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Monica Watson put her espresso down on the desk. Nobody could fault her workspace. She was working towards paperless, and was almost there. Her inbox, instead of her in-tray, was now peppered with utility bills and requests for meter reads. Her glass desk, her silver MacBook Air and her (almost redundant) pewter pen holder stood testament to the fact that she was a woman with a tidy mind. She drummed her fingers impatiently and stared at the phone. Force of will, evidently, could not cause it to ring.

At university, fifteen years previously, she’d read Social Sciences, and which was the case study that had imprinted itself most firmly in her brain? Cargo Cults. Polynesian tribes cleared spaces in the jungle for airstrips; bald, bare swathes of land which would beckon a plane from the sky. Create the landing strip, her tutor had said with conviction, and the planes will come. For Monica, it still seemed a winning thought. She nudged her iPhone, lining it up with her MacBook. If she concentrated hard enough, perhaps she could reconfigure her desk as a Polynesian landing strip. This was surely the desk of a woman who would shortly be offered a major freelance role on an exciting film.

Daniel, her husband of ten years, had seemed less taken with the notion of Cargo Cults than she had been. She put this down to two possibilities. The first was that – from the off – he’d seemed amused by much of what captured her imagination. His eyes would twinkle at her and she would know she was being somehow indulged. The second was that he was a consultant orthopaedic surgeon, specialising in abnormalities of the spine; perhaps, as a doctor, you had to believe there were more meticulous, logical steps which facilitated getting from A to B. When she’d explained that the planes had actually arrived, he’d looked surprised but then said that it was just like newts, which seemed to Monica to be distinctly less amazing. He explained that his mother had dug a pond in the garden of his childhood home. (Monica’s mind had snagged on this image as if it were a bramble. Her formidable mother-in-law would have, no question, actually taken a shovel and dug the entire thing out herself. I can only disappoint you, Monica had said to Daniel, on another occasion when his mother had deboned a raw chicken before stuffing it with almond pesto and Parma ham. Daniel had just laughed.) She’d refocused her attention. The house was miles away from any water. Two years later, Greater and Lesser Crested newts. Same thing, he’d added bafflingly.

Sometimes, at the end of one of their conversations, she wondered if Daniel could only just restrain himself from executing a little victorious fencing gesture with an imaginary épée, or perhaps a triumphant shout of huzzah! It would be entirely without malice; more in the spirit of gleeful competition. ‘You are still, and always will be, the most interesting woman in the room,’ he’d written to her in his tenth wedding anniversary card. Sometimes, she wondered if it had been a wife he wanted or a sparring partner. It was important to be light on her feet. Anyway, the newts hadn’t cut it for her; she’d told him that. An amphibious creature, exhausted from hauling itself through ditches and possibly only finding the pond through luck, didn’t evoke the same exhilaration as a small plane deliberately swooping and scything through a cloudless blue sky, and then puttering to a halt beside a sleek-leaved palm tree.

It was already eleven o’clock. Ruby had left for school two and a half hours ago. Since her recent ninth birthday she’d insisted on walking the short distance alone. Monica had dropped Luca at the nursery by nine fifteen, and jogged home pushing the Bugaboo. Her endeavour couldn’t be faulted. Perhaps she was turning into one of those girls at school whose report cards said Tries hard, or, Can always be counted on to give of her best. Did anyone look at Ruby and think she was just a try-harder? It was as unbearable as it was unlikely. Hadn’t her own mother pronounced Ruby, at three, to be as sharp as a wagonload of monkeys? Ruby, overhearing, had asked what monkeys would be doing in a wagon. The apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree: Daniel’s logic again. It was like a crochet hook which pulled up short anything that was overly whimsical or fantastical. Some days, Monica wondered whether that didn’t include her. She repeatedly resolved to check her tendency to exaggerate, to embellish, but with little success. Sometimes she caught Ruby listening to her with her eyebrow minutely raised. It would be some time, thank goodness, before Luca could be similarly evaluative.

Monica looked down at her feet, flexed her toes, and circled her ankles. Maybe she could become one of those people who set their phone to beep on the hour and then did a sequence of Pilates exercises at their desk. She reminded herself that it wouldn’t be necessary to limit herself to a few barely discernible shoulder rolls or discreet calf flexes. Much as she didn’t like to dwell on it, rather than being in a smart office, she was at home in the boxroom. There was, in fact, nothing or no one to stop her leaping up and executing flamboyant star jumps in the buff. Maybe then the phone would start into sound; that might be enough to shock it out of its muteness.

At the foot of her desk, she caught sight of a small orange and black striped wooden tiger. It was Luca’s, for slotting through the correctly shaped space in a barred cage. There were also a giraffe, a lion, a rhino and a zebra. HOW much? Daniel had asked, when she’d told him how much she’d paid an artisanal carpenter.

‘But it’s beautifully made, and will teach him shape recognition, dexterity and sequencing; they’re necessary life skills,’ she’d protested.

‘Not exactly sequencing,’ Daniel had countered; ‘in real life, that kind of zoo-keeping would result in a bloodbath.’

Monica stood up and looked out over the garden. The woman next door, Patty, was mulching her herbaceous borders. Patty worked part time now, and her youngest child had recently left to go to university. ‘Look at the Viburnum bodnantense. See how the Chionodoxa forbesii is coming through,’ she’d call through the open French doors to Richard, her husband. Monica was pretty sure Patty hadn’t known all the Latin names of plants when they’d first moved in eight years ago. Perhaps she’d been fastidiously learning them as her children fledged. Maybe that was what happened: the brain cleared spaces. Cognitive processes which had memorised term dates, the best place to buy hockey sticks, or the name of a driving instructor, gave way to great tracts of availability. Maybe the Latin names of plants swiftly blew in, or the ability to count cards at bridge. Nature abhors a vacuum, Monica reminded herself. That was probably something to hold fast to when you woke up one morning astonished to find your children gone. She tried to summon up Luca, straight-backed, aged twenty, carrying a large holdall. Inconceivable. He was eighteen months old. He hadn’t even got a full set of teeth.

She’d watched Patty on the day she’d returned from dropping off her fourth child at college, in early October. Patty had got out of the empty car and stood in the driveway looking forlornly and fixedly at her upturned palms, as if her children might have mysteriously evaporated from her hands. Monica had turned from the window and scooped Ruby and Luca up and kissed them extravagantly. It was unthinkable that they would drive cars, have sex, go to university.

Now, Patty caught sight of her and threw her a straight-armed wave. Monica waved hesitantly back. Now I look like I have no work to do, she thought ruefully, before adding, which I haven’t. It was important, she reminded herself, even if only professionally, not to exaggerate, embellish, or beat about the bush. When she did get an amazing freelance role on a film that became an unexpected critical success, her peers would appreciate her insistence on straight-talking. In an industry full of hype and insincerity, it was a valuable quality.

She took a step backwards and doubled over in pain as she trod on the edge of the wooden tiger, catching the soft part of her foot. Shit! she said, picking it up and flipping it onto the armchair by her desk. What had been the advice of the CEO of Facebook to all women co-workers? Lean in, she’d said, lean in so that your workspace is moulded around the needs of your home life. Monica recovered her stance. On days like this, leaning in seemed perilously close to falling right over. Possibly, spectacularly, right on her arse.

When the phone started ringing shrilly, she’d only just regained her balance.
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Rose Hallett put her hand on Ursula’s and said, I’m sorry, my dear, there’s no changing Jane’s view on this. It seems the cloakroom shower with the flip seat was only the start. You know how it often is with eldest children – bossy from the off. It’s just something of a surprise when one finds it directed at oneself. Geoffrey can’t quite grasp it at all. ‘Tell me again, whose idea is this?’ he keeps saying.

Ursula allowed herself to smile, and looked down at Rose’s hand, placed gently on hers. She’d been working as Rose’s and Geoffrey’s housekeeper for more than ten years, the three of them moving around each other softly in this huge house like a small shoal of camouflaged fish. When she began work for them, aged forty, surely her hands hadn’t borne any resemblance to Rose’s? Now, the veins which snaked beneath Rose’s tissue-thin skin seemed to broaden out and continue into tributaries and off-shoots which weaved across Ursula’s own. Was she catching Rose up? Surely not? She balled up her fingers and restored the density of her flesh. It was not productive to think of what lay beneath. Neurons, tendons, the whiteness of bone, the deep pulse of the heart. Something roared and shifted deep within Ursula’s ear.

I’d hate you to think … Rose murmured, then stopped. Ursula looked at the pale, tea-rose pink of her employer’s lips. Tea-rose-tinted Rose. She noticed, not for the first time, the milky whiteness in her employer’s eye. Her hand, now outstretched, shook with the faintest of tremors. Of course Rose and Geoffrey were increasingly frail, of course their offspring would think that this house was too big for them. It made sense for them to move into the annexe of Jane’s home. She was a GP and could provide proper care as they became increasingly vulnerable. Look how slowly Geoffrey now came down the staircase. (Ursula twisted her neck to watch his careful, painstaking progress.) No more stairs to climb; she could see that might turn out to be what he would call a blessed relief.

It’s not, it’s not, Rose began again, that you haven’t cared for us, and for the house, beautifully. So beautifully. I sometimes feel the timbers creak with your care. If I could, if there was somewhere else I could suggest you move on to, some way of making it seem less as if we were … showing you the door. Especially after all these years.

Rose faltered again, and a tear spilled down her powdered cheek.

‘It’s fine, it’s absolutely the right thing to do,’ Ursula said reassuringly. ‘There’s no need to explain, to justify.’ She swept out her arm in an uncharacteristic arc. ‘Caring for you, for all of this …’ She fell silent, nodding perhaps a little too vigorously, biting at the inside of her cheek. There was no danger of crying. Tears were not a risk.

Later, kneeling, she folded clothing into the large oak chest in Rose’s bedroom. She placed her hand on the broad, curlicued width of the drawer, dipped forward and inhaled the familiar scent of lilies of the valley. She stood, hung up one of Geoffrey’s jackets and turned the key dextrously in the wardrobe door. She plumped the pillows on the bed and retied the thick, plaited cord which held the curtains. Walking down the stairs, she allowed her fingers to sweep along the grooves of the banister. All the years of coaxing it to a soft gleam, the scent of lavender wax deep in her nails. When she’d first arrived it was scuffed bare; it was the boys’ fault, Rose said, the long-ago boys. Years of sliding down it, hurling trunks down it; nobody had ever stayed long enough to restore it to its original glory. Until Ursula, Ursula who had quietly, steadily, steadfastly cajoled the old house back.

It will be sold, I think, Rose had said, that’s the plan. Perhaps there will be a house full of children again, my sewing room reclaimed as the nursery.

Did people have nurseries nowadays? Ursula doubted it. More likely it would become a home cinema, or a gym. The old pendant lights would be stripped out. They’d have no place.

She shook her head. It was unthinkable. She loved the house just as it was. Its stillness, the thick green pools of shadow in the stairwell, the lemon light of the morning room, the wheeze of the old oil-fired Aga when the wind blew from the southwest. If she closed her eyes she could see the cracks and the pitting in the flagstones of the hallway. She had learned this house with her body; committed it to sensory memory on her knees, with her knuckles, with the misting of her breath as she cleaned the leaded windows, or with a determined scrunch of her eyes as she rubbed at a stubborn mark on the enamel roll-topped bath. She would not stay even if new people wanted her to.

Standing before the linen cupboard, she minutely adjusted the winter flannelette sheets, smoothing the soft pile of the fabric. What had Gideon said, that first weekend, lying in the inky blackness of a Venice November night, the Grand Canal sinuous like liquorice just beyond their window? You will sleep in Egyptian cotton linen from now on. In retrospect, it sounded like a command. She hadn’t seen it as that, then; too busy being captivated.

He’d been wrong about the bed linen anyway. She’d spent more time laundering flannelette sheets than lying in Egyptian ones. And, given a chance to choose fabric, she would choose a hair shirt, and to go with it perhaps an implement which would flay her skin raw; allow her to open it up, precisely, neatly, like the scored crackling on a shoulder of pork. She closed the linen cupboard door softly.

The kettle whistled on the Aga downstairs. The sound of it punctuated Ursula’s working hours, and the strike of the grandfather clock in the hallway, and the old shop bell which rang out from the walled garden gate. She straightened her spine. Change. Stared at clear-eyed and impassively, it would pass.

Entering her own home, later that evening, she stood in her kitchen and allowed its neutrality to absorb her. She stood very still, concentrating on the in and out of her breath, until she achieved a semblance of invisibility, of corresponding blandness. Was it possible to will the heart to slow?

The precise, impersonal sparseness of her kitchen made it difficult to gauge whether anyone actually lived there at all. No tea caddy on the side, no mail stuffed behind a sugar bowl, no discarded shoes, or bowl of fruit gently, undemandingly softening. Ursula lived in a three-bedroom semi-detached house, but there were rooms she chose never to enter. Her steps were mechanical, familiar, executing well-trodden routes. At night she moved upstairs or to the bathroom without requiring a light.

She opened the post. An envelope from her electricity supplier contained a fridge magnet shaped like a bee. Fat and yellow-striped, it balanced on the tip of her index finger. She stroked its enamel smoothness softly, but did not glance at the fridge. Returning it to its envelope, she placed it swiftly in the bin.

She decided to make a soft-boiled egg. Her hands moved with economical precision. She watched the egg judder in the rolling boil of the water.

She would have to start looking for a new job.

Somewhere between her shoulder blades a muscle flexed with tension, and she felt a corresponding shiver of blood. She scooped the egg from the saucepan with a spoon. What had she learned as a child? To puncture the empty shell so that the witches could not sail out to sea? Ursula had no fear of witches. Some days, she suspected, she feared nothing at all.
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Cartwheels. Were cartwheels appropriate? Were they even possible?

There was probably insufficient floor space, and a thirty-seven-year-old woman, semi-spontaneously hurling herself into a cartwheel, might feel a little less exuberant rocking up at Accident and Emergency with a fractured wrist. That was a possible outcome.

Maybe Monica could throw the window wide open instead; whoop joyfully and uninhibitedly at the flawless blue sky. She could give thanks, if not to God, to positive thinking. Cargo Cult faith had come through. Her whoop, however, might give Patty a start. It could shock her into a fall; perhaps injuring herself on one of the ornate metal stakes grouped in her flowerbed. She checked herself. The whoop was probably best avoided. The downside was too great.

Was it motherhood, Monica wondered, which recalibrated the mind, ensuring that any spontaneous action should first be subject to a risk assessment?

The phone call had been from Gus, with whom she’d worked when Ruby was about two. It had been on a period drama, something that had been shown on the BBC. Now, he’d contacted Monica because he had a role for an assistant producer on a film that was to start shooting in three weeks’ time. Monica sensed that she was not the first person he’d asked.

Twelve weeks’ work, he said, fourteen at the most. The crew’s all set to go, and we’ve lucked out with a couple of members of the cast. Sundance Festival calibre. I’m telling you, Monica, chances like this don’t come around very often.

She hadn’t missed a beat.

That’s brilliant; sounds fantastic. Of course I’m interested, send me the script. Hey, I don’t even need to read it, count me in anyway. (How bad could a script be, she thought, and no less career suicide than sitting at her tidy but empty desk watching her neighbour gardening.)

The best part, he concluded, I probably should have opened with this, but I know from when we worked together last time you made the whole life/work balance thing seem effortless. The best part is that it’s being shot just outside LA. Three months on the West Coast. You get to do some Hollywood dreaming.

Had she said Yay! again? She feared she had. Retrospectively, she might justify it under gamely entering into the spirit of the conversation; the spirit of a long-awaited conversation which had progressed so peachily until geography reared its head. Had she, in fact, allowed the phone call to end without saying, ‘I’m sorry, just elaborate on that a little more. The film’s being shot in LA. Just to clarify, you want me to relocate to LA for three months?’

She had.

She’d said yay! and promised Gus she’d confirm within forty-eight hours. There are a couple of other projects I need to square the circle with, she’d added. Projects? Was that an acceptable way to refer to one’s children? Her initial euphoria evaporated and she poked herself with her pen in mute fury. The cartwheel would have been ill-considered. The joy of being offered a job was small beer when the feasibility of actually accepting it was next to nil.

Monica folded herself down onto the floor, and sat propped up by the wardrobe. Lean in? More like crumple. What permutation of leaning in was covered by temporarily moving to another continent? She caught sight of herself in the mirror of the slightly ajar door and felt a whoosh of heat. What did she look like? A woman approaching forty with the shards of her career in her lap, catapulted into a frenzy of longing at the thought of how she might strive to have it all? Did Daniel have it all? Probably. He had the stellar career, the family, the cosy home to return to daily. Anyone with a scrap of sense (and now she swallowed an unfamiliar pulse of bitterness) would know that within a marriage there could never be enough ‘having it all’ to go round.
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Ever since Ruby had returned from school her mother had been acting a little strange. Strange perhaps wasn’t the right word. Strange was more like the man who ran through Sainsbury’s, his hair all wild and white, shouting ‘batten down the hatches’, which Mummy said meant he thought he was in a submarine. This puzzled Ruby. How could he account for there being so much food? Strange also described the woman – a real grown-up woman – who always pushed a dolly in a pushchair. Sometimes she held a carton of actual milk to its mouth. Once, by the postbox, Ruby had watched her carefully. My babba, she’d crooned, and moved the pushchair forward and back with her foot. The doll’s big blinky eyes had fallen shut with a click. All that counted as strange, Ruby concluded, shifting her weight on the kitchen chair. All her mother was actually doing was pretending to listen to her. What did you do at school today? she’d asked, reaching into the fridge to get out some apple juice, and cutting a piece of brownie and putting it on Ruby’s favourite plate, which was decorated with dancing mice. Ruby had given the same answer three times, just to check.

Mmm, that’s nice, Mummy said, when Ruby repeated that school lunch was inedible. In-edible, she said, with extra emphasis. If Daddy had been home, he would have said that was not strictly accurate. If it were actually inedible, lunch would have to have been impossible to chew and swallow, like the tyre from a tractor, or a thick woolly hat. Daddy would have teased her until she found the right word. He’d have kept thinking up more things that were impossible to eat, until she found a truthful word to describe her school lunch. Ruby was momentarily distracted by what that might be. Lumpy? Slimy? Mummy whacked the fridge door shut with the palm of her hand and Ruby brought her mind back to the kitchen. Now, Mummy whacked the top of the brownie tin closed; she was even whacking her own forehead, sitting at the table and using the heel of her hand to make quick beats just above her eyebrows, as if her head were a soft-skinned drum.

Ruby chewed her brownie thoughtfully. Sometimes Mummy was like this. It was as if she was fizzing; fizzing and crackling.

‘Is it time to fetch Luca?’ she asked.

One of the reasons Luca went to the nursery all day was so that Mummy had more time to think about work. Daddy had explained this. Daddy never talked about his work because of patient confidentiality. That meant not telling what people had wrong with them. Fixing them was secret. Mummy’s work, meanwhile, when she got some, was in film, which she said was basically telling stories. Mummy said what she and Daddy did were basically opposite.

Often, she and Mummy were the last to turn up at the nursery. Ruby wasn’t sure whether this was because Mummy had actually been thinking about work. The women in charge would be a little bit grumpy, busy spraying the changing mats with Dettox and cleaning the whiteboards that listed which child had done what when. While Mummy apologised, Ruby read Luca’s notes. ‘Luca has eaten his lunch with a good appetite’ or, ‘Luca has played with the building bricks’. Some days, however, it mostly seemed a list of when his nappy had been changed. Then, Ruby would give him an extra big kiss on his fat cheek, because she felt bad that that was all they had to report for a whole day. Luca was more interesting than that. He was easy to make laugh, and danced at the drop of a hat.

Mummy was apologising now. She said she’d lost track of the time. That might be another inaccurate thing, like lunch being inedible. Did time leave tracks? Ruby imagined minutes leaving tiny mice paw prints and weeks leaving huge great treads. Mummy finished apologising and was now zipping up Luca’s jacket. Luca sucked noisily at his thumb. Ruby looked forward to when he could tell them his news himself. Maybe his lunch would be inedible too, but also not actually. Daddy would have a conniption if they were both so inaccurate. Conniption: her Auntie Cassie had taught her that word. Actually, Daddy was probably the person least likely in the world to have a conniption. Ruby felt sure of that, but she liked Auntie Cassie’s words anyway. They flew around like fireworks. Once, when Auntie Cassie said something over supper, Daddy had turned to Ruby and said, It will be my lifetime’s achievement if you don’t grow up to exaggerate like your mother or your aunt.

At supper time, when Ruby had finished putting together a jigsaw puzzle with Luca (I have mostly done it, she told him, because it was important he understood who did what), Mummy came in from the kitchen and kissed them both and said, ‘Are you having fun?’ Ruby nodded. Mummy didn’t look like she was having fun. Not the best fun, anyway. Maybe it was because she still had the chicken stew to sort out. She always cut up Luca’s food really neatly, blowing and blowing on it so that it wasn’t too hot. If Ruby had a whiteboard in the kitchen, like at the nursery, she’d write on it: Luca helped with a jigsaw puzzle happily, and then waited nicely while his chicken stew was cut and cooled down. That sounded busier than a list of nappy changes.
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It had been a long and complicated day. The curve of the last child’s spine Daniel had operated on was more complex than the scans showed; the compression of the thorax and the impact on the lung capacity a little more worrying. He’d modified where he’d inserted the dual growth rods, amended the calculation for the foundation sites. His instincts were usually correct. He could make more adjustments at a later stage if further scans showed they were required. The child’s torso on the operating table bore all the characteristic hallmarks of idiopathic scoliosis: uneven shoulders and hips, the protrusion of one shoulder blade. Hump-backed, hunch-backed, whatever the lay term, it signified serious internal dysfunction. Cardiopulmonary consequences – he always dwelt on those in pre-operative conversations with procedure-shy parents. No room for the lungs to grow, he’d say with careful deliberation. Underlining the increasing inability to breathe was usually the clincher for signing the permission form.

Archaeologists had found Richard III’s skeleton recently. Can you confirm he had scoliosis? a journalist had e-mailed to ask him. Daniel had concluded that in all probability he had. There was pathos, he felt, in the skeleton found beneath a car park, twisted and contorted just like the scans he looked at every day. If Richard III had indeed fought bravely at Bosworth, it would have required exceptional physical resilience. Why, yes, he’d told the journalist, it looks like an abnormal lateral and rotational curvature of the spine. Swinging a heavy sword would have been a task indeed.

It was pleasing to think it would be correctable now. Shakespeare, Daniel thought with satisfaction, might have had to fish around for some alternative descriptors to make the King memorable if his spine were actually straight in the coronal plane. He loved it when progress threw down such definitive markers.

Daniel changed out of his scrubs, and stood at the basin washing his hands. He’d long ago realised that, once you were a surgeon, the possibility of ever casually doing this evaporated. Now, whether it was before or after an operation, sitting down to eat supper, or simply returning from the supermarket, he followed the same methodical, oddly soothing, completely meticulous routine. Hadn’t he been taught it, like a drill, as a medical student? He focused on the backs of his hands, on the creases of skin between his knuckles, and turned off the tap with a practised biff of his elbow.

He stretched out his spine. His neck felt stiff, his shoulders a little tight. There was an irony, he thought, in spending one’s days mostly correcting spinal deformities, slightly hunched over an operating table, working deftly and precisely until each of his own vertebrae felt taut with stress.

When his own children had been born, he’d paid little attention to Apgar scores, or to the pink tint of their flesh. As soon as he’d been able, he’d smoothed his thumb gently down the length of their backs, checking that the spinous processes were correctly aligned in the coronal plane. A further quick check of the pelvis to rule out clickety hips. ‘Aren’t you meant to be changing a nappy?’ Monica had asked. She’d been sitting bolt upright in bed, putting Vaseline on her lips. The effort of labour had seemingly left no trace.

When he applied sun cream to his children now (Ruby fidgeting, squirming, keen to be free) he’d check again, subtly, that their spines were as they should be. It pleased him to imagine his children’s lungs, roomily and breezily expanding in their thoracic cavities. The spine, he’d told Monica, starts to develop three weeks into gestation. She hadn’t looked particularly impressed. She’d preferred a sketch he’d drawn her, at eight weeks, showing a foetus curved like a tiny seahorse, the size of her fingernail.

It was hard to put into words, even for Monica, his fascination with bone; as a child stock still before the fragile carcass of a sparrow, as a teenager rapt before the skeleton hanging in the corner of the biology lab. Bone was triply impressive; it held the body upright, leveraged muscles and tendons, and cradled, at its core, the marrow which made blood. People imagined it to be brittle; something which cracked, shattered, or snapped. The opposite could be true. Had he not seen operations where bone removed from the femur was reshaped to transplant into the jaw of a patient, where it would fuse and regrow? Or, where the plates of an infant’s skull were removed and replaced, but this time with more room for the brain to develop? He had stapled, hinged and nailed bone with ice-cooled metal clips, which then moulded into optimum shape when thawed by the bone’s natural warmth. Bone is impressive, he said to Ruby when she was younger. He looked forward to sharing with her a more complex appraisal. Monica laughed and said, Lucky Rubes.

Getting into his car, he switched on his phone, and saw he had a text from his wife. Need to talk to you tonight. That sounded ominous. Monica was restless, unsettled. Since Luca’s birth, he felt like a man who had somehow failed to come up with the right answer; failed to produce a solution, with a flourish, like flowers from his sleeve. Full-time nursery for Luca had been a concerted attempt but Monica still seemed to be yearning for something just beyond her reach. It hadn’t always been the case.

When he’d first met her, she’d been twenty-six, and he was thirty-seven, and he felt he had barely raised his head from his operating table for a decade. He’d been dazzled by her gorgeousness, her long dark hair, her full mouth, her eyes which were limpid green in early morning light. She was long limbed. He had struggled not to say, the first time she lay naked before him, Do you know what exceptionally long femurs you have? That wouldn’t have made it into a handbook on how to woo a woman effectively. When he knew her better, if he had said it, she’d have laughed and said, Do tell me more. ‘Hardly the loyal little wife,’ his mother had said, but the way she’d said it made Daniel suspect that she thought it was a good thing. That first morning, Monica had stood in his bedroom, wrapped in a white towel, her vertebrae rippling sinuously as she leaned to smooth moisturiser into her legs, and he imagined the three-dimensionality of her; the foal-leggedness of her bones, the weft and weave of her muscles, the sparking of her synapses and nerve endings. And she turned to him and smiled and it was as if all his studied reserve, application and diligence, all his carefulness, went whoosh! down a lift shaft. So this, he thought, lying mesmerised in bed, this is falling in love.

He’d had opportunities since – what consultant didn’t – in hospitals full of nurses, female junior doctors, even, on one occasion, the very grateful, glossy mother of a patient who had offered herself to him, pragmatically, unabashedly, with admirable opportunistic speed. And yet, he had never been tempted; not when Monica practically growled with ongoing fury in the last month of her unexpected pregnancy with Luca, or even now, when he sensed in her a restlessness, a rustling, subtle dissatisfaction at what had appeared to have become her lot. Now, driving home, he wondered what she had to tell him.

As he came into the house, Monica shushed him from the top of the stairs. Luca was almost asleep in her arms; she was tiptoeing with him towards the open door of his bedroom. Was it that time already? How many evenings was he supposed to aim to be home for Luca’s bath? Evidently tonight was not going to be one of them. He peered down the hallway. Ruby looked up from a sticker book and gave him a wave.

And so I am home, Daniel thought, putting his bag down in the hallway. He would look at its contents later; he had a paper he’d been asked to review by a colleague.

How are you, Little, how was your day? he said to Ruby, lifting her into his arms. He’d called her Little since she was about two; no doubt she’d be calling him out on it soon. It wouldn’t be accurate for long. He kissed the scramble of curls on her neck.

His children’s physical wholeness, the fact that their bodies were unfettered by drip lines, clamps, catheters, cannulas, or the eye-rolling floppiness of a post-anaesthesia drowse, seemed to him to be worthy, each and every day, of heartfelt thanks.
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‘I’d like to make it work.’

Monica sounded childlike; or like someone faced with something mechanical, which, if focused on with enough application, enough fastidiousness, might just click and whirr into life.

Daniel looked at his hands. Something physical to tackle would be a relief. He could use his hands. Cut. Reshape. Fix. Make good. But in fact what was before him – before them, he reminded himself – was something far more amorphous, far more complex. How to make Monica happy. Was that what it was? Perhaps, more accurately, how not to make Monica feel professionally short-changed by motherhood. That sounded trickier. She sat next to him on the sofa, her face imploring.

‘It’s not that I don’t love the children, don’t love being with them, taking care of them, but I’ve tried and I can’t only do that – I don’t mean to diminish it – I mean, I can’t do just that, just that thing alone. This job is a chance, a huge chance for me … if we could only, if we could just make it work …’

She stopped. Her finger and thumb rolled and tugged at a pill of wool on her sweater. He resisted leaning over to remove it.

‘I know it’s asking a lot,’ she continued. ‘I know it’s disruptive, I know it will have all kinds of impacts …’

‘In the same way that not trying, not going, would have.’

She nodded at his prescience.

‘Is that awful to admit?’

‘No. We both know that not going, not trying, will most likely end up being worse for the whole family than you taking three months out now. Bitterness. Resentment. You could probably count on mustering some of that.’ He imagined her burning blue, like a coil of magnesium, Ruby and Luca powdered with the smouldering ash. ‘We just need to think about the best possible way of making it work with the least emotionally negative impact.’

‘I couldn’t take them with me. I’ve thought through every permutation of how that might work and it would just be unbelievably expensive and much more disruptive. I’ll have to work such long hours, and nothing, no one, will be familiar. But if I could find someone for here, someone to help you, someone who could top and tail your day, do everything in the house, have supper ready when you get home …’

‘It’s sounding like an upgrade already.’

‘Ha ha. Obviously, it may well be, but it’s not you I’m concerned about. I’m less worried about Ruby than Luca; I could explain to Ruby. I can Skype her, write to her. Luca – I don’t know – he might feel confused. Or maybe as soon as I get back he’ll forget that I ever went.’

‘If he has attachment issues in his twenties, and a protracted fear of abandonment, it will obviously be your fault.’ He smiled wryly. ‘As opposed to the feelings of guilt that will be his demons if he clocks that maybe you sacrificed all your best chances for him.’

Monica smiled. Daniel continued.

‘At least if he’s here, he’ll have me, and Ruby, and our parents, and Cassie, and the staff at the nursery. Perhaps we should try to see it as an exercise in short-term damage limitation for the kids and long-term damage limitation for you.’

‘But what about us in all of that?’

‘We were okay when I did that six months’ stint in Watford; remember all those miserable Saturdays when I was supposed to come home and then couldn’t, and when every on-call weekend fell when we had something planned?’

‘Miserable is the word.’

‘But we didn’t have the children then, and our expectations were different. I think if we don’t try …’

‘Why are you being so good, so reasonable, so supportive about this? Most men would just say it’s ridiculously selfish of me.’

‘That’s what I’m thinking obviously …’

She cuffed his arm with her fist.

‘But I mean it, why are you being so nice about it?’

‘Because, Mon, I can see your point. Because I can see why you feel this job might work as a tipping point for you. And because I don’t think that just because we have a family, some doors should automatically be closed to you.’

‘God, you’re perfect.’

‘No, just mindful of how much credit this will give me in the bank. Come my midlife crisis, I’ll be living it large.’

‘Darling, be serious, do you know what you are agreeing to?’

‘Credit me with some insight. I realised within minutes of you telling me about the job what I’d signed up for. It’s obvious you really want this; who am I to say that you can’t have it? Frankly, I’d be more troubled about how to deal with you feeling resentful and short-changed.’

She kissed him full on the mouth.

Later, in the bathroom, Daniel flossed his teeth. He could hear Monica brushing her hair at the dressing table, the long smooth strokes of the bristles. If he closed his eyes, he could see the exact tilt of her neck.

He flossed precisely around a crown. Dental hygienists had ridiculously high expectations of a surgeon.

Monica going. Was his support a leap of faith? He swooshed vigorously with mouthwash.

He was actually a man with no choice. Beneath his conciliatory approach, he could see the bald truth of that. Some men’s wives just walked out of the door and made an unscripted bolt for the blue. This, in contrast, was a joint decision. Surely, surely he could hold it together as a single parent for three months?

Later, when he slept, Monica lay beside him, and ran her fingertip along the length of his middle finger to the scoop of his wrist bone. He had beautiful hands; lean and long, his nails precisely cut. When they’d first met, he’d passed her a glass of wine, and out of nowhere she’d wished – with a heat that pinked the skin at the nape of her neck – that his hands were touching her, placed softly on the arch of her back, the inside of her thigh, his fingertip perhaps tracing the length of her collarbone. She had blushed as she had taken the glass, and avoided meeting his eye. She’d learned later that a capable surgeon was described as having ‘good hands’. One of his colleagues had said to her, And this man, my dear, does not just have good hands, he has the very best. And Monica had known it from the instant he had passed her a glass of Pinot Grigio. And she had known, in agreeing to marry him, that she would always be in his good hands. Kept safe. Now, she found herself holding his hand tighter. Three months, surely, was no time at all?

Be careful what you wish for, you might just get it, a small voice chimed in her head.

Monica adjusted her pillow. Daniel aside, what would she say to Ruby?
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‘Going away. Away where?’ Ruby asked.

She was sitting cross-legged on the sofa.

‘To America.’

‘America? Whatever for?’

It was a familiar phrase of Cassie’s. Whatever for? Why ever not? What on earth? Her sister-in-law’s mouth was peppered with surprise.

‘Because I’ve been offered a really great job, just for a little while, just from April to July and then I’ll be home again, super-quick.’

‘But why does it have to be in America?’

‘Because that’s where the film is being made.’

‘But why can’t you work on a film that is being made in England?’

‘I would love to, darling, but other films, made in England, haven’t offered me a job.’

‘Did you ask?’

‘I did ask. All the time. I’ve been asking for months. I’ve tried my hardest, I promise you.’

‘But what about Luca? He can’t sleep at the nursery.’

‘No, nobody’s going to have to sleep anywhere but in their own bed. I’m going to find someone great to help Daddy, as well as both your grannies, and Cassie, and they will all help to take care of you and Luca and keep you happy and safe until I come home.’

Ruby tugged at her nail with her teeth.

‘What will Luca think? He doesn’t know about jobs.’

‘I’m hoping he will be happy with you and Daddy, and that he’ll be sitting right next to you when I Skype, and
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