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			London, April 13, 2013


			Jacinda adored Bar 910—the Victorian-era wood paneling, gilt mirrors, and the oversized framed photograph of Mick Jagger dancing on the tables. The bar, across from the Royal Albert Hall in London, was a world apart from the pub in Burnaby where she and her husband, Tom, spent their date nights: in a strip-mall with big-screen televisions and hockey jerseys tacked onto plywood paneling.

			Her boss sank into the leather armchair, casting a quick glance over one shoulder, then the other. It was the final night of their month-long European guest-conducting tour, and Boris was casing the room for fans and reporters. He had commanded the podium for eighteen sold-out evening concerts. She had led the less prestigious afternoon performances, organized the music, conducted sectional rehearsals, and ferried their suitcases from one lavish hotel to the next. Not that she minded the grunt work—it let her stand before the world’s best musicians, if only for an afternoon.

			

			“Did you know the word ‘loo’ comes from the French expression regardez l’eau?” he asked.

			Jac was too tired to spout a clever retort.

			“I’m off to visit my favorite loo.” Patrons stared as he strode through the maze of tables, commandingly tall and striking in his Italian tux, long white hair bobbing on his broad shoulders.

			Across the room, the piano player flirted with the bartender, caressing the keys of his gleaming Steinway and singing “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” while she swayed and polished a wine glass as if she was stroking his face. Fourteen years ago, with Jacinda in the audience and Tom on stage at the Bowery Ballroom, their connection was just as intense.

			And now? She missed him—but not the battle they’d been waging for the past eighteen months. He wanted her to abandon her quest to become a maestra. After six years of staying home with their two young children, he was determined to reclaim his career as a composer. Tears burned behind her lids, and a weight pressed against her chest. She’d promised to tell Boris she was stepping off the maestra-in-waiting merry-go-round before flying home.

			Jac pulled the hem of her lime-green linen dress over her knees. Though she was petite and slim, the skirt had ridden up as she slid along the velvet banquette. She gathered her long brown hair—wild from London’s relentless humidity—and twisted it atop her head, securing it with a carved wooden pin shaped like a miniature baton. A birthday present from her mother last spring, when she still had hope.

			This would be her last tour. She would never have to case a room or deflect intrusive fans. She would never be the music director of the London Symphony, the Berlin Philharmonic, or any of the world’s top-tier orchestras. 

			The bartender arrived with a chilled bottle of champagne, two flutes, and a small bowl of cashews. She was ravenous. The oily scent of steak and fries still lingered but the kitchen was closed. The last thing she’d eaten was a hotdog and bag of chips during the afternoon rehearsal break nine hours earlier. This was life on tour: fast food binges, too much alcohol, and the occasional extravagant dinner. She loved it all, and the thought of giving it up was excruciating.

			

			Boris had extricated himself from a table of six elderly women and was making his way back. When they went out together, Jac often sat alone while he charmed his devotees. He stumbled as he approached, catching the back of his chair to steady himself.

			His clumsiness surprised her. To ease his embarrassment, she said, “I see the ladies got their claws into you.”

			“One of them came to our concert in Paris.” He sighed, settling into his chair. He poured two glasses of champagne—a gift from the bar owner—and handed one to her.

			“Cheers,” he said, as their glasses clinked. “The tour went well, don’t 
you think?”

			She nodded. The bubbles slid down easily. “I loved the concert at the castle in Vienna—the crowd stamped their feet after the Gershwin. But you’d already left. Didn’t you have a fundraiser with the Baroness?”

			Boris leaned back, lacing his hands over his belly. The gap between his shirt buttons revealed his hairy stomach. “Yes, a six-course lunch with wine. I was her trained monkey, but all for a good cause—scholarships for the kids, I think.”

			She stared into his hazel eyes, wondering about his cholesterol. He never had time to exercise, attending endless work-related social engagements.

			“You’re a million miles away,” he said, rubbing his grey-stubbled chin.

			“I was thinking about my first time on the podium. Remember? Thirteen years ago.” She had been his student in Juilliard’s master’s program when he unexpectedly handed her his baton mid-rehearsal, after she said something snarky. Beethoven’s Eighth Symphony.

			“I didn’t expect you to get through the first movement.” He laughed, eyes crinkling as he tipped his glass.

			Downing the last of her champagne, she said, “It’s because of you I became a conductor.” That first time on the podium had been exhilarating—a rush of joy and power. Weaving the threads of notes into a whirling tapestry, she had lost track of everything except the music.

			“You took to the podium like a duck to water.”

			

			“I wasn’t expecting to love it.” Until that day, the cello had been her passion. She stared at her empty hands, her stomach fluttering. She had to tell him.

			“Are you thinking about home?” he asked, refilling their glasses.

			“I’m looking forward to seeing Tom and the kids.” Her voice was flat. The day she left, four weeks earlier, Tom had gripped her arm and said, “You have to stop!” When he was adamant, nothing she said or did could change his mind.

			But maybe he was right. Only one woman in the world held the reins of a major orchestra: Marin Alsop, the conductor of the Baltimore Symphony. At thirty-eight, Jac was fighting a losing battle. She was aging and female, and both counted against her. Fifteen applications for music director in five years. Three times shortlisted, only to lose out to less qualified men. The top jobs remained out of reach.

			When Jac auditioned for second-chair cello with the Boston Symphony in her mid-twenties, the blind audition—now standard practice—had leveled the playing field. She had won the job despite two male competitors. But auditions for conductors were not blind. The discrimination was blatant, the misogyny undeniable. 

			“Another bottle?” Boris asked, turning as if to signal the bartender.

			“I’m dizzy. We leave at six.” She had eaten most of the nuts. Procrastinating.

			He leaned forward and cleared his throat. “I need to tell you something, Jacinda.”

			She straightened, surprised by the urgency of his voice—her full name. “What’s up?”

			He blinked several times, nodding, as though convincing himself. “I wanted to tell you before anyone else. I’m resigning when I get back to Toronto.”

			Her heart lurched, the champagne-induced stupor evaporating. Leaving the Toronto Symphony? If he stepped down, she’d be the natural choice to replace him. Jac grabbed his arm. “You’re joking, aren’t you?”

			“No,” he said with a long, slow sigh. His gaze drifted beyond her, unfocused.

			She struggled to organize her scrambled thoughts. “You’ll be in trouble if you jump ship now. Don’t you have another three years?” He had led the Toronto Symphony Orchestra for two years—before that, the New York Philharmonic. Trying to mask the excitement creeping up her spine, she teased, “Did somebody make you a better offer?”

			He looked down at his trembling hands, then covered one with the other. “Jac, I have Parkinson’s.”

			She caught her breath, then instinctively placed her hand atop his. Stacked together, their hands reminded her of a childhood reflex-testing game she had played with her father. He would pull his bottom hand out and place it on top of hers, quickly followed by her own in return—on and on, until one of them was too slow. The quicker reflexes always won.

			But this wasn’t a game. There would be no winner. The tremor in Boris’s hands, the stumble earlier—they had been signs. Signs she had ignored.

			“That’s awful. How long have you known?” She withdrew her hand, leaning back against the padded wall, willing her heart to slow.

			“Months.” He smiled wanly. “I’ve had time to think. No one knows how fast it’ll progress, but stress isn’t good. I want to enjoy some time with my grandchildren.”

			She nodded, wondering how he had kept his energy, his humor, over the past four weeks. She was worried about him. But her arms tingled with excitement.

			“My bad luck might mean your big break.” He rested his chin in his cupped hands and grinned. “Nothing would make me happier than to see you step into my shoes.”
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			After a restless night, Jac boarded the nine-hour flight to Vancouver. Wedged into the back of the plane, she imagined Boris relaxing in business class, sipping champagne and orange juice. She smiled to herself, easing her chair back. The job was hers to lose.

			As the TSO’s music director, she would be the second woman to lead a major North American orchestra. Free rein. The chance to hone the musicians, build a powerhouse organization. Fans would queue up for handshakes and autographs. She and Tom could afford a nanny. Miguel and Sienna could go to private school. Finally, all those years of solitary practice, those exhausting, monotonous commutes to New York for her PhD—they would pay off.

			But what about her promise to Tom? She would never have agreed to his demands had she known Boris was retiring. He would be furious. But surely, he could hold on for six more months? This was her last shot and she refused to let it slip away.

			The plane’s descent jolted her awake. She lifted the window shade and stared at the jagged coastal mountains, their snowy peaks glinting in the afternoon light. Below, the grey-blue Salish Sea stretched between the coastline and scattered Gulf Islands. The plane banked, curving past the North Shore slopes, then skimmed over downtown Vancouver’s high-rises—a geometric cluster framed by water and sky.

			Home.

			Jac wheeled her red suitcase through the glass doors of the international terminal, scanning the crowd outside. Tom was easy to spot: broad-shouldered, over six feet tall, his sandy hair tousled. Miguel, clutching a bunch of purple tulips, barreled toward her, his three-year-old legs propelling him into her arms, rubber boots clinging to her waist.

			Sienna sulked next to Tom, her small fingers curled around his hand. She was wiry and long-limbed for a six-year-old, with dark curls spilling over the hood of her red rain jacket. In her free hand, she gripped a crumpled sign that read: We Love Mommy.

			Jac pulled them close, warmth flooding her chest. Tears prickled her eyes. Tom was a great father—devoted, patient. Family meant everything to him, perhaps because he had been adopted and his adoptive parents doted on their three biological children more than him. Feeling like an outsider, he left home at sixteen.

			Driving down Marine Drive, Tom whistled “Baby Beluga.” Jac stroked the back of his neck where his hair curled over his collar. She remembered the first time she saw him in New York: his long brown hair streaming behind him, the fringe of his suede coat swinging as he hefted his amp and keyboard onto the sidewalk. He was still the most attractive man on the planet.

			From the back seat, Miguel chattered: Bozo’s new tricks, his birthday party, a fire at the high school, ice cream sundaes at Grandma’s. Sienna stared out the window, scowling. Typical. Jac hated seeing her angry. But there was nothing to do but wait for her to warm up.

			Tom pulled into the narrow lane behind their house, a plain, two-story box from the 1980s. A blue tarp covered the roof of the sagging garage. Their house was the messiest on the street. Tom wasn’t handy and their budget was already stretched too thin to rebuild the garage.

			

			“We’re having barbequed salmon for dinner. Your mom’s coming at five.” Tom grinned. He knew it was her favorite.

			“Sounds great,” she whispered, relieved. No hostility. No tension like the day she left.

			Sienna kicked open the car door, sprinted through the gate, and called for Bozo. The dog barked wildly, waking Miguel, who whimpered before breaking into a wail. Jac rubbed his back as Tom carried her bags inside.

			“Can we take Bozo to the park?” Sienna yelled. “I can walk across the top of the jungle gym. Dad lets me.”

			Damn. Why does he let her do that? She could break her neck.

			“I want to come too!” Miguel pleaded through his tears.

			Jac sighed. “We’ll go tomorrow, I promise. Why don’t you two play with Bozo while Dad and I get dinner ready?”

			Miguel wiggled out of her arms and ran after his sister.

			Inside, Jac set her satchel in their shared office and wandered through the house. Everything was in order. Tom handled the kids and the home better than she ever could. If she got the TSO job, they could hire a nanny. They could make it work—with her mom’s help.

			But first, she had to convince Tom to support her application.

			She wrapped her arms around his waist as he chopped tomatoes for the Greek salad, pressing a kiss against his neck. He turned, cupping her face, kissing her deeply.

			“I’m so glad you’re back.” His voice was hushed. “We’ve missed you. I’ve missed you.”

			Her muscles softened. “I’ve missed you too. It’s been nonstop.” She held on, wanting to stay in his arms a little longer.

			“I’ll pour us some wine.” He pulled a bottle of sauvignon blanc from the fridge and filled two glasses.

			She perched on a barstool as Sienna and Miguel stormed into the kitchen, pleading for a video.

			“What’s the rule on TV these days?” Jac asked.

			“One hour a day,” Tom said. “Don’t believe them if they say otherwise.”

			

			“Yesterday, Daddy let us watch for two hours,” Sienna said, twirling across the kitchen floor.

			“I’ll put on a movie so we can have a few minutes to ourselves,” Tom said. Sienna hopped down the hall leading the way. Miguel dragged Jac by the hand.

			The family room was the most chaotic room in the house, one which Tom couldn’t tame. Besides the floppy couch, it was cluttered with bookshelves, bins for the toys, a wooden slide, a large television, and an upright, walnut Yamaha piano that Jac’s dad had given her when she finished high school. 

			Jac and Tom settled back in the kitchen. She was telling him about the concert at Schönbrunn Palace when Miguel’s scream shattered the moment.

			Tom sighed and strode out of the kitchen.

			Jac stayed put. She had little patience for their battles.

			Minutes later, Tom returned, exasperated. “Sienna bit him.”

			Jac frowned. “Why?”

			“He was hiccupping.” Tom exhaled, rubbing his temples. “I didn’t want to ruin your first night home, but … she’s been in trouble at school. Fighting. The principal suggested we take her to a psychologist. The appointment’s tomorrow morning.”

			Jac turned her wine glass slowly in her hands. “She’ll be fine, She’s just going through a phase.”

			“I’m worried about her, Jac. This isn’t the first time. Remember last year? I had to bring her home from kindergarten three times. A month is a long time for a six-year-old.”

			“But I call nearly every day. And I send postcards.” Jac had always believed Sienna would adapt to her absences, that she’d outgrow her tempestuous behavior.

			“Obviously, that’s not enough.” Tom’s knife hit the cutting board with sharp, deliberate thwaks.

			Jac exhaled, resting her head in her hands. “Now that I’m back, hopefully she’ll settle down. I’ll drop her off on my way to work, and you can pick her up and take her back to school.”

			

			“Dr. Evans asked that you bring Sienna to the appointment tomorrow. She wants to see you and Sienna together.”

			Jac blinked, irritation flickering beneath her exhaustion. “But I can’t …  I’ve been away for four weeks, and the budget meeting is tomorrow morning. They postponed it for me. I have to be there.”

			The VSO let her take unpaid leave to tour every year, but there was a limit to their patience. Her job—their only reliable income—depended on her showing up.

			Tom set down the knife and looked at her. “See what I mean, Jac? Your needs always come first. Maybe you’ll have to be late. I’ll pick her up and take her back to school, but you have to go with her to the appointment.”

			His jaw was set. There was no arguing.

			“Okay,” she said, picturing the cold stares she’d face walking into the meeting three hours late.

			A knock at the front door cut through the tension.

			Jac’s mother, Vicky, strode into the kitchen—tiny but commanding, impeccably dressed in light blue trousers with a cashmere cardigan draped over her shoulders. Her graying blonde hair was swept into a loose French roll. 

			“Welcome home, Jackie! I brought gorgonzola and those crackers you like.” She set a cloth bag on the counter.

			Jac wrapped her arms around her, whispering, “Oh, I’ve missed you.”

			Vicky—Jac’s biggest supporter, her best friend—lived a kilometer away. She ferried the kids to and from school, babysat, and even cooked dinner when Tom’s hockey practice or other activities interfered.

			“I promised the kids a game of Crazy Eights yesterday.” She glanced toward the family room. “Do we have time before dinner, Tom?”

			“You’re the only thing that can pull them away from the TV. Give it a try,” he said, smiling.

			Vicky muttered as she walked off, “You know how I feel about television, Tom. Warps their brains.”

			Jac stifled a laugh. Her mother had refused to own a television when she was growing up.

			

			As dinner was served, Jac emptied the last of the wine into her and Tom’s glasses and poured Vicky a chardonnay, her favorite. Tom always remembered to stock both.

			Sienna sat stiffly at Jac’s side, her face carefully impassive as she forked her food. She always kept her distance after Jac returned from a trip.

			“It’s been a long four weeks,” Tom said, raising an eyebrow. His tone was neutral, but he was watching her, waiting.

			Jac nodded, avoiding his gaze. “What have you been up to, Mom?”

			They listened to Vicky describe her week: babysitting, bridge club, and lunch with her friends. Halfway through the meal, Tom shifted the conversation. “I was telling Vicky about our plans for the cottage. There’s a builder on the coast who could start right away.”

			Their clapboard summer cottage on the Sunshine Coast had a breathtaking ocean view but was falling apart. Last summer, they’d decided to take out a loan to winterize and expand it. Jac had worked closely with an architect over the winter.

			But the renovations would have to wait. Her application for the TSO would consume her—editing her video reel, integrating footage from the tour, updating letters of recommendation, researching the board’s priorities. If she got the job, they’d move to Toronto. Maybe sell the cottage. Probably dissolve Aphrodite, the all-women orchestra she had fought to build.

			Lost in thought, she barely registered Vicky’s voice. “You’ll have to show me the plans.” Her mother rarely interfered, but when she did weigh in, it was usually in Tom’s favor. She adored him—the son she never had, the perfect son-in-law, as she liked to remind Jac.

			“Let’s talk about the builder in the next few days, Tom,” Jac said, finishing her wine. She was nodding off at the table and forced herself upright, smiling at her mother.

			Jac turned to Sienna. “Sweetheart, bring me the photo of Grandma. The silver frame on top of the piano.”

			Sienna groaned. “Do I have to?”

			“Yes. Go now.”

			

			She stomped off, playing a few bars of “Für Elise” on the piano before returning with the photo.

			Jac held it up for Miguel and Sienna. “This is Grandma at twenty.”

			The black-and-white photo captured Vicky in profile, seated at the piano, head tilted back, eyes closed, her left hand clenched in a dramatic flourish at the end of a piece. Her long, straight hair was pulled into a bun, and the deep V of her sleeveless lace dress exposed her delicate shoulder blades.

			Miguel grinned. “Grandma, you were pretty!”

			“She was famous,” Jac said. “She played piano with symphonies all over the world.”

			Sienna bounced on one foot. “Did you get flowers? Did people clap?”

			Vicky straightened slightly, smiling. “Yes. I loved playing the piano. 
But then I met your grandpa. We got married, and I didn’t want to be away 
so much.” She blew out a breath, turning to them. “Now, I love teaching 
you two.”

			Miguel suddenly darted around the table, tugging at Tom’s arm. “Can I carry the cake?”

			Jac had spotted the Fratelli Bakery box in the fridge. A Saint Honoré cake. Mounded cream puffs, layered with whipped cream and chocolate shavings. A family staple reserved for important celebrations.

			“You’re a moron,” Sienna snapped, crossing her arms. “It was a secret!”

			“Is it Mommy’s birthday?” Miguel asked, eyes wide.

			Tom laughed, hauling both kids under his arms, carrying them to the kitchen. “Let’s have a meeting.”

			Their giggles echoed back into the dining room. No one mentioned the reason for the cake again.

			When they finished dessert, Vicky and Jac cleared dishes while Tom set up the children’s long-awaited video. 

			Vicky studied Jac closely, then sighed. “You look tired. Touring and mothering might be too much.”

			Jac wondered if Tom had told her mother about her promise to him. The way they spoke, it felt like they were conspiring against her.

			

			“I have a headache, and with the time change, I’ve been up for eighteen hours. So yes, I’m tired.”

			The words sat heavy between them. Jac regretted saying it almost instantly. Her mother had raised her alone, teaching piano and cleaning houses, never once complaining. She just plowed forward, relentless.

			They moved to the living room, cradling cups of coffee. Vicky settled into the armchair and asked about the tour.

			“We had a few glowing reviews early on, so the concerts were nearly sold out. The audiences were enthralled with Boris—as usual,” Jac said.

			“Yes, I read something in The Times. I finally figured out how to access it online,” Vicky said, a gleam in her eye.

			Jac smiled. “You are remarkable, Mom. But when you quit, didn’t you miss the excitement? The applause?”

			“Sometimes.” Vicky stirred her coffee thoughtfully. “But I have no regrets. I’m happy. I like my life—here, with you and Tom and the kids.”

			An hour later, Tom reappeared from the family room where he’d been watching a movie with the kids. He herded them upstairs for a bath. It was his bedtime ritual which Jac had learned not to disturb. 

			Later, she read them a story, and Tom drove Vicky home.

			Jac had drifted asleep on Sienna’s bed, wedged between the children. She woke when Tom gently pulled Miguel from her arms, carrying him to his own bed. He reached down, touched her wrist lightly, coaxing her up.

			By the time she had changed into pajamas and brushed her teeth, her drowsiness had worn off. She slipped into bed beside Tom, resting her cheek against his chest.

			“Do you know what a good dad and wonderful husband you are?” she said. She meant it. For most of their thirteen-year marriage, they’d been happy.

			“I know I’m a saint, but keep talking,” Tom said, his arms wrapping around her. “I’ve missed you. So much. Now that you’re home, things will be better.”

			She traced the curve of his shoulder with her fingers, kissed the warm skin just below his ear. When they first met, she often paced her studio apartment, restless, unable to concentrate on her music, thinking about him. When they slept together the first time, she’d been stunned by the force of her desire—raw, consuming. He kept her pinned, his hands gripping her wrists, his legs tangled with hers. She surrendered willingly. Over the years, her hunger for him had not faded. 

			This time, they made love with the urgency and sweetness of returning lovers. Afterward, as Tom’s breathing evened out beside her, she lay awake, drafting her cover letter. She pictured herself strolling along the Toronto boardwalk on a perfect summer afternoon, Tom and the kids beside her, Bozo trotting ahead.

			She could finally have it all. A prestigious role as conductor and music director of a major orchestra. A family. A loving husband. 

			Her dream of becoming a maestra was so close she could taste it.
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			Jac held Sienna’s hand as they rounded the side of the tidy two-story house. 
A curly-cue-lettered sign beside the purple back door read: Dr. Rochelle Evans, Play Therapist.

			Jac hesitated, resisting the urge to turn back. The idea of someone scrutinizing Sienna’s behavior and her parenting made her uneasy. But at least this appointment would get the principal off their backs.

			Sienna let go of her hand, her gaze locked on the trampoline in the backyard.

			Jac sucked in a breath and knocked.

			A pear-shaped woman in her early fifties opened the door, her thick grey braid resting against her shoulder. Dressed in tailored jeans and a red fleece jacket, she looked more like a primary school teacher than a psychologist.

			She squatted to Sienna’s eye level and smiled. “I’m Rochelle, and you must be Sienna. I see you brought your mom.”

			Sienna said nothing, eyes darting back to the trampoline.

			“After your appointment, you can try the trampoline if you’d like,” Rochelle said warmly. “Come in.”

			

			Sienna and Jac followed Rochelle through a small waiting room into a spacious, sunlit playroom. Sienna’s head swiveled, taking in the colorful toys stacked on neatly arranged shelves, paper-covered easels, an elevated sandbox filled with miniature animals and figures, and a child-sized kitchen.

			Rochelle gestured toward the sandbox. “Sienna, you and I are going to try out my sand table.” She pointed at the tiny figurines scattered across the sand. “Your mom will wait just outside the door. Is that okay?”

			Sienna shrugged, her jaw tight, eyes narrowing as she looked at Jac. The space was inviting. Safe. Rochelle’s framed diplomas hung on the wall. Jac had read at least fifty glowing testimonials online. Sienna would be fine.

			Jac exhaled and smiled. “You’ll have fun, sweetheart. I’ll be right outside reading a magazine. Dad will take you back to school afterward, and I’ll have a chance to talk to Rochelle too.”

			Jac sank into the plush velvet armchair in the waiting room. The muffled hum of voices was comforting, but she couldn’t make out their words. She fought the urge to press her ear against the door.

			Instead, she flipped through a Chatelaine magazine from the side table. An article about a couple renovating their cottage on the Great Lakes caught her eye. Our cottage. Jac pictured summer mornings at the beach, watching Tom and the kids collect shells and bury themselves in wet sand. The renovations—
a new kitchen, a covered deck—would have to wait if they moved to Toronto.

			Restless, she perused the bookshelf on the other side of the room. She skimmed the first pages of The Conscious Parent, one of several parenting books, struggling to make sense of the jargon. Might as well be written 
in Chinese.

			In the chair again, Jac shifted uncomfortably. She rummaged in her purse for her earbuds and iPod, cursing under her breath when she realized she’d left them in Tom’s car. Such a waste of time, especially when she had so much to do after a month away. The budget, the community concerts. Her application.

			She checked her watch. Three hours late for the meeting. Eric would be livid. She chewed a handful of mints, absently staring at the door. What was Sienna telling Rochelle? Was she whispering about that day?

			

			A month ago. The morning Jac left for her conducting tour. Thirty minutes before the taxi arrived. Suitcase still in the closet. Jac’s wrinkled silk blouse and black palazzo pants, her stage outfit, tossed over the bed.

			The children tore through the bedroom, shrieking, playing tag. Sienna flew past the ironing board.

			“Stop! You’ll get burned.” Jac lunged, missing her and grabbing Miguel instead. She pulled him into a bear hug, pushing his damp curls from his forehead.

			“Mommy, let go!” he giggled.

			She released him and shouted down the stairs. “Tom, can you come here?” She waited, hoping he didn’t have his noise-canceling headphones on.

			A few minutes later, he appeared, corralling the kids. “Lego time! After we see Mom off, we’ll hit the park. Maybe stop for ice cream?”

			“I hate the park. It’s too hot.” Sienna dove into the closet, slamming the closet door shut.

			Jac didn’t react. Every time Jac left for a trip, there was a tantrum.

			Tom took Miguel downstairs.

			Silence.

			Jac finished ironing, mentally running through her packing list. She reached for the closet door. It wouldn’t budge.

			“Sienna, I need my suitcase. Let go.”

			Nothing.

			“Do as you’re told!” She yanked the door again, her jaw clenched.

			Still nothing. She imagined Sienna on the other side, her tiny hands 
gripping the handles in defiance. Jac tightened her grip and pulled harder.

			The door flew open.

			“I hate you!” Sienna screamed, pounding Jac’s stomach with her fists.

			Jac grabbed her wrists, trying to steady her, calm her. But Sienna fought—biting, kicking, thrashing.

			And then a sharp, searing pain. Sienna’s leather boot stomped onto Jac’s bare foot.

			Jac gasped. Without thinking, without stopping, her hand flew up. The slap echoed in the small room. Sienna froze. Wide-eyed. Then she ran, sobbing, out the door.

			Jac stood there, breathless, heart hammering, her palm burning with regret.

			She was jolted from her thoughts by tapping on the glass panel. Tom stood outside Rochelle’s back door, peering in. She opened the door, and he handed her a cup of coffee and her satchel.

			“You read my mind,” she whispered and kissed him lightly. They settled into the armchairs.

			“What are they doing in there?” Tom asked, glancing sideways at the door.

			“Talking … playing. I don’t know.” She took a sip, grateful for his thoughtfulness. “Rochelle—Dr. Evans—seems nice. I think Sienna wanted to have a go at the toys. They should be almost done.”

			“You’ll get the low-down on Sienna, I guess.”

			Jac’s stomach tightened. What if Sienna told Rochelle about the slap? 

			Sienna charged out the door and sprang into Tom’s lap, flashing Jac a grin—a cat who had just eaten a canary.

			Rochelle followed, her expression unreadable. “Sienna and I had an interesting time together,” she said in a neutral tone, giving nothing away.

			Sienna wriggled free and turned to Rochelle. “Can I play on the trampoline?”

			“Yes, as long as it’s okay with your parents. I know you have to get back to school. You can always come a few minutes early next time.”

			Next time? Jac stilled. No way was she repeating this performance.

			Once Tom and Sienna left, Rochelle led Jac back inside. They sat in the child-sized plastic chairs.

			Jac stole a glance at Rochelle. Her fleece jacket was draped over the chair, and her loose floral T-shirt clung to the soft folds around her middle. Her face was flushed, grey-blue eyes shining.

			Rochelle grabbed a spiral-bound notebook from a nearby shelf and fanned herself with it. “Sometimes these hot flashes are too much,” she said, smiling.

			“You must be wondering what I can tell you about Sienna, why she might be hitting other children.”

			Jac nodded. “Yes, I’m concerned about her.”

			“She’s a wonderful little girl,” Rochelle said gently. “But I believe she’s struggling with separation anxiety. Children can be afraid when one or both parents aren’t consistently available. Insecure attachment can create difficulties later on.”

			She met Jac’s gaze, her voice steady but kind. “Parents blame themselves. I’m sure you’re no different. My role here is to help you help Sienna. No parent is perfect—I know you’re doing the best you can.”

			Jac exhaled. No long list of failings. At least not yet. Her throat tightened. Tears welled, unbidden.

			“Can you commit to coming once a week for three months?” Rochelle leaned back, watching her.

			Jac hesitated. “I’ll talk to my husband, but I think so.”

			“Play therapy takes time. I want you and Tom—and of course, Sienna—
to be successful.”

			Not wanting to seem negligent, Jac added, “I mean, either Tom or I will come.” She glanced down, fiddling with her wedding band. Tom should bring Sienna. He was the hands-on parent. Jac didn’t have the time—or the bandwidth—for play therapy.

			“As Sienna’s mom, you need to be involved,” Rochelle said firmly. “I work with the whole family.”

			Jac’s mouth went dry. Her stomach twisted. Why were mothers always blamed? No way was she signing up for this. She nodded anyway. “That’s fine. We’ll make it work.”

			Rochelle opened her notebook, leaning forward. “Now tell me about yourself, and how you and Sienna get along.”

			Jac inhaled, trying to steady herself. “I’m an orchestra conductor, assistant conductor with the Vancouver Symphony.” She should be at the budget meeting right now. Eric will be furious.

			Rochelle waited.

			Jac swallowed hard. “I’ve just returned from my annual month-long conducting tour in Europe. I’m thirty-eight, happily married for thirteen years. Tom has been a stay-at-home dad for six years, but he’s a classically trained guitarist and composer. We have a three-year-old son, Miguel. My mother and I are very close. She’s a hands-on grandmother and lives nearby.”

			“Wow.” Rochelle smiled. “You’re busy! But you haven’t mentioned Sienna. How do you two get along?”

			 “Tom and I have noticed she’s becoming more difficult as she gets older. She tends to act up when I’ve been away.” 

			Pre-empting her criticism, Jac glanced at Rochelle and said, “Mothers always get criticized for prioritizing their careers. With fathers, it’s expected. Praised, even.” 

			Jac straightened in her chair. “Tom is a great dad.” The words came out a little too forcefully. More than anything, Tom wanted their family to be happy. Because his own childhood had been so profoundly unhappy.

			Rochelle nodded, her expression softening. “Can you tell me about Sienna’s birth, her early years, and her relationship with Miguel?”

			Jac exhaled. “I was healthy throughout my pregnancy and worked until my due date. I felt pretty good most days. Sienna was a week late. The labor was long and painful, but otherwise normal.”

			Rochelle smiled encouragingly.

			“Sienna was colicky. I tried to breastfeed, but traveling for work made it difficult. Tom and the baby came with me several times, but when she was two months old, we had to switch to formula. I felt guilty, but there was no choice.”

			“Babies create a huge upheaval in a couple’s life.”

			“Honestly, I was relieved to go back to work,” Jac said. “I was hired by the Vancouver Symphony when Sienna was three months old. Tom agreed to stay home with the kids. He’s always been the more natural caregiver.”

			“You’re fortunate,” Rochelle said. “He does sound like a great dad.”

			“Sienna started misbehaving when she was about two and a half, maybe three. More tantrums than most kids. I thought she’d grow out of it, but now she’s hitting other children. Miguel is much more laid back.”

			“Often, when a child struggles, the whole family needs support,” Rochelle said. “Tell me about the major events in your life.”

			

			Jac hesitated, then began. She told Rochelle about her parents’ divorce when she was six. Her lonely childhood. The years of cello practice—few friends, happiest alone at the piano or in a community orchestra. At eighteen, she was accepted into Juilliard’s performance program and moved to New York. Her father paid the tuition.

			“I married Tom when I was twenty-five. Our relationship is solid, except for the stress my career puts on him and the kids.” 

			She didn’t mention how many times he had begged her to slow down. Or the migraines. Or the drinking. Instead, she sat up straighter and pushed her shoulders back. “Tom’s fine. He’s always been supportive of my career.”

			Rochelle glanced at the clock. “We’re nearly out of time, Jacinda. We can talk about your relationship with Tom next time, if you like.”

			Jac stiffened. She had no intention of coming back. Her cheeks burned. Her pulse kicked up.

			“I didn’t think I was coming to therapy,” she said quickly. “Just Sienna.”

			“Oh, with young children, I often work with the whole family,” Rochelle said, unfazed. “It’s important to consider the family system. Could you and Sienna come next Sunday, April 21, ten o’clock?

			Jac forced a polite nod. “I’m not sure. Let me check my calendar.” Her Aphrodite concert was that night. She would convince Tom to go instead. “I’ll let you know,” she said, fishing in her purse for her check book. “I’m late for a meeting.”

			She paid Rochelle and was out the door.	 

			✴✴✴

			When Jac arrived at the VSO offices half an hour later, twenty-four pairs of eyes flicked toward her as she skirted the boardroom table and slipped into the empty chair. Some looked annoyed; others appeared momentarily relieved from the weight of boredom hanging in the air.

			Maya from Finance tapped her pointer against the table and resumed her presentation. As she droned on about liabilities and capital costs, Jac eyed the stale sandwiches and cookies in the center of the table, just out of reach. The meeting adjourned two hours later.

			

			As she turned toward her office, Maestro Eric Wilson ambushed her. Dressed in a long-sleeved blue shirt rolled up to the elbows, suspenders, and a red-and-white polka-dot bow tie, he looked prematurely old—dour, worn. The antithesis of her hero, Leonard Bernstein.

			Jac and Eric got along fine—they had as little to do with one another as possible. She handled sectional rehearsals, outreach programs, and smaller community concerts. She took charge of full-orchestra rehearsals when he was out of town. In six years, he had never complained.

			“Welcome back, Jacinda.” His tone was cool, his gaze pointed. “Not many of us take a month off and show up late on our first day back.”

			His hairy arm stretched across her office door, blocking access. Sweat darkened the underarms of his shirt. 

			She swallowed her pride. She needed to keep Eric on her side until she landed Boris’s job. If she lost this position before securing the TSO, they might have to sell the house, move into a rental.

			“I’m sorry. I had to take my daughter to a specialist—it was an emergency.” Jac glanced down the hall, hoping none of her colleagues were witnessing this humiliating exchange. “I sent you an email.”

			“You missed the discussion on fundraising. Your community concerts are expected to help close the million-dollar shortfall.” His lips pursed as he exhaled in a slow, deliberate sigh.

			Jac steadied herself. “I’ll finalize the schedule this week and send projections.” 

			Community concerts were a vital revenue stream, but the venues in North Vancouver and Surrey were massive. Expensive.

			“We’ll fill the seats,” she said, though the optimism felt hollow. “Right now, I need to check in with Diedre.” She reached for the door, forcing a smile.

			Eric didn’t budge. “Did you forget we have the Schubert concerto competition next week. Diedre set up sectionals for tomorrow and Thursday. You’re lucky she covered for you.”

			Jac had forgotten. Tom had a hockey game Thursday. She’d need her mother to babysit. A wave of jet-lag-induced nausea washed over her. She hadn’t opened her emails. Hadn’t checked her in basket. Skipped breakfast. Arrived too late for the catered lunch.

			Eric’s voice ricocheted off the walls. “Ticket sales are down, Jacinda.” His sweat-slicked cheeks flushed pink. “We need to promote the hell out of Concert in the Park. Find last year’s photos. I’ll see you at tomorrow night’s rehearsal.” He narrowed his eyes. “You’ll be there, I presume?”

			Without waiting for an answer, he turned and lumbered down the hall.

			✴✴✴

			The morning had been relentless—Rochelle, the budget meeting, the confrontation with Eric. She wanted to go home.

			At least her office was quiet. Clean. No stick drawings cluttering the walls, no family photos on her desk, no extra set of clothes hanging behind the door. Just two filing cabinets filled with scores. Atop one, a photograph of her and her father backstage at the Met with Bernstein. The 2000 Lucerne Music Festival poster behind her desk reminded her of simpler days. Before the job. Before staff. Before Tom and the kids. Before therapy appointments.

			Diedre arrived with sandwiches and coffee, looking effortlessly glamorous in a flimsy floral dress and espadrilles. Though she was barely in her twenties, she was efficient, politically savvy, and loyal.

			As Jac nibbled on carrot sticks and a chicken sandwich, Diedre updated her on everything that had happened during her absence.

			“Whew.” Diedre said. “Glad to have you back.” She hesitated, then said carefully, “I didn’t want to say anything, but there are rumors you have one foot out the door. Is it true?”

			Jac valued their friendship. She didn’t want to lie. After wiping her mouth, she said, “I’ve applied for a few music director jobs. One might come up in Toronto. Doubt I’ll get it, though. So don’t worry. I need to keep my job here until I win the lottery.”

			Catherine from Marketing and Josh from the ad agency knocked and then walked in as Jac popped two ibuprofen for the sharp pain pressing against her skull. Catherine handed everyone a single page report, neon-blue nails flashing.

			

			Jac skimmed the bullet points. “This had better be good. We need to fill every seat to bring in half a million.”

			“It is good,” Catherine said. “Josh and Diedre helped put it together.” Her cheeks flushed as she spoke. “We’re focusing on blogs, articles in community newspapers, and social networking instead of the usual brochures and ads.”

			Jac narrowed her eyes. “You want outreach and no posters or brochures?”

			Josh leaned back, tapping his pencil against his chair. “Jacinda, we need to grow our audience. Younger people don’t read newspapers or brochures. They’re online. They listen to influencers, not posters.”

			Smirking, he flicked his head to clear the clot of red curls falling across his face.

			Jac folded her arms. “Forget social media. I want bold images—like that.” She pointed to the Lucerne Music Festival poster. The stylized cello neck was striking. “We need posters and brochures. Get me the artwork by next week.” She sat back, signaling the meeting was over.

			Later, before she left, she sent off a quick reply about a guest-conducting gig in Australia for 2015 and confirmed interest in an Aphrodite performance for a Children’s Hospital fundraiser. Tomorrow she would clear the backlog of emails and tasks that had piled up during her tour.

			That night, she fell into bed and was asleep hours before Tom returned from hockey practice and slipped in quietly beside her.
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			On Tuesday morning, Jac arrived at her VSO office at eight and didn’t get home until ten at night, after the violin sectional rehearsal. By then, Tom was already asleep.

			Wednesday morning, she left for work early again, glad to have escaped Tom’s questions about quitting. After wrestling with the community concert budget and nagging the Vancouver Sun’s arts reporter about coverage, she headed to the Point restaurant at Kits Beach for lunch with her best friend, Andrea. They hadn’t seen each other since before the tour and Jac had missed her.

			At the entrance, the scent of seaweed and saltwater filled the air, reminding her of lazy beach days at their cottage, kids frolicking on the sand, sunlight glinting off waves, the gentle swoosh of waves hitting the pebbly shore. Inside the restaurant, floor-to-ceiling windows framed English Bay, sailboats with their spinnakers billowing, freighters waiting to unload. She spotted Andrea at a table by the window.

			“Great to see you,” Andrea said, standing with a wide smile.

			

			Jac smiled back. “You look amazing.”

			Andrea, a busy single parent raising two teenage boys, owned an interior design firm. Her spiky auburn hair, linen blazer, and fitted jeans were effortlessly stylish. Jac felt like the dowdy cousin in her cream-colored skirt, boring silk blouse, and flats. 

			Over lunch, Andrea shared updates about new contracts and plans to bring on a business partner. “Work’s been easy the past month. Home’s the problem. Luke’s girlfriend moved in last week. Her parents kicked her out. 
I get it.”

			Jac laughed. “How are you coping?”

			“Wine and chocolate,” Andrea said with a grin. 

			 “How are Sienna and Miguel?”

			Jac sighed. “Not great. Sienna’s been hitting other kids at school. I had to take her to a play therapist the other day. I don’t know what’s going on with her but being away for a month didn’t help.”

			“Remember when I took Donnie to that psychologist for his OCD? The doctor gave us a self-help book, and we worked on the exercises for months. Not fun, but eventually, he got better. Sienna will too.” Andrea ran a hand through her hair. “It’s tough, worrying about our kids.”

			“Dr. Evans—Rochelle—wants to see me once a week.”

			Andrea’s eyes crinkled at the edges. “You? In play therapy?”

			Jac rolled her eyes. “Even if I knew how to play, I don’t have time. I do have exciting news, though. Boris, my mentor at the TSO, is retiring unexpectedly. I’m applying for his job.”

			“You mean you might move to Toronto? I’d be devastated.” Andrea reached across the table and squeezed Jac’s hand.

			“I know. But at least I’d have the money to visit. And you’re in Toronto all the time.”

			“Is Tom excited about moving east?”

			Jac hesitated. “I haven’t told him I’m applying.”

			“Why not? Tom’s your biggest fan, isn’t he?”

			“Before I left, I promised him I’d quit applying for music director jobs. I’m waiting for the right time to tell him. I need to smooth out the kinks between us first.”

			Andrea studied her carefully. “If Tom’s not keen, maybe you should listen.”

			Jac stiffened. “If I were a man, would you be telling me to give up my career for the sake of my family?”

			 “You deserve to have it all, Jac. I just don’t know if it’s possible. Ray wasn’t a bad guy, but two high-powered careers in one family didn’t work. Something had to give, and it was our relationship. Being single can be lonely. Just saying. And you want Sienna to be happy … ”

			Jac bit back irritation. She had expected unwavering support, but Andrea wasn’t giving it. That wasn’t fair.

			“This is my last chance, Andrea. I can’t let it go. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I did. Tom will have to hang on one more round. Then it’ll be decided. I’ll either get the job and we’ll be set, or I’ll lose out and do what he wants: stay at the VSO and focus on him and the kids.”

			✴✴✴

			Jac arrived home at five, a shorter day to make up for the twelve hour marathon on Tuesday. Tom was on his hands and knees in the backyard under a massive, circular blue trampoline.

			Sienna and Miguel chased Bozo around the outside.

			“What are you doing?” she called from the deck, shocked to see the trampoline.

			Tom looked up, wrench in hand. “Almost done.”

			The kids tackled her at the bottom of the stairs, Miguel’s arms around her neck, Sienna bouncing on her toes, tugging at her sleeve.

			“Let’s take a look,” Jac said, setting Miguel down.

			Tom had suggested buying a trampoline after prying Sienna off Rochelle’s, but they hadn’t discussed it. Now, here it was.

			She brushed dirt off her cream-colored skirt, sighing at the brown smudge. She could hand-wash the blouse, but the skirt would need dry cleaning—another expense.

			Tom stood beside the metal steps leading to the narrow opening in the netting surrounding the trampoline.

			“Sienna, you go first,” he said, holding Miguel back. “Take it slow until we know everything’s put together right.”

			Sienna bounced tentatively, then gained confidence, launching herself higher.

			“Look, Daddy. I can almost do a somersault!” She flopped onto her back, bounced upright, laughing.

			“Great, Sienna,” Jac said sharply. “But be careful.”

			Tom checked the trampoline cage. “Okay, Miguel. Your turn. Sienna, show him how to start. Remember, it’s his first time.”

			Within minutes, both children were bouncing and giggling. Maybe Sienna would burn off her energy on the trampoline instead of fighting with Miguel or the kids at school.

			Tom glanced at Jac. “What do you think?”

			Her stomach tightened. “I’m surprised you bought it without discussing it first.” The words came out more harshly than she intended. “How much did you pay for it? Is there a second income I don’t know about?”

			Tom stiffened. “You’re in a foul mood,” he said as she turned toward the house to change. “Hockey practice. I’m out of here.”

			✴✴✴

			Jac slipped into one of her vibrant Nigerian caftans, confident she could manage bedtime on her own. She hadn’t always felt that way. In the past, she’d invited her mom over on hockey nights just to make sure everything stayed under control. 

			Hurrying downstairs, she found a macaroni and cheese casserole still hot in the oven and a salad prepped on the counter. Tom had made dinner.

			After feeding the kids, she turned on Finding Nemo and settled on the couch beside them. An email message from Boris stared at her from the top of her laptop inbox. Her pulse quickened. He’d attached the news release about his retirement and a detailed job prospectus. She skimmed both. Because of Boris’s illness, the search timeframe was short. Applications were due by May 20, in a month. She snorted, imagining the satisfaction of telling Eric to shove his job.

			

			Jac glanced at the television screen. The movie had at least fifteen minutes left.

			She reread Boris’s email. Nothing in the prospectus indicated openness to female candidates. But she had Boris’s support. Besides the VSO, she had years of experience guest-conducting. She would include a clip from the castle concert in Austria—the energy of the crowd, the caliber of the orchestra would send a message to the TSO Board. She was mentally organizing letters of 
reference when the movie ended.

			Sienna and Miguel clambered onto her lap. It was bedtime. She chased them upstairs, skipped the baths, and read them several stories. In the middle of Owl Babies, she heard Tom clomping around downstairs. When they fell asleep, she headed downstairs. 

			Despite her promise to herself not to drink midweek, she opened a bottle of wine. It had been a long day. She poured a glass and followed the subtle odor of marijuana to the living room. Tom was stretched out on the couch, headphones on, eyes closed.

			She placed a hand on his bare leg.

			He startled, then grinned.

			“You surprised me,” he said, pulling off his headphones. His eyes were bloodshot, his smile crooked.

			She straightened. “How was hockey?”

			“Got hit from behind a couple of times.” He sighed. “I’m too old for this.” He pointed to his headphones. “Pink Floyd. “Another Brick in the Wall.” Remember?”

			She nodded, surprised. For years, he had mostly listened to quiet, classical guitar.

			He reached for her hand and pulled her onto the couch. “I want to get back to composing, Jac. Create something that lasts longer than one meal. And I want to fix up the cottage, spend more time there. It’s time for us, Jackie.”

			She pulled away. “Let’s catch the end of the news.” She wasn’t particularly interested in Iraq, but she wanted to escape his stoned rambling—and avoid any discussion about Boris’s job.

			“Okay.” He turned off the CD player and followed her into the family room, flopping onto the couch and laying his head in her lap.

			At the first commercial break, he sat up, muted the TV. “How was your session with the shrink?”

			Jac flinched. “It was fine.”

			“Sienna seemed happy to go back. At least, that’s what she said after bouncing on the trampoline for half an hour. When’s the next appointment?”

			“Next week. Could you take her?”

			“She needs you there, Jac.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “What exactly did you talk about?”

			 “Nothing you don’t already know—that I’m stressed about my career, that I’m worried about Sienna.” She set her glass on the table. “Eric was all over me for missing the budget meeting. The next couple of months are going to be a nightmare. I have a rehearsal tomorrow night. I know it’s your game, so I’ll ask Mom to babysit.”

			“I already asked her. I was hoping you’d come and watch. I’ll be in goal. First time.”

			Jac blinked. Goalie? That was huge for him. “I’ll try to get there by the third quarter.” She curled under his arm, hoping to shift the conversation. “How was your day?”

			“The builder called about the cottage. He wants an answer soon.”

			“Too much going on right now to commit.” Her eyelids were heavy. 
She needed sleep.

			Tom huffed. “Did you tell Boris?”

			“It’s complicated.”

			His body stiffened beside her.

			“I was planning to tell him Sunday night in London.” Jac hesitated. “But before I could, he told me something I wasn’t expecting.” She met Tom’s eyes. “He has Parkinson’s. He’s retiring.”

			Tom exhaled. “Poor Boris.” He paused. “What does that mean for you?”

			

			Jac hesitated. “I was serious about what you said before I left. I was going to tell Boris I was quitting. But this opportunity—this kind of chance doesn’t come around twice.”

			She swallowed. “I would always wonder if I could have gotten the job.”

			Tom sank into the couch, rubbing his face. “I never wanted to be a single parent, Jac.” His voice was tight. “When you’re here, you’re distracted. You need to pay more attention to the kids. To me. Or this isn’t going to work.”

			Jac’s pulse picked up. Did he mean their marriage wouldn’t work?

			“You’re exhausted. So am I.” She kept her voice steady. “Let’s talk about this another time.”

			Tom shook his head. “Sienna needs more from you. So do I. Even when you’re home, you’re only half here.”

			Jac fought back frustration. “I’m worried about her too, Tom.”

			His jaw tightened.

			“I know this is impossible right now,” she said, trying to
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