

PROLOGUE

THE HEADQUARTERS OF BRITAIN’S Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, occupies an imposing edifice of concrete and green glass on the south bank of the River Thames, in London. It was erected in the early 1990s, alongside Vauxhall Bridge, under circumstances of such secrecy that when the architect was commissioned to design the building, he did not know who he was designing it for.

The Thames is a tidal river, its powerful currents ebbing and surging twice each day with salt water from the North Sea. Occasionally a bottlenose whale will veer off course, separated from its pod, and wander downriver, dangerously far from the ocean. When the tide recedes, the Thames shrinks, its level plummeting by as much as twenty feet, exposing a muddy shoreline. Urban beachcombers – ‘mudlarks’, as they’re known – have unearthed artefacts of previous civilizations from the silt along the riverbanks: Bronze Age daggers and Iron Age coins.

It was the Thames that first drew the Romans, two thousand years ago, to establish a walled entrepôt, which they gave the name Londinium. By the heyday of the British Empire, London had colonized a quarter of the globe. In 1860, half of all exports from Asia, Africa and Latin America were sent there; the Thames was the busiest port in the world. Hundreds of ships arrived each week, and towering cranes unloaded tobacco, ivory, spices, wool, rice, tea and other treasures. The river was teeming, thrumming with commerce, jostling with all manner of vessels and tradesmen and stevedores and mariners from strange lands, hinting at the existence of other civilizations over the horizon.

But the riverbank could be a frightening place as well. In the Victorian era, the waterfront was rife with crime. People had an alarming tendency to die in the Thames, whether voluntarily, in a moment of despair, or because somebody pushed them. If you misstepped on a slick cobble after a night out drinking, the black water could suck you under in an instant. In the work of Charles Dickens, the river was often depicted as a malignant force, grimy and malodorous, ‘lapping at piles and posts and iron rings, hiding strange things in its mud, running away with suicides and accidentally drowned bodies’. This was the paradox of the Thames: it was the pulsing artery of London’s industrial boom, with vast factories and warehouses swarming with labourers and belching smoke along its banks. But at the same time, Dickens saw in the river ‘an image of death’, a ribbon of danger coiling through ‘the midst of the great city’s life’.

The design of the MI6 building was meant to evoke Britain’s industrial era, echoing the monolithic power stations, like Battersea and Bankside, which stood nearby. But by 1994, when Queen Elizabeth II presided over the opening of the new spy headquarters, the power stations had long since been decommissioned and now seemed like artefacts themselves, relics of London’s vanished past as a factory town. The city had shuttered most of its factories; between 1960 and 1990, jobs in the manufacturing sector declined by 80 per cent.

Shipping, too, had disappeared. In 1955, an American trucking executive from North Carolina invented the modern stackable shipping container. The standardization of these twenty- and forty-foot steel boxes during the 1960s sparked a revolution in global commerce, enabling a more integrated transportation infrastructure in which containers could be transferred fluidly from truck to ship to train. Suddenly big waterfront warehouses for the storage of goods were obsolete, and a new class of gigantic container ships could accommodate ever-larger loads. These vessels were so big that they could no longer navigate the narrow docks lining the Thames. So between 1960 and 1980, nearly all of London’s docks shut down and a whole commercial sector that had sustained the region virtually disappeared. For hundreds of years, London had been a port city. Then, quite abruptly, it wasn’t.

At least the air was clear. The word ‘smog’ had been invented in London, to describe the smoke from coal fires and factories, mingled with English fog, that often enshrouded the city. But new regulations on such fires, combined with the closure of so many factories, meant that suddenly London had clean air. By the time MI6 headquarters opened, the old Dickensian industrial city had been supplanted by a glistening new metropolis. London might not be a centre of shipping or manufacturing anymore, but it was reinventing itself as a financial capital. The waterfront was experiencing an astonishing revitalization: in 1988, a group of young British art students had converted a derelict warehouse in the Surrey Docks into a temporary gallery for an exhibition called Freeze. Cool restaurants soon followed, and eventually new housing and high-tech trading floors. Having shed any trace of its old grit or menace, London’s waterfront had become a sanitized playground for tourists and young professionals. In 2000, Bankside Power Station reopened as the Tate Modern museum. Battersea Power Station would eventually find new life as a shopping centre.

To many, this new London was hugely exciting: the city had been reimagined as a preferred destination for money and people who had it. Suddenly there were good restaurants for what felt like the first time in history, and world-class shopping and deluxe hotels with chauffeured Bentleys idling out front. Once again, cranes dominated London’s skyline, but now they were not unloading cotton or nutmeg but throwing up glass-and-steel skyscrapers and glossy residential complexes with staggering prices. In fact, a lot of Londoners found themselves priced out of this new version of their city, forced to relocate and commute from distant suburbs. Much of the real estate speculation was driven by foreign buyers, who regarded property in London as an investment rather than a place to live. So the buildings were full of amenities – but curiously devoid of residents, because the international owners were mostly out of town. Clocks in lobbies displayed the times in Moscow, Hong Kong and Abu Dhabi. ‘You have people with five, ten apartments all around the world,’ a staffer at one new luxury tower remarked. ‘They come and go.’

London was an attractive second home for ‘potentates, monarchs, chiefs, sultans and diplomats,’ Trevor Abrahmsohn, a veteran real estate agent with a billionaire clientele, observed. But many of these foreign-owned properties remained unoccupied for much of the year. A former deputy mayor of London, Nicky Gavron, complained that overseas investors ‘want to buy a luxury flat in a skyscraper to treat as a safety deposit box’. In fact, there is a statistical correlation between the value of a property and the likelihood that it will be occupied: the higher the price, the greater the chance it is empty. As a consequence, parts of London that had once thronged with local people now often seemed eerily depopulated. The effect was unsettling; in fashionable neighbourhoods after sundown, the windows of the multimillion-dollar dwellings were all dark. The press gave a nickname to these vacant palaces: ghost mansions.

In 2016, one of these luxury buildings was constructed on the north bank of the Thames, directly across from MI6, on a site that had once housed a nineteenth-century prison. It was a residential complex called Riverwalk and consisted of a pair of sleek towers, one tall and one short, connected by a low-slung lobby and fronted by a cascade of curved balconies. Riverwalk had been conceived by a buccaneering property impresario, Sir Gerald Ronson, who was convicted in 1990 on charges of conspiracy, false accounting and theft in connection with a stock fraud case; did a stint in prison; and then, in 2012, was made a Commander of the British Empire for his philanthropic work. ‘Imagine the parties you could throw here,’ Ronson told an interviewer when construction was complete. From the £25 million penthouse, you could see as far away as Wembley Stadium. The building’s wealthy residents were rumoured to include Tom Jones, the Welsh crooner who was famous for songs like ‘It’s Not Unusual’ and ‘Help Yourself ’. But it was hard to say for sure, because people who purchased units at Riverwalk tended to register them through offshore trusts and shell companies, to preserve their anonymity. And anyway, much of the time the place seemed empty.

In the early hours of 29 November 2019, a surveillance camera on MI6 headquarters registered movement on the fifth floor of the taller tower at Riverwalk, just across the water. The night was cold. The Thames was running high, and the reflected illumination of the lamps lining Vauxhall Bridge danced on the surface of the water. Riverwalk was almost entirely dark, but one apartment blazed with light: unit 504.

At 2:23 a.m., the MI6 camera captured a dark figure walking out of the apartment and onto the narrow balcony overlooking the Thames. It was a slender silhouette against the brightly lit windows: a young man. He made his way to one corner of the balcony and seemed to peer over the ledge, before crossing to the other corner and briefly pausing there. Then, returning to the centre of the balcony, he jumped.
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Chapter 1

THE BIG I AM

AFTER ZAC BRETTLER DIED, his parents tried to decode the mystery of what had happened to him, endlessly revisiting specific moments from his short life. When Zac was born, on a rainy evening in September 2000, his head was crowned with a soft tuft of red hair. This was unexpected: neither his mother, Rachelle, nor his father, Matthew, could remember anyone on either side of their family having ginger colouring. At first it looked like it might not be hair at all but a smudge of dried blood, so they tried to wipe it away. But it was hair all right. From the start, your own children can surprise you.

Matthew had been in his London office that afternoon when he received a call from Rachelle, to say that her contractions had started. The couple had another child, Joe, who was not yet two, so Rachelle’s brother, David, came over to watch the baby while she raced off to the hospital, in St John’s Wood. Matthew met her there, and as he cradled his tiny newborn in his arms, he was struck by the peculiar expression on the baby’s face. There was something wizened about it, something knowing. One of the nurses noticed, too. ‘He looks like he’s been here before,’ she said.

The Brettlers had selected a name in advance: Louis. But the baby had such a distinctive nature that Louis no longer seemed quite right. Instead they chose Zachary – Zac for short. As Matthew would later remark, ‘The zing of that first letter together with the click of the second consonant combined to encapsulate the force of his personality.’

In any family, the birth of a child is grounds for celebration, but one unusual bond that Rachelle and Matthew shared was that both of their fathers had survived the Holocaust. So there was a pronounced feeling, in this particular family, that to create new life and continue the bloodline represented a triumph over long odds, and a way to answer the unspeakable loss of an earlier generation. Rachelle’s father, Hugo Gryn, had arrived in the United Kingdom in 1946, at the age of fifteen, having survived Auschwitz and lost nearly all of his family in the camps. In London, Hugo had started a new life, eventually becoming a beloved rabbi and a well-known broadcaster on the BBC. According to family lore, when Rachelle’s older sister Gaby gave birth to Hugo’s first grandchild, the rabbi was so overcome by enthusiasm that he had to be restrained from entering the delivery room himself. ‘Who would have thought, in those dark days in a concentration camp, that he would live to the next day?’ Rachelle pointed out. ‘Never mind that he would have children, and his children would have children.’

Matthew’s father, who was born Baruch Brettler, went by Benny. In 1939, he had left Germany on the last of the so-called Kindertransports out of that country, arriving in England as a refugee, completely alone at thirteen. During the war, Benny’s entire family was murdered. But he, too, managed to forge a new existence for himself. He learned English by going to the cinema, until he could speak it with hardly any trace of an accent, and he made a new life in the northern city of Manchester, entering the textile business and eventually marrying Matthew’s mother. Matthew attended an elite private school, Manchester Grammar, and went on to university at the London School of Economics. He studied political science and contemplated a career in journalism or law, before going into finance.

Matthew graduated in 1983, as London was on the brink of a sweeping transformation. In October 1986, Margaret Thatcher deregulated the banking industry in what is known as the City of London, the traditional centre of British finance and commerce, which lies east of St Paul’s Cathedral in an area that is sometimes referred to as the Square Mile. Up to that point, London’s banking sector had been something of an old boys’ club, full of English gentlemen who went to the right schools, commuted from genteel outer suburbs, indulged in boozy lunches at private clubs or local chophouses, then tottered off to catch the 5:15 home. The ‘Big Bang’, as deregulation became known, cracked open this rarefied bastion, ushering in a horde of American brokers and traders who operated at a more rapacious tempo. Foreign banks swept into London, acquiring some smaller English firms and poaching the best talent from others. Recognizing London’s potential as a gateway to both Asia and Europe, this new breed of bankers got to work early and stayed late. The older generation, confronted for the first time possibly ever by something that looked like meritocracy, had no choice but to work longer hours or retire. ‘These guys are taking trains they never knew existed,’ one observer marvelled in 1986. The young bankers worked incessantly, fuelled by coffee, ambition and cocaine. The drug became so pervasive on trading floors that The Sunday Times ran a story headlined ‘The Big Snort’.

The Big Bang also prompted the greatest wave of new construction London had ever seen. In 1985, a bank chairman, on a visit to the Isle of Dogs, in a desolate stretch of East London that had once been the heart of the shipping industry, had the idea of converting an abandoned banana warehouse into a back office for Credit Suisse. At the time, the notion of expanding London’s financial sector beyond the Square Mile and into the poorer East End was unthinkable. But over the next decade and a half, a consortium of banks developed Canary Wharf into a sprawling seventy-acre complex of office towers, trading floors and upscale apartments.

As a young graduate, Matthew held entry-level jobs at a couple of big accounting firms. It felt thrilling to be in London during that period: you could sense the city experiencing this metamorphosis, practically in real time. The standard of living was improving. The price of flats in central London jumped by 30 per cent – then kept climbing. The city seemed finally to be rousing itself from the long hangover of postwar austerity and recession. Even Thatcher acknowledged that pay packages for London’s young professionals were enough to ‘make one gasp’. And it wasn’t just the bankers, because so many other ancillary industries were bolstered by the great tide of money flowing in. Conspicuous consumption was suddenly in vogue. People Matthew knew started acquiring the accoutrements of a certain lifestyle: the ski chalet in France, the high-performance automobile. BMW was the car of choice for London yuppies, to the point where the German carmaker felt the need to artificially restrict inventory, lest the product lose its air of exclusivity. Wine bars started popping up, offering a more sophisticated alternative to London’s pubs. For Matthew, who had a very analytical sensibility, it was difficult to pinpoint whether all these changes could be attributed to the influx of money unleashed by the Big Bang or whether deregulation had just accelerated deeper structural mutations that might already have been underway. But what he knew for certain was that during the second half of the 1980s, London underwent a stark evolution in a short period of time. As one BBC report suggested, it was as if the city had vaulted directly from the nineteenth century into the twenty-first.

Matthew did not meet Rachelle until 1997, when they were both in their mid-thirties. He had eventually come to specialize in structured finance. He was not a high-flying, flashy banker, by any means, but he made a comfortable living. Nor was he a corporate drone: he loved live music and theatre, and he tried to make the most of London’s abundant cultural offerings. At a gallery opening one evening, he got to talking with a man who thought that Matthew might be a good match for a friend of his – and gave him Rachelle’s phone number.

‘It was sort of a blind date,’ Rachelle recalled. ‘He phoned me up, and he had such a lovely voice.’ Matthew was calling from a flat that he had bought, in a gentrifying area near Regent’s Canal in King’s Cross. As they spoke on the phone, Rachelle could hear gulls squealing in the background. They arranged to meet in person, at a wine bar in St John’s Wood. Rachelle was petite and stylish, with lively eyes, curly brown hair and a wry sense of humour. Matthew was slim, balding and athletic. He was extremely genial, but he had a quiet intensity about him. ‘We just talked and talked,’ Rachelle recalled. ‘And he said, “I would like to see you again.” And I thought, “How wonderful.”’

Though their fathers were both Holocaust survivors, Rachelle’s upbringing had been different from Matthew’s. She had grown up in London, in a cosmopolitan family. Like Matthew’s father, Hugo Gryn had married an Englishwoman, Jacqueline Selby, and they had lived in Cincinnati while he was a rabbi in training, then moved to Bombay, before returning to London, where he was eventually appointed senior rabbi of the West London Synagogue. This was a prominent position with a large congregation, and Hugo became a public intellectual, featuring in documentaries about history, ethics and faith. He had a wonderfully sonorous speaking voice (‘chocolate stained with nicotine’ is how Rachelle’s sister Naomi described it), and he was a fixture on BBC Radio, as one of the regular panelists on a weekly programme called Moral Maze. Rachelle and her brother and two sisters were artistically inclined and shared a beatnik urbanity. In her teens, Rachelle had been more interested in London’s punk scene than in studying, and she never went to university. By the time she met Matthew, she was working as an assistant to the film director Oliver Parker, at a little production company in Soho. Matthew, with his educational pedigree, stable income and grown-up wardrobe, seemed almost exotic. ‘People I knew didn’t generally wear suits,’ she recalled with a laugh. But Matthew had so many of his own enthusiasms – he loved to cycle and to travel, and he loved the Grateful Dead – and he was so open to hers. If she proposed that they go to see some exhibit, Matthew would happily come along, and he wouldn’t do it just to humour her, either; he would take a genuine interest.

They married in September 1998, surrounded by friends and family, in the garden of Peacock House, a lovely old mansion in Holland Park. There was one conspicuous absence: Hugo Gryn had died, of brain cancer, at sixty-six, not long before Rachelle and Matthew met. It was difficult for Rachelle to imagine being married by a rabbi who was not her father. But it was a beautiful ceremony, elegant yet informal. She wore a simple dress of cream silk, care of a friend who was a costume designer, with a sheer green shawl around her shoulders. Matthew wore a dark suit and a blue-green tie. The whole thing felt spontaneous, in a way that was pleasing to Rachelle. And in at least one important respect it was spontaneous: as her brother, David, walked her down the aisle, Rachelle was already six months pregnant.

Joe was born in early 1999, a sweet, serious-eyed little baby, and not long after Joe turned one, Rachelle was pregnant again. Initially, the family of three had been living in Matthew’s bachelor flat in King’s Cross. But before Zac was born, they moved to a larger place, a spacious three-bedroom unit that occupied the ground-floor and basement levels of a late-Victorian mansion block on Lauderdale Road, a pretty street lined with London plane trees in the quietly prosperous neighbourhood of Maida Vale.
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When Zac started speaking, his first word was not ‘Mama’ or ‘Dada’, but ‘DoDo’, his name for Joe. As the brothers grew, they looked quite similar. Both were slim and pale, with delicate features, full lips and intense eyes. But Joe had brown hair that, when he grew it out, exploded into corkscrew curls, and Zac had that distinctive auburn colouring. If Rachelle and Matthew were in some respects quite different – she more emotional, he more cerebral – their sons likewise developed distinct personalities. Whereas Joe was more subdued and thoughtful by comparison, Zac established himself, from an early age, as a joker. Even as a child he had a surprisingly deep, gravelly voice, and he was extremely quick-witted. Rabbi Hugo had been famous for his sense of humour, and though he died before Zac was born, his grandson seemed to have inherited his talent for entertaining. Zac could deliver note-perfect imitations of family friends that would quickly get everyone laughing. He was also a good mimic of foreign accents.

‘He was the funniest little boy,’ one cousin, Adam Massey, recalled. The son of Rachelle’s sister Gaby, Adam was eleven when Zac was born. ‘He had this facility for language, and for bullshit,’ he said. When Zac was scarcely out of nappies, he memorized the lyrics to the Notorious B.I.G. song ‘Going Back to Cali’, and anytime he saw Adam and his sister, Zac would launch into a rendition, knowing it would have them in hysterics. He was uninhibited and chatty and seemed to relish the jazzy improv of good conversation. Once, at a family function when Zac was about five, Joe witnessed an interaction in which an older girl handed Zac some piece of reading material and asked pointedly, ‘Can you read this, Zac?’

‘I didn’t bring my glasses,’ Zac replied. (He did not wear glasses and could not read.)

Benny Brettler was known within the family for his extraordinary memory, which he passed down to Matthew, and Matthew, in turn, passed it to Zac. This trait manifested itself in curious ways. As a child, Zac would study the Argos catalogue, memorizing the consumer electronics on offer, their brand names and prices, then recite them in fantastic detail to anyone who would listen. He became the person in the family who relatives would consult when they were in the market for a new Kindle or some other device. Long before Zac was old enough to drive, he developed a fascination with cars, and he liked to narrate family jaunts around the city with a recitation of the models and prices of passing vehicles. London was a good city for that: in the right neighbourhood, an afternoon stroll could turn into a supercar safari. Zac was always on the lookout for his favourite sports car – the elusive, curvaceous, eye-wateringly expensive Bugatti Veyron.

Rachelle and Matthew were baffled to hear their ten-year-old advising random family friends about the merits of upgrading to a Mercedes. Neither of them had ever been particularly materialistic. They had little interest in the Argos catalogue, or in high-end vehicles, for that matter. Their family car was a Mazda. But as juvenile passions went, this seemed harmless enough, and they were amused and impressed by their son’s encyclopedic tendencies. Zac was quirky, but he was clearly bright, and unpredictable in a way that made him fun to be around.

It was a happy life. Matthew made enough money that the family could live comfortably in a city that was getting more expensive every year. Rachelle became a freelance journalist, writing articles and books mostly about crafts and design. But she did not feel the kind of financial pressure that would oblige her to work full time. The Brettlers travelled, taking family trips to Italy, Portugal, France, Germany, Spain. Along with two partners, Matthew founded a boutique firm devoted to structured finance, which afforded him a pleasant degree of professional autonomy; he preferred to make his own schedule and liked not having a boss. A lot of the firm’s clients were in the United States, and eventually the family bought a second apartment in New York City. They would spend a few weeks together there each summer and take long bike rides around Manhattan.

Both Joe and Zac were athletic, and as the boys reached adolescence, they became increasingly competitive with each other. In addition to skiing and biking and Rollerblading, they played cricket, football, squash and tennis. ‘A lot of sports Zac followed me into,’ Joe recalled. ‘And there would be that younger-brother chip on his shoulder, like he’s always comparing, always looking up, and not feeling quite good enough.’ The family apartment on Lauderdale Road was just around the corner from a tennis centre, the Paddington Sports Club. For years, Joe was the better tennis player. But one summer, when Zac was about twelve, he devoted all his time to getting better at the sport. He played every day at the club and studied YouTube videos to improve his technique. Zac could be quite single-minded when he developed a fixation, and that summer he got so much better at tennis that for the first time he was able to beat his big brother. It was around this time that Joe lost interest in tennis and stopped playing.

Matthew and Rachelle were aware that their boys, so close in age, felt this sense of rivalry, but they were not overly troubled by it. Some degree of sibling competition is hardly unusual. And if Zac could occasionally be testy with his older brother, he was a well-liked fixture in the neighbourhood. Not having a younger sibling himself, Zac became a sort of informal camp counsellor to a gaggle of kids who would gather on summer days in a communal garden nearby. Matthew would see him out there, trailing a congregation of eager little children, and think that Zac looked like a pied piper. He would organize games of cricket and football and deliver little sermons on the importance of eating healthily. When Zac outgrew a pair of football boots, he would give them away to younger children in the neighbourhood. ‘He was like a kind big brother,’ the mother of two of these kids remembered. ‘People loved him, because he had a great sense of fun.’ He was also ‘at ease talking to adults’, she noted, adding, ‘He was quite charismatic.’
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When Joe was twelve, he was accepted at University College School (UCS), a selective private school in Hampstead that put a strong emphasis on academics. Studying had always come easy to Joe, and he seemed to gain admission without much trouble. When he started at UCS, he was happy, and Rachelle and Matthew took it for granted that when the time came, Zac would join him there. The application process was intense, however; it entailed several tests and a group interview on campus with other children and administrators. Zac struggled with the maths portion of the entrance exam. But given his natural gift for conversation, the Brettlers assumed the interview would go well. Parents were excluded from the group session, though, and when Zac rejoined Rachelle afterwards, he told her that he had fumbled. One of the grown-ups had posed a question about abstract art, and Zac (being eleven) had not been able to muster an edifying answer. His application was rejected.

Zac was distraught, and so were Matthew and Rachelle. With his usual determination – and encouragement from his parents – Zac applied again, taking the tests once more. But again he was turned down. The Brettlers appealed to the school, trying to explain how demoralizing it was for two siblings to be split apart in this manner, and for Zac to be denied an educational opportunity that had been extended to his brother. But the administrators were unsympathetic, explaining that UCS did not have a ‘sibling policy’, in which favourable treatment might be extended to children from the same family, and that it was paramount that they maintain a ‘level playing field’.

Rachelle felt particularly wounded on behalf of her son, to the point that Matthew sometimes worried that his wife’s sense of grievance might be making it harder for Zac to simply let it go and move on. Rachelle was aware that some people thought she was being an overanxious mother, but she also feared that the emotional toll on Zac had been colossal. ‘I knew there was something so big for that little boy in that rejection,’ she said. Education mattered a great deal to the Brettlers, as it did in their wider social milieu, in which families were often quietly judged by other families over where their children went to school. Zac was old enough, and socially perceptive enough, to grasp this, and it must have stung. Eventually he found a place at another private school in London, called Mill Hill, and it was there that he started to change.
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When a group of merchants and ministers founded Mill Hill, in 1807, they chose to establish the school a safe distance from central London because of the ‘dangers both physical and moral’ that young people might be exposed to in such a ‘crowded and corrupt city’. Located on the northern outskirts of London and surrounded by manicured athletic fields, the 150-acre campus is leafy and bucolic and features a mix of creaky old buildings and fancier new structures. By the time Zac Brettler was admitted to study at Mill Hill, it had the same sort of hefty tuition price that UCS and other leading private schools did, but a less academic reputation. Zac was thirteen when he arrived, in the autumn of 2013, and he was obliged to wear a school uniform with a tie and a crested blazer. There were dormitories at Mill Hill, but he started as a day student. On weekday mornings, Rachelle would drive him from Maida Vale, and each afternoon she would bring him home. Because traffic coming in and out of the city was often horrendous, this commute could take more than an hour each way.

Zac was miserable, at least initially. He didn’t want to be there. In the high-achieving, bourgeois environment he had grown up in, to say that you attended Mill Hill was, in effect, to acknowledge that you had been rejected by other, better schools. There was a ‘pecking order’, Rachelle conceded, and everybody knew it: if you didn’t get into Westminster or St Paul’s or Highgate or UCS, then maybe you ended up at a place like Mill Hill. Zac had a proud streak, and his new school, rather than help him shake off the indignity of the UCS rejection, instead seemed only to remind him of it. The demographic at Mill Hill was also somewhat different from the one Zac was accustomed to. There was more money, and more new money, specifically. ‘All the girls are orange,’ Zac said to his mother when he came home from school, remarking on the fondness of some of his female classmates for heavy makeup in shades of butterscotch, even in the dead of winter.

Whatever his misgivings, Zac had always been outgoing. He joined the cricket and tennis teams, and he used his formidable memory to turn casual encounters into friendships. ‘Zac came into meeting me already knowing things about me, which I thought was kind of interesting,’ Andrei Lejonvarn, who befriended him at Mill Hill that autumn, remembered. One of Zac’s cousins had played tennis with Andrei, and Zac must have filed the name away, because when Andrei introduced himself, Zac exclaimed, ‘Oh – you play tennis.’

As they got to know each other, Andrei found that Zac possessed a wealth of arcana about various sports teams and players and statistics, which he would draw upon to get a conversation going. ‘Zac was entertaining,’ he said. ‘He was never someone who would just sit quietly.’ He carried himself as if he were older and more worldly.

‘I remember there was a girl I liked,’ another classmate recalled. ‘And I was always getting advice from him about that. He framed himself as the master of getting girls, and we were maybe thirteen.’

Zac was not exactly a disciplined student, but between his self-assurance and his ability to retain information and talk off the cuff, he coasted to decent grades. He would sit at the back of the class, laptop open on the desk in front of him, fully absorbed in some story on a sporting news website, only to be asked a question by the teacher and pipe up with a riff that was just plausible enough to keep him out of trouble. More than one Mill Hill classmate suggested that Zac’s memory was almost photographic and that this enabled him to get by with minimal effort. ‘Like, he would never do his homework,’ Andrei said, chuckling. After the setback at UCS, he seemed to be fashioning a new identity for himself as a brilliant if unmotivated class clown. But then, Andrei said, ‘Zac got obsessed with money.’
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London has been a hospitable destination for foreign money for centuries. Voltaire marvelled, in 1733, that people of many different creeds flocked to the city to ‘transact together’, as if ‘they all professed the same religion, and give the name of infidel to none but bankrupts’. In the 1960s, an influx of wealthy Greeks arrived, fleeing political instability in their country. In the 1970s, it was oil-rich Arabs. With the Big Bang in 1986 came the Americans. Around the time of the First Gulf War, in the early 1990s, the Saudi royal family purchased ten properties on The Bishops Avenue in Hampstead, which became known as ‘Billionaires’ Row’. There were well-heeled Iranians and Nigerians and Japanese, and eventually Chinese, but the dominant arrivals, starting in the mid-1990s, came from the former Soviet Union.

The dissolution of the USSR in 1991 sparked one of the most dramatic wealth transfers in the history of the world, as large swaths of formerly state-owned industry were rapidly privatized, in a quick and messy fashion, under circumstances that were anything but transparent. If you were young, savvy and unscrupulous, it was an amazing time to be a capitalist. Vast fortunes were accumulated practically overnight as a handful of canny operators managed effectively to repossess for themselves a series of lucrative assets that had previously belonged, at least in theory, to the whole Soviet public. ‘They steal and steal and steal,’ Anatoly Chubais, Russia’s privatization czar, who oversaw this process, told a friend in the mid-1990s. ‘They are stealing everything and it is impossible to stop them.’

The thieves in this case were a group of men who would become known as the oligarchs, a small, fractious fraternity of free-market bandits who amassed outsized fortunes at the expense of their countrymen. In 1996, one oligarch – a squat, balding, flamboyantly brilliant mathematician and engineer named Boris Berezovsky – boasted that he and six other men controlled 50 per cent of Russia’s economy. It was the massive upheaval of a collapsing empire that enabled these men to obtain their wealth. But if political instability can be great when you’re trying to make a fortune, it’s less attractive when you’re trying to hold on to one. So having acquired their riches in the hurly-burly of the former Soviet Union, the oligarchs started looking for safe havens abroad where law and order prevailed and they could securely park their money – and, if necessary, themselves. After the diminutive ex-KGB agent Vladimir Putin was elected president of Russia for the first time, in 2000, he set about trying to bring the oligarchs to heel, reminding them that their fortunes were vulnerable and their power was subordinate to his own. Some, like Berezovsky, resisted, trying to unseat Putin, from exile. Others, like Roman Abramovich, a lanky orphan with a boyish aspect who took over a state oil company in 1995 in a rigged auction, chose to placate Putin, showing deference to him, and in exchange were granted the freedom to enjoy their riches unmolested. Whichever posture one adopted vis-à-vis Moscow, London offered a highly attractive second home. Berezovsky was granted political asylum in the UK. Abramovich became the owner of an English football team, Chelsea Football Club, purchasing it for £140 million in 2003.

If Chelsea fans welcomed their new Russian overlord, celebrating the dawn of a ‘Roman empire’ in which Abramovich would spend lavishly on the team, their unguarded embrace of this mysterious arriviste with his dodgy riches and aspirations to legitimacy was typical of London’s obsequious hospitality when it came to the oligarchs. This wasn’t a case of the English political and financial establishment holding its nose and tolerating a few vaguely unsavoury interlopers. Quite the opposite: there was a recognition at the highest levels of government and society that if the oligarchs were looking for a commodious sanctuary, this could be a lucrative opportunity for London. In 2008, the UK introduced a new visa programme in which foreign nationals who were willing to invest millions of pounds in the local economy could effectively buy status as permanent legal residents. In the first seven years of the programme, roughly three thousand people took advantage of it – a quarter of them from Russia – injecting more than £3 billion into the British economy. ‘London is to the billionaire as the jungles of Sumatra are to the orangutan,’ Boris Johnson, who at the time was the city’s mayor, boasted in 2014. ‘We’re proud of that.’

Zac Brettler was born the year Putin won his first term, and by the time Zac arrived at Mill Hill, this influx of oligarchs and their money had noticeably transfigured the city in which he lived. Wealthy foreigners with a foothold in London were drawn by the real estate, the financial markets and the shopping – but also by the schools. In 1994, Russians made up only 3 per cent of the foreign students in British private schools; within five years that number had jumped to 20 per cent. ‘I want my children to go to school in England,’ Roman Abramovich remarked in 2003. ‘I’m satisfied they will get the best education in the world.’ Private schools started actively recruiting the children of oligarchs. In 1994, an administrator who oversaw some of this recruitment told The Guardian, in a moment of impolitic candour, ‘We don’t screen the mafia out because you can’t. You don’t know where the money is coming from.’

Mill Hill School offered a particularly attractive option to the children of foreign plutocrats. It might not be Eton or Harrow, but it had the same fusty air of aristocratic tradition, it was close to central London and it was a lot easier to get into. In the 1990s, a sharp-featured Russian boy named Evgeny Lebedev enrolled at Mill Hill. He was the son of an oligarch – his father, Alexander Lebedev, was an ex-KGB colonel who bought a bank in 1995 and went on to make billions – and in that respect, Evgeny was a pioneer. In a Town & Country article, one of his former teachers described him as ‘a quiet, almost anonymous boy’. But his classmates would remember him differently. ‘As best I recall, Lebedev was the first Russian oligarch’s child at Mill Hill,’ one member of his graduating class said. ‘He never, and I do mean never, wore the school uniform, which everyone else had to wear,’ preferring his own elegant suits and ties, as if he were attending a board meeting rather than third-period geography. ‘None of the teachers ever said anything,’ the classmate added. ‘Which I found odd.’ Evgeny would eventually grow up to become Lord Lebedev, friend of Boris Johnson, owner of the Independent and the Evening Standard, and member of the House of Lords, a veritable advertisement for the kind of enthusiastic acceptance that money can buy from the British establishment. (His full title is Baron Lebedev of Hampton in the London Borough of Richmond upon Thames and of Siberia in the Russian Federation.)

By the time Zac Brettler arrived at Mill Hill, he was surrounded by the next generation of aspiring Lebedevs. ‘It was the children of oligarchs,’ Andrei Lejonvarn said of the international students. Of course, there were a lot of English students and foreign students whose families did not come from the former Soviet Union, and there were students who might be Russian or Georgian or Kazakh but whose families were merely very wealthy and not billionaires. But there did seem, to Zac and to Andrei, to be an overrepresentation of a certain kind of entitled, ex-Soviet scion. ‘These guys had serious money, and they walked around the school like, “I don’t give a shit, I will do exactly what I want”,’ Andrei recalled. Like Lebedev, they dressed in conspicuously expensive designer clothes. On weekends they partied in London’s nightclubs and swanky hotels. On cold winter mornings, some of the boarding students, rather than make the eight-minute walk from the dormitory to class, would summon Ubers.

Zac was intrigued by these kids – not just by their riches but by their swagger. To his parents, it seemed that part of his attraction must have stemmed from how different that whole lifestyle was from their own. Rachelle and Matthew had come of age in an England in which showing off one’s wealth was regarded as deeply unclassy. Moreover, there had been fewer opportunities to flaunt wealth even if you wanted to, because the ubiquity of luxury consumer goods in England was really a post-Big Bang phenomenon. ‘This world of Porsches and cosmetic surgery and Ibiza, it’s everything we’re not,’ Rachelle said. ‘Matthew is stable, but he’s not flash. He’s a very decent fellow, living a decent life.’ That had always been what they wanted for themselves – stability, modesty, decency – and had tried to impart to their children.

But Zac was coming of age not just in a city that was drunk on foreign lucre but in an era of social media. Instagram had been founded just a few years before he entered Mill Hill, and the culture at large was becoming transfixed by a new mode of gaudy ostentation. Another close friend Zac made at Mill Hill was a sweet-natured kid with a croaky voice named Dimitris. When they first encountered each other, Zac reminded Dimitris that they had actually met once before, at a football match – when they were seven. ‘He said, “I remember you”,’ Dimitris recalled. ‘And I was like, “Wow, six years ago . . .”’ Zac and Dimitris liked to watch movies together and had a particular fondness for true stories about young men on the make. They loved The Wolf of Wall Street, the 2013 Martin Scorsese film that chronicles the rise and fall of a stock fraudster named Jordan Belfort, who made tens of millions of dollars through his firm, Stratton Oakmont, before ending up in federal prison. Another favourite was War Dogs, a 2016 movie about a couple of buddies in Florida who, when they were barely out of their teens, went into business as international arms dealers, before one of them wound up in federal prison. Zac and Dimitris watched War Dogs over and over, and Dimitris thought that Zac bore some resemblance to Efraim Diveroli, the antihero, who is played in the movie by Jonah Hill. A fast-talking, morally vacuous hustler, Diveroli tempts fate by taking on ever-larger scams, seeing just how far he can get on his own charisma. ‘Efraim’s genius,’ the narrator of the movie observes, is that he could ‘figure out who someone wanted him to be, and he would become that person.’

Dimitris got a kick out of War Dogs, but he sometimes felt Zac might be deriving something more from it. ‘He wanted to be like Efraim,’ he said. Zac seemed gripped by a kind of aspirational fantasy – and a lifestyle of splashy, macho flamboyance. Such predilections were only inflamed by the presence at Mill Hill of all these real-life rich kids whose families had, in some cases, amassed their fortunes quite quickly, via uncertain means. ‘You know, they say, “Oh, we’re property developers . . .”’ Dimitris chuckled. ‘But behind the scenes, we don’t know what they do. So, to Zac, that was like, “This is where the money is.”’

At one point, Zac told Dimitris that he admired his own father – that Matthew had done well for his family – but that Zac wanted more. ‘It’s not enough. I want to be bigger,’ he said. He seemed hungry and restless. ‘We should start a business,’ he proposed. But Dimitris wasn’t interested. ‘I was only sixteen, you know?’ he said. ‘I just wanted to hang out with my friends.’

[image: ]

When Zac turned fifteen, he started boarding at Mill Hill. The daily commute from Maida Vale had become onerous for both Zac and Rachelle, so they decided that he would stay at school during the week and return home on weekends. Andrei Lejonvarn was already a boarder, and as it happened, they would share the same dorm, a drafty brick house on the edge of campus called Burton Bank. Zac was excited by the prospect of independent living. ‘He was a happy-go-lucky kid who could get along with a lot of people,’ Andrei said. Half of the boys in the dorm were foreign, and the other half were English. ‘We formed our own little gang,’ Andrei recalled. The ‘BB Boys’, people called them, after Burton Bank. They played sports and hung out, and a camaraderie was forged in cold showers and strict curfews. Within this little fraternity, Zac established himself as something of a prude: he didn’t drink alcohol, and he was particular about what he ate. He wouldn’t smoke cigarettes, much less cannabis. He also continued to fixate, more so than the other BB Boys, on the lifestyles of his wealthy classmates.

Matthew and Rachelle were conscious of this change in Zac, and it made them uncomfortable. Rachelle felt like she had a bit of insight into her son’s experience, because during her own childhood she had attended a fancy private school called Queen’s College, on Harley Street in Marylebone. Her older sisters were students there as well, but unlike their classmates, the Gryn girls did not pay the expensive tuition. As a rabbi, Hugo Gryn made a modest salary, but the West London Synagogue covered the school fees of his kids, as well as the cost of the family’s spacious apartment, which was also in Marylebone. So Rachelle could relate to that peculiar sensation in which, as she put it, ‘you look like others, but you’re not actually of the same class’. The unspoken taxonomy of social class is one of the defining features of British life, and the Gryns were not exactly middle class or upper middle class. They were this weird anomaly: clergy class.

Though he spoke with no trace of a Manchester accent, Matthew identified, in some fundamental ways, with the proud industrial city of his youth. In Manchester, there had always been a fierce sense of proletarian solidarity, a workman’s view that anyone who might presume to put on airs is faintly ridiculous and deserving of mockery. This ethos was exemplified by the Manchester artist L. S. Lowry, who was famous for his paintings of industrial scenes and was forever being offered titles and honours (Commander of the British Empire, Officer of the British Empire), only to turn them all down. When he was approached about a knighthood, he explained – to the prime minister – that he was ‘against social distinction of any kind’.

Like Lowry, Matthew had little time for ‘the big “I am”’. It wasn’t just that such grandiloquence was distasteful; it felt like tempting fate. As the son of a refugee, Matthew had been taught to be sceptical of borrowing money to buy things one can’t afford. Even purchasing his own apartments, he preferred to put down as much cash as possible, rather than leverage himself too much. It’s not as though the Brettlers were socialists: Matthew worked in finance, and Rachelle regularly wrote for a Financial Times publication called How to Spend It, a glossy magazine spotlighting luxury goods and leisure activities, which another FT journalist once characterized as ‘the Argos catalogue for rich people’. The couple were spending roughly £50,000 a year just on secondary education for their children. But they made a point of living within their means and had little interest in the status markers of consumption, even when they could afford them.

So Matthew and Rachelle were perplexed when Zac began to suggest that they should get a nicer car or buy a bigger home. They lived in a two-thousand-square-foot apartment in an attractive neighbourhood in central London. By any reasonable standard, they were extremely well off. How much more could he want? But something seemed to have taken hold of Zac, and it only intensified when he started boarding at Mill Hill. One day not long after he moved into Burton Bank, the Brettlers received a phone call from an administrator who informed them that Zac had just left the campus in a chauffeured limousine. Questioned by his parents when he got home, he confessed that he had paid for this extravagance himself.

‘I wanted to see what it would feel like,’ he said.

To make money, he had started to devise his own little entrepreneurial schemes, reselling trainers and other clothing to fellow students and on the internet. Zac may have disdained cigarettes himself, but he started dealing them on campus, enlisting an older friend to purchase packs for him, then selling loosies to underage students. Like the ambitious, amoral antiheroes of his favourite movies, Zac seemed ready to try any scheme that might turn a profit. There was a storage room in the boarding house full of discarded items left behind by previous students. ‘We ended up just selling a lot of that crap,’ Dimitris recalled. Zac was ‘really into that’, he said. ‘He was into the whole money aspect of life in general.’

At seventeen, Zac was undergoing what Matthew would later characterize as a ‘profound change’. Over time, he had become increasingly surly with his family. He still had occasional moments when he could be sweetly childlike and affectionate, particularly with Rachelle. But much of the time, it seemed as if he had transformed into a person his parents and his brother scarcely recognized, as if some powerful spell had come over him. He even carried himself differently. He wore a sharp suit to school and would eventually take to storing his classwork in a briefcase. In a photo Rachelle took to mark his seventeenth birthday, he sticks his chest out, thrusts his shoulders back, juts his chin provocatively and glowers at the camera. Zac the goofy smart aleck had been eclipsed by this ambitious, self-serious young man.

As his relationship with his family grew strained, Zac’s friendships at school were beginning to feel more transient. ‘He would be friends for a certain moment, and then disappear,’ Dimitris said. Engaged and present one day, he could seem like a stranger the next. Zac had a few fleeting encounters with girls during his time at Mill Hill, but there were no sustained romantic relationships. Increasingly, he appeared to want to move past the whole charade of secondary school altogether, become a grown-up and launch a business.

To his brother, Joe, all of this was confounding – and annoying. Joe could certainly appreciate that sometimes siblings, especially competitive siblings, can feel as though it might be best if each selects a different lane in life. Perhaps Zac, perceiving his older brother to have laid claim to the traditional path of academic achievement, was trying to distinguish himself by finding some alternative avenue in which to realize his ambitions. But was this what he wanted to become? Some kind of preening gangster capitalist? Joe hoped it was a phase: the temporary renunciation of family that many kids go through in adolescence. But he did worry. He would imagine family lunches, years in the future, ‘where Zac rocks up in a flash way with some, you know, fake-boobed model or whatever. And just the dynamic, I could foresee it being difficult, moving forwards, because I’m not that way at all,’ he said. ‘Those aren’t my aspirations.’

Adam Massey, the older cousin who had known Zac since his birth and been so entertained by him as a child, lived in New York, but he would see the Brettlers once or twice a year. On one occasion in 2017, he encountered Zac at a family birthday party in London and was taken aback by the extreme shift in his cousin’s personality. Zac wore a suit, which felt at odds with the informality of the occasion, and he started talking about how much he admired the unfathomably rich, unfathomably corrupt, casually homicidal kleptocrat who ruled Russia, Vladimir Putin. At first Adam laughed, figuring that Zac was doing what he had always done – a gag to keep everyone entertained. But then Zac didn’t break character. ‘He’s earnestly talking about how wonderful Putin is, in this fanboy, internet edgelord way,’ Adam recalled. Democracy was overrated, Zac proclaimed. All that really mattered in the world was money and power. Adam was deeply unsettled. He wanted to cast out this hard-eyed stooge and bring back the irreverent kid he knew and loved.




Chapter 2

A FAST LIFE

RACHELLE HAD BEEN A bit of a wild child herself. The household she grew up in was warm, boisterous – and permissive. Hugo, the polymathic rabbi, was busy with the synagogue and his many other commitments. Jacqueline, Rachelle’s mother, was an exceptional rebbetzin, or rabbi’s wife. There were lunches and dinners in the Marylebone apartment, often with twenty or more people crowded around the table and fascinating, notable figures drifting in and out. The adults seemed mostly to be focused on their stimulating adult life, and while the Gryn children were always welcome at the table, they were otherwise treated with a form of benign neglect that was hardly unusual for a London family in the 1960s and ’70s. The kids were left to figure life out for themselves. Whereas Matthew had been raised to place enormous value on the sort of formal education that his own refugee father had been denied, Rachelle and her siblings enjoyed a more free-range upbringing. ‘There was no “Have you done your homework?”’ Rachelle observed. ‘I could do whatever I wanted, because my parents weren’t paying attention to me.’

By the time she was sixteen, she had started skipping school to spend time at a pub on the King’s Road, the Roebuck, where the Sex Pistols and other formative punk acts hung out. It was the era of The Clash. ‘Every American girl who came into the pub said she was a member of The Runaways, which obviously wasn’t true, because they couldn’t all be members of The Runaways,’ she said dryly. This was not a scene in which it was considered particularly hip to profess any sort of professional aspiration, which was convenient, because Rachelle didn’t have one. They were ‘wild years’, she says now, and when it came time to apply for university, she lacked the necessary drive to believe she could succeed as an undergraduate.

One of the many remarkable aspects of Hugo Gryn’s biography was that after surviving the war and arriving in the UK as a refugee in 1946, he had ended up at Cambridge University, where he received a special two-year scholarship to study mathematics and biochemistry. He had become proficient in maths, he would later explain, after befriending a Catholic priest who gave him lessons in the death camps. Academic life at Cambridge is organized around residential colleges, and when Rachelle and her siblings were growing up, their father still had the purple-and-white scarf of King’s, one of the oldest and most prestigious Cambridge colleges, which had produced such illustrious graduates as Alan Turing and John Maynard Keynes. When Rachelle’s big sister Naomi, who was more academically inclined, was applying to university, Hugo visited Cambridge with her and pointed out his old rooms at the college.

Naomi, like Matthew, ended up attending the London School of Economics. But at this crucial juncture in Rachelle’s life, when she felt insecure about her academic prospects and unsure of how to chart a path from her teen years into her twenties, her parents did not intervene to offer guidance or support. This was the downside of laissez-faire parenting. Rachelle had an interest – still tentative, but real – in design and the arts. What she needed was somebody to step in and help her find a sense of direction. But nobody did. ‘I now would be a great mother to that girl, aged seventeen, named Rachelle,’ she reflected wistfully. ‘I would have said, “Why don’t you go and learn design? Or learn to be a shoemaker. Or do something.” But instead my parents said, “Go and learn to type.” Because that’s what they knew.’ So she enrolled in clerical school, learned shorthand and became a typist.

Three decades later, when Rachelle had established herself, after years of odd jobs, as a freelance writer and had children of her own, the norms of parenting had changed. In affluent Maida Vale, benign neglect could practically get you arrested. For the Brettlers and many of their peers, just being a parent could feel like an all-consuming full-time job: you were cook, cleaner, tutor, cheerleader, chauffeur, friend and shrink. Both Matthew and Rachelle adored their own parents and wanted to emulate aspects of their respective upbringings, yet they were also well attuned to the shortcomings of the parenting models that generation provided. So they strove to be more perfect caregivers, like the latest version of some technology that promises to fix all the bugs of the last one.

Before Zac began to change, it all seemed to be working. Joe had always been an easy child, loving and considerate, gifted academically and athletically. For the most part, Zac had been, too, until his mid-teens. But now the Brettlers were faced with a dilemma: how interventionist should they be? Perhaps this was just a phase, a bit of adolescent rebellion. Neither Joe nor Zac had ever gone through a rebellious period before. Maybe this was just what it looked like. It might even be healthy; after all, it is a necessary function of maturity for a child to create some distance between himself and his parents. If Zac was professing to admire wealthy thugs and autocrats, that could just be a particularly cheeky way of differentiating himself from a family that found such figures abhorrent. ‘How do you reject liberal parents?’ Rachelle wondered out loud. ‘He’d do anything to get a rise from us, perhaps.’ When Zac started suggesting that he wished his father were Roman Abramovich, the oligarch owner of Chelsea Football Club, it was hurtful and confusing. But what teenager hasn’t lashed out at a parent with words intended to draw blood?

There were also plenty of moments when Zac showed signs of being his same old self. Brusque and unpleasant as he might be with the family, he was still a nurturing presence for the kids in the neighbourhood. Rachelle wondered if perhaps this was because they looked up to him and regarded him as the kind of figure he wanted to be: the big man. Zac got certified as a tennis coach, which he was very proud of. And on Thursday evenings he would sometimes join Matthew’s football club, which was composed mostly of local dads and known as the Paddington Wrecks. He would play for an hour, then chat amiably with Matthew as they strolled home.

But a number of events conspired to intensify Zac’s sense of estrangement. Having appeared finally to have made peace with Mill Hill, he announced that he wanted to transfer for his last two years of school. Rather than aim for some other institution where he might stand a better chance of being admitted, Zac wanted to apply to Harrow – one of the most selective secondary schools in the UK. Harrow was more difficult to get into than UCS, which had twice rejected him. Once again, the Brettlers found themselves in a tricky position. When Zac was determined to do something, it could be difficult to dissuade him, and in parenting him they had opted for a default setting of gentle encouragement. But parents can be so invested in their children that it is difficult to see them in a clear light, and Rachelle and Matthew came to share Zac’s conviction that he might be a plausible candidate for Harrow. His academic performance had improved over his time at Mill Hill, and he was such an accomplished athlete. Their love for Zac may have left them unable to recognize the degree to which this impulse to apply to Harrow was likely to end up being self-destructive.

Zac was rejected before he could even make it to the final round of applications. Harrow ‘did not think that he was quite good enough’, an administrator wrote to Rachelle, adding that the competition was fierce and ‘coming from all over the world’.

Zac was despondent and angry, and his general hostility only intensified when Joe graduated from UCS and departed for a gap year in South America. The relationship between the brothers had been tense lately, yet Joe’s departure seemed to leave Zac feeling dislocated, and he increasingly took his anger out on his mother and father. He would stomp around the apartment, slamming doors and raising his voice. ‘I felt sorry for Rachelle as a mother,’ a longtime friend of hers said. ‘Her little boy was pulling away quite quickly.’ The Brettlers were fairly private, even with their friends, and they did not share much about their troubles with Zac, in part because they hoped that whatever he was going through would soon pass. ‘It looked from a distance as if Matthew and Rachelle might be having a very tricky time navigating the maze of finding a way to communicate with him without pushing him away,’ the friend continued. ‘It’s impossible to be a parent,’ she added. ‘It’s an impossible job.’

One night, when Zac and Rachelle were alone at
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