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Praise for The Lighted Rooms

‘Slipping between a Boer War concentration camp and present-day London, the book is a thoughtful and at times hilarious challenge to assumptions about ageing, family and history, and draws an angry parallel between US action in Iraq and British action in the Transvaal’

Independent

‘Stand by for a sweeping historical drama, mixing the political with the personal, as one family looks back at a very troubled past’

Daily Mirror

‘A brilliant portrait of old age’

Tatler

‘Mason can draw wonderful characters without toe-curling clichés. Patrick Derby, Eloise’s biro-munching boss, is wonderful’

Scotsman

The subtle style that marked his debut, with hints and suggestions nestling amongst the leisurely prose, is still evident in The Lighted Rooms . . . a rewarding read’

Sunday Telegraph

‘This subtle, engrossing novel kept me spellbound’

Nicholas Coleridge

‘An engaging story’

Literary Review

‘An epic family saga’

Scotland on Sunday

‘Immensely readable, with its bossy hedge fund girl and dreamy old pianist. The Lighted Rooms ranges across then and now, finance and science, stiff-necked imperialism and burning homesteads, the Rainbow Nation and Parisian lingerie, all bound into a compelling story’

Barbara Trapido

‘Shocking, compassionate and exquisitely written’

Woman & Home
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My great-grandmother, Naomi Cecilia de Klerk, spent her childhood as a prisoner in a British concentration camp during the Anglo-Boer War. Several members of her family died in captivity, including her mother and her favourite sister. This book is dedicated to her.

Richard Mason




Perhaps being old is having lighted rooms
 Inside your head, and people in them, acting.


 


- Philip Larkin




 Chapter 1


Number 17 Kingsley Gardens presided over a leafy street on the south side of the river, protected from the traffic of Trinity Road by its own substantial grounds and a low-rise 1950s development of flats and shops. A flight of stairs led to an imposing front door, beside which a brass plaque engraved The Albany was discreetly obscured by a well-pruned yew tree in a terracotta pot. Only a wheelchair ramp spoiled the illusion of an exclusive gentleman’s club, though its expansive width and polished gold rails implied a superior sort of disabled access.

Eloise helped her mother from the taxi and put her arm around her shoulders. ‘Here we are!’ she said.

‘Yes,’ said Joan. ‘Here we are indeed.’

They stood together on the pavement, admiring the building’s exuberant exterior. As The Albany’s full-colour brochure informed potential residents on its opening page, the home occupied a ‘Grade II listed Victorian mansion, sympathetically restored to the highest standards and retaining many of its original period features’. Above them, the architectural fashions of a thousand years competed for prominence on a densely crowded façade across which turrets, cupolas and bay windows had been liberally scattered by an effusive architect of the late nineteenth century. Medieval arrow slits sliced through Jacobean gables; slate roofs rose steeply, dotted with oeil-de-boeuf windows. Gothic arches, Norman columns and Corinthian pilasters jostled for attention across a frontage of white stucco  stamped, above the door, with ornately intertwined Gs and Cs.

‘Goodness me,’ said Joan.

‘This looks like the best one so far.’ Eloise spoke with the slightly hysterical optimism of one who has spent too many successive Saturdays examining residential-care facilities for the elderly.

‘It’s certainly better than that place in Enfield.’

‘I’d never have let you live there.’

Joan squeezed her daughter’s hand affectionately. She did not remotely condemn Eloise for putting her into a home. She had not brought her into the world, given her life and loved her, raised her and cared for her as best she could, in expectation of return. She reminded herself of this and gripped her hand more tightly. Aloud she said, ‘No, of course not, darling.’

They rang the bell and were met in the pillared entrance hall by a smartly turned out nurse in a uniform of grey and white, whose nametag read Sister Karen. ‘And you must be Mrs McAllister, or may I call you Joan?’ She enunciated each word with sprightly professionalism. ‘I am the Nursing Manager here. Welcome to The Albany!’

There was something representative, Joan thought, in the tone of Sister Karen’s voice. It carried in it the well-scrubbed tiles of The Albany’s entrance hall floor and suggested scrupulously tidy, air-freshened public rooms. She was amply built and moved with careful purposefulness. ‘If you’d just follow me,’ she said.

Joan glanced behind her to make sure that the pair of burnished brass piano pedals that had materialised in the taxi were with her now. They were. She was glad of that, for this was their first visit in a week and she was eager for their company. They had not made a single appearance at the nursing home in Enfield, a fact that had heightened the impact of its dank passageways and concrete-paved  ‘garden’. Buoyed by their lively presence, she followed Eloise and Sister Karen to the reception desk and waited behind them while Eloise wrote ‘JOAN McALLISTER, ELOISE McALLISTER, 10.53 a.m.’ in a Visitors’ Register and the Nursing Manager asked them if they would like a hot drink.

Eloise worked long hours, Joan knew, and she was anxious that this visit should not consume more of her daughter’s precious free time than was necessary. She was also eager to enjoy the pedals’ unexpected reappearance in private, as one never knew how long they would remain for once they had come, or where one might find oneself without their kindly guidance. So she said, ‘I’m quite all right, thank you. Perhaps we could begin the tour?’ and turned expectantly towards a majestic staircase, the banisters of which appeared to end in a pair of winged mahogany angels.

Joan was quite accustomed to seeing extraordinary things in matter-of-fact places, and the sight of these heavenly figures did not unduly astonish her. The first visit of the piano pedals had been shocking, to be sure; a little disturbing, even. They had materialised over her bed in the early hours of a dark morning three years before: an alarming spectacle at first, though once she had put away her fears and learned to befriend them, they had taken her on many adventures. She was now seldom, if ever, surprised by the curious things she sometimes saw.

‘Not even a slice of cake?’ Sister Karen was herself a little peckish. It was her custom to entertain potential clients to refreshments in her office, while she explained to them the advantages of the world-class geriatric care provided by the TranquilAge™ chain of nursing homes.

‘Go on, Mum. You always have a snack around this time.’

‘Do you, now?’ Sister Karen smiled approvingly. ‘One of  the advantages of our staff-to-patient ratio’, she went on to Eloise, lowering her voice, ‘is that we can continue any little routines the old dears are used to. We have the personnel to treat each client as the unique individual they are.’

Joan, whose hearing and eyesight were rather more functional than her joints, pretended not to have overheard this aside. Instead she said, ‘Well I do like my elevenses.’

‘That’s settled then. Why don’t you follow me?’

The Nursing Manager led them down a corridor tiled in stylised cornflowers, its arched ceiling reminiscent of a cathedral’s nave. ‘We acquired this property nine years ago,’ she said, beginning her routine, ‘with the aim of making it TranquilAge’s European flagship. Can you believe it was once a family home? Though, of course, we still think of it as such because’ - here she put her arm around Joan’s shoulders, and squeezed - ‘each and every resident becomes a member of the TranquilAge family.’ She opened a solid-looking door and ushered her guests into a large, pleasantly furnished room, lavishly adorned with silk flowers. ‘Let’s get some tea on the way, then. Would you prefer carrot cake, or coffee-and-walnut?’

 



Sister Karen’s Pre-Registration Talk took around twenty minutes, sometimes more, sometimes less, depending on the self-confidence of her audience. Some prospective clients found her air of clinical omniscience so intimidating that they asked no questions at all, and very few who heard her friendly and sincere exhortation of the ‘TranquilAge™ Experience’ did not sign on the dotted line a short while later. Those who held out tended to be daunted by the exorbitant costs involved, which was why, on the whole, Sister Karen preferred having the dear old people present while she got down to basics with their younger relatives. In her experience, middle-aged professionals were reluctant  to appear stingy in front of their elderly aunts, uncles and parents, and she was expert at inferring tactfully that they were welcome to look at cheaper alternatives - provided they remembered that you got what you paid for in life.

She was quite taken aback when Eloise did not once mention the expense of a private room at The Albany, and further surprised to encounter a series of detailed, technical questions that suggested an unusual familiarity with the workings of geriatric institutions. She went through, at some length, the qualifications of The Albany’s staff; the extensive background checks undertaken before any offer of employment was made; the arrangements in place to deal with a wide variety of medical mishaps. As she did so, she wondered whether Eloise had, perhaps, some personal knowledge of geriatric medicine. She hoped not, because relatives with experience in the field were prone to interfere - and this, though understandable, was an aggravation and a distraction. Was she, perhaps, a medical professional? Sister Karen glanced at the file on her lap. In the Occupation  box Eloise had written ‘Fund Manager’ - which was a relief. ‘I do like a client who has done their research and thought about the issues,’ she said, leaning forward and smiling.

Joan listened vaguely to her daughter’s interrogation of the Nursing Manager, content in the knowledge that Eloise was sure to get to the bottom of things. Had she known the cost of care at The Albany, she would have intervened and chosen a different establishment; even, if necessary, that hideous place with the concrete garden in Enfield. But she knew nothing of The Albany’s rates - Eloise, in any case, handled all her money now - and in blissful ignorance she composed her face into an expression of placid concentration and looked about her for the piano pedals. These materialised, moments later, on top of Sister Karen’s filing cabinet.

Quite unbeknownst to Eloise, Joan inhabited a rich inner world which she disguised from her daughter, and from everyone else, with a feeling that had begun as embarrassment but was now rather closer to the delight with which certain children hoard a secret. The piano pedals were a portal to adventure - but she should not, she knew, begin her games now; she was sure to be disturbed in the middle, which was tedious. So she drank her tea and ate a slice of over-sweet carrot cake, thinking that there was more than a little of Astrid in the Nursing Manager: they had the same, slightly damp air of unquestioned authority.

For a moment her mother-in-law came vividly to her, but a glance at the pedals banished her; and betraying no sign of this small victory she waited patiently for the conversation between Eloise and the nurse to subside. Once it had, she answered the few questions put to her as best she could and said that she would, indeed, very much, enjoy a guided tour. Then she followed both younger women out into the cathedral-like corridor and back to the entrance hall, where the winged angels remained where she had left them. Were they real? Perhaps.

‘These are original,’ said Sister Karen, confirming their tangibility by patting an intricately rendered wing feather. ‘As is the picture window. We did our best to preserve period features, where consistent with our Health and Safety policies.’

Above the staircase, three portraits of a woman in radiantly stained glass gleamed down and made the shadows gaudy. In the first, her hands were raised in welcome above a Latin greeting, Salve. In the second, her arms were thrown open beneath a banner proclaiming Hospitalitas, and she stood before a sumptuous feast. She was sorrowful in the third, waving goodbye above the legend Vale. The effect of the whole was somewhat spoiled by burglar bars which interrupted the vivid shadows and suggested the sinister  possibility of forced confinement, but Joan turned her back emphatically on this thought.

‘Do you use a Zimmer frame?’ asked Sister Karen, kindly.

‘No, dear.’

‘Aren’t we independent! Good for you.’ The Nursing Manager pointed to her right. ‘The Dining Room is down there. To the left over here is the Smokers’ Recreation Lounge. Are you a smoker?’

Joan shook her head.

‘Well we’ll just look in quickly then.’

She took them to a large door, recessed within a neoclassical pediment on which was mounted a red electric sign that read SMOKERS ONLY. ‘This is one of our two Recreation Lounges,’ she said grandly, leading the way into a substantial room in the centre of which a group of people on pine armchairs were clustered, as if for warmth, around a television set. The walls, doors and ceiling were painted magnolia and the air was thick with cigarette smoke. ‘Yoohoo!’ she cried. ‘We have visitors!’ But this news attracted the attention of only one resident, an elderly man in a wheelchair who turned wide, startled eyes to Joan and Eloise and raised a hand in an enigmatic gesture that fell somewhere between a welcome and a warning. The others remained intent on the television set, which showed a haggard-faced woman screaming at a man in a pub. Sister Karen approached the elderly man and patted his shoulder. ‘Hello, Lionel! And how are we today?’

Lionel nodded but said nothing. Sister Karen shook her head and took Eloise’s hand, drawing her away. ‘We care for people across the ability spectrum,’ she said in an undertone. ‘Medical science can only do so much. Often it’s a case of providing emotional support and the right kind of comforting routine.’ She pursed her lips in a smile of appropriately concerned resignation. To Joan she said,  more loudly, ‘What luck you’re so sprightly! Your daughter tells me you’re a pianist. Is that so?’

Joan nodded.

‘Well I’ve got a treat in store for you, just you see if I don’t.’

She led her visitors back to the staircase, which boasted an electric chair on a reinforced steel rail. ‘You’ll find that we combine the latest in modern functionality with respect for our heritage,’ she said, helping Joan onto the grey leather seat and sending her up the stairs at a sedate pace that somewhat belied her enthusiastic talk of a ‘home fairground ride!’

Noting with approval Sister Karen’s deft manipulation of the equipment’s safety harness, Eloise followed her mother up the steps. They were shallow and wide, carpeted in a pattern of green and puce, their banisters gleaming with polish. It would not be so bad, she thought, to live for a few years in a place like this. There was no trace of urine beneath the smell of disinfectant, a fact which distinguished The Albany from a number of its competitors, and the rooms were decently sized. The staff were excellent and there were more than enough of them. She thought of the activities schedule that Sister Karen had just shown her and tried to imagine her mother passing a happy afternoon with the Trivial Pursuit Club. She would surely settle down and make friends. She spent too much time in her flat, sitting alone all day.

Reaching the first floor, Sister Karen helped Joan down and led them both to an imposing door, identical to the one on the ground floor except for the fact that it was painted mushroom and sported a red electric sign that said THANK YOU FOR NOT SMOKING. ‘We’re very proud of this room. I’m sure you’ll remember it from the brochure.’ The Nursing Manager stood back, ushering them inside.

The Recreation Lounge (Non-Smokers) had once been the principal reception room of 17 Kingsley Gardens, in the days when the property had been a private house. It ran the length of the building and its seven windows looked out over the 1950s development and onto the busy lanes of Trinity Road. At one end stood an ornate mahogany fireplace, garlanded in flowers and supported by two figures of mythic proportion; at the other, a series of classical bookcases, in the style of Robert Adam, displayed a large selection of romantic novels and ageing magazines.

‘Wow, Mum!’

Eloise could not, Joan thought, be exclaiming over the grey non-slip tiles on the floor. She looked at Sister Karen, who pointed upwards. ‘Have you ever seen anything like that? It’s all original - we found it when we checked for asbestos.’

The ceiling above them was painted in pale blues, greens and pinks, in a floral pattern arranged around four gilded roundels. At the centre of each was a portrait of a woman - perhaps, thought Joan, the woman in the window downstairs? She looked about her for the piano pedals. She had known them to elucidate such mysteries, but they did not seem to have followed her from Sister Karen’s study. She arched her neck. The lady looked contemplative, a little sad.

‘Now what do you think these images represent?’ asked Sister Karen.

Joan examined the panels above her. In one, the mournful figure wore a dark cloak and leaned low over a fire of burning twigs; in another, she was draped in russet against a background of falling leaves. She wore a pretty blue dress and held a posy of spring flowers in the third, and carried a sheaf of wheat in the fourth. ‘The Four Seasons?’ she ventured.

Sister Karen looked disappointed. ‘Very good. You’re the  first person I’ve known to get that right first time.’ She patted Joan’s arm, encouragingly. ‘Now what do you think of that?’ She was pointing at a rickety upright piano that, along with another set of pine armchairs and a widescreen television set, completed the room’s furniture. Joan did not know what she was meant to think of it. ‘You’ll be giving us concerts before you know it! You see if you don’t!’

 



An hour later, Joan made her way down The Albany’s front steps on Eloise’s arm. It did not seem to her that it would be worthwhile to spend many more Saturdays looking at old people’s homes.

‘What did you think?’ asked Eloise.

‘I liked it very much, darling. It seems extremely well run.’

Joan was seldom critical of the institutions Eloise showed her, and this forbearance had heightened her daughter’s sensitivity to the subtlest nuances of tone. ‘It’s meant to be the best, you know,’ she said.

‘I can quite see why.’

‘They have an excellent staff-to-patient ratio and the building, I think, is well done.’

‘Oh, very.’

Eloise helped her mother into the minicab and they sat beside each other in silence as the car moved off.

‘I really don’t think,’ said Joan, after a moment, ‘that we should carry on wasting your time like this, looking at places.’

‘We’ll look as long as we need to look, Mum. What matters is that you’re happy. We’ve got to find somewhere you feel at home.’

It would be unkind, thought Joan, to remind Eloise that she already had a home and did not need another. For a moment, she could remember none of her daughter’s excellent reasons for deciding - or suggesting; to be fair to  her, she had only suggested - that a live-in carer would not be practical. She looked out of the window, concentrated for an instant and remembered: there was no space at Wilsmore Street and the lease was almost up in any case; she would have to get a bigger flat to accommodate a full-time nurse, and if she was going to all that trouble she might as well move to an environment dedicated to geriatric well-being. It was Eloise’s phrase, ‘geriatric well-being’, and Joan did not altogether like it. ‘Well I—’ she began, but a violent electronic rendition of Bach’s Air on a G String  interrupted her.

Eloise chased her phone determinedly through her cluttered handbag, aware that the coming conversation with her mother might be decisive and eager for any postponement. She hesitated when she saw Claude’s number, but only momentarily. Joan would be cheered by news of Claude. ‘Now this is a surprise,’ she said warmly, into the receiver. ‘What are you doing up?’

‘What is life without surprises?’ Claude sounded tired. ‘Anyway, I am not in Boston. I am visiting my parents in Paris, so I am in your time zone for a change.’

‘I thought they hated Paris.’

‘They do. But I can only be here for two days, and the journey to Toulouse is too long. One of their friends has lent us his apartment on the rue Louis David. Isn’t that where you lived when you worked for those people with the awful children?’

Almost thirty years before, Eloise had indeed spent six fraught weeks living on the rue Louis David. ‘Such recall,’ she said.

‘I thought of you when I saw the address. Is this a busy time?’

‘I’m just with Mum, as it happens.’

‘Oh! How is Joan?’

Eloise looked at her mother, now staring anxiously out  of the window for the pedals she had last seen on top of Sister Karen’s filing cabinet. ‘Doing very well,’ she said.

‘Will you tell her I send my love?’

‘Claude sends his love, Mum.’

‘Are you speaking to Claude?’ The thought at once soothed Joan’s anxiety. The pedals sometimes disappeared for days at a time, but they always came back in the end. ‘Could I say hello?’

It was an open, though unacknowledged, fact that Joan desperately wished that Eloise had married Claude. In Eloise’s opinion, this had more to do with Claude’s eminent suitability as a son-in-law to Joan than with any merits he may or may not have possessed as a husband for her. From the beginning, Joan and Claude had got on famously, sharing recipes like a pair of old ladies and drinking themselves dizzy while cooking fabulous dinners, exclaiming delightedly over Aile de Raie aux Câpres, or Rognons de Veau flambés au Madère as they tossed back the Sancerre.

‘Claude! Dearest boy. How are you?’

Eloise listened to them, vaguely irritated by their enduring intimacy. At least, she thought, Joan would be in good spirits when she told her what was, after all, only the truth: that The Albany seemed to deserve its reputation, and that if she were ever to secure a place she should put her name on the waiting list now.

‘How is your work on osmium going?’ asked Joan into the mobile phone, gripping the slender receiver with unnecessary force as though it might slip from her hand at any moment. ‘Really? But that’s marvellous! You know I’ve always had the greatest faith in you. You must let me know. Yes, of course. Well’ - regretfully - ‘I had better pass you back to Eloise. I’m sure this call must be very expensive.’

‘I do adore your mother,’ said Claude, when he was once again speaking to Eloise.

‘I know. It’s mutual. How have you been?’

‘Oh, you know.’

But Eloise did not know and was not sure she wanted to. ‘What was that you were telling Mum about osmium?’ she asked, instead. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve completed your life’s work?’

There was a pause.

‘Well, have you?’

Claude hesitated, then said - evenly; in the tone of voice he had used, long ago, when she had wrung secrets from him - ‘We’re in the home straight. It’s a matter of months now.’

‘That’s fantastic.’

‘Thank you.’

There was another pause, more awkward than the first, which Eloise ended by saying, decisively, ‘Give my love to Ingrid and the kids. You should bring them to England, some time. We’ll celebrate your triumph.’

‘Yes, I will. Good idea.’

‘Great.’

‘Well—Goodbye, then.’

‘Thanks for calling.’

And with a beep, he was gone. Eloise put the phone back in her bag, gathering her courage; and then, hoping to divert Joan’s inevitable recollections of Claude’s culinary talents, she turned to her and decided that the moment had come. ‘It’s up to you, of course,’ she began, ‘but it seems to me - I mean, I think - that The Albany’s really one of the best, in fact the best, of all the homes we’ve looked at. By a long way, wouldn’t you say?’

‘It seems excellent, darling.’

‘Well I think it is, Mum. It’s not easy to get into, either. There are only private rooms, no wards. It could take a very long time to get a place.’

This last detail was of interest to Joan, who intended to spend as long as she possibly could in her cosy little flat  before bowing to the inevitable. ‘Really, darling?’

Why was it, wondered Eloise, that she who had such a reputation for straight talking should be so tongue-tied now? Forcing herself to make eye contact, she straightened her shoulders. ‘Don’t you think you should put your name down on the waiting list?’ she asked, gently. ‘To keep the space open, if nothing else.’ She paused, and when Joan did not break the silence she went on more gruffly than she had intended: ‘I would, if I were you.’

For an instant, the suggestion hung in the air, almost visible between them.

Then Joan spoke, choosing her words carefully. ‘If you would, darling, then I would.’

And in this way the thing was settled.




 Chapter 2


Eloise woke a second or two before the hateful beeping of her alarm clock. She had slept on her side and cut off the blood supply to her right arm - which made it off the blood supply to her right arm - which made it harder, when heavy with sleep, to locate and activate the Snooze function. A frustrated stab in the dark connected only with a glass of water, which broke as it fell from the table and forced her to begin the day on her knees, frenziedly mopping the blurring columns of a ruined spreadsheet. It was an April morning about six months since she and Joan had first visited The Albany, and although the days were lengthening it was not yet light.

She got up slowly and pressed a dimmer switch on the wall, which bathed the room in a soft, ‘mood-enhancing’ glow. Standing in front of the full-length mirror she had acquired as an incentive to dedicated exercise, she fought briefly against the idea of crawling back into bed: an idea she fought against every morning, in what was by far the most challenging conflict of her day. She was wearing a silk slip she had bought for herself the previous Christmas; it was a pale aquamarine and caught the colour of her eyes, which were large and deceptively gentle. She was a tall woman, almost five foot eleven, and big-boned. She examined herself critically - for she had intensified her training regime around the time of her first nursing home visit with Joan, and she monitored her progress daily.

Nature had not intended Eloise for a life of deftly tailored executive suits and the struggle to fit into them was a  long and wearying one. She regretted last night’s impulsive portion of egg-fried rice.

As she rolled out a yoga mat, her day’s To Do list flooded her head. She considered it as she lay on her back, breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth. She tried not to think of her yoga instructor’s sultry injunction to ‘breathe in acceptance of yourself, breathe out acceptance of others’, but she found the memory hard to silence - and the irritation it prompted powered her through her first set of twenty stomach crunches. When she had finished, she stood up and examined herself once more in the mirror, encouraged by the fact that hints of her abdominals were visible if lit from the right angle. She returned to the yoga mat and repeated the process. As she neared the top of the final crunch, breathing out to intensify the contraction, she felt her grip on consciousness strengthen. She was never at her best in the very early morning and found it difficult to abandon the dreamless refuge of sleep: the sheer volume of each day’s activity was too daunting. Once awake, however, things seemed more manageable; and by the time she was at the office, sixteen hours would pass reliably in an eye’s blink.

She reached under her bed for a thin, grey disc and placed it over her breasts as she began a third set of crunches. The weight made the final contractions - seventeen, eighteen, nineteen . . . twenty! - exquisitely painful. She lay on the floor as the lactic acid subsided, inventing reasons for postponing her morning jog. The relentless monotony of running and the absurd half-greetings it obliged her to exchange with other joggers irritated and bored Eloise. She had tried swimming as an aerobic alternative, but seemed to have forgotten the lessons of her childhood and was ashamed to repeat them decades later. She looked at her watch. It was 4.25 a.m. She had, she reminded herself, jogged twice this week already. She stood up and consulted  the mirror once more, deciding that its verdict would be final: she was slightly underweight and acceptably well defined; her thick blonde hair, just the right side of lustrous, and her calves - though they would never again be thin - did not embarrass her. She went to the window and drew back the curtain. It was dark as night outside and the empty street was distinctly uninviting.

She decided against the run and went to shower instead.

By 6 a.m. Eloise had washed her hair, dried it, dressed, eaten a bowl of muesli, resisted the temptation to sugar it, had three cups of strong coffee, answered thirty-eight emails, listened to a voicemail message left at 2.26 a.m. by Claude (unlike him to call so late; he had sounded tense), stopped herself from phoning her mother to make sure she was ready for the movers, checked the temperature in Bloemfontein, South Africa, and packed a suitcase of clothes for the Trip of a Lifetime.

Standing in the hall with her case, she surveyed the chaos that stretched from living room to bedroom. There was only so much disciplined effort one person was capable of, and domestic maintenance was not one of Eloise’s priorities. The crusted remains of three oat-based breakfasts stood dejectedly beside a cluster of cartons that contained the remnants of the previous evening’s Chinese takeaway. Several shirts, selected then rejected for travel, lay in tragic attitudes where she had dropped them. She went to the desk in the living room and righted a small framed sketch of a roast chicken, in rusty brown, that had fallen over. It stood beside a photograph of her grandmother, and she blew the dust from both frames and returned to the door, patting her coat pockets for her keys.

Claude had never been able to abide her messiness. A coffee cup left unwashed for more than a few hours had, towards the end, been enough to inspire rage in him - a fact that had left her quite incapable of washing anything  up for years. Now that an ocean separated them, and the only physical trace of him was a lump of blue-white metal in a sealed perspex cube, she could admit that she had (secretly) quite enjoyed provoking him. It had amused her to see his usually serene face contorted in fury, for there was a time when Eloise had been mischievous. She smiled at the recollection and decided to call Claude later, when it was breakfast time in Boston.

She double-locked her apartment and took the lift to ground level, feeling alert and purposeful. As she opened the mansion block’s front door and stepped into a street now pleasantly full of crisp spring light, it occurred to her - as it often did, even now - that she far preferred sharing her life with a well-paid, part-time Kosovan housekeeper than with an unpaid, full-time French lover.

 



Eloise lived on Stratton Street, six blocks and a zebra crossing from her office on St James’s. The traffic on Piccadilly was stationary and fuming, an endless line of five-seater cars bearing solitary commuters, and she hurried past them holding her breath, pulling her suitcase behind her. On entering the building in which most of her waking hours were spent, she nodded to the security guard and took the lift to the fifth floor - from which Green Park was just visible, its grass twinkling in the morning dew.

It was odd, all things considered (and she sometimes did consider such things), that Eloise’s professional life should have taken her so close to Claude’s own discipline, though in truth she had little grasp of metallurgy or any interest in acquiring one. Making money in niche commodities did not require hands-on experience of the goods traded, and over the years she had bought vast quantities of exotic ores that she had never seen, and sold them again without seeing them, and in the process - because she had an instinctive understanding of mass hysteria and the tendency  of individuals to think as those around them do - she had grasped the essentially arbitrary nature of Value. She had not, it was true, read a novel in over a year, or had more than four consecutive days’ holiday since 1998; and she had lost touch with every one of the friends who had once clustered so eagerly around Claude’s dinner table, swearing lifelong intimacy with her.

Still, she thought, pushing open the office’s swing doors, she would much rather have her life than Carol’s.

 



Derby Capital occupied half a floor of a 1930s office block with a prestigious address. The fund’s letter-headed paper was discreetly expensive, the business cards of its employees stiff and lavishly engraved. None of these details betrayed what was in fact the case: that besides Eloise McAllister, Patrick Derby and Carol Wheeler, only two other people worked there.

Patrick Derby (‘Packet’ to his friends) was already at his desk. He was a short, sweaty, ferociously bright man on the far side of fifty who had poached Eloise six years before from Kleinberger Dresden, in whose equities division they had once worked together. Behind him, five televisions conveyed the international news.

‘Another fucking disaster in Iraq.’ Patrick nodded at a screen which showed a smiling, fresh-faced American girl of extraordinary prettiness pointing a gun at the exposed genitals of a hooded prisoner. ‘You’re not flying British Airways, are you?’

‘No.’

‘I don’t want you travelling on any British or American airliner until this crazy war is over - if it ever ends. Which reminds me.’ He picked up a phone and barked at it, as though the object itself had caused him some kind of acute offence. ‘Chloe? I need to go to New York. Four days, leaving next Thursday. Get me a corner room at the Four  Seasons, nothing higher than the fifth floor, and a seat on Air France.’ He pushed a button to cancel the call. Patrick never said please or thank you or goodbye on the telephone. Looking at Eloise for the first time that morning, he smiled briefly. He cultivated an air of formidable misanthropy that caused administrative assistants to avoid him in corridors but which had never terrified Eloise. This was partly why he had asked her to leave the bank and join his venture: she had an ability to withstand his rages and to stick to her guns. Patrick admired that quality in a person.

He leaned back in his chair and took a new plastic biro from a box of them on his desk, held it wistfully for a moment between index and middle finger, like a cigarette, and then bit through its lid with savage decision. Chewing plastic biros absorbed some of Patrick’s excess nervous energy. ‘How’s osmium doing as it prepares for the big time?’

Eloise sat down and consulted her Bloomberg monitor. ‘Rising steadily. Looks like the markets know something’s up.’

‘You sure this source of yours isn’t sharing his secrets more widely?’

‘I couldn’t say.’ She bit her lip. ‘It’s possible our own buying is driving the price up by itself.’

‘What’s our position?’

‘When we put our first $25 million in, about six months ago, it was at $100 an ounce.’

‘And the rest?’

‘We’ve been building steadily since then, averaging about $10 million a month - a bit more in December, a bit less in March. We’ve got about $65 million in play now.’

‘And what’s osmium worth this morning?’

‘A little over $200.’

‘Sure we shouldn’t just clean up while we can?’

She turned to face him, thinking of Claude’s airy  laboratory with its glass walls and ranks of white-suited technicians: a far cry from the dingy quarters he had occupied as a graduate student. ‘There aren’t many people I’d trust to deliver, but Pasquier’s good,’ she said. ‘Besides which, the numbers tell a persuasive story. If you look at the cost of industrial diamonds—’

‘You going first class?’ Patrick had a habit of changing the subject abruptly.

‘She wouldn’t let me. Said it was obscene to spend that much money.’

‘Cheapskate.’

‘You try dealing with her.’

Patrick clamped another biro between his molars, which were small and square and capable of withstanding significant pressure - rather like the man in whose gums they grew. ‘No thanks. As you know, mothers aren’t my favoured leisure activity. No disrespect to yours, of course. Anyone lucky enough to spend several years fondling your bottom gets my vote, but from a distance.’

Patrick’s mother was currently installed at his expense in a private nursing home recommended personally by one of Derby Capital’s most valued clients, an African dictator whose mother-in-law had proved impossible to tolerate at the Presidential Palace. Patrick visited her once a month and complained about doing so for at least three days before and after each encounter. The idea of spending an entire fortnight in the company of a geriatric with whom he had nothing in common but a few temperamental genes was unthinkable. He had made this point more than once to Eloise.

‘Thanks for the pep talk. I’m looking forward to it, actually.’

‘No need to get all defensive.’

Eloise was making a point of ignoring this jibe when the lift doors at the end of the corridor opened and Carol  Wheeler walked through them. She was shorter than Eloise and could have been older or younger, though from this distance she looked as she might have done a decade or so before: slim; studious; with a strong nose and long, curled, dark hair. Carol was wearing her habitual navy-blue business suit, its skirt cut well below the knee, and wedge heels which drew attention to the fact that she was not as tall as she would have liked. As she came closer, her exhaustion showed itself more plainly and inspired in Eloise a sympathetic distaste which she disguised beneath a warm gesture of greeting.

Eloise McAllister and Carol Wheeler disliked each other intensely, but politely. Patrick knew this, and exploited the dynamic’s competitive potential. In fact, he had hired Carol mainly because he approved of the way she would inevitably clash with Eloise. Experience had taught him the value of a brilliant risk-taker, but he knew also that Eloise’s heady intuition required the ballast of a sober rationalist. This Carol undoubtedly was. She was also kinder than Eloise suspected, or was able to glimpse - though Carol felt for her colleague an envy so vicious it woke her, sometimes, in the night.

‘Are we expecting good things from Anglo-Titanium?’ asked Eloise, when Carol had closed the door.

‘Hard to tell.’ Carol took off her jacket, hung it on a hook and went to her desk. ‘Apparently almost seventy per cent of the workforce is now HIV positive, and they’ve been forced to provide free anti-retrovirals after dragging their feet for ten years.’

‘Corporate cunts.’

‘Quite, Patrick.’ Carol knelt down. Her one eccentricity was to work at a kneeler rather than a chair, in order to mitigate debilitating back pain. This meant that she not only faced Eloise but knelt towards her: an irking necessity that she obviated, where possible, by addressing her  colleagues from a standing position. Now she seemed to decide against the kneeler in the act of slipping onto it, and she rose unexpectedly and shuffled some papers. Then she said, ‘I think we’re over-exposing ourselves on osmium.’

The timing of this announcement illustrated one of the many things that Eloise disliked in Carol: a timid Machiavellianism that combined deviousness with a complete absence of the necessary style. She could, of course, have raised her objections to the fund’s steady build-up of osmium reserves at any point in the last six months, but had chosen to do so a few hours before Eloise left the country on a ten-day trip. The manoeuvre’s lack of finesse was astonishing.

‘Go on,’ said Patrick.

Carol cleared her throat and began. ‘We’ve bought up $65 million of osmium so far. That’s thirteen per cent of the entire fund in a commodity that hasn’t shown any significant upward movement in the last decade.’

‘When MaxiTech’s research is published, there’ll be movement,’ remarked Eloise, pleasantly.

‘Maybe. But I’m anxious about relying on the word of a single scientist. I know Pasquier’s given us good leads in the past, but I’ve read his CV and research history and—’

‘Yes?’

‘And the fact is he’s too emotionally involved. He’s been working on osmium for too long and can’t see the situation clearly.’ She glanced at a list of Claude’s publications on her desk. ‘Interestingly, he’s written nothing on the subject since 2001 - which suggests to me that he has run out of ideas. That certainly seems to be the opinion of the scientific community at large: that the osmium project is simply not going to work. I wonder if you’ve seen—’

‘Yes,’ said Eloise. ‘I’ve seen the work of the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory. I believe it was published ten years ago?’

‘That’s the last time anyone, apart from Pasquier, published anything on osmium.’

‘You’ve certainly done some timely research, Carol.’ Eloise smiled dangerously. ‘Why don’t we all sit down and talk it through?’

There was a moment’s awkwardness, a silent duel of made-up eyes, that resulted in a first-round victory for Eloise, whose smile grew warmer as her colleague sank to her knees.

‘I can understand your caution. Really I can,’ she said graciously, once Carol’s eye level was appropriately lower than her own. ‘And I think it’s healthy for there to be a cautious voice in any discussion. You know I do.’ She stopped smiling. ‘But you’ve misread the situation and the research. What the scientists at the LLNL proved - or think they’ve proved - is that osmium is not, in fact, harder than diamond, as Pasquier originally proposed. They didn’t suggest for a moment it was anything other than a super-hard substance, and the fact that it is the least compressible of all metals is undisputed.’

Carol opened her mouth.

‘As you so rightly note,’ Eloise went on, ‘osmium has been consistently undervalued for decades. To date, no one but Pasquier has really looked into its possible industrial applications. You might find some in the tip of an expensive fountain pen, but you won’t come across any in a factory.’ She leaned forward, aware of Patrick’s eyes on her. ‘Traditional thinking goes that diamond is the material best suited to industry’s cutting requirements. But it’s also an imperfect solution to a lot of major problems. Diamond can’t, for instance, slice through hot steel. Why not? Because the iron in the steel absorbs the carbon atoms in the diamond. Importantly also, diamond’s brittleness means that when it fails it does so catastrophically.’

It was astonishing, she thought, how those early  conversations with Claude had burned themselves into her impressionable brain. She remembered him leaning forward in bed, shoulders hunched, in the grip of a quasi-mystical desire to bear witness to an element’s extraordinary powers. ‘For years’, she went on, ‘people have been looking to diamond to point the way to the durable, super-hard compounds that industry in the twenty-first century needs. The problem is, no one has found a workable solution.’

‘But—’

‘Granted, there’s a theoretical possibility that a diamond compound called beta-carbon nitride could - and that’s  could - be harder than diamond, but so far no one’s been able to make a piece big enough to test. And all attempts to insert non-carbon elements into diamond-like tetrahedral structures have so far come to nothing.’

As she spoke, the part of Eloise’s brain that was watching her performance found time to recognise that she had no idea what ‘diamond-like tetrahedral structures’ might be, though she had heard Claude declaim against them on many occasions. ‘The reason MaxiTech has given Pasquier almost unlimited resources,’ she continued, ‘is that he has vision.’

‘I just don’t think—’

‘Imagine what will happen to the price of osmium when its durability and strength are harnessed effectively to the needs of industry. World reserves are tiny, and what mines there are have limited capacity. Sinking new ones will take serious investment and a lot of time. If we buy now, we could dry up the market’s liquidity, which will send the price through the roof when everyone starts buying.

Feeling that the situation was veering dangerously out of control, Carol stood up from her kneeler. Having done so, however, she was seized by one of the paralysing spells of inarticulacy that occasionally came over her in the presence  of Eloise. ‘That’s if osmium’s durability and strength are harnessed effectively,’ was all she managed to say.

‘I said “when” for a reason. Let’s weigh some probabilities here.’ Eloise noted, with satisfaction, that Patrick had begun chewing his biro again. ‘Claude Pasquier went to the Sorbonne at seventeen and graduated top of his class. He had a doctorate by the time he was twenty-seven and a full professorship by the age of twenty-nine. At thirty-five he was Head of Materials Science at the School of Earth and Planetary Sciences at Berkeley, and by the time he was forty he was running the place - which he did for almost a decade. For the last seven years he’s been Head of Research and Development at one of the world’s most aggressively pioneering companies. If anyone can do it, he can.’

Since liquidating her mother’s share portfolio in the harrowing aftermath of the dot-com implosion, and sacking the hapless financial adviser who had decimated Joan’s savings, Eloise had scrupulously kept from her the precariousness of her situation and covered her monthly out-goings from her own salary, knowing that it was useless to trouble her brother George for funds. She was, however, sufficiently alive to the vagaries of professional fortune to know that this could not go on indefinitely. What Joan needed was an independent income. She might, after all, live another twenty years, and the costs of doing so at The Albany were staggering. Only a major lump sum, invested in safely dependable bonds and ring-fenced from Eloise’s other earnings, could provide Joan with long-term security; and such an investment, in the context of a life as expensive as Eloise’s, demanded a bonus of significant proportions. She was not about to let Carol interfere with the most likely opportunity that had presented itself in years. ‘We know Pasquier’s the man for the job,’ was all she said, turning to her computer as though the discussion were concluded.

‘But that’s exactly the problem.’ Carol raised her voice now. ‘Pasquier’s been working on osmium for years, with world-class research facilities behind him. He hasn’t come up with anything.’

‘Yes he has. He told me so.’

‘But he wasn’t specific.’

‘He said—’ Eloise tried to remember, precisely, what Claude had said in that taxi with Joan six months before, but the only phrase that came to her was her mother’s enigmatic ‘If you would, darling, then I would.’ Banishing this recollection, she summarised for him: ‘He’s on the verge of a breakthrough. It’s months, not years.’

‘We can’t wait around indefinitely in the hopes that a miracle will happen.’ There was something taut in Carol’s voice now. ‘Even if you do have a personal relationship with him.’

Eloise had not shared her and Claude’s romantic history with Patrick and Carol, presenting Dr Pasquier instead as a useful contact - whose tips, over the years, had been lucrative. She ignored this bait now and said, ‘If I thought we’d have to wait indefinitely, I wouldn’t have suggested it. But you’ll remember I visited his lab last year, when I was in Boston for the World Metals Fair. He’s got some of the best minds in metallurgy working under him. So when he tells me he’s almost there’ - she looked straight into Patrick’s eyes - ‘I believe him.’

It was at moments like these that Eloise most enjoyed being herself. She had a gift for grasping the essentials of an argument, for absorbing them and making them her own. This allowed her access to a livelier, more intuitive truth than that available to unimaginative rationalists like Carol; and though she could have told her colleagues nothing about beta-carbon nitride, if pressed, or distinguished a diamond-like tetrahedral structure from a tetrahedral structure that was not diamond-like (if, indeed,  such a thing existed), the concepts had ceased to be hazy ideas to her. Osmium and diamond were now protagonists in an eternal drama, a battle between opposing forces of titanic strength, and in some mysterious way they had become subject to the indisputable laws of narrative. It would be osmium, the poor relation - ignored, neglected, dismissed - that triumphed over its glittering rival in the end, and secured an old lady’s future.

The effect of this romantic vision, coupled with the temptation to put Carol firmly in her place, was irresistible. Argument always had this capacity to crystallise the uncertain for Eloise, to lend opinion the quality of truth, and when she spoke next it was with a victor’s calm authority. ‘I think we should double up,’ she said, quietly. ‘If we put twenty-five per cent in osmium and the price rises, say, five hundred per cent - which is conservative - we’ll double the fund. Last year was pretty lacklustre. We need to raise our risk profile to stay with the pack, and if we really want to take this business places we shouldn’t be thinking of offloading the position. We should be putting another $65 million into play.’

Patrick’s molars stopped grinding.

‘That’s—No!’ Carol’s interjection came as an indignant squeak, which she instantly regretted. ‘That’s more than a quarter of the fund. We can’t . . .’ But she did not finish her sentence.

There was silence, broken only by the droning of the fluorescent lights above them.

‘Let’s do it,’ said Patrick.




 Chapter 3


A little later that morning, Joan stood in the remains of what had been her sitting room, watching two New Zealanders wrap her beloved upright piano in blankets and begin to hoist it onto a wheeled trolley. In a corner, propped against a wall, its five ornamental griffins patiently bearing the indignity of suffocation in bubble wrap, was the chandelier her mother had given her and Frank on their honeymoon visit to Cape Town sixty years before, and on whose behalf she had fought so fruitlessly against Astrid.

She went to the reproduction Queen Anne bureau by the door and put the note she had written her daughter into an envelope. The shaky letters seemed inadequate to the message they conveyed, but the voice in her head as she read them was unmistakably her own: You are my firstborn, she had written, and I have loved you deeply and tenderly, and watched with pride as you have lived your life, since the moment I first held you all those years ago. Being your mother has been one of the greatest privileges I have known. She would present her gift in person once they were back from their trip, but she wished to have everything well prepared in advance. There was something forbidding about Eloise that Joan feared might inhibit her at the crucial moment; and there were certain things, too rarely expressed, that she did not wish to leave unsaid.

‘You want this at the nursing home with you?’ asked an unwashed young man.

‘Yes, please,’ said Joan. ‘I’m going to be giving it to my daughter.’

‘No worries.’

‘Thank you, dear.’

She watched as he lifted the light fitting gently into the box she had wrapped for it the night before, burying each of its tissue-swathed shades among the cushioning wedges of styrofoam. When he had finished, she taped the package closed and tied a ribbon around it, thinking how pretty it looked. Then she slipped her card beneath the bow, satisfied with a job well done, and examined the room hopefully - but the pedals had not come.

It was clear that she would have to face this moment of parting alone.

 



Joan had lived at Flat 3, 16 Wilsmore Street, South Kensington, for a little over twenty years. With the exception of nine delirious months in Soho in 1947, the interval between her arrival in London and her marriage, she had never lived alone except behind its comforting stucco façade; and as she watched the morning sun creep across her sitting-room floor for the last time, she felt the sense of bereavement she might have done at the bedside of a departing loved one. Though Eloise had insisted, absolutely  insisted, that she should store whatever she could not bring to The Albany, it was clear to Joan that she would not see again whatever she allowed these young people with their big hands and unfamiliar vowels to take away with them this morning.

Unable to bear the presence of strangers any longer, she left the sitting room and shuffled down the corridor to her bedroom. On the bed, awaiting attention, were neatly tied stacks of cardboard folders: eight decades of letters and photographs, en route to oblivion. She had intended, at some point in a future that had too quickly become the  present, to go through them all and live her life again, in old age; but now that the moment had come she found that she had no stomach for it.

On the bedside table was the single box of personal possessions permitted by the management of The Albany. Peering into it, she saw that she had saved a certificate congratulating Eloise on five consecutive wins of the Princess Louise Merit Cup; Frank’s Croix de Guerre, Silver Star; some family photographs and trinkets; a picture of her bedroom at Nooitgedacht, the paper peeling from the walls where the rain had leaked through the roof; a few books. It was a haphazard collection, but how could it be otherwise? To choose between objects one loved was no choice at all.

She thought of the ferociously lush grounds of her childhood home, of the tangled confusion of pampas grass that had once rioted behind its disused slave quarters. The smell of the marguerite bushes came to her, and the dankness of the space beneath the floorboards as she crawled through it, with Rupert in close pursuit. As an adult, on her honeymoon visit to introduce Frank to her mother, she had tried to share with her new husband the happy mysteries of this early world, but her nanny’s stories of the tokolosh, and Rupert’s of the white witch who lived in the cypress tree on the lawn, had left him unmoved.

She shook her head firmly, as if to shake out the heavy realisations of that time. Over the years at Wilsmore Street, her recollections of her marriage had resolved themselves into two or three comforting scenes, which were all she cared to dwell on: the way Frank had seized her hand in a darkened cinema, shortly before his stammered proposal; his spontaneous sobs on the morning of Eloise’s birth, so out of character in an otherwise tight-lipped man. She had forgotten the evenings of suffocating monosyllables; the dinners cooked with passion and eaten in silence; and of  Astrid she had thought as little as possible for twenty years.

She sat down on the bed. The sheets had been stripped and were waiting to be given away, and the mattress beneath her bore a large brown stain - but that hardly mattered, because the bed was going too. What else should she save? She lifted a cardboard folder at random and put it into the box. The act was tiring and left her dejected, for the little space that remained was so unequal to the task of containing a lifetime. She resolved to choose just one more keepsake and to leave its selection to chance; so she closed her eyes and extended her arm, running her fingers along the smooth board of the folders, and pulled something out.

It was a photograph of a large, substantially bosomed woman, sitting stoutly on a straight-backed chair under a pergola of roses. She wore a long dark skirt and bodice, both heavily fringed with beads, and her head was bare, her hair scraped severely back. She was about forty and her eyes stared narrowly at the camera, mistrustful of this strange new device which so impudently did the work of a human artist with such accuracy and speed.

She looked like a woman who was mistrustful of speed.

The veranda she sat on belonged to a long, single-storey thatched dwelling, made solidly and without ostentation of roughly hewn stone. Four shallow steps led from the lawn to the front door, which was open and offered a glimpse into the room beyond. A girl of sixteen or seventeen stood in the doorway, tall and strongly built, wearing a starched white pinafore with a white band across her forehead that restrained a tumble of thick dark hair. Large, long-lashed eyes looked straight into the camera with a saucy bravado that reminded Joan of Eloise, when she was that age.

In the hall, the telephone rang. Joan put the picture down and attempted to stand up. She had left her stick in the sitting room and had sat down without thinking of it. How  vexing! The phone continued to ring. It seemed unlikely that the removals men would answer it. Really she must get up. She was sure it was Eloise.

She edged down the bed until she was within grasping distance of the dressing table. Leaning forward, she put her hands on it and tried to pull herself up. But the angle was all wrong. The phone stopped ringing. This removed the sense of urgency and left her calmer. She sat upright again and rested for a moment before bending over once more with renewed vigour and launching herself forward. Achieving lift-off, she clung to the dressing table and used her arms to pull herself further from the bed, at which point the door opened and one of the hulking Antipodeans entered the room to find her in what was (she could not help thinking, with irritation) an embarrassing position.

‘Your daughter’s on the phone,’ he said, coming towards her and lifting her effortlessly to her feet before handing her the cordless handset.

Joan took a deep breath. ‘Thank you.’

‘No problem.’

She put the speaker to her ear.

‘Mum? Are you all right?’

‘Hello, darling.’ Joan did her best to sound alert and cheerful, as she always did when she spoke to Eloise. ‘I was just in the bedroom.’

‘Is everything okay with the packers?’

‘Absolutely. They’re doing a very thorough job.’

‘Well that’s good.’

‘Yes.’

‘Very good.’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you all packed and ready?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Well that’s good, too.’

‘Yes.’ Joan’s conversations with Eloise often tended  towards these monosyllabic exchanges, which was partly why she had written a letter to accompany her gift of the griffin chandelier. ‘And how’s your day going?’

‘Mine? So busy you can’t imagine. I’ll tell you all about it on the plane.’

‘Right.’

‘I am looking forward to our holiday.’ Joan spoke with sudden enthusiasm.

‘So am I.’

There was a moment’s pause, which a flash of inspiration allowed Joan to fill. ‘You’ll never guess what I found this morning, darling, while I was sorting through the last of my papers.’

‘What?’

‘A photograph of your great-grandmother with Hannie.’

‘The one who played the organ when the—’

‘Yes, exactly. She looks a little like you, I think.’

‘Make sure you bring it.’

‘I will.’

‘And I’ll see you at seven o’clock.’

‘You don’t think that’s cutting things a bit fine?’

Eloise and Joan had had this conversation before.

‘No, Mum, I promise you. If we leave any earlier we’ll just get stuck in the rush hour. Our flight only takes off at half past nine and it doesn’t take any more than half an hour to get from your house to the airport when there’s no traffic. We’ll be there with two hours to spare, at least.’

‘Well if you’re sure.’

‘I’m sure.’

‘I suppose you do do a lot of travelling.’

‘Yes I do.’

‘So you would know.’

‘Yes I would.’

‘All right then.’

‘Goodbye, Mum.’

‘Goodbye, darling.’

And so their conversation ended.

‘What is it with mothers and airports?’ asked Patrick at Eloise’s end of the line. ‘Even before she lost her mind, mine would want to arrive six months before check-in opened.’

Eloise shrugged her shoulders and picked up the telephone again. ‘Emily?’ Beyond a glass partition at the far end of the room, her assistant picked up her telephone. ‘You’ve arranged a car?’

‘Yes, Eloise.’

‘Good. Get the driver to pick me up here at six-thirty, please. We’ll stop by my mother’s at Wilsmore Street and then go on to Heathrow.’

‘All taken care of.’

‘And you’re sure the plane will be an Airbus 340-500?’

‘Yes. South African Airways has just introduced them on the Johannesburg route. Fully flat beds in business class. And I’ve ordered a gluten-free meal for you.’

‘Excellent.’

‘Anything else I can do?’

‘Schedule a call with the chairman of Anglo-Titanium for three-thirty. It’ll need to be a conference with Patrick.’

Patrick was looking at his Bloomberg monitor when she put down the phone. ‘Osmium’s just passed $203.’

‘That’ll be small change by the time we’re done. You’ll have to sell your body to cover my bonus.’

‘You wouldn’t accept payment in kind?’

‘So tempting, but no.’

Patrick bit through the end of the pen in his mouth and removed the thin cartridge cylinder. Inserting the dry end into his ear, he rotated it, emitting a low whistle of pleasure. ‘No better itch to scratch than an ear itch.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind.’

For several minutes they worked together in companionable silence. Then Eloise said: ‘You made the right decision this morning, you know.’

‘I know.’

‘I think Pasquier’s going to come through for us.’

‘I believe you.’

‘I’ll have Emily make up a dossier of the relevant research for you this afternoon. You can study it over the weekend.’

‘No need.’

‘No need?’

Patrick picked up a fresh biro and took a meditative puff on it. ‘I made my bet when I hired you, McAllister,’ he said. ‘If you believe in something this strongly, so do I.’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘Of course, if it turns out you’re wrong, or Pasquier’s some dodgy Frog scientist you slept with once’ - he smiled broadly, displaying defiantly uncared-for gums - ‘I’ll simply have you hunted down, tortured appropriately, and left to roast in your own burning house.’

‘How gallant.’

Patrick put the pen in his mouth and chomped it in two, emphatically. ‘If it’s any consolation,’ he said, ‘I’ll do the same to him.’




 Chapter 4


Eloise had arrived at the idea of taking her mother on the Trip of a Lifetime by a circuitous, occasionally fraught mental process fired chiefly by guilt. She had spent enough money on therapy to know that this was at best an unreliable motivation, but there was nothing she could do about that. Life was a series of decisions and consequences. It was clear - and had been becoming clearer for some time - that Joan could no longer live alone on the third floor of a building with no one but a shift-working porter to deal with any emergencies that might arise. Some sort of consequence-laden step had to be taken.

Eloise’s younger brother George, who at forty-six might reasonably have been expected to share the responsibility for their mother’s well-being, had absconded deftly to Sydney five years before. He lived there with his second wife, an artificially pneumatic Australian who had been his PA, in a glass-walled apartment on the North Shore with panoramic views of the harbour and the Opera House, paid for by the advertising agency whose Youth Media department he ran.

Both siblings had known, in the weeks before his departure, that George was leaving Joan’s welfare in Eloise’s hands, but neither had spoken of it. Now that ten time zones and a nineteen-hour flight separated him from his only surviving parent, he safely discharged his filial duty by issuing an annual invitation for Christmas, secure in the knowledge that it would be regretfully declined. On his  occasional visits to England he made a point of having dinner with his mother every night for a week. Otherwise he left the management of her declining health and prospects to his sister.

‘Put her in a fucking home.’ That had been Patrick’s advice.

‘I couldn’t do that,’ Eloise had said, but she had known even as she spoke that she could. Over time, that knowledge had transformed itself into an understanding that she would. And now the moment had come: on their return from South Africa, Joan would be moving in to The Albany with a new set of fire-retardant sheets.

Eloise felt terrible about this, but she knew that the alternative was more terrible.

Eight years before, when a lavish bonus from Patrick had permitted a decisive ascent to the upper reaches of the property ladder, she had instinctively avoided any advertisements that boasted detached outhouses. Joan, who had insisted on accompanying her on her many outings with over-tanned estate agents, clucking all the while about the expense of property nowadays, had fastened on a beautiful Edwardian villa in Richmond, with a coach house at the end of the garden that might have been refurbished as eminently suitable semi-independent accommodation. ‘How useful it would be, for guests,’ she had said, significantly.

Though neither of them had mentioned its implications, Eloise’s choice of a Mayfair maisonette - with a second bedroom she had converted emphatically into a home office with impressively durable built-in bookcases - had decided Joan’s future. From that moment, her removal to a home had ceased to be a matter of ‘if’ and become a question of ‘when’.

The answer to that question was now available to them both.

[image: 001]

As Eloise entered the lift that evening, after a shortened working day of just twelve hours, she felt a momentary and uncharacteristic desire to burst into tears. A long, hard cry would have provided relief, but there was no time for it in an elevator with only five floors to travel between. Outside, a suited driver loitered against a black Mercedes, waiting for her. He was stocky and fresh-faced, vaguely insolent, and made confident eye contact as he asked her where she wanted to go. It was a strange thing, being older, she thought. You never knew when a look was a look. She smiled and gave him her mother’s address, and his white teeth, bared in return, lifted her mood.

She got into the car and leaned back into the soft leather seat. Though she could not live with her mother, she could - and was about to - provide her with an experience she would never forget; a swansong to vitality that would ease the coming transition for them both. Reaching into her bag, she took out her Blackberry and switched it off with a gesture of devil-may-care finality, remembering just as she had done so that she had not returned Claude’s message.

She hesitated, about to switch it on again. Then she put it back into her bag. She had to be in a certain mood to get through conversations with Claude, and the lateness of his call suggested drama - of which she’d had quite enough already today. No, she thought: too late. She would tell him about the morning’s events when she got back from her trip, and until then her only focus would be her mother.

 



As her daughter’s car edged through the traffic, Joan stood in her now empty sitting room and wished earnestly for the pedals. She had known, ever since Eloise bought that ugly ‘luxury apartment’ in a post-war block on a noisy street in Mayfair, that she would one day leave Wilsmore Street for an institution of some sort. She had accepted this  fact as she had accepted other inevitabilities in her life: with as much cheerfulness as possible. Her contented routine and the gentle pleasure she took from it had a permanence that made its future destruction unreal, somehow, and strangely unlikely. Now that crushed sections of carpet were all that remained of the furniture that had once made the space so cosy, the bare walls with their pretty blue-grey paint seemed to mock her, and for a moment the space threatened to become the overheated, brightly furnished housekeeper’s room, on the top floor of a London boys’ school, in which Frank had taken her to meet his mother.

She held her nerve against this possibility, though without the pedals she was rarely able to influence the itineraries of her internal excursions. The sound of Astrid singing Ivor Novello seeped, unbidden, from a deep crevice of memory, and brought with it a trace of the numberless hours she had spent at the piano accompanying her mother-in-law’s penetrating renditions of the hits of her youth. ‘No!’ she said, aloud, for there was no one to hear her; and as she spoke the pedals materialised on the window sill and she stepped forward and grasped them, with a sharp inhalation of gratitude.

The room at once assumed its former identity, undoing all traces of the morning’s lumbering men and the destruction they had wrought. Her piano reappeared on the far wall, beneath the watercolour of Nooitgedacht that Rupert had painted three weeks before his death, and with it came two small sofas, whose embroidered antimacassars she had stitched herself. Her mother’s favourite rug stretched at her feet, evocative of the many dogs that had slept on it in the years before its arrival in England, and books crowded into bookcases once more, in amicable disarray. Above her the griffin chandelier shone with familiar benignity, its etched shades casting intricate shadows on the ceiling.

The only false note in this delightful illusion was the  presence on a side table of the small porcelain box, painted with peonies, in which she had hoarded the little orange pills Astrid had started giving her in the months after Eloise’s birth, as her lengthy stay extended into full-time residence in the McAllister household. Joan had broken this box, emphatically, and refused all further medicaments on the morning of George’s sixth birthday party. It could not possibly be there. And yet it was. She closed her eyes to banish it, but when she opened them again the entire room had vanished, as if offended by her quibbling. She was standing once more on a piece of crushed carpet, and the emptiness around her spoke eloquently of finality. As the street lights buzzed to life beyond the curtainless window, she struggled for control, and then abandoned the effort and began to cry.

Joan had not cried for many years - not since George had left for Australia and taken with him the possibility of an old age enjoyed in the raucous company of tousled grandchildren. Her frame, no longer as sturdy as it had been, shuddered at the force of the sobs that welled from some long-closed place within her; and for a moment she was twelve years old again, called by Beauty to the breakfast room at Nooitgedacht to hear that Rupert had died in the night.

For ten minutes she wept. Then she stopped. Eloise would be arriving soon and could not possibly see her in such a state. She went into the bathroom and splashed her eyes with icy water. Reaching for a hand towel, she remembered that there wasn’t one. All that was left of the collected treasures of a lifetime was half a roll of toilet paper, with which she dried her face. Peering into the mirror, still screwed into the tiled wall, she saw that she looked haggard and drawn and experienced a moment’s unusual vanity. She had been a good-looking woman in her day. This was no way to face old age, dejected and defeated.  She went back into the hall and opened one of her suitcase’s brass locks with difficulty, retrieving her vanity case from an inner compartment. Most mornings she applied nothing more than some powder and a dab of rouge. Now she put on lipstick and eye shadow too, bringing her features vividly to life.

By the time the doorbell rang she felt better.

 



A thickset, good-looking young man opened the door of a sleek black car for her and Joan’s spirits rose. She was not entirely unsusceptible to the glamour of her daughter’s success, though she pretended to be.

‘You look wonderful,’ said Eloise, gripping her hand.

‘Nonsense.’ But the compliment pleased her. As the car accelerated on the motorway she looked at her daughter’s striking profile, at the high cheekbones and glowing skin that turned so many heads, and was sorry that Eloise should feel guilty about putting her into The Albany. That she did was clear to Joan, who had too much experience of her confident façade to be deceived by it. The very lavishness of this holiday spoke volumes, and she wished she could tell her that she harboured no resentment. Why should a child devote the best years of her life to taking care of an ageing parent? She had given her love freely, without reciprocal obligation; and though she wished, perhaps, that things had turned out differently, that was not the same thing as resenting the way things had turned out.

‘Did you bring the photograph of Hannie?’ asked Eloise.

Joan thought for a moment. She had certainly intended to bring it. She tried to think where she had put it, but could only remember leaving it on the bed when the telephone rang. She must have left it on the mattress, which meant that it was now in a van heading to a storage facility, that it was evermore lost to her.

‘Do you know, I think I’ve forgotten it.’ She heard the  irritation in her voice and worried that Eloise would feel responsible for it. ‘It’s my fault,’ she added hastily. ‘There was just so much on today. You’ll find it in my papers when I’m gone.’

She wished, as the words were spoken, that she had chosen others. Eloise’s shoulders tensed and Joan saw that her remark was open to misinterpretation. It sounded bitter and was not meant to. ‘Or perhaps we can both go down to the storage place when we get back, and find it,’ she said quickly. ‘Once you’ve seen where your family came from, you’ll want to see what they looked like.’

‘That’s what we’ll do.’

‘Yes.’

‘As soon as we get back.’

‘Yes.’

‘Which terminal are you flying from?’ asked their dashing driver.




 Chapter 5


At the door to the business-class lounge, a middle-aged stewardess in a viscose uniform handed Joan a newspaper whose front page was devoted to a photograph of a blonde, white-toothed young woman helpless with mirth, pointing delightedly at a naked figure with terrified eyes who appeared to be dripping wet and suspended from an overhead bar by wires attached to his wrists. A picture editor of delicate sensibilities had blurred the hanging man’s groin area, as though the sight of a flaccid penis was in some way more shocking than this image of squalid brutality.

The lounge was full of smartly dressed men and women eating stale canapés and watching the television sets that were mounted in each of its four corners. Two were displaying different games of football while the third was tuned to a long procession of bony women wearing outlandish make-up and very little else, who appeared to be striding purposefully but going nowhere. On the fourth, a kindly-looking man was reassuring the world that ‘the images we see today from Abu Ghraib prison are the work of the few, not the many. The behaviour of these individuals does not in any way reflect the actions of our fine soldiers in Iraq. We will not rest—’

No one seemed to be paying the least bit of attention to him.

As Eloise led her to a right-angled grouping of expansive armchairs, Joan felt ashamed of the self-indulgence of her earlier tears. What was the loss of an upright piano, or an  antique light fitting, by comparison with the sufferings of this poor unnamed man? There was something shocking about the way the prisoner’s blurred genitals were reproduced, with so little apparent impact, in the carelessly discarded newspapers scattered over low veneer tables.

‘We are in Iraq to help the Iraqi people,’ said the friendly man on the screen.

‘Would you like a glass of champagne?’ asked Eloise.

‘No, thank you.’

The knowledge that her daughter, too, saw nothing worthy of comment in the newspaper headlines depressed Joan immeasurably. Perhaps she had not seen them. She put the newspaper carefully face up on the table between them, as Eloise summoned a pale young server.

‘Anything for you, madam?’ he asked Joan.

‘Come on, Mum. Have something. You’re on holiday.’

Joan looked at her daughter’s smiling face. ‘How could I—?’ But she faltered. Drawing attention to her own outrage seemed suddenly ostentatious. They were on holiday, after all. Perhaps Eloise was being cheerful for her sake.

‘We are serving an excellent Veuve Clicquot tonight,’ said the waiter, handing them a plate of tiny smoked-salmon sandwiches on a tin tray.

‘Go on.’ Eloise almost added, ‘It’s free.’ Her mother’s resistance to the spending of money had always irritated her and she asked for two glasses. ‘I’ll drink yours if you don’t want it,’ she said teasingly, reminding herself that she was here to make the experience fun for Joan.

‘All right then, darling.’ Joan shifted in her seat so that Eloise’s head blocked the callous eyes of the kindly-looking man on the television screen behind her. Steeling herself, she took a sandwich from the tray. It was cut into a tiny, painstakingly equilateral triangle. ‘How delicious!’ she said. ‘I’m being spoiled rotten.’

‘Of course you are. We’re here to enjoy ourselves.’

‘Of course we are.’

They smiled at each other in silence for a moment, but Joan had prepared for this. ‘You said your day was busy?’

Eloise leaned back in her chair in a gesture of exhaustion. ‘I can’t tell you how glad I am to get out of the office.’

‘Why?’

‘Oh, no particular reason. I’m just exhausted.’

‘You don’t get enough sleep.’

This was another conversation that Eloise and Joan had had before. Seeking to divert its course, Eloise embarked on a simplified anecdote about Derby Capital’s buying-up of osmium reserves; but though she had tried diligently for years, Joan had never been able to grasp the finer details of futures trading and arbitrage around which her daughter’s professional life revolved. Now, as the kindly man disappeared from the television screen to be replaced by a blow-dried reporter silhouetted against a burning building, she found it even harder to follow the thread of the narrative. Eloise, reading her abstraction for boredom, hurried through her day and put things in the simplest possible terms, explaining what was in fact all that mattered: that she had just bet a sizeable sum on Claude being right about osmium.

A further relevant question suggested itself to Joan. ‘What do you mean by a “sizeable sum”, darling?’

‘About a hundred and thirty million dollars.’

To Joan, who had never spent more than £48,000 - the price of a twenty-two-year lease on Flat 3, 16 Wilsmore Street, South Kensington - on a single transaction in her life, the figure was unimaginable. ‘Goodness me,’ she said. ‘But what happens if Claude’s wrong?’

‘He won’t be.’

‘But what would happen if he was?’

‘The price would fall.’

‘By how much?’

‘Difficult to say. By a lot, probably.’

‘And could you lose all the money you’ve put into it so far?’

‘Not all of it. A lot of it, perhaps.’

The possibility, however slight, of losing any part of a hundred and thirty million dollars was so alarming to Joan that she took a sip of champagne to steady herself, and then another. This emboldened her unexpectedly. ‘So you’ve been speaking to Claude?’

‘He called last night.’

‘How is he?’

‘I don’t know. He left a message and I forgot to call him back.’ Eloise sensed that she and her mother were drifting dangerously close to another conversation they had had before.

‘Claude was the cleverest of all the men you’ve ever gone out with,’ said Joan, confirming her daughter’s fears. ‘You need a clever man, someone you can’t run circles around. And he was so good-looking.’

‘If the emaciated academic look works for you.’

‘So good-looking,’ repeated Joan, wistfully. ‘How kind of him to let you know in advance about his research. Although’ - a thought occurred to her - ‘isn’t that illegal?’

‘There’s no such thing as insider dealing in the commodities markets, Mum,’ said Eloise, patiently reiterating a point she had explained many times before. ‘It’s not like equities. There are no rules against exchanging information like this.’
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