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For P.J.G.; always out there.



Some days, although we cannot pray, a prayer

utters itself. So, a woman will lift

her head from the sieve of her hands and stare

at the minims sung by a tree, a sudden gift.

From ‘Prayer’, by Carol Ann Duffy


1

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.


2

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.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
KAY LANGDALE

AUTHOR.OE.CHOOSE'ME






OPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





