
		
			[image: The Night Nanny’s Secret by Kathryn Whitfield]
		

	
		
		

		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Kathryn Whitfield works in the NHS and lives in ­Staffordshire with her husband and two young children. She is a Curtis Brown Creative alumna.

		

	
		
			
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			By Kathryn Whitfield

			 

			The Family at Number 11

			The Night Nanny’s Secret

		

	
		
			
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			The 

			Night Nanny’s 

			Secret

			 

			 

			Kathryn Whitfield

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			
			

			

			 

			Copyright © 2024 Kathryn Whitfield

			 

			The right of Kathryn Whitfield to be identified as the Author of

			the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the

			Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			 

			First published in 2024 by Headline Accent

			An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited

			 

			This eBook edition was published in 2024 by Headline Publishing Group Limited

			 

			Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only

			be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior

			permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production,

			in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

			 

			All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance

			to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

			 

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			 

			eISBN 978 1 0354 0128 4

			 

			Typeset in Adobe Garamond by CC Book Production

			 

			Headline Publishing Group Limited

			An Hachette UK Company

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			The authorized representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,

			8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland

			(email: info@hbgi.ie)

			 

			www.headline.co.uk

			www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To Mathew, Ben and Cerys

		

	
		
			
			

			Contents

			About the Author

			Also By

			Title Page

			Copyright Page

			Dedication

			 

			Prologue

			1

			2

			3

			4

			5

			6

			7

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			13

			14

			15

			16

			17

			
			

			18

			19

			20

			21

			22

			23

			24

			25

			26

			27

			28

			29

			30

			31

			32

			33

			34

			35

			36

			37

			38

			39

			40

			41

			42

			43

			44

			Epilogue

			Discover more from Kathryn Whitfield

			
			

		

	
		
			
			

			Prologue

			I think about the lengths I am willing to go to. Things have to change, and this is step one towards a different future, for both of us.

			Does she know what I am doing? Perhaps.

			I have left her there again, slumped in front of the television, grey streaks through her dark hair, thumb scrolling incessantly on her phone, the screen resting on the threadbare cord arm of our sofa. I think the answer is closer than ever and it might motivate her to start living again. She has struggled enough, alone.

			She won’t listen to me. The last time I tried to make her see sense, we argued and she had cried. I hate it when she cries.

			This was not planned. Finding the photo tucked away in an envelope, deep within a drawer in my mum’s room, as I snooped to find my birthday present years ago. The sense of recognition, a puzzle suddenly solved. Time passed, and I kept returning to that photo, obsessed by what it could mean. Why it was hidden.

			Then a stroke of luck. I was flicking through the local paper – thinner each year as online news took over – while Mum cooked spaghetti bolognaise in the background. I gripped the edge of the dining table, looked closer. I needed to be sure, see through the grainy pixels.

			
			

			I was sure.

			Not even a week later, we met in person. Well, not met, met. I engineered a meeting, bumped into them. Literally. I fell, deliberately, right in front of them. A test of sorts. What would they do?

			As I had hoped, they stopped. ‘God, I’m sorry!’ and a moment later, a cool hand grasped mine, pulled me back to standing. ‘Are you OK?’

			I knew they would be kind. But I didn’t know what to do next. My mouth was so dry, I couldn’t have spoken a word, even if I knew what to say.

			I started doing some internet research on them, and liked what I found. Then I saw a posting, and the plan dropped, fully formed, into my head. It was fate. This was a role I could play to perfection.

			So here I am, doing what needs to be done. Standing outside a gorgeous detached house on the exclusive Willow Hall development. Only five homes were built, and they sit in a sort of square, two on each side, one at the end. The two houses I walk past are turned inwards, as if they are facing the house at the top of the cul-­de-­sac. My destination. I grip the photograph in my pocket, my fingers running over the smooth surface, the image as clear in my head as the bricks and mortar standing in front of me.

			There are two cars parked on the driveway. We’ve never owned a car, but they each look as if they cost as much as our house. The driveway is paved with small, coloured bricks, and neatly trimmed hedges lead me towards the blue front door.

			
			

			I’m about to meet them. The family I feel as if I already know. If all goes to plan, they will soon know me too.

			Or at least, they will think they do.

			But I am going to lie to them today. By the time they figure out who I really am, they won’t be able to live without me.

		

	
		
			
			

			1

			I could remember the exact moment that the panic set in, when we knew we were in over our heads.

			The first two weeks were magical, once we were finally discharged from hospital two days after the birth. We had both beamed with pride as we were stopped twice heading towards the car, Andrew carrying one car seat in each hand, the babies impossibly tiny under their blankets. People really are fascinated by twins.

			Throughout my pregnancy, everyone had joked about how we would have our hands full, and yet we felt prepared.

			Those early few days were lovely, living in our baby bubble, with only close family and friends visiting, and Andrew taking charge of the practicalities while I mainly rested, healed, and learned how to balance two babies and two bottles at feeding time. Ethan and Joe. I’d studied their scrunched-­up faces, looking for signs of me and Andrew in them.

			They were remarkably easy babies for the first week, napping for long periods.

			The midwife frowned at that, advising us to wake them up every three hours, as they were both still slightly jaundiced. ‘Feeding often is the best way to flush that out of their systems, then you’ll find that they are a bit more alert.’

			
			

			Days later, the jaundice was out of their system, so they woke more frequently at night, but became generally more unsettled in the day too.

			Andrew began to spend evenings searching online forums for advice. But there was no magic bullet. We took them for a walk every afternoon and tried to create a relaxing routine at night. I fell in love with Andrew all over again as I watched him care for these two tiny humans we had created. He was so gentle with them, lathering baby shampoo over their bald heads during bath times, gazing down at them in wonder as he fed them, insisting I stay in bed when they woke for the fifth time in one night.

			One rare morning when both boys were napping at the same time, I leaned over to rest my head on his shoulder and glanced at his phone. He was scrolling through photos of the boys, and I saw a picture of me I didn’t know he had taken. My hair dishevelled, I was kneeling on the floor, bent over them both, smiling. Perhaps mid nappy change. My chest felt full, that he had seen that moment, captured it forever. He wrapped his arm around me, and I closed my eyes. Content. Safe.

			Then, one particularly difficult night, it all seemed to shift. No matter what I did, Ethan would not settle, and Joe became upset hearing his brother cry. I paced across the landing, hoping the movement would soothe him. Andrew staggered out of bed, eyes still mostly closed, his fist trying to push back a yawn.

			‘What’s up with him?’

			
			

			‘I don’t know. He’s had half his bottle, he’s dry, he’s warm. I’ve tried everything.’ My voice was getting louder, my frustrating seeping through. Joe, lying in the cot on his own, upped his volume to match mine. Andrew gestured for me to hand Ethan over, and I was aware of a twinge of guilt at the relief I felt as his weight was lifted from me. As soon as I cuddled Joe to me, his cries lessened in intensity as he nuzzled at my neck. Andrew was walking around the house with Ethan; I heard his voice murmuring calming words downstairs.

			Joe’s head was heavy on my shoulder. ‘Are you shattered? Your brother’s been keeping you up, hasn’t he?’ I whispered. I waited a few more moments before I laid him down gently in the cot.

			I returned to our bed and lay back on my pillow, my arms and legs heavy and my head pounding. Ethan was still crying. I should go and help. The clock on my bedside table told me it was not even 1 a.m. What if he doesn’t stop? Joe hadn’t stirred again. I closed my eyes, curled up on my side facing the cot. I needed a few moments of rest and then I would go and help.

			I jumped awake, my stomach queasy. Was that Joe? I blinked over towards the cot and saw a vague outline, then the bed moved as Andrew sat up next to me. I must have gone back to sleep.

			‘I’ll get him.’

			‘There’s a fresh bottle on the side,’ he mumbled. ‘Is that Ethan again?’

			‘Yep.’ I could easily tell the difference between their cries.

			Andrew rested his hand on my stomach as I leaned back against the pillow, Ethan gulping greedily at the teat. Moments later, he squirmed in my arms, arching his back as he pulled away from the bottle. His cries were like a drill in my brain. Andrew started to sit up.

			
			

			‘No, I’ll take him this time, let you two get some sleep.’

			Downstairs, I got comfortable on the sofa with Ethan and pulled a blanket around my legs before pulling down the vest top I was wearing and settling his head straight on to my skin. The midwife swore by skin to skin, said it gave them lots of comfort to hear a heartbeat. And he did settle. By that time, my eyes were hot with tears.

			I knew then that we were in over our heads.

			The next day passes in a blur of coffee and naps, with me barely seeing Andrew as we both attempt to claw back some sleep. The twins both go down for a nap just before lunch and I sit at the breakfast bar as Andrew makes us sandwiches and a fruit salad. Sunlight streams through the window and catches strands of his hair, still bleached from our Cornwall summer break.

			He smiles as he slides the plate and bowl towards me. ‘Got to keep your energy up.’ My smile in return is small, forced. ‘Luce, what is it?’

			‘Just that. My energy. I feel sick, my head’s all fuzzy; I’m drained. No . . . I know you’ll say go and have another nap, but I need to get used to this, I guess. You’re back at work next week and you’ve been doing half of it all. You can’t keep doing that – it’s not fair to you, or to your patients.’

			He laughs. ‘I’ve never taken the wrong organ out yet. I’m probably overdue an incident form.’

			I grin, despite myself. ‘Seriously. I really hope he starts to sleep a bit better at night. Do you think it’s colic?’

			
			

			‘Could be. We’ll go to the pharmacy today and ask if they have something that will help. Anything’s worth a try, isn’t it?’

			The pharmacist is helpful and recommends some drops to put into their milk. He warns that it can take a few days to see any change. He is right. Thankfully, Andrew offers to do the whole night on Saturday while I sleep in the spare room, to let me rest, but in the morning, the dark smudges under his eyes tell the story of how it was. We bundle up for a long walk on Sunday, with plans for a roast dinner later. As we walk out of the cul-­de-­sac, a bitter wind whips down Hall Road, a narrow B road that leads to our small estate. I am reminded again why we fell in love with the neighbourhood. Even close to lunchtime on a Sunday, there are only a handful of cars; we pass more dog-­walkers and hikers heading for the wood that sits behind our back garden.

			My phone rings as we walk, and Andrew takes hold of the pram handle to continue pushing.

			‘Nina! How are you?’

			‘Never mind me, how are you all? I hope the boys are settling in and you’re getting used to parenthood?’

			I smile at Andrew. ‘We’re getting there, slowly. They don’t sleep much.’

			‘Or at all,’ Andrew calls, so that Nina can hear. She laughs.

			‘Oh dear, I might retract that offer of babysitting until they’re a bit older. Anyway, I’m ringing to see if I can pop round on Tuesday? Steph is taking the classes, so I’ve got some free time. I bet the boys have grown so much since I saw them in hospital.’

			There is a warmth spreading through my body at the thought. Nina is my closest friend and I hadn’t realised, until that moment, how much I had been dreading my first week alone with them. This was something to look forward to, a pair of helping hands and a listening ear.

			
			

			‘That would be lovely. Pop round whenever. Looking forward to it.’

			As I slide my phone back into my pocket, I place my hand over the top of Andrew’s on the handle and he pulls me in towards him with his arm, so I am tucked by his side, our breath mingling and misting in the air over the pram.
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			Nina will be here in half an hour, over a week after we first planned for her to come round. The first time I had to cancel, as I woke up with a migraine, which meant Andrew had to take the morning off work while I lay down in a dark room, daggers stabbing me behind the eyes.

			I am on the floor, coaxing Ethan’s flailing leg back into the leg of a Baby-­gro, a balled-­up nappy at my side. Joe is next. It’s more relentless than I could have imagined. I know as soon as they are dressed, it will be time for feeding. As soon as they have finished feeding, one of them is usually sick, resulting in another change for me and them.

			Andrew is clocking off at five so is back before six and he takes charge of bath times while I cook dinner for us both. The first time we ran out of clean, sterilised bottles and had to wait an agonising twenty minutes for them, he popped out to the supermarket and bought six more bottles.

			I am frustrated with how long the healing is taking. I love running and strength training but am still under strict instructions to take it easy.

			He pops his head around the door now and frowns. ‘Is Nina still coming?’ There is a bunched-­up cloth in his hand; he’s been cleaning the windows.

			
			

			‘Ten minutes.’

			‘Are you getting dressed?’ The careful way he says it almost makes me laugh. I must look as dishevelled as I feel.

			‘One nappy to go!’ I click the last popper closed and pick Ethan up, placing him on the play mat.

			‘Here, let me do that. You go and get ready.’

			I kiss him and dash upstairs, mentally choosing between a quick shower or makeup. The waft of stale milk when I pull my top over my head makes my mind up. Shower it is.

			I can’t wait to see Nina. My best friend. We met in university, when we were both studying sports science at Leeds. We very quickly fell into our friendship and shared a flat from the second year. After university, I followed her back to Stafford, her hometown. My dad was upset at first, but he knew how close we had become and liked Nina as much as I did. ‘We understand,’ my dad had said as I cleared the last few bits from my childhood bedroom. ‘Your friends become your family in your twenties. Just make sure you’re not a stranger.’

			He turned away from the door as I climbed into the car, after a round of hugs and kisses. I don’t think I had ever seen my dad cry.

			It was Nina who, almost a year after we had signed the rental agreement on a two-­up, two-­down terrace, insisted we go out one warm spring evening to the local pub, where they were showing the FA Cup final on the big screen.

			‘I don’t even like football,’ I’d complained, as she dragged me through the oak door into a pub that looked like it would suit my dad more than us. She had a white England shirt on.

			
			

			‘Come on, it’ll be a laugh. It’s not hard to follow. Cheer if they score, boo if they don’t.’

			The carpet was red with a swirly pattern and the bar a dark oak, dusty glass lampshades inches from our heads as Nina placed an order for two pints of cider. The seats were lined up classroom style in front of the large pull-­down screen, two commentators shouting across footage of previous games. We sat near the back, waiting for kick-­off while more people streamed in, clearly on their second or third pub visit that day.

			The seats next to us were soon filled and, as I was wondering if I could squeeze myself between my chair and the wall to get to the toilets, Nina shouted, ‘Andrew Wilson? No way! Nina. From the Red Lion. How the hell are you?’

			This happened a lot. Nina knew everybody in Stafford. Of course she was the one to introduce me to my future husband.

			It wasn’t long before our friendship developed into a business partnership, based on our shared passion for fitness. There hasn’t been a week since we met when we have not seen each other, and she was the first person, besides Andrew, who I told about the pregnancy. And she was there when I found out it wasn’t one baby, but two. She had calmed my panic, pointing out the positives and the support that I had close by. My mum had died while I was at university and my dad remarried a few years later, and while we keep in touch, he doesn’t often visit. He divides his time between London and Benidorm, where his wife, Wendy, has a holiday home. Nina has become the person I talk to about anything.

			Nina is adamant that she doesn’t want children, so it was particularly touching that she was so excited by the impending arrival of mine. ‘Crazy Auntie is a role I was born to play!’ she had joked at the surprise baby shower she had organised.

			
			

			I can’t wait for her to meet them properly, rather than a fleeting visit in hospital, when I was too tired and shell-­shocked to even talk to her. I turn the shower temperature down for the last few seconds, relishing the blast of cold water over my shoulders. I dress in leggings and a loose top, twist my hair into a clip and spray perfume on my wrists, feeling more like me with every second. I rub in some tinted moisturiser and head downstairs, where Andrew is feeding both babies as they lie across his left arm, their heads impossibly tiny as their mouths work hard at the bottle teats. He holds both bottles with one hand, his middle finger in between the two. My hands can’t reach, so I have to prop them up on their bouncy chairs or the nursing pillow to feed them both.

			Sitting next to him, I lean against his left side, gazing at them. He smiles.

			‘Beautiful, aren’t they? And clean. His nappy with absolutely disgusting.’ He nods his head at Joe. It’s odd. The twins’ features are identical, and yet I know them as individuals. It was one of my fears before they arrived, that I would somehow mix them up. Andrew spent twenty minutes at the hospital checking for birthmarks, any identifying features, but came up blank. We both agreed that we would give them names with different initials and not dress them alike. Twins in matching outfits freak us out. Too many horror films, most likely. And the bonus – it helps distinguish them from each other.

			But it turns out I didn’t need the different clothes. Three weeks old and they are both so uniquely themselves. Their facial expressions are different, they feed differently, have different cries. Their eyes close with the effort of feeding and their legs, which have started to unfurl, curl inwards again, so that their feet almost touch their bottoms. Exactly like they would have been positioned inside me.

			
			

			I’m itching to take over, my hands not used to this lack of activity. I sit on my hands, quite literally, until I hear a knock at the door.

			‘Mate!’ Nina is bouncing on the balls of her feet on the doorstep, her blond curls wild as the wind catches her hair. She is wearing cropped jeans and a tight black top, her trademark chunky jewellery catching the eye. ‘Where are they?’ She moves past me and hangs her bag from the bannister as if she lives here. She has always been able to make herself comfortable wherever she is. I’m so happy to see her, I can hardly speak. ‘They’re through—’

			‘Oh shit!’ Her hand clamps across her mouth before she stage-­whispers, ‘Are they asleep?’

			‘No, they’re just finishing a feed. Come on – you can help with the burping.’ A flash of horror crosses her face but is quickly hidden.

			‘No problem. I’ve never done it, but how hard can it be, right?’ She pulls me into a tight hug. ‘I can’t believe you’re a mum now.’

			Andrew is putting the boys into their chairs when we walk in. ‘I’ll get you ladies a drink.’ He disappears into the kitchen, and I stand back and watch. I want to drink this in, the look on her face. I know it will be a nice memory to call up when I need a boost.

			‘Oh Luce, they are utterly gorgeous. Which one is which?’

			I kneel next to her, gently lifting Ethan and placing him on to her shoulder. ‘This one is Ethan.’

			
			

			Nina cradles his head, her body stiff with uncertainty. I pick up Joe and gently rub his back and Nina does the same, her grin wide. We sit together in silence, and it hits me, seeing her with him.

			How different my life will be now.

			Andrew brings in mugs of tea and leaves us to it, both of us sitting on the same sofa, the babies sleeping in their chairs. We talk about the babies and, inevitably, work. Our business is basically another baby, one that we share. We have nurtured it from nothing to an enterprise that can support two full-­time staff and several part-­time instructors.

			She told me how busy the classes were, how two more people had signed up for personal training. ‘So don’t worry about work. I want to know how you are doing. Really.’

			Joe kicks his legs out, his eyes opening and closing.

			‘It’s getting harder, Neen. If one sleeps at night, the other one is awake, no matter what I do. I’m getting about three hours of sleep a night, tops. And it’s not all in one go. I feel like I’m wading through quicksand most days and could nod off the moment I’ve got up.’

			Nina sips at her tea. ‘That sounds horrific. I should have got you a bloody espresso machine instead of those baby clothes! Seriously, though, can’t you get some help in?’

			Joe starts to cry so I stand to pick him up quickly before he wakes his brother. Andrew appears at the door. ‘Hungry?’

			‘He might be.’ He brings the bottle back in as I settle him on my arm. ‘Help?’

			‘Christ, mate, how do you know if they’re hungry?’

			‘Different cries. I can’t explain it, but it’s usually right.’

			Nina shakes her head in wonderment, and I laugh, warmth spreading through me at how easy things always are with her.

			
			

			She shrugs. ‘Well, as lovely as these two are, I’m sticking to my plan for a rescue greyhound, I reckon. But yes, help. Not with the day stuff, the fun bits while they’re awake, but the shitty bits. Like when they won’t let you get any sleep. Can’t you get a babysitter or a nanny or something? They must exist, people who don’t have jobs in the day, students wanting some extra cash.’ She pulls her phone from her bag and starts tapping away. ‘Here! Night nannies, they’re called. There are loads of them . . . agencies, adverts.’

			Joe hungrily sucks at the bottle but keeps twisting his body to look around the room. I shift in the seat and lean over him, so he can only look at me. His eyes are getting bluer, I’m sure of it. ‘I’ve never thought of getting help, to be honest. We’ve never talked about nannies.’

			‘This isn’t Mary Poppins bringing your kids up for you. It’s just someone to help for the first few months, or however long it takes babies to start sleeping properly. You don’t want to make yourself ill. And I know you. You’re going to want to start getting involved at work again sooner rather than later. You can’t do that if you’re up all night.’

			I consider it. How it would feel to hand the babies over to someone. ‘I’m not sure I’m ready to let someone else look after them yet.’

			Nina leans forward, and gestures at me to hand Joe over. He screws his face up as the bottle leaves his mouth momentarily, but he soon settles back in the crook of her arm. ‘It’s the same as this.’ She nods her chin towards him. ‘You’ll still be in the house, and you can check on them whenever you want. Plus, you’d get someone with experience, references, all that. You should talk to Andrew, tell him how it feels. He must know that you’re up all night.’

			
			

			I love that I have her in my life. She’s always been one to tackle problems head on.

			My heart beats a bit faster as I imagine bringing up the idea of a nanny over dinner later. Once we discovered I was pregnant, Andrew let slip one evening that he hated the idea of nurseries. ‘It doesn’t feel right. And most of these nurseries employ youngsters on minimum wage. They’re never going to have the right skill set to be able to teach a child what they need to know. Far better that the parents take care of that, at least until they are in school. And we can both work flexibly.’

			I had been taken aback. My work isn’t just a job. It’s my life. Nina and I started the business almost six years ago and have built it up from two clients in one room to owning the gym and employing staff. I knew I would have to take some time out, and I trust Nina to hold the fort while I’m on maternity leave, but I never planned to take too long. In my mind, nursery for a couple of days a week would work, and then I could do more evening sessions while Andrew took care of the babies. It never occurred to me that Andrew would think differently. It’s rare now, as we’ve been together such a long time, but it still shocks me when he doesn’t share my views on a topic. As if I have forgotten that we are two separate people, with backgrounds and histories that have shaped us.

			‘Hey, Luce? You’re miles away.’

			I smile. All I need to do later is to tell the same story that I have to Nina. He’ll see that I can’t carry on like this. I look down at Joe’s sleeping face, his black eyelashes stark against his pale cheek, tiny white dots on his skin that the midwife reassured me were totally normal. I need to be the best mum that I can be to them. Andrew will understand.

			
			

			 

			His fork clatters to his plate.

			‘I thought we agreed that we’d cope without a nursery?’

			‘But this isn’t a nursery. When that time comes, I’m sure we’ll be fine. It’s just for the short-­term, to let me get some sleep.’

			He frowns and sips his water. ‘I’m not sure, Luce. It’s weird to think of some stranger in our home, especially when Ethan and Joe are so small. What can I do to help more?’

			I take a deep breath. Here goes nothing. ‘I don’t think there is anything else you can do. You’re working and I know you’re helping in the evenings, too. But it’s me at night. And that’s when I’m not coping at all. I thought I’d be OK, but they don’t sleep at the same time, so once I’ve changed a nappy and fed one, the other is waking up and getting upset. It’s rock-­hard and I don’t know how much longer I can keep going.’

			He comes round to my chair, crouches next to me and puts an arm around me. ‘You never said, love. But it’s still early days. They’ll get into a routine – remember what that woman said at the NCT class? Twins usually sync quite quickly; we need to follow her guidance. Give them the chance to settle before we introduce another change.’

			I clench my fists underneath the table. ‘Yes, but she didn’t have twins, did she? And we could work with the nanny, try to establish a night-­time routine. And if they do sync, then great, we can let the nanny go and I’ll take over. Andrew, I’m really not trying to be lazy here . . . if it was one baby, I’d be—’ My throat clogs and I feel like the worst person in the world. As if I am wishing for just one baby, when I’ve been lucky enough to have two. He pulls me closer.

			
			

			My body is heavy with a tiredness that I’ve never known before, not even when I was working two jobs at uni and staying out in bars and house parties until dawn. I can’t face another week, month . . . who knows how long of this.

			I can’t.

			Andrew kisses my head and clasps his hand over mine on the table, the weight reassuring, grounding me as he moves back to his seat. ‘Oh Luce, of course I don’t think you’re being lazy. But I’m worried we’d be jumping into something too soon. You’re still recovering from the birth, and I don’t want you to make a decision now that you’d regret later on. Would it help if I asked Mum to come round a bit more often, to give you a hand?’

			I shake my head. Alice is the last person who would help. The thought of inviting her into our house right now . . . I look around the kitchen diner, noticing the smudged window, the dust around the skirting boards. All things I can gloss over day to day, but Alice would be sure to notice and mention it. A domineering woman, she no longer scares me, but I’d rather not spend too much time with her.

			Andrew smiles tightly. ‘OK, maybe not Mum. She’s a bit much even for me most days. I can’t say I’m totally sold on the idea, but I’m glad you’ve come to me before . . . well, before things got worse. Let’s have a look around, eh? I can contact some agencies, put an advert together and do the interviews. And I will write the contract, check that we have a strong get-­out clause if it all goes wrong or if you start to have second thoughts. How about that?’

			
			

			‘That’s brilliant. Perfect.’

			I have already done some research, but I don’t mention it. I know Andrew. He needs to make this decision, to feel as if he has found the perfect solution, that he has helped me with this problem.

			I stand to clear the plates away, rinsing them off before placing them in the dishwasher and wiping down the table. He has already taken his laptop out of his work bag and flipped it open, biting his bottom lip in concentration as he taps away. I pause for a second, but he doesn’t need my help, so I go into the living room where the twins are side by side in their small rocking chairs. They are quiet and I approach slowly, my feet sinking into the carpet silently. But they are not asleep. I hear small noises as their heads come into view and my heart jumps when I see what they are doing. They have reached out across the gap between their chairs and are holding hands.

			God, I love them so much.

			I crouch on my heels behind them and can’t help but feel voyeuristic. Spying on these two little humans who already know each other far better than I do, having spent nine months growing together inside me. I can still hear Andrew’s fingers tapping away and I almost go back to him, to tell him that no, I can do it. I can take care of them myself.

			But then I think back to 2 a.m. And 3 a.m. Every hour of the night. Having to fight against my exhaustion to drag myself through the front door with them once a day.

			No.

			
			

			I need sleep. I need to hand over the nights, to enjoy the days. I move around to face them, but they don’t acknowledge me. Their eyes are heavy, and I wish I had changed their nappies earlier, then I could have put them straight down. As I stroke their legs gently, the heaviness in my arms reminds me that I had less than three hours’ sleep in total last night.

			This can’t go on.

			Otherwise, I fear that I will end up not enjoying any of the time I spend with them. And I will lose a grip on the business I have invested so much of myself in.

			And that is something I can’t bear.

		

	
		
			
			

			3

			Nina arrives early, as I am pushing Ethan’s arm into his pram suit. I can see her breath in the morning air as I open the door and her cheek is cold against mine when she hugs me.

			Ethan’s suit is navy with a green lining, Joe’s is red with a blue lining. I pull hats down over their ears. ‘Right, they’ve both just been fed and have clean nappies on. They should be asleep in about five minutes once you start walking. Text me or ring me if there’s any problems.’

			Nina takes Joe off me, and he tries to hold his head steady to look at her, but instead lolls on to her shoulder. Andrew appears in the hallway with the pram and he places them both in and buckles the straps up as I fold the blanket and lay it across both of their legs.

			‘My first proper walk with them, I’m so excited! I can tell everyone I’m the au pair and that you only pay me three pounds an hour.’

			Andrew shakes his head, and a smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. Nina can always make him laugh. I smile too. He is so relaxed. I was worried that he would be having second thoughts, or try to persuade me against the idea, but that hasn’t happened. Always efficient, he had managed to review references, create a shortlist, and set up three interviews for this morning, timed so that the boys would be ready for their nap. He’d even been the one to suggest Nina take them out, so that we could both focus on the interview. ‘It needs to be someone you’re comfortable with too. You’re going to be seeing them a lot more than me.’

			
			

			He had written down questions to ask prospective nannies and asked me if I could think of any other questions to add. My mind was a blank. I’d interviewed plenty of new staff over the years and could always think of a question to coax out the information that I wanted. But this was different.

			The only question I could think of was not one I could ask of anyone, let alone a stranger. ‘Will you promise nothing bad will happen to them?’

			So here we are, Andrew holding his list of questions, potentially about to welcome someone into our home, into our children’s lives and, by extension, ours. Is this the right thing to do?

			I force myself to remember last night, a particularly challenging one. They had both needed feeding three times each and Ethan had been sick after the third feed, meaning I had to quickly remove Joe, strip Ethan and the cot, and quickly clean him up. Dressed in a cold sleepsuit, he had then refused to settle until I had cuddled him to me for almost an hour, while Andrew put fresh bedding on the cot, his nose wrinkling in disgust at the smell, eyes still half closed. When Ethan was finally put back down, the bathroom was in that strange half-­light of pre-­dawn. As I sat down on the toilet, I saw the dirty bedclothes in the bath.

			I can’t face many more nights like that.

			
			

			There is a firm knock at the door and Andrew gets up to answer it while I clench and unclench my fists and sit up straight in my seat, as if it’s me that is about to be interviewed.

			A woman of around fifty walks through the door and gives me a tight smile before sitting down opposite me. Andrew takes the seat next to me and leans forward, warm and personable as he introduces us both. Her name is Victoria. She is dressed in white linen trousers and a loose pink top, her hair cut in a sharp bob. She tells us that her two children have grown up and moved out, and talks about how she has never needed much sleep. Her children were formula-­fed – ‘it was normal back then – hardly anyone breastfed’ – and she knows how to sterilise bottles. She is so clearly qualified for this, and seems like a nice lady, but I don’t feel any warmth from her. I can’t imagine her cuddling the boys – rather, she would hold them just long enough for their wind to come up and then put them down in their cot. I know what Andrew will say – that is exactly what we want. We don’t want the boys to get used to being cuddled and rocked to sleep, we want to train them to need us less. And logically, I know that makes sense. But they are so little.

			Whoever we choose, if their approach doesn’t work, I will be the one lying awake listening to them cry, unable to go to them in their cot in the nursery, as I wouldn’t want to interfere. As Andrew continues asking his questions, I stare out of the window, wondering how far Nina has walked with them, if they have nodded off yet. The leaves have fallen from the trees in the front garden, and I can see right out to the pavement. I’ll be able to see the moment she turns up the garden path.

			‘Right, then, we’ll be in touch.’ Andrew stands and I push my chair back quickly, moving to his side. We both shake hands. Her hand is cool and her grip firm and I can see the makeup sitting on her skin when I’m this close.

			
			

			Andrew leads her towards the front door as I fall back in my chair, anxious that he will want her. I already know that I don’t. Maybe this isn’t right for our family after all. I chew at the skin on the edge of my nail as I hear muffled pleasantries being exchanged at the door. I take the opportunity to check my phone in case Nina has messaged. Nothing. Although I’m aware of being unsettled without the twins here, I trust Nina totally.

			I hear the door close, and Andrew walks back in, smiling. ‘Well, what do you think? She’s got the qualifications and it’s reassuring that she has brought up her own children.’ I smile back but can’t hold it for long. ‘What is it?’

			‘It’s just . . . well, let’s see what the other candidates are like, eh? I’m not sure I clicked with her.’

			He sits and pats the back of my hand where it is gripping the edge of the chair, his eyes narrowing slightly. Then he lets go, sits back and raises his eyebrows. ‘Sure, that makes sense. This person will be basically living with us for part of the week. The most important thing is that you’re comfortable with them. Next up is Evie Devine. Well, let’s hope the name fits!’ He is trying to make me laugh but my mind is racing ahead. ‘And remember, love, you can change your mind anytime. Say the word and we can stop this, figure out another way to make it work. I want you to be happy.’

			Evie arrives a few minutes early and sweeps into the room behind Andrew. She is younger than the first candidate, wearing skinny jeans tucked into black boots and a floaty top in a deep purple. She isn’t dressed formally for an interview and I warm towards her instantly. Babies don’t care if you are tailored, and a more informal style seems to shout ‘I don’t care if I get a bit mucky’. That is exactly the sort of attitude you need, especially around Ethan. I notice a mass of dark curls and a genuine smile that reaches her eyes.

			
			

			Andrew launches into his questions, but I am only half listening to the words. I watch how she answers them. Right before she speaks, there is a small frown, as if she is really considering her answer. Then she talks animatedly, her hands moving and head nodding at certain points.

			I try to tune in. Andrew might ask me about this later.

			‘And have you had any experience of sleep training?’

			She purses her lips this time before speaking. ‘No, but I’ve read all the books on the topic. The parents that I’ve met in relation to my course tend to all think it’s a load of nonsense. Say that trying to teach a baby to sleep for hours at a time is like teaching a fish to ride a bike. But I cope quite well with broken sleep, I’ve had experience working as a carer.’

			Although I can only see his profile, I know that Andrew is a bit stunned. After years on the corporate ladder, he expects everyone to be the same, especially for an interview. Although I’d hardly listened to a word she’d said, I’d place a bet that Victoria was a big fan of sleep training.

			I like Evie. Someone this honest and blunt in an interview scenario will be less likely to give me a cover story. When it comes to the twins, I want to know everything, with no sugar coating.

			‘Lucy – do you have anything to ask?’

			I sit upright on my chair, mind racing as I try to think what Andrew will have already asked. I only glanced at the list earlier, confident that he would take care of it all. He’s in his natural domain, taking charge.

			
			

			But then . . . what do I want to know about her?

			What is truly important, as opposed to qualifications, which only tell part of a story.

			‘Do you like babies?’

			I hear a laugh, hastily disguised. Andrew. He thinks it’s a simplistic question, but I have seen how Evie has responded so far. She’s no liar. And she doesn’t hesitate for long.

			‘Yes – and I hope that, if I get offered this opportunity, I’ll start to see them as individuals, little people learning about the world, rather than as babies. I think people get hung up on babies, don’t they, and forget the child and adult that baby will become. I try to think, when they are crying, or screaming, or acting out . . . your job is to help them deal with that immediate need, whether it’s hunger, fear, anger or whatever. And you’ve got to think long-­term. Secure babies become happy kids. So yes, I like babies, but I like to think of them as more than that. Does that make sense?’ She pauses and looks at us both, her eyes darting between Andrew and me, her cheeks flushed. I see anxiety there, as if she has shared too much. ‘I mean, I don’t have kids, so I know that what I’ve read in a book doesn’t compare to the reality. But I’ll do my very best, all the time, I promise.’

			She meets my eyes and I’m mesmerised. It must be her. She really means that, she really cares. I know that I’ll be able to trust this woman with Ethan and Joe.

			Andrew makes a sound and I know he’s about to stand up, ready to show Evie out of the house. He will want Victoria, for sure. She dressed for the occasion, gave smart answers, is more qualified and didn’t question his idea of sleep training two small babies.

			
			

			In short, she will remind Andrew of his mum. But he also said it’s most important that I feel comfortable. After all, he is out of the house more than he’s in, although he will still cross paths with whoever we choose, as they will arrive in time for the twins’ bedtime and leave in the morning.

			This time, I stand first and reach out my hand towards her. She is a bit taken aback and hesitates before shaking it, perhaps unaccustomed to the formality. She is a student; this could be her first interview for something other than university. For Andrew, who most likely shook hands with his mother Alice mere moments after his birth, it is second nature. The thought makes me smile and Evie returns it.

			‘So,’ Andrew stands behind me, keen to keep to his schedule, ‘we’ll be in touch to let you know either way. Thanks for coming along.’ Evie walks back towards the hallway and this time I follow, watching her leave and the door closing behind her. I decide to jump in quickly.

			‘She’s perfect, don’t you think? You’ve done so well to find such great people at short notice.’ Flattery is the way through any of his doubts and I know it. He opens his mouth, then closes it again.

			‘There’s one more to come . . . but, if you’re sure? What about Victoria? She seems very capable and has raised her own children, so has more direct experience.’

			‘Nope. Definitely Evie. I can see her fitting in and it would be nice to have someone a bit younger, less set in their ways, perhaps? We want them to fit into our house, not run it for us.’ I can almost see the cogs turning, processing the idea of someone who will fall into line and adapt more easily, someone used to living in a shared space.

			
			

			‘Do you know, I think you’re right. I figured older equals more experience, but what we want is someone unobtrusive, who can come and go without us being too aware. That’s a good thought. My clever wife! Right, well, I’ll be able to cancel the next appointment. I’ve already got references, so we need to agree a start date and what days we want her to work. You put your feet up and wait for Nina to get back, I’ll get the ball rolling.’

			As I head upstairs to get dressed into something more comfortable, I hear him on the phone, his voice muffled through the wooden door. He’ll be pacing up and down the room, one hand gesticulating, because that’s how he always is on the phone. Can’t sit still. I wonder if one, or both, of our boys will pick up that habit from him. Which mannerisms they will develop that we can recognise in ourselves.

			I’ve not really considered the future before, but what Evie said hit home. About developing people. And for the first time since I found out we were having twins, the future feels more certain, more hopeful. I finally have some space to start thinking beyond the next hour. The knowledge that, very soon, I may get something approaching a full night’s sleep means that I can focus on the important stuff. Their development, playing, days out, my core strength – it feels as though a sneeze could currently put my back out. In my line of work, I have to look the part. I am half of that business. I can’t be hobbling round with a bad back.

			As I pull my leggings on, I am fizzing with excitement. I cannot wait to tell Nina. This is all down to her. She recognised something I needed long before I ever would have. It sometimes takes a friend to give you permission to treat yourself kindly.

			
			

			Me and Andrew have been too focussed on survival and just getting through each day.

		

	
		
			
			

			4

			Five days later and Evie arrives promptly at 6 p.m. It’s been the hardest week. Andrew leaves the house before half seven, ready to start a full list of patients at work. Although he tries his best to be quiet, the twins must hear him moving around, as one of them always wakes up.

			This morning it was Ethan, even though he had been up that morning for a feed only an hour earlier. I have spent most of the day looking after the boys and cleaning the house, paranoid that Evie will think we live in a pigsty. The spare bed in the nursery is freshly made, the skirting boards dusted, and the main bathroom smells so strongly of bleach and cleaning spray that my eyes water when I’m in there.

			I have time for a quick wash and to get dressed into clean clothes before I hear her knock at the door.

			Andrew still isn’t back from work, which is weird. I’d imagined us both being here together, but I understand that his day never runs to plan.

			‘Hi Evie, come on in.’ She is carrying a small green bag; her overnight things, I presume. It’s odd, inviting a stranger into your home to stay the night. We agreed on six so that we would have a chance to show her where everything is and how we currently get the boys to bed, to talk through their routine as it stands. They have not been bathed or dressed yet and my stomach drops slightly with the thought of doing all of that with someone watching me. Evie places her bag at the bottom of the stairs and waits expectantly.

			
			

			‘I can’t wait to meet Joe and Ethan.’

			My hand rests on the living room door for a second. I don’t think we mentioned their names at the interview. Andrew must have when I wasn’t paying attention. I’m impressed that she has remembered.

			‘They’re through here.’ They are lying together on a bright green jungle-­themed activity mat, arms flailing and occasionally catching the soft animals above them, eyes open and making grunting noises as they concentrate on their activity. Evie kneels beside them, and I am detached suddenly, adrift on my own. The mother handing over the care of her children.
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