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

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

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

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


For Paul, who was always there. And for Polly, Sophie, Emily and Claudia, for getting me through.
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Prologue

1971

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

Which would she be?

The mother with custody? Or the mother without?


Part One

The Engagement


Chapter 1

1958

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I believe it’s awfully tough.’

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

‘Charles! Were you really so unhappy?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And even forgiven her for marrying Adrian. Perhaps.


Chapter 2

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

But it was absurd, blubbing like that.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘That better?’

‘Eh? Oh, yes, thanks.’

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

‘Well, yes, it is a bit.’

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

‘Oh – yes, thanks.’

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

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

‘I did, yes.’

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

‘Charles. Charles Clark.’

‘Where you from, then, Charles?’

‘Oh – Wiltshire.’

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

‘Sort of,’ said Charles carefully.

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

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

‘What’s that got to do with it?’

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

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

‘I’ve been at university.’

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

‘Oxford,’ said Charles.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

That night there was more muffled weeping.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Matt was too wretched to argue.

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

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

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

‘Yeah?’

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

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

‘Oh, about ten.’

‘And you paid for that, did you?’

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

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

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

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

‘Poor bugger.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘You miss me, then?’

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

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

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

His mother smiled at him, gave him a hug.

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

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

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

‘Very nice. Where is she?’

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

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

‘She enjoying it still?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Course I do.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘That’s OK.’

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

‘No, Matt,’ she said, suddenly sober.

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

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

Matt grinned at her.

‘Same again next leave?’

‘Yeah. What do you think?’

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

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

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

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

‘What!’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Poor old bugger.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Oh. Matt, I’m sure—’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘It is. Find your basic training OK?’

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

They both laughed.

‘Good chaps in your unit?’ asked Manners.

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

‘Yes? Why isn’t he?’

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

Manners stared at him.

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

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

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

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


Chapter 3

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

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

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

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

‘Well, of course I will. Where—’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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