train was juddering, so pouring was tricky, but soon there were two steaming cups of boiling water. He produced two tea bags from

  his breast pocket and dunked vigorously. He had cubed sugar, a whisky miniature that held fresh milk, and a plastic teaspoon. Finally, he set down a lunchbox and opened it to reveal a stack of

  homemade biscuits.




  ‘I expect you want to know about the other boys,’ he said.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Well, they’re both good fellows. Do you take sugar? One of them is from South America. He’s a funny one, I’ll tell you about him – ever so nice, I really hope

  he’s coming back. The other boy’s quite old. Sixteen, he says. But he looks older, and he doesn’t really talk. We so need eleven! The only game I’m any good at is

  football.’




  ‘I thought it was a big school. I thought I was lucky to get in.’




  ‘Oh, you are! It is! It’s a smashing place, really! It’s got such an interesting history, too – it was a research base in the Second World War. You know how these stately

  homes got taken over by the army? They built bunkers and everything – there’s tunnels underground. So after the war, it became a donkey sanctuary, I believe. Then the monks arrived, and

  they’re still there, but you don’t see them – am I talking too much? I’ll just tell you this. The story goes that our headmaster bought the place in one day. He made

  “the offer” in the morning and took the cash round in a suitcase that afternoon. He bought the donkeys too. They live on what used to be tennis courts, but what will be the

  football pitch – not that you can really play, not with three people, even when the headmaster goes in goal. And Sanchez can’t run too well, because he lost a toe.’




  ‘Sanchez . . .? Hang on, is he one of the other boys?’




  ‘Sorry, yes. The South American boy. He was injured, so he can’t really do games, though he does try. When you lose your big toe your balance goes, so he’s got a

  limp.’




  ‘How did he lose his toe?’




  ‘It’s a secret, but I’ll tell you. You’re bound to find out.’ Ruskin leaned forward and his voice became a whisper. ‘This is true, apparently. Though it

  sounds like I’m making it up. He was kidnapped and held for ransom. And the kidnappers, to show they meant business . . .’




  Sam winced.




  ‘Yes. With pliers.’




  ‘Did his parents pay the ransom?’




  ‘Sanchez said they didn’t. When the toe fell out of the envelope, they sent the bodyguards in. There was a shoot-out.’




  ‘And Sanchez escaped?’




  ‘He’s a very tough boy. I wouldn’t want to mess with Sanchez. He’s not a show-off, but he can wrestle a donkey to the ground. I saw him do it after Miles had bet he

  couldn’t – admittedly, it was Peter Pan, the oldest donkey, but even so . . .’




  ‘Who kidnapped him?’ said Sam. His eyes were wider than they’d ever been. His mouth was slightly open.




  ‘I don’t know. His family are from South America, rolling in money. All his clothes are tailor-made. But he’s not a show-off, honestly.’ Ruskin lowered his voice and

  leaned in over the table. ‘The reason he’s at Ribblestrop is so no one can find him. He keeps a gun under his bed, just in case: there’s a little hole in the wall. Seriously. Dr

  Norcross-Webb knows his father, and my father thinks that’s where the first lot of money came from. You see, nobody would dream a boy like Sanchez would go to a school like Ribblestrop. So

  he’s safe.’




  







  Chapter Two




  It was at this point that Sam experienced his second accident of the day. He was destined to suffer three. It was not serious in itself, but it would set off a chain of

  interesting events. Ruskin had the dangerous habit of resting his eyes on occasions. This involved removing and pocketing his glasses – he’d been advised to do this by a teacher

  who’d despaired of the boy’s painfully slow reading. The effect of this ‘eye-resting’ was that for short periods Ruskin was almost blind. He would grope and grab – and

  that could be lethal. He was now seeking to pour more tea.




  The same complex ritual started: tea bag and cup, spoon to tea bag, hot-water flask standing by. Sam went to finish the cup he’d hardly touched: there was a flurry of hands as Ruskin tried

  to organise the table, and the large, heavy flask inevitably tipped over. A lake of boiling water swept wave-like over the edge of the train table onto Sam’s shorts. He suppressed the scream,

  turning it into a long high-pitched gasp. Ruskin grabbed at the flask, upsetting the cup. Thus the wave was joined by a short geyser and Sam gasped again. Ruskin rushed to help. But what could he

  do? Sam’s thighs and tender regions sizzled in scalding water; the boy fought to keep cloth from flesh.




  ‘This is totally my fault,’ cried Ruskin. ‘I cannot believe this.’




  ‘It’s alright.’




  ‘It’s not. Hang on . . . glasses. Hold on, Sam. Oh my word, you’re soaking!’




  ‘Oh no.’ Sam was whispering.




  ‘Are you burned? I’m so sorry . . .’




  ‘It’s alright.’




  ‘Stand up, Sam. No, sit down. Oh my! Have you any spare shorts?’




  ‘No. I only . . . Ow. Help.’




  ‘Look. I have. They’re in my trunk, which is down in the—’




  ‘I think I’ll stand up.’




  ‘You’re completely red, look at your legs! Should I stop the train?’




  Ruskin flapped while Sam dabbed at himself with two soaking handkerchiefs. He was feeling sick again and the fire round his thighs was fading to hot clamminess. The seat was wet as well.




  ‘Such bad luck. Look: let’s go down to the baggage car and see if my trunk can be got at. Then you can have my spares – and I’ve got a towel as well. Can you

  walk?’




  Sam peeled himself off the seat and stood dripping in the aisle. A handful of other passengers were staring, icily, as if the boys were seeking attention.




  ‘I’d better take our stuff. Follow me.’




  Ruskin packed the bags and, when he’d done so, Sam managed a bow-legged, dripping hobble down the carriage. The first toilet was engaged, but the second one was vacant. Sam dried himself

  as best he could and emerged slowly.




  ‘I’m a clumsy oaf,’ said Ruskin. ‘I do apologise.’




  ‘It doesn’t matter.’




  ‘Follow me. I’m fairly sure we can get at my trunk – it’s in the baggage car, which is right down the end. If we can get to it, we can do a quick change; I mean obviously

  they’ll be a bit big, but you’re wearing a belt. If it was the other way round we wouldn’t stand a chance – oh my word, look!’




  Sam was still prising wet cloth from his thighs, so he didn’t look up. The dividing door closed as Ruskin barged excitedly forward, and Sam’s thin body was crushed in the steel

  frame. An angry-looking businessman leaned from his seat. ‘Don’t play with the doors! Sit down!’




  ‘I can’t really. I’m—’




  ‘You boys are a blessed nuisance. Up and down, up and down!’




  Sam shoved the door back as hard as he could and staggered out of the carriage. A train conductor was heaving his way through, looking haggard. Sam’s ‘Excuse me’ was lost as

  the big man wrenched open the door. Then there was a clatter of points and Sam was thrown forward, catching his forehead on the luggage shelves. His friend was way down the far end of the next

  carriage, so Sam hobbled after him, realising that had this happened a few hours ago, he would have undoubtedly started to cry. Perhaps he was growing up already, he wondered, just as his father

  had promised. Perhaps he was a man and was responding to burns and blows the way a man would do. Double vision was the price you paid.




  When he caught up with Ruskin, the boy seemed at a loss: he was staring at a passenger, in a trance-like state. At length, he managed two words: ‘I say . . .’




  Sam saw a blurred version of what Ruskin was looking at. Sitting in a seat was another child, in the identical black-and-gold stripes of their own uniforms. But this child was slumped low, with

  its feet on the empty seat opposite, and was listening to music through headphones. It was unaware it had an audience; it was gazing at the scrubland of outer London. This was just as well:

  Ruskin’s scrutiny had gone on now for a full minute. The child’s head nodded to the beat of the music; its mouth was chewing. Ruskin seemed dazed.




  ‘Oh my word,’ he finally said.




  ‘What?’ said Sam. ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘Look at this.’




  The child in the seat turned at last. A frown spread instantly across its features.




  ‘What?’ it said. Aggressive. Confident.




  ‘Hello,’ said Ruskin.




  The child clicked off its music and yanked the earphones out of its ears.




  ‘Why are you staring at me? What do you want?’




  ‘I’m so sorry,’ said Ruskin. Apologies seemed to tumble out of his mouth. ‘I didn’t mean to stare, it’s just we saw your . . . blazer. We thought – I

  thought – I’m so sorry, I thought you were Ribblestrop.’




  The child’s frown turned to confusion. ‘What are you talking about?’




  ‘Same colours, everything. From the other end, you see, you looked like you were on your way to Ribblestrop Towers, my school, but—’




  ‘I am,’ said the child. ‘I think. Don’t say you’re there as well.’




  ‘I’m a second year,’ whispered Ruskin.




  ‘I’m new,’ said Sam, over Ruskin’s shoulder.




  The child’s eyes flickered back and forth as if it were watching fast tennis.




  ‘Look, I don’t mean to be rude,’ said Ruskin. ‘I don’t mean to be rude at all. But . . . you’re a girl, aren’t you?’




  The child’s face scrunched into a wizened glare. Her hair, brushed hard back from her forehead and ears, was drawn into a short plait. She’d put on a little lipstick. There was just

  a hint of glittery eye shadow as well, on her eyelids. A jewel gleamed in the left earlobe and there was a ring on one finger. Ruskin was looking at her legs, half hidden by the table, but still

  stretched up onto the opposite seat. They were covered to the knee by shorts, and this was confusing.




  ‘I mean, you are a girl. You’re a girl, and Ribblestrop’s a boys’ school,’ he said. ‘Well, it was,’ he added, weakly.




  ‘Are you seriously telling me you go to it?’




  ‘It’s a boys’ school,’ said Ruskin, faintly. The girl had a rather gravelly voice. Her cheeks were ghostly pale and striking because of sharp cheekbones. ‘But it

  can’t be. I suppose it isn’t. What I mean is, it used to be a boys’ school. Can we sit down?’




  ‘Here? Why?’




  Ruskin started to slide into the seat, forcing the girl to remove her feet.




  ‘We were on our way to the baggage car.’




  ‘Oh no.’ The girl was sitting forward. ‘Your friend’s wet himself.’ She was pointing rudely at Sam’s soaking shorts.




  ‘No,’ said Sam. ‘There was an accident.’




  ‘What do you mean, it’s a boys’ school? No one said to me it was a boys’ school, I was told it was for girls. Look, you – if you untuck your shirt, no one will see.

  Look at the state of you! Seriously, what is that?’




  ‘Tea,’ said Sam.




  ‘Mainly hot water,’ said Ruskin. ‘Look, shall I go down to the baggage car and get the spares?’




  ‘You’ll have to take them off,’ said the girl. ‘You can’t sit in soaking-wet shorts, you’ll get shrivelled. No one’ll see, we’ll dry them out of

  the window.’




  ‘I can’t really do that,’ said Sam.




  ‘I had to do this once with a scarf when someone was sick – I had to wash it in the loo and then we tied it to the door handle between Bristol and Tiverton. It’s a warm day,

  you’ll be fine.’




  Ruskin nodded and smiled: ‘You know, that’s not a bad plan, Sam. Because I’m not sure they’ll let us in the baggage car and even if they do, my shorts won’t fit

  you. This is all my fault, you know.’




  ‘Then you can dry them,’ said the girl. ‘What’s your name? Sam?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Take them off and give them to your friend. Come on, nobody can see.’ The girl was standing up, taking control. Her hand was thrust out and the train was slowing.




  Sam feared disaster was on its way. After all, he’d lost a cap, he’d been bruised and scalded. The day had more bad luck in store, that was for certain. But he was one of those boys

  who found it hard to resist strong-minded people for fear of being thought rude. He struggled out of his shorts, pulling his shirt-tails down to his knees.




  ‘Give us your tie as well. Then we can tie the shorts to the door just in case fat boy lets them go – a little safety device.’




  This husky-voiced confident girl: Sam just couldn’t disobey. He took off his tie, feeling as if the world was conspiring to steal his whole uniform. At least he had the blazer – and

  that was the item his parents had saved for hardest. There was only one store in London where you could get them, and they’d only had an unclaimed special order in stock – a blazer, it

  seemed, that had been made for a small bear. ‘He’ll grow into it,’ said the bored salesman, who’d realised straight away that the Tack family was virtually penniless. The

  other option had been buying a small dinner jacket and stitching gold ribbons onto it. Sam’s mother was keen but her son had managed, politely, to make his opinion known, and they’d

  come home with the overcoat model. It was quite useful now, to wrap himself up in. He curled into the seat and watched the approach of Reading.




  ‘Your friend is very strange,’ said the girl.




  Ruskin had disappeared into the toilet. He was intending to give the shorts a scrub and then devise the clothes drier.




  ‘I was warned this was a freaky school,’ said the girl. ‘I guess I should be glad if he’s the least freaky. What’s his name?’




  ‘Jacob Ruskin.’




  ‘My name’s Millie Roads. This is going to be my fifth school. Dad phoned the headmaster and told him the government would put a year’s fees up front if they’d take me

  straight away.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘How old are you? You look like a gnome.’




  ‘I’m twelve.’




  ‘You’ve got a black eye coming – are you a fighter? I had this friend called Katie who could beat up anyone. I was trying to persuade her to come to this Ribblestrip

  place, because she got kicked out of the last school, same as me. She did aikido and flattened our housemaster. Then we trashed the place. I think you’ve got the skinniest legs I’ve

  ever seen.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘I’m thirteen, by the way, so we won’t be in the same class. Katie was amazing! She could make bombs from soap powder. We put lighter fuel on a pillow, OK? And the pillow had a

  label saying: This pillow comes up to fire safety standards, which was a joke. I said in court that the school should sue whoever makes its pillows, because it went up like a torch, and

  we’d put it in the laundry trolley with these bags of salt and soap powder. The laundry room was in the basement, just under the girls’ common room, so in our opinion it was all an

  accident waiting to happen, and that’s what the judge said. What did you get slung out for?’




  ‘Slung out of what?’




  Millie snarled with impatience. ‘Your last school! The school before Ribbledee-whatever it is. Why did you leave, if it isn’t top secret?’




  ‘I haven’t been expelled from anywhere.’




  Millie stared a moment, then shrugged. ‘I thought this dump only took kids who’d been slung out – there’s this government scheme, isn’t there? My dad was told it

  had bars on the windows, that’s why he was sending me. Twenty-four-hour round-the-clock patrols and all that.’




  ‘Ruskin said it was a normal school.’




  ‘What’s he going to know about normal? You think he’s normal? Look – do you smoke, Sammy-boy? Silly question. I’m dying . . .’




  The train was slowing to a stop. There was a clattering of doors and a few travellers made their way down the corridor.




  ‘Reading,’ said Millie. ‘Can you imagine living here?’ She peered into the grey gloom beyond the station buildings.




  ‘My uncle used to live in Swindon—’




  ‘Set fire to the place, that’s what I’d do. A lot of very grateful people. Katie went to jail, by the way. I was the accessory, which just means the best friend – I held

  the pillow, closed the door. Can I ask you something, Sam? Who cuts your hair?’




  ‘My hair?’




  ‘Is English your first language?’




  Sam blinked. ‘My mother cuts my hair.’




  ‘Yes, you look a bit like a boy in one of those very old films. Tell you what, when we get to school I’ll get my razor and do you a real haircut. Have you visited this school? Have

  you seen it?’




  ‘No,’ said Sam. ‘I’ve seen pictures, but I haven’t been there. Look.’




  Sam felt around in the folds of his jacket. The school prospectus was in a deep pocket, bent in half. He set it on the table and smoothed it out. It was a comforting sight after all the snippets

  of information from Ruskin, let alone the dark hints from this terrifying new girl. Sam was reassured to see the same honey-coloured buildings that had impressed his parents so much. And the crest,

  with a lion and a lamb. The photographer must have been lying in the gravel: the main building loomed up like a cliff, with a fabulous tower climbing up to blue sky. On the next page, in an inset

  photo, a blond boy sat curled on the lawn reading a book. You could almost hear the birdsong. The headmaster was smiling in another corner, looking totally normal and completely in charge: not a

  man to let someone down, or dream up an elaborate hoax. A man in a gown, with a wise smile.




  ‘They never sent us one of them,’ said Millie. ‘The government pays for me, something about investing in me now so they won’t go bankrupt later on – that was my

  father’s joke anyway, and everyone laughed a lot. Hey, fat boy – you’re back . . .’




  Ruskin was back. He wore a forlorn look, but the nickname Millie had invented stung him. He swivelled his head towards her.




  ‘Would you be kind enough not to call me that? I’m not going to call you skinny girl or anything, so I think we could agree basic manners.’




  ‘Basic manners? I’m just trying to be friendly.’




  ‘Sam, there’s been an accident.’




  Ruskin looked exhausted. He wormed into the chair opposite Millie. ‘It’s back to Plan B.’




  ‘What Plan B?’ said Millie. ‘What happened to Plan A?’




  ‘Sam, I’m going to get some shorts for you from the baggage car, but I won’t be able to until we get to our station. Apparently, they don’t allow access to the freight

  during transit, or something like that. But I can run down to the baggage car and pretend—’




  ‘What happened to Plan A?’ said Millie, again.




  Sam said: ‘Where are my shorts?’




  ‘I was holding them out of the window.’ Ruskin looked pained. ‘I had attached the tie. I think my mistake was choosing the very small window – I was using the one in the

  toilet, which doesn’t allow you the space you really need.’




  ‘Oh my . . .’ said Millie.




  ‘Did you drop them?’ said Sam, quietly.




  ‘Yes, and unfortunately it wasn’t the platform side, or one could have just nipped out and picked them up. I chose the other side so as not to draw unwanted attention.’




  ‘So your little friend’s shorts are down on the tracks?’ said Millie.




  ‘They are down on the tracks,’ confirmed Ruskin.




  ‘So jump down and get them.’




  ‘I can’t.’




  ‘Why not? You drop the boy’s shorts out of a window and you’re not going to jump down and get them? What sort of a friend are you?’




  ‘You misunderstand me – the doors on that side of the train are locked.’




  ‘Jump out the window. You can’t leave his shorts on the track.’




  ‘I think they went on the electric rail. I really wouldn’t like to try to retrieve them – and in any case, there’s a hefty fine if you trespass on the railway.’




  ‘This boy has his first day at a new school and he’s arriving half naked! Come on, Sam, let’s sort this out.’




  Sam had sunk into his blazer. He felt the blood draining from his face, neck and even his chest. He felt thin and weightless but surprisingly calm, as if all this had been foretold in a

  half-remembered dream. ‘Sam, get up!’




  Millie’s hand yanked him to his feet and Ruskin rose to stand out of their way, protesting. ‘We’re about to leave the station, Sam – I feel awful about this, but is there

  anything we can do, really?’




  ‘Yes, there is!’




  As Millie spoke, the train humped forward: that movement that says: Sorry, everybody – your last chance to get off has just gone . . . She hauled Sam into the corridor and wrestled

  with the window, then leaned out and twisted at the door handle. Rails and sleepers were now rumbling past and, as Sam stared, the station was giving way to a large car park.




  ‘It’s alright, Millie—’




  ‘The door’s locked. Stop the damn train, it’s an emergency!’




  ‘I think Plan B is quite workable, you know,’ said Ruskin. ‘It’s foolproof, really.’




  But Millie had one of those brains which gets fixed obsessively on the one idea. No doctor so far had been able to help. She marched back into the carriage and had the presence of mind to pick

  up her coat and bag. Then she reached up and pulled the emergency lever, holding firmly to the handrail as the train went into an instant spasm of emergency braking. Twenty-five miles an hour, if

  that – they hadn’t been going so very fast, but there was still plenty of dramatic lurching and screeching. Interestingly, the elderly thin woman with the awkward luggage was on her

  feet at that moment, rooting around in the overhead rack. She was still jabbering into a cellphone, which her chin crushed to her shoulder. But her agitation was increasing, and she was trying to

  drag the briefcase down from above while keeping the handbag open on her seat. She was already off balance, so the abrupt halt of the train sent her crashing to the floor, jarring her shoulder as

  she fell. This injury meant she didn’t report the disappearance of her purse, with its collection of credit cards, for a full two hours. She was forced to visit Reading General Hospital, and

  was separated from her luggage: all this meant substantial delay to the train, and was how the new deputy headmistress of Ribblestrop Towers was prevented from taking up her new post for a further

  six days.




  Of course, Millie, Ruskin and Sam were unaware of this. They stood at the door and, as the locks sprung open, Millie heaved it open. The ground was a long way down, but she leaped nimbly onto

  the rails and stood staring up at a bewildered Sam.




  ‘Hurry up!’ she shouted. So Sam leaped too.




  ‘Is this wise?’ said Ruskin, from the doorway. But then, at the other end of the carriage, he caught sight of the train conductor, looking more horrified than any adult he’d

  ever seen: he was clearly getting ready to scream. Clutching his precious bag and model, Jacob Ruskin launched himself out of the train, headbutting Sam hard on the other side of his temple as he

  landed. The three children then staggered and stepped carefully over the tracks, making their way to scrubland.




  They reached it not a moment too soon.




  They hadn’t heard the train zooming in from the other direction and they certainly hadn’t seen it. The delayed 10:21, a through train from Bristol to London Paddington, was on the

  very track they’d stepped across, and the driver only saw three blurs of black-and-gold. The train missed the skinniest by ten centimetres. And the passengers in the

  now-to-be-seriously-delayed stationary train – the 11:14 to Penzance – were so horrified by the accident they thought they’d witnessed, there were several screams. For a full hour

  most people assumed the three children had been atomised. Because of this misunderstanding, nobody gave chase.




  







  Chapter Three




  ‘Follow me,’ said Millie.




  ‘My shorts are back there,’ said Sam.




  ‘I don’t think we can wait around. I think we need a new plan, a Plan C.’




  ‘I think we need—’ said Ruskin.




  ‘And I am in charge of Plan C, Mr Ruskin – is that your name?’




  ‘Yes it is.’




  ‘Leave this one to me. We’ve got shopping to do and I want it done fast. You have not done well, Mr Ruskin. It is only fair to let others have a chance.’




  Millie was several paces ahead, her head rotating this way and that as she tried to get her bearings. They stepped over more rails up onto a sloping platform. In a moment they were out onto the

  main street, close to the station entrance. Millie hailed a taxi and the driver was so surprised he stopped. The children climbed in and the driver was still so surprised he drove on, ignoring the

  protests from those waiting at the taxi rank some fifty metres on.




  ‘In fact, fat boy,’ said Millie, settling into her seat. ‘You have done so badly it may make the papers. You have stranded us in a filthy town. I used to come here on a Friday

  and it was grim. I didn’t think it could get much grimmer, but – credit where credit’s due – it’s hit rock bottom. Just look at it.’




  ‘Where are we?’ said Sam.




  ‘Reading. Read the signs.’




  ‘I would,’ said Sam. ‘But I don’t really read too well. That’s another reason my parents went for Ribblestrop Towers.’




  ‘Are you dyslexic?’ said Ruskin.




  ‘Very,’ said Sam.




  ‘You know, I was the most dyslexic boy in my region. One teacher told me my brain needed to be totally rewired. I’m dyspraxic too, and something else.’




  ‘Millie, where are we going?’ said Sam.




  ‘This is a hole when it comes to nightlife,’ said the girl. ‘But when it comes to clothes shops, and little bits of tat – it does quite well. Selfridges, please,’

  she said to the taxi driver. The driver muttered about one-way systems and red zones, so Millie leaned in again. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘We’ve had a difficult morning. As close

  as you can, as fast as you can – it’s a very big store and the word “Selfridges” is written right on the front. You can find it.’




  Then she closed the glass screen on the still-muttering driver.




  Ruskin had cash. He grumbled a little, because he’d been looking forward to opening a new account in the Ribblestrop Bank (one of Dr Norcross-Webb’s promised

  innovations for the new term). But he did feel responsible and the taxi driver looked quite threatening. The children hurried through a shopping centre that seemed to think it was a greenhouse,

  rode an escalator while Sam tried to keep his blazer wrapped tight round his knees – and before long they were in the boyswear department. A very tall lady with very bright lipstick did her

  very best to help: shorts were no problem at all, and Sam almost cried with relief to be decent again. A new tie was more of a problem, but a local school had something similar. Again, Sam rejoiced

  in threading it round his collar and straightening the ends. It normalised him. He tucked his shirt in firmly and felt the trauma dropping away like unwanted skin.




  ‘You don’t do caps?’ he said.




  They didn’t do caps. This time Millie paid, with a credit card, and three reasonably normal-looking students rode the escalator down.




  ‘Coo,’ said Ruskin. ‘I wish my parents would give me a credit card. I didn’t even realise you could get them till you were eighteen.’




  ‘They’re useful things,’ said Millie. ‘Now, do you boys want to amuse yourselves for an hour? There’s a few things I need before my sentence starts. Why don’t

  we meet here, by the sweetie machines?’




  ‘Millie,’ said Ruskin.




  ‘What?’




  ‘I think this Plan C of yours has gone incredibly well. My only thought now is getting to Ribblestrop. You are intending to go to Ribblestrop, aren’t you?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You see, I don’t think we’d be very welcome at the station. And to be honest, I’m not sure where we’d get a bus.’




  ‘Could we hitch-hike?’ said Sam. ‘I did that with my father once when we ran out of petrol.’




  ‘That’s not a bad plan,’ said Millie. ‘If we take a taxi to the motorway, we can join up with the M5. Sam’s got that brochure thing, there’s a map in there.

  Give me one hour.’ She sailed off up an escalator.




  The boys found a burger bar and Ruskin dipped into his cash once again. Sam discovered that his pound – the one his father had pressed onto him for a sandwich – had

  been in the pocket of the lost shorts. Perhaps some rodent would discover it. Ruskin sighed and decided he owed his new friend rather more than money. They drank fizzy drinks and tried out two

  different burgers, each with salads, French fries, dips of one sort and another. By the time Millie joined them, laden with shopping, Sam felt triumphant and fat. They strode out of the shopping

  mall together: but of course, Millie hadn’t eaten.




  ‘There’s a place my father uses . . . How much cash have you got, Ruski?’




  ‘Pardon? Money? Um, oooh. From my original hundred I now have . . .’ He paused to count his banknotes. ‘Seventy-four.’




  ‘That should be enough. Keep your eye on the meter: if it goes over that, jump out of the car.’




  She was hailing another taxi and, again, the surprise of seeing three school children flagging him down meant another queue was jumped and another driver was soon skimming out of the shopping

  centre.




  ‘It’s a wine bar for the rich and famous. It’s called Benders.’




  ‘Benders?’ said Sam. He laughed, for the first time that day.




  ‘Benders?’ said the taxi driver. ‘That’s in Frimleigh.’




  ‘Look, Millie—’ said Ruskin.




  ‘Exactly right: the Frimleigh Benders. It’s the only wine bar with a helipad; my father let me order cocktails, so it’s all a bit of a blurred memory.’




  ‘It’ll cost you,’ said the taxi driver. ‘It’s twenty miles away.’




  Millie relaxed in her seat. ‘Nothing is free,’ she said. ‘And if it was, I wouldn’t want it.’




  It was nice, she thought, to see Ruskin going paler than Sam. Sam was sitting back, smiling happily.




  







  Chapter Four




  Emilio Esteverre Sanchez was not a nervous man: he took such precautions so that he didn’t need to be. Inspecting the crops on his mountain ranch in Colombia, he was

  never without a circle of bodyguards. In any one of his apartments – from London to Bogotá, Bangkok to Istanbul – armed men kept a twenty-four hour vigil. Even in a restaurant

  – especially in a restaurant – a triangle of marksmen stood around him.




  ‘You need two things in this life,’ he would say to his son. ‘Money – which I have. And peace of mind, which I also have.’




  Mr Sanchez actually needed a lot of other things as well, as his son was beginning to realise. For example, at this precise moment, he needed a chocolate-and-fudge cheesecake in brandy cream:

  the millionaire was spooning it in, unaware of the effect it was having on his thick moustache. Twelve-year-old Andreas Sanchez, in a tailored Ribblestrop uniform, had finished his meal and sat

  with his hands folded in his lap. He was a slim boy with olive skin and thick dark hair, parted and gelled every morning by the maid who travelled with him; it was cut weekly to keep it off the

  collar and above the ears. His black-and-gold tie was neatly pressed and bisected a monogrammed, hand-made grey shirt. Black-and-gold cufflinks matched the black-and-gold of his eyes: his father

  was now looking hard into them, with a love so deep the boy too felt like weeping. His father said softly: ‘You ready to go, Andreas?’




  ‘Of course, Father.’




  ‘You feel OK? Everything is good for you?’




  ‘I’m sorry to be leaving my family, Father. Apart from this, I’m happy. I think it’s a good school.’




  ‘Ha!’ A spray of brandy cream flew across the table. ‘Is a good place – a very good place, with a good man in charge. And an English education is the best for you. For

  me, not so easy!’




  He looked around the table and laughed. There were three other men, all in suits, and they laughed politely. Mr Sanchez’s hands were a mulch of scar tissue. The left had only three

  fingers; the right looked as if it had been deep-fried. ‘The English school is the best, that is why I send him there, so he mixes with the best. Who’s the little boy? Lord Somebody,

  uh?’




  ‘Lord Caspar, but I don’t know if he’ll be coming back.’




  ‘Lords and the ladies, eh? The ruling class of England! You make friends, Andreas. Listen to the teachers and study hard.’




  ‘I will study hard.’




  ‘Which school have you chosen, Mr Sanchez?’ said one of the dinner guests, politely. ‘My own sons went through Pangbourne.’




  ‘I choose my own place, OK? I choose a place nobody knows.’




  There was an awkward silence which Mr Sanchez didn’t notice. He leaned towards his son and took him gently by the ear. ‘No nightmares, uh?’ he whispered.




  ‘No, Father, not for a long time.’




  ‘I know, I know . . . the football is important. I also wanted to play for my country. But – you play in goal, is still possible.’




  ‘I can play, Father. It’s just the running that’s hard. I am learning, though.’




  ‘Andreas . . . If your mother was alive . . . eh?’ The man was overcome. ‘From Heaven she sees, yes? She is looking down, now. Here. Everywhere. And I say to her, never again!

  Whatever the business in my life, my son does not suffer. OK, gentlemen?’




  The guests were nodding dutifully.




  ‘Let’s go. The helicopter’s ready, yes? Make sure you keep your eyes like this.’ Mr Sanchez stretched his own wide and darted them from side to side. ‘I send people

  fast if you need, OK? And you have the special number in your head, yes? You don’t forget, and you still have what I give you last time? Yes? Bullets, also? Good . . .’




  Mr Sanchez paused because he’d been distracted. One of his wide eyes had lifted from his son’s and had noticed movement on the far side of the room. The restaurant was rarely full

  this early in the week and the head waiter always faxed a reservation list to Mr Sanchez’s PA just before his arrival. Even so, a restaurant was a public place and his own table was not as

  well screened as he would have liked. They’d put his party by the terrace with a sumptuous view over the lawns, and he was by no means invisible. His son had been snatched in a place not

  dissimilar.




  There seemed to be some kind of quarrel taking place at the main door and he could hear a child’s voice cutting through the subdued tones of the staff. ‘Oh come on! We could have

  that table!’




  ‘Madam, it’s reserved, I’m afraid.’




  ‘Every table’s reserved, is it? You think we can’t pay?’




  ‘Madam, reservations have to be made in advance, that’s our policy. Sir, excuse me, sir! Come back!’




  Ruskin had moved away and the waiters were powerless. He didn’t want to eat and Millie’s outburst was embarrassing. He didn’t want to spend any more money, either, having

  forked out another fifty-five pounds for the taxi. He struck out for the toilets ahead, wondering vaguely how much a cup of water would cost in a place like this. That’s when he saw –

  reflected in the mirrorwork and glass – a boy he thought he recognised. Now Ruskin wasn’t wearing his glasses again; he was resting his eyes. The vision in the glass was

  therefore a blur, so it was quite logical that he should stop, blink, and reach for his spectacles.




  In the background Millie was warming up: ‘Do you know how much money my father has spent here?’ she cried. ‘More than you make in a year. He brings me here, his

  friends here—’




  ‘Madam, please! Sir!’




  ‘My goodness, that’s Sanchez,’ whispered Ruskin. He could see the black-and-gold of his blazer. ‘Andreas! I don’t believe it!’




  ‘Sir – that is a private dining area!’




  Unfortunately for Ruskin, he didn’t hear the warning. A friendly boy, he was keen only to greet the one good friend he’d made last term at Ribblestrop: he had no idea of the danger

  he was in, nor the impression he gave as he moved quickly forward, his right hand reaching into his blazer.




  From Mr Sanchez’s point of view, it was all a matter of instinct and action. He didn’t have to think: years of survival on the streets of Bogotá made some movements purely

  reflex.




  The bodyguards, too, leaped into action. They saw the figure moving rapidly, having broken through the head waiter’s guard. Its eyes were fixed on the boy Sanchez and the hand was gripping

  something, emerging slowly.




  Everyone moved at once. Mr Sanchez up-ended the restaurant table in an avalanche of glass and crockery, rolling it as he did in front of his son. The first bodyguard dived like a swimmer and

  forward-rolled into a kneeling position beside Sanchez, masking him with his upper body and firing into the air. The second bodyguard was behind Ruskin but ten metres away: his training was in

  karate and he knew from bitter experience that assassins are better living than dead. He cartwheeled dramatically over the one table that was in his path before landing heavily on Ruskin, feet

  first. As he fell he pinched the schoolboy’s neck and shoulders between his legs, locking his feet in the famous ‘Kiss of the Scissors’. The third bodyguard unloaded his machine

  gun, raking the doors and windows just above the heads of Millie, Sam and the head waiter. The explosions of glass had just the desired effect: everyone dived to the ground and lay still, hands

  over their heads.




  Amazingly, nobody screamed. The shock was so total that apart from the orgy of breaking glass, the whole drama was performed in silence. Andreas Sanchez was the one to break the silence. Luckily

  for Ruskin, his purple, suffocating face was just in the boy’s sightline, and he said simply: ‘Hey! It’s my friend! It’s Ruskin!’




  Emilio Esteverre Sanchez was not a man to feel foolish and a millionaire’s sense of humour tends to be contagious. When he started to laugh, the other guests started to

  laugh. Gunfire was not unknown in Benders – the waiters took it in their stride, and a case of champagne hastily distributed round the other tables soon greased the wheels of apology. Like a

  scene change in a fast-moving play, tables were righted and relaid; brooms swept away debris with lightning efficiency; and Ruskin was soon in a chair, head between his knees.




  ‘¿Qué pasa?’ said Mr Sanchez to his son. He switched to Colombian-Spanish when speed was essential.




  ‘Es un buen amigo, padre.’




  ‘El gordito! ¿Un amigo?’




  ‘Si! Empezó el trimestre pasado, como yo. No haría daño a una mosca, es un caballero!’




  ‘Ai, soy un idiota!’




  Sam and Millie looked at each other, wondering if they really had entered a movie. Guns were replaced in shoulder holsters, and a man was babbling into a walkie-talkie. A pianist appeared and

  started to play.




  Millie said: ‘What the hell is this?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Sam replied. ‘But I think that’s the boy I was hearing about.’




  ‘Ruskin,’ said Sanchez. ‘You never met my father! Come and meet him.’




  Jacob Ruskin looked up but couldn’t focus on very much. He was helped to his feet. Hands dusted the dirt and glass from his blazer, and a chair was thrust under his backside.




  ‘Mr Sanchez?’ panted Ruskin. ‘I’m so sorry I disturbed your meal.’




  Mr Sanchez erupted in laughter. ‘Look at this!’ he shouted. ‘Does anybody believe this, eh? He comes all the way to see my son, to say hello, and what do we do? We nearly shoot

  him in the head! How many lives you got, my friend?’




  ‘I don’t know. One less, I suppose!’




  ‘One less, he says!’ There were peals of laughter. ‘Thank God – imagine! Only, no, let’s not even think. Again, you see, God is watching. And friends, more of them.

  Look, join us here. Everybody, come and eat. Sit!’




  Introductions were made. Hands were shaken and cheeks were kissed. The language rippled from English to Spanish and back to English; suddenly there was champagne in everyone’s glass, and

  Ruskin’s proper colour slowly returned.




  ‘So you mean,’ said Mr Sanchez, ‘this is a total coincidence, uh? Absolutely no plan, no rendezvous? And you the boy I wanted to meet, you the very good friend of my son, the

  one who is looking after him?’




  The laughter rose up louder still and spread, it seemed, to other diners. The pianist grew hysterical in his playing.




  ‘Listen, all of you,’ he said. ‘Sammy, and . . . whass your name? I forget, I’m sorry . . .’ He was looking at Millie.




  ‘Millie,’ said Millie.




  ‘Millie also. Jacob – Ruskin. Sammy. Put your glasses in here.’




  Sam drained his glass nervously, then realised with delight that for the first time in his life he was drunk. It was instant. A hand snatched the glass. It joined Millie’s, Ruskin’s,

  and one each from Mr Sanchez and his son. Five glasses. The man laid a serviette ceremoniously over the top. He tucked in the edges. From his pocket he produced a handgun.




  ‘My son Andreas has one sister now. And two brothers. Yes?’




  ‘Er . . . yes.’




  ‘We meet today, eat today. Today we become family. I don’t know your fathers, your mothers. But today, you have one more father – is me. Yes?’




  ‘Thank you,’ said Sam.




  Mr Sanchez brought the butt of the gun down hard on the pile of glasses, once, twice, three times. The crunching of the glass seemed slightly ominous to Sam. He burped, loudly – nobody

  noticed. His wrists were grabbed and he managed to find his hands in his blazer sleeves. Everyone had linked hands as if for Auld Lang Syne, but Mr Sanchez continued, whispering intensely:

  ‘You look after Andreas and he looks after you. You understand me? Many people in this country, so many bad people – not enough friends. So it’s good to make the friend. You hold

  the friend; you keep the friend.’




  Sam rather liked being hugged and kissed. Millie was grinning and Ruskin was smiling again, as if bullets whipped past his ears every day.




  In the Sanchez helicopter later, Sam tried to piece together the fragments of coincidence that had led him on and off trains, up and down escalators, in and out of taxis and

  finally onto an aircraft that was now zipping over the countryside of Devon. He looked down onto brown fields and friendly green hills. They were all joined up cleanly like waves in the sea. He was

  flying over a map: there was the motorway, there was the railway. He was seeing double still – partly from concussion, partly from champagne – but he could see the way the land was

  divided. A settlement there, by the stream – someone had put a yellow crop there by a greeny-brown one, and there were a whole load of cows. All in all, despite the bruises, the day had been

  rather good: and it was still only half-past five. He vaguely remembered, in his letter of acceptance to Ribblestrop, that they had to report to the headmaster between four-thirty and six. So he

  was well on schedule, with new shorts and some very rich food slurping about with burgers, chips and champagne. He was minus a cap and a pound coin, but that had been a very small price to pay

  really. And he still hadn’t cried. In fact, he was giggling.




  ‘Look,’ said Ruskin. ‘That’s the viaduct near the school! There’s the train!’




  Mr Sanchez was pilot and was yelling into his headset. Andreas Sanchez was trying to navigate – map on his knee, nose pressed to the glass.




  ‘OK, OK,’ shouted Mr Sanchez. ‘I think we nearly there!’




  ‘Look!’ yelled Ruskin.




  Millie and Sam looked.




  ‘That’s the road from the station, I think. Yes – look, we turn right there, by the garage. Now, can you see that wall? That’s our wall, that goes right up to the

  gatehouse – there’s the gatehouse!’




  Mr Sanchez came in low, and Sam caught his first glimpse of real Ribblestrop territory. A high stone wall and behind that mountains of spinach-like hedging, with a driveway through.




  ‘Fly up the driveway, fly up the drive!’ yelled Ruskin.




  Mr Sanchez was enjoying himself as much as the children. The helicopter banked sickeningly and paused in the air. It dipped and it felt they were skimming the ground.




  The driveway was long and turned slowly to the right into open parkland. It passed a vast, glimmering lake.




  ‘There’s Neptune!’ shouted Ruskin. A huge white statue lay reclining on the bank, its feet in water, its noble face staring ahead.




  ‘There’s a donkey!’ shouted Sam.




  And yes, sure enough, a donkey was staring at them, deeply unimpressed by what it saw.




  They were past it in a moment and Sam could contain his excitement no longer. He simply screamed the word, ‘Yes! Yes!’ repeatedly – for there, rising up from neatly-cropped

  lawns, was the building from the photograph. The sun was low and softened the ramparts by turning honey-coloured stone into gold. The school was a perfect square, half castle, half mansion; it had

  battlements and a giant set of timber doors above steps, statues and a courtyard with a dramatic fountain. Four towers, one higher than all the rest, rose from each of the building’s corners.

  And, emerging like a spear from the delicate cone that surmounted that tallest tower, a flag fluttering in black and gold. True, the central section of the house was little more than black ash

  – and one tower was collapsing where the walls buckled – but Sam was able to ignore such blemishes. The school would be rebuilt, and he would help. He saw everything through watering

  eyes: the school crest stretching out proudly in the wind . . . the lion and the lamb on a cloth of gold.




  ‘My school,’ whispered Sam.




  







  Chapter Five




  ‘Headmaster.’




  ‘Yes, Lady Vyner.’




  ‘I think it’s time to be frank.’




  ‘Certainly.’




  ‘I think we’ve wasted enough time. I think it’s time we settled our accounts. The debt, Headmaster – your debts to me – are now running at such an intolerable

  level—’




  ‘Well, in fairness, Lady Vyner—’




  ‘Don’t interrupt me!’ Lady Vyner snarled, and her spectacles flashed. She licked away the spit from her lips and proceeded. ‘You owe me a hundred thousand pounds, give or

  take. This debt has been run up through massive mismanagement. You still seem determined to call this crackpot venture “your school”, though nobody else considers it to be one. You sit

  here waiting for the term to start – look at you. You wear a headmaster’s gown, you carry a register! You should be packing your bags, man! You should be turning any asset you possess

  into cash. You should be on your bended knee uttering only . . .’




  ‘Tell him, Gran!’




  ‘Apologies! Cash is what we need. Cash is what we want. And we want it now!’




  ‘But have you read my development plan, Lady Vyner?’




  Lady Vyner was a thin, wasted-looking woman, with grey skin. She leaned forward now, her bony fists resting clenched on the coffee table. Lord Caspar, her grandson and heir to the estate, sat on

  a hard chair beside her. His hands gripped an old, flintlock pistol which he was aiming squarely at the headmaster’s face. The two Vyners shared curiously rat-like features, with

  disconcertingly large, pale eyes. They were perched with their guest – Dr Norcross-Webb, headmaster of Ribblestrop – at the top of the south tower, which was the highest of the four. A

  grubby tea-set sat between them, the weak tea filmed with the dust that constantly dropped from the broken ceiling. The room was a musty junkyard of the Vyners’ salvaged antiques, and the

  sofa and chairs formed a little island in a wild sea of dressers, cabinets and tables, all of which had been piled high with clutter. There were pots, pans, statues, dismembered suits of armour,

  and broken-framed paintings. There was a chandelier that had pulled down half the plaster, and there were bundles of clothes even the rats had rejected. Presiding over all of this was the

  loneliest, shabbiest antique of all: Lady Vyner.




  Unfortunately for all concerned, Lady Vyner still owned Ribblestrop Towers – on paper at least. The noble seat had been home to her family since William the Conqueror

  stole it from somebody, and she was clinging to it with nicotine-stained fingernails. This room was all she had left of a home that must, once upon a time, have been quite splendid. Over the

  centuries, famous people had worked on both grounds and buildings. Two hundred men had dug the lake. Another two hundred had built railway lines to quarry the stone; grottoes, temples and follies

  had been added. The south tower had been extended upwards, with gargoyles carved under mock-battlements. It had once been a gorgeous place to live, and Lady Vyner had been born there –

  delivered squealing onto an eiderdown which she still slept under today. She had danced with two prime ministers, including Mr Winston Churchill, who had planned a small part of World War Two in an

  underground bunker specially built by the war office. Legend had it that the tunnels beneath Ribblestrop connected these bunkers to Whitehall in London. Legend also said that there had once been a

  train that ferried Cyril Vyner (her husband) and his wartime cronies backwards and forwards, and that plans of national importance had been incubated deep in the vaults.




  All that was in the past. Lady Vyner had vowed never to sell her home unless, she said, ‘the family honour is at stake’. Fifteen years ago, soon after her husband’s death, the

  family honour had been very much at stake. The estate had been losing money. Lady Vyner had filled her white Rolls Royce with the last few decent antiques she could find, intending to sell them.

  Drunk on champagne, she’d got lost in Knightsbridge. Doing a three-point turn outside Harrods, her foot slipped off the brake and she reversed the car straight through a plate-glass window.

  When the police looked hard at her load, they found that many of the antiques had been pilfered during the Second World War – nothing to do with Mr Churchill, but something very much to do

  with Lord Vyner and his trips across France and Germany. When the police get their teeth into that sort of scandal, they chew you to pieces – so Lady Vyner decided to sell.




  ‘It’s bricks and mortar,’ she said. ‘Nothing stays the same, we’ll put it on the market. Let the bidding begin!’




  ‘I’m not sure it will be so easy,’ said Mr Cromby, of Cromby and Cromby, London agent to the Vyner family since seventeen-something. ‘It won’t be easy in the

  current climate.’




  It wasn’t easy. Nobody bought it.




  People were interested, of course. They came piling up the drive to inspect. But the problem was Lady Vyner herself, who insisted she be allowed to keep rooms in the south tower on a complex

  lease agreement. Most buyers turned around quickly, especially as the vast majority were developers, who wanted to sub-divide every cupboard into retirement flats. The price went down and down

  until eventually, five years prior to the present, it was bought by a donkey sanctuary. For a little while, it was successful and many donkeys enjoyed the happiest years of their lives at

  Ribblestrop. But the donkey-people gathered debts. They tried to diversify, and leased the west wing to St Frideswide’s Brethren-of-the-Lost, a tiny band of monks that dedicated themselves to

  prayer and fasting.




  But the coffers were low and cracks were appearing in the courtyards. Bits of tower would occasionally plummet to the ground and the gardens were turning to jungle. The donkey staff didn’t

  get paid; the donkeys themselves got thinner. The monks moved underground and ran out of rent money. Everyone could see that Ribblestrop Towers was ruined, just as Lady Vyner was ruined.




  It was at exactly this time that Dr Norcross-Webb came on the scene.




  He had cut a controversial figure in the world of education, pioneering the idea that children learned best away from the desk. He ran a small school in Suffolk, and it was – it has

  to be said – getting smaller under his guidance. He had said, at a packed parents’ meeting, that children learned best underwater. It was a chance remark based on an experiment

  he’d conducted on his own son in the family bathroom, but it was used against him and provoked a vote of no confidence. The next morning, his wife left him, taking his son with her, and he

  was dismissed.




  ‘One cannot plan for triumph or disaster,’ he said, at a press conference on Reading station, attended by a single reporter who’d stopped by for a sandwich. Dr Norcross-Webb

  was on his way to the West Country, to see an elderly aunt, and his plans had been forming all morning. ‘In a way,’ he said, ‘this is what I have always wanted. The

  opportunity’s arrived and I am going to start my own school. Education in this country is about to change.’




  News was slow that week in The Reading Advertiser, and the journalist managed five hundred words of cheery optimism. Sacked head says revolutionary new school opening soon! ran the

  headline and, though Dr Norcross-Webb had only got as far as designing the blazers, the newspaper gave the impression that the school already had a waiting list. How fortunate, then, that in the

  Station Hotel opposite, a certain South American businessman was – that very evening – taking delivery of a large stash of banknotes. How extraordinary that he was planning to confuse

  the X-ray machines of the local airport by wrapping his bundles of fifties in a newspaper he’d taken from the hotel bar. Mr Sanchez saw the headline and the beaming face of the headmaster.

  The very next day, at an exclusive wine bar known as Benders, a deal was done and a suitcase full of money changed hands. Mr Sanchez had decided not to smuggle the cash out of the country,

  but to invest it in concealing his recently-injured son.
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