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Prologue

‘I wish they would go away, little children.’

Billy J. Kramer

John Arthur Pond held the awkward bunch of long and short keys in his strong left hand, selected the golden one for the back door with his thumb and forefinger, and inserted the key into the lock. Just as he turned the key, a swirling breeze brought an awful odour his way. Automatically, he sniffed and took in the smell of a blocked kitchen drain to his left. Another job awaited him.

The lock he was about to open had been put in the wrong way, upside-down. To gain access, the keyholder had to turn the key the ‘wrong’ way. Habit meant he did not even have to think about turning the key the other way to normal.

It was an apt quirk for a quirky old building in Girton, a good 45-minute daily walk from his home. Checking this old schoolhouse from bottom to top was just a part of his routine. Everything had to be ready for another day, even at weekends.

Littleton House was the home for a number of boys who either had no parents, nobody to love and care for them, or no other home to go to. Mr Pond always cared, and he took his caretaker role very seriously, avoiding any idle distractions. Now, well past retirement age, he just made a point of getting on with things.

Today was different. Grandfather Pond had had his arm twisted by one of his daughters and had reluctantly agreed to help out with some childcare duties. Subsequently, his young grandson had been tagging along with him since they both left his council bungalow after a very early breakfast.

Mr Pond had not said a lot to the boy so far, but, on arrival at the school, he had given the lad strict instructions to stay in the old Nissen hut, just at the back of the main building, and to play there with the boys from the home—nicely. All the boys were wearing short trousers because that is what boys were expected to wear in the 1960s, even in February.

As the diligent caretaker reached the first-floor corridor, his steely gaze took in the black and white photograph framed and hanging from an extravagantly long cord and hook. The picture was just in front of him, at eye level on the tall, dark wall. This old image of the front of the school building did not interest Mr Pond at all, but the year label under it did: 1918. A year of great significance to him.

1918 was the year John Arthur Pond’s Great War had ended. He had fathered two children before being conscripted in 1914, and he fathered two more after he returned from the battlefields of the Somme. He had not taken any lives; he had tried to save them.

As the former conscript to the Royal Army Medical Corps looked at the year written on the bottom of the picture, his mind and his memories went back to warring mainland Europe. His muddy boots and brave body had regularly dodged shells and shrapnel, before getting down on hands and knees to see who was lying lifeless and who could be saved.

Woe betide, even now, anybody who flippantly threw into conversation that R.A.M.C. actually stood for Rob All My Comrades. The horrors of war haunted him constantly, and the grandson in short trousers playing nicely below already knew his grandfather’s oft-repeated war stories word for word.

The gnarled fist pulled hard on the stubborn door to make sure it was properly shut. It was clenched like a boxer’s and bore the scars inflicted on him by a cobblestone wall in Belgium. Shattered nerves had led him to try and shatter the nose of a fellow soldier from his own regiment.

The soldier ducked away just in time; the wall didn’t flinch. Fortunately, the war had taken away all anger from John’s heart. Now a Baptist lay preacher, his Sunday sermons focussed on love, reconciliation, and faith.

His strict manner, angular features, dark-rimmed glasses and authoritative voice all made him seem harsh. All this was just camouflage for an inner softness, which came to the fore each year when he sat holding a quartet of fluffy golden chicks in the chicken run of his back garden. Even then, he would wear a shirt and striped tie to show respect for himself and for God’s creations.

A sudden scream from below stopped Mr Pond in his caretaker tracks. The top-floor rooms would have to wait. He hurried down the stairs at a pace which belied his advancing years. As he flung open the back door, he heard a great commotion, and it was coming from the Nissen hut. The moment he opened the door, silence almost reigned.

A semicircle of boys stood over the one boy who was still uttering the only noise that could be heard at all. Beaten, bruised and bloodied, he lay on his side, whimpering in pain. The tiled floor was now dotted with spots of red. More blood for Mr Pond to clear up. As if he had not seen enough of that stuff oozing out in his lifetime. More wounds to dress and another cleaning job to prolong his working day.

The semicircle knew from the caretaker’s stern glance aimed at all the miscreants that it was time for them to disband and leave. They did. Apart from the odd birdsong and the creak of the Nissen hut door opening and closing, the only sounds on that quiet Saturday morning were the snivels of the small boy quivering on the floor below him—his grandson.

‘Always prepare for the day ahead, and before you go out, make sure you take with you a handkerchief, a shilling tied in its corner, a penknife and a pencil.’

The grandfather, who regularly imparted these words of wisdom to his grandchildren, always followed his own advice. He took out his handkerchief from his pocket, removed the shilling, and gently wiped the blood from his grandson’s forehead and split lip. Further washing and bandaging ensued, and the boy’s pain finally subsided.

Later that morning, the two Johns set out on the walk back home to Oakington, the next village north of Girton. Large fields of dark, fertile soil, footpaths and a couple of bridges over meandering brooks separated them from their respective homes. It took them a good hour to reach Oakington.

The dutiful grandfather ushered the boy through his back garden and opened the gate at the end of it. He stood there and watched the boy run down his own garden path, into the arms of his waiting mother. As he heard the child’s crying start all over again, he sighed, turned around and went to see if his chickens were better behaved than the little humans he had been dealing with that morning.

John Pond’s grandson had been given the names of his two grandfathers. It was quite a common thing to do in those days, more of a routine than any particular honour.

Comforted by his mother’s embrace, John Tim eventually stopped crying. He took his mother’s outstretched hand and went into the house to see if there was something the mother could give her son to cheer him up. Now a grandfather myself, I can still remember, despite the swollen lip, how good the soft cheese sandwich tasted that day and how much pain those little bastards caused me on my first visit to Littleton House School.





Chapter 1 1961-1975

Nothing’s gonna touch you in these Golden Years.

David Bowie

After all the turmoil of the World War II years, and just when every effort was being made to ensure a universal peaceful future, what on earth would make you leave your home? Your hometown reduced to rubble? Desperation caused by the horrors of war. Hunger and ration cards.

In such cases, one way to survive physically and mentally would probably have been to move on and find a better life elsewhere. Up against such compelling external forces, many an individual would find escape their only option.

However, even more compelling is when the driving force comes from within, especially if the inner compulsion is the result of being totally and hopelessly in love.

Undaunted by what might lie ahead of her, a young, indomitable Swede left everything she had in Scandinavia, crossed the North Sea and made England her home in those post-war years. It was an era when international phone calls were both unreliable and expensive, and letters could take weeks to reach their overseas destinations.

There was always a lengthy wait for simple written questions—whether it was still snow falling, or the dog had had any more puppies, or what delicious cakes were being served up for fika—that time in Sweden when family and friends would have a break, sit together, chat. In one particular Swedish family’s case, those moments were also spent worrying about their blonde daughter, sister and niece: Ewa-Lilian.

European tourist flights were still in their infancy and any such international extravagance needed to be planned well in advance and saved up for. That didn’t bother Ewa-Lilian in the slightest.

From the moment she met and fell head-over-heels in love with her handsome British academic, she was determined to marry him, take his name and live anywhere on Earth with him. It did not take her long to get used to being called Mrs Adams, and the narrow lanes outside her husband’s University of Cambridge college soon became as familiar as Gamla Stan in Stockholm.

Admittedly, the formal Sunday afternoon tea parties in the Master’s Lodge at Downing College were not as cosy as family ‘fika’ back home, but Cambridge was now home. The educated voices over scones and tea were easy to follow, but the Fenland traders on the market square below the imposing façade of the Guildhall provided weekly amusement for both seller and customer.

It was all in good humour, and the last thing the smitten young greengrocer wanted to do was ridicule or offend the attractive, elegant Nordic lady with the lilting voice. How her head shook with laughter as he tried to explain pounds and ounces to her yet again.

There was never any trouble with money changing hands, despite the complexities of pounds, shillings and pence. Ewa-Lilian had a good head for numbers and murmured her calculations in Swedish, just to make sure they were correct.

***********************************************

The south of the city boasted one of the finest language schools in the land: The Bell School. Language schools started to spring up in London, the South Coast and Oxford in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

It did not take long before students from all over the world were discovering the delights of Cambridge as a place to develop and practise their English skills over a period of several weeks or even months.

With parents neither in attendance nor having the chance to know what their beloved sons and daughters were up to by day or at night, these language learners had the time of their lives. It was like an international fantasy world, and they revelled in the chance to throw off their family shackles, enjoy their freedom and explore.

Most of the students stayed with local host families, who provided them with half-board accommodation, mealtime conversations and separate hot and cold water taps in the bathroom.

Two Bell School homestay hosts offered shower facilities, not just bathtubs, and these homes were always booked out months in advance, even though they were a long, unreliable bus journey away from the school. An English diet often proved to be problematical, with some students either returning home after their language courses several kilos heavier or a couple of clothes sizes smaller.

Mrs Adams took to her job as the Bell School accommodation officer like a duck to water (which, incidentally, was also at the time one of her favourite English idioms). From her home, she could drive around the city of Cambridge in her small car and always arrived for work on time.

Not only did she always set off in good time after she had made sure her two boys were safely at school, but she was also a very confident driver. Fortunately, the Swedes had driven on the same side of the road as the Brits when she had taken her driving test, which meant hardly any adjustment to foreign driving was required in Cambridge.

Like a true thoroughbred and wearing her new office shoes recently purchased from Clarks, Mrs Adams clippity-clopped up the school entrance steps and across the shining wooden floor of the reception office.

‘You’d better have a look at this letter, Ewa,’ said the registrar after they had exchanged updates from the weekend’s family activities. ‘It is marked urgent and arrived with today’s post.’

Ewa sighed as she saw the all-too-familiar, elegant handwriting on the envelope and the ornate Japanese stamps, including a 50-yen one commemorating International Letter Writing Week.

‘How appropriate,’ she mused.

The accommodation officer read the contents of the long letter all the way through and then read it twice again. She made a mental note of the action that would be required, then put the letter back into its envelope. She had a pile of other letters that needed dealing with that morning.

They all revealed a degree of urgency, but the Japanese letter went to the top of her pending tray. She would deal with it at lunchtime when the students had their longest break of the day.

It was well into the second half of lunch break when Mrs Adams returned to the one letter which had been on her mind all morning. Although her colleagues had added several more offerings to her pending tray in the intervening hours, she soon found the letter again, popped it into her handbag and made her way to the rear French windows, which looked out onto the immaculate and spacious lawn.

A sharp push opened the recently painted door, and a welcome summer breeze blew in the sweet smell of the rose garden, together with a whole host of rose petals for the cleaners to sweep up at the end of the school day.

It had been a particularly dry summer, and her shoes made little impression on the turf underfoot. The accommodation officer tried her best to avoid eye contact with the students relaxing on the benches and the grass.

For the time being, she did not want to hear another word from the student with the cat allergy and his mortification at finding the neighbour’s cat curled up on his bed each evening. Neither did she need to hear about the ongoing feud between the Japanese student and her homestay host as a result of the insistence of the former to dry her damp underwear in the bedroom wardrobe.

Ewa was on a mission and would not be distracted. She unzipped her handbag and took out the letter inside. It was only then that she noticed just how light it was, so delicate were the envelope and the four sheets of writing paper inside it.

That’s how the rich get rich, she thought. Why pay extra on postage if you don’t have to?

Although the letter was all about a certain young Japanese student called Tetsuro Kamiya, the address on the envelope read as follows: Mrs E-L Adams, accommodation officer, the Bell School, Cambridge, England. Although the address was incomplete, it had found its way to its destination, as had the sender’s previous letters, and so would the many future letters that were still to be written.

Everyone knew where to find Tetsuro during a sunny break. He would definitely not be in his classroom or in the library. He would be sitting on the grass at the far end of the lawn, within earshot of the cars and buses heading south to the Gog Magog Hills and beyond.

Tetsuro was in a small circle of friends, lying on his front, facing inwards, with his elbows and hands supporting his chin. The two European au-pairs sitting next to him were engaged in an animated conversation all by themselves. They were not speaking English, so Tetsuro and his two male friends, an Italian law graduate and a government official from the Middle East, had their own dialogue going on.

As Mrs Adams approached the group, she thought she heard one of the men say the word ‘beers’ before seeing him laugh and motion an imaginary pint glass going up and down to his mouth.

When Tetsuro saw Mrs Adams approaching, he knew the ritual. It was time to switch off his transistor radio, get up and follow her back to the school building. Tetsuro’s entourage feigned annoyance at not being able to sing along to Mungo Jerry’s In the Summertime, the opening chords of which had only just started on Radio 1.

But they all waved and cheered loudly when Tetsuro paused halfway across the lawn, turned round to face his friends, shielded his eyes from the sun with one hand and cheekily waved to the two girls with the other hand. Tetsuro had been at the school for several months now, and his fellow students were the only friends he felt he had ever really had in his life, apart from his cousin, Etsuo.

***********************************************

Japan’s economic miracle in the decades after World War II was similar to Germany’s ‘Wirtschaftswunder’ (economic miracle) in many ways, but the timescale and absence of ‘Gastarbeiter’ (guest workers) did make it all a much more domestic affair. Japan’s economic growth from 1955 onwards was just the beginning. While London partied throughout the Swinging Sixties, Tokyo enjoyed its Golden Sixties.

In today’s post-Covid, troubled and economically sluggish world, very few could imagine doubling their income in 10 years. Prime Minister Ikeda and his Japanese government thought it should be possible in Japan and, over 60 years ago, they put into place a radical and ambitious plan called Income Doubling. They planned to double the size of the Japanese economy within a decade. In fact, it did not even take them seven years.

Ikeda’s goals were achieved thanks to a combination of tax reforms, export incentives and huge developments in the industrial and manufacturing sectors. These Japanese Golden Years went well beyond 1975, the year a white David Bowie was singing his song ‘Golden Years’ on the Black American TV show Soul Train.

Opportunities in Japan were there for the taking, not just in mushrooming Tokyo and Nagoya, but also in smaller, provincial towns and cities like Gifu, just west of Nagoya. Determined not to miss out and grab this opportunity with both hands were the Kamiya family. They were soon to become one of the richest and most influential families in Gifu.

Mieko Kamiya, the family’s ‘grande dame’, controlled and steered all aspects of her dynasty’s relentless quest for growth, success and wealth. As the Japanese economy and population grew, more buildings would be needed. The Kamiyas invested in real estate.

The roads in and out of Gifu and along the Nagara River went from quiet lanes to busy commuter routes humming to the sounds of new Nissans, Mazdas and Hondas. These cars were now much more affordable, and suddenly thousands of new learner drivers and instructors were to be seen in the Gifu Prefecture.

The newly-formed Kamiya driving schools soon employed many of these new instructors. More disposable family income enabled more spending as well as traditional saving. Fashion and appearance soon became as popular as pragmatism and thrift. The Kamiya hair and beauty salons were soon booming.

Mrs Kamiya’s real passion was education, especially where women and children were concerned. In 1961, together with her husband, she founded the Tokai Women’s College, which offered courses to the eager young females of Gifu.

Wherever a gap in the market appeared, or an investment opportunity presented itself, the Kamiyas jumped in while others hesitated. The private college’s popularity soon grew, enrolments soared, and multiple buildings sprang up on the large college campus. Soon the two-year junior college and the more academic four year senior college were standing proudly side by side.

Not satisfied with its own domestic resurrection, the Japanese government and industry dared to look beyond their own five main islands in the Pacific Ocean, with a view to replicating similar success overseas.

From her offices in central Gifu, Mrs Kamiya also started looking beyond her blocks of flats, driving schools, hair salons, kindergartens and colleges. Despite her country’s preoccupation with the United States of America, Mrs Kamiya had her own way of doing things and her own views of the world.

One day, her son, Tetsuro, and not her two daughters, would need to take over everything she had expertly and tirelessly created. Her son would need to know the ways of the world and be able to converse and operate in a more international business environment. He would need a high standard of English for everything that lay ahead of him.

When Tetsuro’s mother saw him struggling and in trouble at school in Japan, she swiftly sent Tetsuro to study abroad. He had no say in the matter. Orders were orders. The stay in Cambridge and beyond was planned meticulously by Mrs Kamiya.

All Tetsuro had to do was simply follow her instructions. And that is how Tetsuro ended up on this lovely summer’s afternoon, sitting in a familiar office opposite a very serious-looking Mrs Adams. Out of the frying pan and into the fire was a phrase and a situation that Tetsuro was becoming increasingly familiar with.

***********************************************

The Welsh relatives of Mrs Adams’ husband once had a very naughty puppy, which had a habit of chewing through their favourite items of clothing and upholstery. When taken to task and scolded, that pet dog would sit perfectly still, maintain unflinching eye contact, then tilt its head slightly and put on an expression that was a mixture of innocence, incredulity and affection.

As Mrs Adams was just about to go through the many serious points set out in the letter on the desk in front of her, she thought Tetsuro was looking at her just as the family puppy used to look at its owners. Although Mrs Kamiya owned her son in many ways, nobody, including Tetsuro himself, could ever really fathom where his thoughts, his dreams and his money would take him next.

Tetsuro rested his cupped hands on the desk separating him from Mrs Adams and gave the impression he was listening attentively. Tetsuro was not actually looking at Mrs Adams or even looking through her. No, he was looking beyond her. Somehow his eyes, still hungover from the night before, managed to focus on the brightly-coloured Cambridge calendar on the wall opposite him.

The publisher had chosen the traditional Cambridge scene for its July image: Punts on the River Cam and King’s College Chapel in the background. Young, happy students were enjoying themselves, flirting and picnicking on a punt by the riverbank, just beside a ‘No Mooring’ sign. If only Tetsuro could be joining in the fun right now, instead of sitting in an office getting another lecture from his mother via Mrs Adams.

A ‘bon viveur’ at heart, Tetsuro always struggled with the burden of expectations placed upon him from an early age. The latest expectations were listed neatly, carefully and forcefully in Mrs Kamiya’s latest written rant. Mrs Adams dutifully went through them one by one.

First of all, Tetsuro’s mother reminded him that he should accept his responsibilities, apply himself to his studies for the benefit of his future career and the family business empire. Didn’t he know how hard his family were working in Japan to support him through this critical phase of his life? It was also high time he recognised the value and importance of money.

He should budget, economise accordingly and not keep overspending to satisfy his own selfish and lavish lifestyle. Tetsuro’s new friends in Cambridge would be aghast to read this particular demand from Mrs Kamiya. After all, their own lavish lifestyles and fun were largely dependent on Tetsuro’s money and his generosity.

As their meeting went on, Mrs Adams felt the young man opposite her was ever less like a lovable family pet and more like the nodding plastic dogs which would sit on the backrest of every other car in Cambridge at that time.

No previous such meeting had persuaded Mrs Adams to take Tetsuro’s nodding as a sign of agreement and confirmation that everything would change for the better from that moment onwards. It probably wouldn’t change a thing. Nevertheless, the accommodation officer had promised to take Mrs Kamiya’s son under her wing and look after him.

Somewhere inside, Mrs Adams also had the hope that a kind and caring person would look after her own two sons in similar fashion if ever either one found himself in a foreign country needing support. Tetsuro Kamiya had escaped from his cage in Gifu, but would he ever really be able to fly the nest and not have to return to it?

As this most capable and independent Swedish lady finally got up from her chair to end their meeting, she wondered if Tetsuro ever would cope with the pressures of life, no matter where he lived.

***********************************************

In the late 1960s, the 129 bus used to weave its way on a complicated six-mile route between the village of Oakington and Cambridge. For some reason, instead of heading all the way down the attractive. tree-lined Huntingdon Road straight into the city centre, the bus suddenly veered off past Churchill College and then headed away from the city towards the American Military Cemetery above the village of Madingley.

However, a further sharp left turn soon put the bus back on track, heading towards The Backs, Tetsuro’s picturesque calendar scene, before somehow ending up outside the Arts Theatre next to the Guildhall, ready for the same journey back to Oakington.

This daily outward and return journey to secondary school always took me past Littleton House School in Girton. Obliged to wear my school cap perched on my head for the entire journey (my father once cruelly described my cap looking like a pimple on a pig’s bum), I feared the school prefects giving me an essay to write if they saw me ever take my cap off.

Big Brother was always watching me on those school bus journeys. The school motto stitched onto the cap: ‘virtute et fide’ (by virtue and faith) would, however, turn out to inspire me for many of my adult years. The combination of the cap and the low bus seat made me look more like a primary school pupil, rather than the fact that I was now a teenager and growing fast.

Whenever the bus was forced to stop at the sharp bend outside Littleton House School, either to allow oncoming traffic, including horses, to negotiate the corner safely, my eyes were fixed on the impressive 18th-century former rectory and, for some decades already, the main building of Littleton House School.

Thankfully, the Nissen hut—the scene of my first real beating—was hidden from view by the three-storey mansion, its roof of Welsh slate and multiple chimney stacks.

One day, my reverie was disturbed by a young, unruly thug from the school, who suddenly ran headlong from the school’s drive towards my window of the stationary bus.

He jumped up, thumped the pane of glass with the palm of his hand—hard enough to make it shudder—shouted loud abuse at me from the other side of the toughened glass and then, with all his might, he brought up as much phlegm as he could from his innards and spat it all out in my direction.

Seemingly oblivious to what was going on behind him, the 129 bus driver smiled and waved at the lady on horseback passing by on the other side of the road. He engaged first gear and continued his journey onwards when it was safe to do so.

Like a horrible slimy slug, the phlegm stuck itself stubbornly to the window for the remaining one-and-a-half-mile journey to Oakington, and only just managed to slide down to the bottom of the pane as I alighted from the bus at the stop just outside my house.

The young ne’er-do-well had not been one of the group involved in beating me up in the Nissen hut several years earlier. But he had been one of the gang who had ambushed and outnumbered a couple of friends and me on the village recreation ground during the summer holidays the year before.

He and his gang delighted in inflicting pain on us that day. Their most hideous torture was stubbing a lighted cigarette out on the back of each of our sunburnt necks.

***********************************************

By the time Mrs Adams and Tetsuro were having their serious head-to-heads at the Bell School in the early 1970s, my school friends and I had grown sufficiently in both stature and confidence to be able to take care of ourselves better than in our days of short trousers and school caps.

Adventurous scouting lives, rugged outdoor sports, such as rugby, cross-country running and rowing, had all added a bit of brawn to the little brain we had at that time.

Littleton House School was starting to become a headache for the local council officials. The school was bursting at the seams, in need of costly refurbishment, and the running costs were putting pressure on the council’s tight budgets. Decision-making cogs turned agonisingly slowly and, finally, it was decided that this impressive site would inevitably need to have another purpose.

It would be up to any future owners and occupants to find a suitable use for it. The costly repairs, which were now necessary throughout the school premises, from cellars to attics, would be the burden of others, no longer the council’s. And what about all those ‘problem’ children?

The term ‘special needs’ did not exist then. The greatest need for most of the boys was to be loved. Sadly, that was the one thing most of them had never experienced. Like Tetsuro, love was something that would elude, trouble and confuse them well into adulthood.

A larger and newer site was found for the staff and pupils of Littleton House School, and they did not have to move very far. Just down the road, on the outskirts of Girton, a labyrinth of offices, classrooms and dormitories became their new home. The sterile practicality and remoteness of the new building seemed to serve everybody well, including the village residents, who now felt more comfortable with Littleton House School even further at arm’s length.

And what about the young teenagers of Oakington? Would things get worse now that the new Littleton House had moved even closer to them? In fact, this change in location actually coincided with a turn for the better for all concerned. The new school premises provided large playing fields for the boys to run, play and tire themselves on, rather than trekking across the fields to Oakington.

The school authorities also put stricter guidelines and controls in place, thus limiting the boys’ roaming and random assaults. The two warring parties had also grown weary of the mutual hurt inflicted in recent years.

An uneasy truce started and lasted right up until the Oakington teenagers and those being cared for in their new Littleton House School either moved on to other adolescent pleasures, or, as far as the latter were concerned, were just simply moved on.

***********************************************

The moon was just like Mrs Kamiya’s stomach: full. After her sumptuous multi-course dinner at her favourite fish restaurant on the banks of the Nagara River, Mrs Kamiya stopped for a breather after acknowledging the most respectful bowing of the restaurant manager.

She meandered through the illuminated rock gardens, past the attractive fountain display dedicated to the fishermen and cormorants who had worked as a team and brought her fresh fish earlier in the evening.

Holding onto the wooden handrail at the end of the path overlooking the river, the gourmand stopped to admire the moon’s fullness and the unique fishing boats moored directly below her. Steadying herself carefully, she then made her way down the winding steps leading to her chauffeur, who was waiting for her in her gleaming limousine in the freshly resurfaced car park.

With each step, the astute businesswoman reflected on what an enjoyable and, more importantly, successful evening it had been with the wealthy industrialist and his wife. Their discussions would have huge implications for her aspirations to grow her own business empire but also to expand into other business sectors.

Unbeknownst to Tetsuro, this particular meeting would also completely change his life. Indeed, he would have been far from enamoured about the plans that were hatched for the Kamiya family’s son and heir over a selection of sushi and sashimi, which were second to none in the Gifu region.

Fortunately for Tetsuro, he was halfway across the globe in another time zone. Not only was he oblivious to the plans being made for him, but he also had the pleasure of being nestled between his two favourite au-pairs while their chauffeur punted the three of them upriver from the Mill Pond to the village of Grantchester on the outskirts of Cambridge.

That large Gifu moon had a lot to thank the Earth for, and the sentiment was reciprocated. Without the moon there would be no Pacific Ocean tides to bring the waves to the shores and cliffs of Honshu Island, and to the whole of the Japanese archipelago.

Mother Earth’s axis and tilt were dependent on the moon’s gravity to keep it turning in the right way, thus maintaining the four annual seasons, which were so important for Japan, especially the spring cherry blossom season. For her part, the Earth managed to keep the moon under its control as well, helping it orbit at just the right speed.

Too fast and the moon would simply disappear off into space; too slow and the Earth’s gravity would pull it crashing down onto its own surface. That would do neither of them any good and would mean the end of Japan.

Did Tetsuro ever contemplate that he might be his mother’s obedient moon? In his more lucid and creative haiku moods, perhaps he did. Certainly, he followed the course that his mother had set for her son right up until adulthood. His orbits did occasionally go slightly awry before they were inevitably and swiftly forced back on track. And Mieko Kamiya?

She had to cling on to her son. Her legacy needed preserving. He would also oversee the further expansion of her empire and make sure it went on to thrive after she could do no more. And when would that be? As the determined businesswoman settled back on the plush, white leather seat of her limousine, any thoughts of abdicating could not have been further from her mind.

She had to keep going. After the late night she had just had, the most important thing for her to remember to do was to set her alarm clock for an early start the next day. Despite all the exciting prospects ahead of her, Mrs Kamiya surprisingly slept well that night.

As daybreak came, she woke up, got herself ready to tackle the new day ahead and carried on making sure that everything she did that day, and beyond, would help Prime Minister Ikeda achieve his Golden Years.

***********************************************

The branches of the weeping willow danced just above the punt and tickled the faces of Tetsuro and his fellow passengers like annoying flies. ‘Paolo the Punter’ was doing his best to steer the punt and fend away the tree’s outstretched arms at the same time.

To prevent himself from being knocked into the water, Paolo crouched down as low as he could on the back of the punt and used the long punt pole as a rudder in order to negotiate the hazards which nature had put before him. On this occasion, the gnarled old tree showed mercy and allowed them all to pass by without incident.

When Paolo was finally able to resume his standing position and move the punt forward properly with his pole, he looked back at the obstacle he had just overcome. The lanky Italian wondered how much longer the willow could lean over the river like the Tower of Pisa.

The tree’s roots were clinging on with all their might to the river bank and were now ever more exposed. Every lapping wave from punts passing by threatened to erode a little bit more of the foundation and send the tree ever further away from its perpendicular.

On arriving at their destination, Paolo dramatically stuck the punt pole into the soft riverbed like a spear into the side of a passing fish. A small cloud of light brown silt rose to the surface. The Cambridge gondolier leant on the pole as hard as he could, pushed it down further and left it standing proudly erect, high above the adjacent, securely moored punt.

The gallant Japanese language student finally managed to move from his reclining position on the two large, red punt cushions and pulled himself, then his two female companions, out of the punt onto the riverbank.

That was Tetsuro’s only exertion of the day so far. He certainly hadn’t offered to help with the punting. As he wiped a couple of beads of sweat from his brow, Tetsuro was already looking forward to his first pint of cold lager of the day.

Nobody wanted to get too close to Paolo as they made their way up the incline, through the longish grass and slalomed the cowpats hidden underneath. Two hours of solitary punting had left Paolo exhausted and very sweaty. The happy international clique left behind them an idyllic Cambridge riverside scene.

‘Lady Godiva’, their empty punt, was wedged into the riverbank by Paolo’s pole and secured to the ground by a spike and chain. A family of ducks swam in formation past the punt, and the sunlight glinted on the ripples made by their webbed feet. There was hardly any current, and the punt had been secured well.

At least, secured against the elements. Unfortunately, on a previous occasion, another group of riverside revellers had decided to ‘borrow’ the Bell students’ punt and have a free punt trip all the way back to the Mill Pond in Cambridge. Hopefully, ‘Lady Godiva’ would be waiting for Paolo to resume his punting duties after lunch.

Tetsuro didn’t give the punt a second thought as he headed for the village pub. He couldn’t care less if the punt had vanished by the time he and his friends returned to the riverbank. In fact, Tetsuro rarely cared about anything. The one thing he did care about was celebrating, and today was all about celebrating. Nothing else mattered.

***********************************************

Mrs Adams had become a language teacher the hard way. Although she had left Sweden with a fine bunch of A-level certificates under her arm, these exams were, unfortunately, not recognised by the English education authorities. This lack of international alignment meant she would have to do her exams all over again.

Undeterred, and with great determination and stamina, this ambitious Swede soon had a collection of English ‘A’ levels to go with her Swedish ones. The next rung up on her education ladder would be a challenge for her, but not insurmountable.

The young lady was delighted when her application to do a teacher-training course at Hughes Hall was accepted, and the college near the university cricket ground soon became the place where she spent her time studying pedagogical techniques, language structure and classroom management.

Meanwhile, her husband was also working hard at Downing College, across and beyond the large city park that separated them. He was science, she was humanities. Further proof that opposites do attract.

All Ewa-Lillian’s efforts were rewarded, and her teaching certificate soon enabled her to enter the wonderful world of TEFL, Teaching English as a Foreign Language.

Having secured a post at the Bell School, she soon threw herself into anything and everything that was offered to her: teaching, translating and then looking for suitable homestay hosts for her students from all over the world. However, it would be her encounters with Mrs Kamiya and Tetsuro which were to have the biggest impact and change the direction of her life completely.

Right from the moment she met him, Mrs Adams could see how gifted and intelligent Tetsuro was. His innate laziness was also there for all to see. However, Mrs Adams had been charged to change Tetsuro’s attitude to study and hard work, so that he would eventually pass his English language exams and then move on to higher education.

All this would keep Mrs Kamiya’s son progressing on the path she had worked out for her son in England, until she needed him back. After all, Mrs Kamiya had more than enough to be getting on with in Gifu. The last thing she needed now or for the next few years was to have to start looking after her son.

Without the occasional crack of the whip when Tetsuro was idling, and without a sharp tug on the reins when her Japanese protégé started to get out of control, Mrs Adams knew that, without her presence and guidance, Tetsuro would fall at the first fence or just refuse and refuse again.

He hated doing the boring practice tests she set for him and loathed having her sit next to him while she corrected his essays. It almost bordered on humiliation. Couldn’t she just have circled all his correct work as they did in Japan?

How dare she scribble through his work with squiggle after squiggle? By contrast, their mock oral exams together were lively and enjoyable, unlike the dreaded reading comprehensions and gap-fill exercises. Trying to work out if the gap required a verb, adjective or preposition was torture for Tetsuro.

The real tests were done in late spring, and the result took an eternity to come through in the post. A personalised window envelope managed to reach Tetsuro at his Cambridge address, despite his name not actually being visible under the top part of the envelope.

An inaccurate typist at the exam board had set Tetsuro and his address just a line too high on the page. Perhaps the results were not intended for him after all. Nevertheless, Tetsuro took a knife and opened the envelope to see what was inside. Delight and bewilderment can be the most joyous combination. These were the two emotions that the hall mirror witnessed on Tetsuro’s face that day.

Tetsuro was so busy checking that it was really his name on the letter, and the results were so much better than he could have ever expected, that he did not even notice the reflection of his own happiness.

A couple of years earlier, my parents had resisted the temptation to open the envelope containing my O-level results. I had been on the most amazing three-week scout camp throughout northern Europe, all the way up to Oslo and beyond, with a memorable detour via Paris on the way home.

My rucksack was still in the hall, and our border collie, Marcus, was jumping up all over me, yelping with joy and licking my face. Finally, the three humans and a dog managed to move into the living room and form a huddle. Trembling with a combination of apprehension and dread, I managed to open the envelope and read what was inside.

‘I’ve passed the bloody lot!’ I said excitedly to my parents.

Tetsuro must have felt the same as I had done that evening. If only he had had loving parents with him to share his moment of triumph. They were not there with him. Nobody was. Just the hall mirror.

Loving and sharing would only come to him later in life, and when they finally did arrive, he realised how much he had missed those two vital human emotions throughout his childhood and early adulthood. What better way to celebrate his exam success than with a fine lunch and drinks in a delightful English pub.

It did not matter to Tetsuro that his schoolmates did not love him and that they preferred to take rather than share. They seemed to enjoy his company, and that was all Tetsuro needed to stop himself from drifting back into loneliness.

The kissing-gate was negotiated awkwardly but
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