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little black dress

IT’S A GIRL THING

 



Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you—you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to

 



www.littleblackdressbooks.com

 



where you can:



[image: 002]Enter our monthly competitions to win  gorgeous prizes


[image: 003]Get hot-off-the-press news about our latest titles


[image: 004]Read exclusive preview chapters both from your favourite authors and from brilliant new writing talent


[image: 005]Buy up-and-coming books online


[image: 006]Sign up for an essential slice of romance via our fortnightly email newsletter



 



We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team 
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Five interesting things about Kate Lace:1. When I left school I joined the army instead of going to university - there were 500 men to every woman when I joined up - yesss.

2. While I was there I discovered that there were more sports than hockey and lacrosse and learnt to glide, rock climb, pot hole, sail and ski. I also discovered that I wasn’t much good at any of them but I had a lot of fun.

3. I met my husband in the army. We’ve been married for donkey’s years. (I was a child bride.)

4. Since I got married I have moved house 17 times. We now live in our own house and have done for quite a while so we know what is growing in the garden. Also, our children can remember what their address is.

5. I captained the Romantic Novelists’ Association team on University Challenge the Professionals in 2005. We got to the grand finals so I got to meet Jeremy Paxman three times.






To my husband of thirty years - Ian: for letting me faff around in front of a keyboard all day and for not insisting I do a proper job.
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I scanned the small ads at the front of The Lady. I needed a new position and I needed it fast. My lovely employers, an American couple with three children, had been told they were moving back to the States at the start of the next month. The move was as big a shock to them as it was to me, but while they were looking at a return to the land of apple pie and Uncle Sam, I was looking at unemployment benefit - unless I could find another nannying position pronto.

Pen in hand, I worked my way through the list crossing out the non-starters and no-hopers as I went. ‘Couple wanted . . .’ nope. ‘Part time . . .’ no chance. I need full-time wages. ‘North Scotland . . .’ Where? I’ll freeze! ‘Full-time nanny required for large establishment in Oxfordshire . . .’ Much more hopeful. I read the rest of the ad and circled it. ‘Fun and energetic.’ I ticked that box. ‘Live in.’ Was there any other way to be a proper nanny?

‘Sole charge of child.’ One child? How easy was that? ‘Fluent English, non-smoker, clean driving licence essential, yadda, yadda, yadda . . .’ All the standard things the middle classes want from their nannies. Just as well, I  thought, they don’t generally add ‘confident and outgoing’. I wouldn’t cut the mustard on that one, but as they never do, I’m all right. I underlined the phone number.

In theory the next bit should have been a doddle: dial the number, say you’ve read the ad and ask if you can have an interview. Not hard, you might think. Except that it is for me. Nervously I rubbed my hands together and noticed they were damp with sweat. I swallowed and stared at the phone, as if by doing that I could persuade it to make the call on my behalf. I gazed at the receiver for about five minutes before I had raised enough courage to pick it up. Then I put it down again while I found a notebook and paper and wrote out all the likely questions I might get asked. That took a few more minutes. Then I thought I needed a cup of tea beside me in case my throat got dry while I was talking. It was a good half-hour before I finally began to dial with a finger that was shaking with nerves.

After I’d finished the call I felt quite saggy with relief. It had all been straightforward, although why I imagined it might have been anything else I didn’t examine, except that I always assumed any new event or hurdle I came across in my life was going to be an ordeal. This time - as anyone would have expected - all that happened was that a woman answered, took my details, asked for my CV and said she would be in touch in due course.

A couple of days later a thick cream envelope arrived in the post for me. As with the telephone call, nerves meant I sat and stared at it for a few minutes, wondering what it contained. Eventually I realised the best way to  find out was to open it. The words ‘I am pleased’ leapt off the page at me. They never said ‘I am pleased’ if they were giving you the brush-off. My eyes raced down the rest of the page: ‘. . . invite you for an interview . . . Please bring . . . The successful applicant . . .’ All the usual stuff.

I put the letter down on the breakfast table and all my insecurities began piling in again. I’d clocked the address where the interview was to take place - Chelsea. A place in Oxfordshire and a house in a posh bit of London. So my possible future employer was seriously rich. Which meant my chances of being successful had just gone down the pan. I mean, I’ve got all the right qualifications but mine haven’t come from one of those swanky nanny schools which cost a fortune to go to and make you wear a uniform. Which, in my experience, is the sort of nanny the really rich want - the sort of nanny who talks like them, the sort of nanny who knows how to ski, has a double-barrelled name and sees pictures of her relations in  Hello!.

However, I’d got the interview and I had to give it a shot. Maybe no one else had applied; or, if anyone had, just maybe they hadn’t gone to the right nanny schools either. To have any chance at all I had to try. Time was running out for me, and as soon as it did, so would my money and my options.

 



A few days later I was pacing the streets of Chelsea, killing time till my interview was due. Knowing London traffic and the endless possibilities for delays on its public transport I’d allowed over half an hour extra to reach my  destination. As I loafed about the neighbouring streets, the chill February breeze wheedling its way under my scarf and jacket, I wondered about the other interviewees, my chances of landing the job, who my future employers might be in the unlikely event of my success and what I would do next in the more likely event of failure. Going back to Pinner to live with my mum and her boyfriend really wasn’t an option and, with rents in London being what they were, affording a place on my own on the dole was about as unlikely as getting the job.

If I’d been nervous at the prospect of making the initial telephone call, it was nothing compared to my blind panic as the hour of my interview approached. I felt sick and sweaty. I’d worried about what I should wear, about finding the house, about my qualifications and my experience, but most of all I’d worried about making the wrong impression. I can’t help it, it’s how I am. It’s probably why I like working with kids.

Generally kids don’t judge, and one thing I always worry about is what other people think about me. And generally I assume the kind of people I have to work for aren’t rating me very highly. My background - only child of a single mother, father unknown, raised in suburbia, educated at the local comp, never travelled, never done anything the least bit glamorous - is worlds away from theirs. My mum always insisted that I spoke properly and said it would help me get ahead, which it has done. My accent has never been an issue with my employers.

Two minutes before my allotted time I pressed the doorbell with a trembling finger.

As I waited for the door to be opened I noticed that unlike many of the other huge, red-brick houses around this one just had a single bell. It hadn’t been broken up into flats. House prices in London meant that ‘seriously rich’ was probably an understatement. I felt even more shit-scared. I wondered who it might be: some Russian oligarch, a footballer, a rock star? The door opened. I was going to find out soon.

‘Yes?’ said a woman in a suit.

‘I’m here for the job interview,’ I said. My heart was pounding and I tried to smile but I was so seized up with nerves that it probably made me look like a halfwit. I wondered who this woman was. Mrs Russian-Oligarch? Staff ? Whoever she was, she didn’t smile back.

‘And your name?’

‘Lucy Carter.’

‘Follow me please, Miss Carter.’

I stepped into the vast black and white tiled hall. A beautiful staircase swept down into it. In the middle was an oval table with a big flower arrangement on it. I felt as if I was walking into a film set. The place was unreal. Yet again I wondered who owned it, not that it really mattered. If I got the job it was the kid I was going to be responsible for. But it’s only human nature to be curious, isn’t it?

Nerves made me check my appearance in the big mirror in the hall as I scuttled past. I looked scared, I thought. My eyes looked like those of some small creature about to get pounced on by another, bigger, fiercer animal. However, my short hair was tidy despite the wind outside  and my thin face had a nice rosy glow - probably also courtesy of the wind.

I was shown into a book-lined room with a large desk in the middle of the floor. While I waited, I had the chance to take it all in. On the one wall that didn’t have floor-to-ceiling bookcases was a fireplace below an oil painting of a stunning young woman posing against a tree in wonderful, landscaped grounds. I knew I’d seen her face before but for a second or two I couldn’t pluck her name out of my memory. Then I spotted the horses in the background of the picture. Pennies started not just dropping but cascading. That was it! Of course. She was the world-famous, beautiful, tragic Countess of Arden.

My God, she was a woman who had had everything - and more. The only child of a multi-millionaire, she had become a hugely celebrated three-day eventer before she married the Earl of Arden, and the phrase ‘golden couple’ didn’t even come close to describing how the media and the public loved them. A year after producing a son and heir she’d won gold for Britain at the Olympics and to cap it all the public had voted her ‘Sports Personality of the Year’.

And then she’d been killed.

The Countess of Arden, mother of a little boy, young, beautiful, talented, National Sporting Treasure, was dead at the age of thirty. Tragic or what?

I wasn’t entirely sure about the details of the accident except that the Countess had been kicked by one of her event horses. Just when her life had reached a peak of perfection it was over.

It was one of those times - like when Princess Diana died - when everyone could remember where they were when they heard the news. I had been in the children’s nursery, giving them their supper and chatting to them about their day, when I’d heard a cry from their mother’s bedroom. Thinking she’d hurt herself I whizzed into the next room and she was shaking her head and saying ‘oh my, oh my’ over and over. She’d just heard a news flash announcing Becca’s death.

The subsequent public outpouring had been much the same as the one over Diana. And just as there were then, there had been a few unhinged people suggesting that her death might have been not an accident but planned by some mad rival. There was a brief police inquiry into the circumstances of her death but they concluded it was just a desperately sad bit of bad luck: the horse had lashed out and she’d been in the way. However, the inquiry had caused enough of a delay between her death and the funeral for the national psyche to rev itself up to a day of mass hysteria complete with piles of flowers stacked up outside their place in Oxfordshire - Arden Hall - and huge crowds around the little church in the village where her funeral was held.

There had been some obvious differences between the deaths of princess and countess. For a start, the Countess was still happily married. Secondly, no one (apart from a few barking members of the horsy set clinging to the idea of a mad rival) was seriously suggesting there had been any sort of conspiracy about her death, and thirdly, the hullabaloo had died down as soon as the funeral was over.

That had been about a year ago, and I wondered who had been looking after the kid since then. The Earl had never been out of the papers during his brief marriage, but now he had disappeared out of the public’s consciousness so maybe he’d taken over.

Staring at the Countess’s picture I realised that I didn’t know much about the Earl. I’d never even heard of him till he started courting Becca Hetherington. It was Becca that the press was really interested in: a top-class eventer and the beautiful only daughter of a fabulously rich industrialist. When her name became linked romantically with his some of his past had emerged, but all I could really remember was that he’d been in the army and had been decorated for some fantastically heroic act just before his own father had died and he’d inherited the title and the vast family estate. However, what with that and his wife’s sporting achievements the papers had had a field day and the couple never seemed to be out of them - a bit like Posh and Becks. And of course, because of his title and her name the papers had dubbed them Posh and Becca.

I felt a wave of sympathy for the poor man. Before her death he’d been half of a perfect partnership, both of them young, beautiful and talented - they’d had everything. No wonder he wasn’t seen around much any more. He must be heartbroken.

I heard the door behind me open and I turned. A pleasant-faced woman who looked more like a farmer’s wife than someone involved with the glamorous Ardens entered the room.

‘Hello,’ she said, holding out her hand. ‘Miss Carter? I’m Annie.’

‘Hello, Annie,’ I said, taking her hand. I noticed it was rough and careworn, which reinforced the ‘farmer’s wife’ image. ‘Lucy, please.’ I hoped I sounded confident and self-assured and not shit-scared, which was the reality.

Annie had obviously spotted me staring at the picture. ‘I imagine you’ve already guessed who your employer will be should you get the position.’

I nodded.

‘I’m a friend of the Earl’s and currently standing in as Teddy’s nanny. The last girl had family problems - her mother was taken ill very suddenly and there was no one else to look after her - so it’s all been a bit unsettling for little Teddy as she had to dash off with almost no warning. The Earl has asked me to do the interviews. He’s not very experienced in the nuts and bolts of childcare so he’s asked me to find someone suitable.’ She gestured to two armchairs near the desk.

I sat down, wondering what the relationship between the Earl and this very ordinary middle-aged woman was. She’d said ‘a friend’ but she certainly didn’t look as if she belonged to the sort of set that Becca and Edward had always been seen with. Not that I really cared. Besides, being interviewed by Annie was going to be a lot less scary than being interviewed by the Earl. I counted my blessings.

‘Coffee?’ she offered.

‘Yes, please.’

She moved across to the desk and pressed a button on the intercom. ‘Mrs Porter?’ A voice crackled in reply. ‘May  we have coffee for two in the study, please?’ Another crackle. Obviously Annie was fluent in crackle because I didn’t have a clue what Mrs Porter had said - for all I knew she might have told Annie to naff off - but Annie thanked her and released the intercom button. Then she came and sat beside me, and ran her eye over my life history which she’d picked up off the desk.

‘So,’ she said, after a moment. ‘Why do you want to leave your present job?’

‘I’m afraid my job is leaving me.’ I explained about my current family returning to the States. ‘The news came out of the blue so it’s been a bit of a nightmare. However, Mrs van de Berg has said that under the circumstances she wouldn’t mind the children flying out to their granny’s in Washington a little early if it would help me secure my next job. They’re due to go before the move anyway to make it easier for their parents to pack up the house. She says a week or so earlier won’t make that much difference to her or her mother but might mean everything to me. She understands I should have had a proper period of notice and wants to do all she can to make it up to me.’

‘That’s kind.’

‘She’s a kind woman.’

The coffee arrived, served on a silver tray with milk and cream and home-made biscuits, brought in by the suited lady - Mrs Porter? I thought I could get used to this sort of life. Being waited on hand and foot had its attractions.

‘So how will you keep Teddy busy every day?’

‘Well, obviously I wouldn’t want to change his routine  too much at first. He’s . . .’ I racked my brains. ‘He’s about three, isn’t he?’

Annie nodded. ‘Four in the autumn.’

‘I expect you do this already, but I would want to take him out for about an hour each day to play or to walk but mainly to have a good run about and get some fresh air. And we’d play all sorts of games which will help with learning later: measuring, counting or weighing things.’

‘How do you feel about television?’

‘I think a little now and again is great for children. I hate the thought of its being used as an alternative babysitter, but a few minutes a day doesn’t do any harm. In fact I think it can be quite stimulating.’

‘And what about bedtime?’

‘Routine is essential to small children. They don’t like things chopping and changing. They like a structured day. Unless the Earl has strong views otherwise I would expect Teddy to be in bed and asleep by about seven.’

‘And what are your views on food?’

‘I cook everything from scratch - well, except things like fish fingers, obviously. I believe that children should eat what is put in front of them, within reason, and if there’s something they really don’t like I try to avoid it. Not that I would serve up artichokes or curry to someone of Teddy’s age, of course, but I wouldn’t encourage faddiness.’

Annie quizzed me about any number of things from my views on discipline (firm but fair) to the number of points on my driving licence (none).

Then she said, ‘Just one more thing, Lucy. How do you think you’ll take to living in the heart of the country?’

For some reason I opened up about the dream I’d had ever since I’d read Swallows and Amazons as a child; that one day I’d be allowed to go away with a few friends and we’d sail and camp and cook over an open fire and the sun would shine and we’d have fun. But seeing as how I’d never lived more than twelve miles from the centre of London the closest I’d ever got to the great outdoors was Hyde Park. Still, you could dream about it - or I had when I was little. Being a grown-up with a living to earn meant that it was never going to happen now. And, sadly, that sort of unsupervised freedom wasn’t a realistic dream for today’s kids either.

I smiled wryly, tailing off.

Annie laughed. ‘But the Earl did exactly that when he was a nipper. Not that he’d let Teddy do it. Times have changed, unfortunately.’ She gave me a long stare, then said, ‘Should you be offered the post, there’s nothing in your private life which might mean your leaving sooner rather than later? It’s just that little Teddy has had a lot of disruption in his life and stability is what he needs.’

Of course it was. His mother had been killed, for heaven’s sake, and his last nanny had had to up sticks and go. That was enough disruption for anyone.

‘There’s nothing. Honest. No boyfriend, no family commitments. I was in both my last jobs for almost two years and I wouldn’t plan to be with Teddy for anything less - longer, preferably.’

I left feeling hopeful. I’d done my best, but was my best good enough?
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The way I’d felt when I’d walked up to the house in Chelsea was nothing compared to my apprehension when I got off the train at Oxford. Talk about a this-is-the-first-day-of-the-rest-of-your-life moment. I was about to work for someone who until a year or so ago had been one of the most recognisable men in the country, in a big stately home in the middle of Oxfordshire, nowhere near a shop or a bus route or a play park. Supposing I loathed it? Supposing Teddy loathed me? Supposing everyone loathed me? Presumably Annie and the Earl - surely she’d consulted him? - thought I’d be all right, but mistakes happened. The wrong people got the wrong jobs all the time. Maybe I was one of those. Oh, God, the more I thought about it the more neurotic I got.

It was only the fact that my ticket was a single, and I didn’t have enough cash on me to buy another one for the next train back to London, that stopped me from fleeing there and then.

I had had to read the letter offering me the job about three times before I finally believed it was true. I bounced around the house like a mad thing for at least an hour  afterwards and texted everyone I knew with the good news. I even phoned my mum, but put the receiver down when her vile bloke answered. There was no way I was speaking to him. However, even a close encounter with the hideous Dave couldn’t damp my elation. Working for the Earl of Arden had to be about the most desirable nannying job in the world - with the possible exception of looking after Brooklyn, Romeo and Cruz.

Once I’d calmed down a tad I remembered that there was a number in the letter to ring to confirm that I still wanted the job and to tell them about my travel arrangements. I was still so thrilled with my success that I forgot to feel nervous.

The woman I spoke to said to look out for the shooting brake when I got to the station. I’d had to find a dictionary to check out what one of those was as I hadn’t wanted to display my complete ignorance of things relating to the country and/or big houses. According to Collins it was a dated term for an estate car. Dated? I should coco. I checked it out with the elderly shop owner where I bought my morning paper and the kids spent their pocket money. She said it was about as modern as calling a coach a charabanc. (I had to look that up too.)

I found the shooting brake - an antique Volvo estate - in the station car park, and approached it nervously, dragging my suitcase behind me. My heart was thumping and my mouth was dry. As I got close a young man with a floppy blond fringe leapt out. He gave me a broad smile and introduced himself as Hugh, the estate manager.

‘Welcome,’ he said as he clasped my hand. ‘Annie has  told me all about you. I think you’re going to be perfect for young Teddy. He’s really looking forward to meeting you.’

My nerves subsided for a moment. ‘Thank you,’ I murmured. ‘I can’t wait to meet him either. It’s so sad about his mother.’

Hugh nodded. ‘Yes, dreadful. It was a terrible shock to everyone. Here, let me give you a hand,’ he added as I struggled to lift my case into the vehicle. He swung it into the back of the car with a bit of grunting, and shoved my backpack in beside it. Then, in a display of old-fashioned manners that I found rather charming, he opened the passenger door for me. When was the last time that had happened to me?

‘Good journey?’ he asked as he strapped himself in and started the engine.

‘Fine.’ I was bursting with questions about Teddy and how he was coping without his mother and a million other things, but decided that it would be better if I waited until the information was volunteered. But Hugh must have read my mind.

‘So, what do you want to know about the job?’

‘How’s Teddy?’

‘To be honest, he’s more upset about his last nanny going than he was about the death of his mother.’ Hugh glanced across at me to see if I was shocked. ‘Becca was away a lot,’ he explained. ‘Her eventing took up most of her time and Teddy rarely saw her. When she was around she was up to her ears training her horses. And she liked the London house more than Arden Hall. She stayed up there a lot.’ I think he must have clocked my surprised  expression. ‘I don’t think he really understood anything about the accident. He was only two when it happened.’

‘I see.’ Although I didn’t. I suppose life was different for the rich and famous. I didn’t understand why Becca hadn’t spent all her spare time with her child. I didn’t understand how her horses could mean more to her than Teddy. I didn’t understand anyone who only wanted to be a part-time mother. My mum hadn’t been brilliant but she’d always been around for me. Well, until she’d taken up with Dave.

I changed the subject. ‘What’s my room like?’

‘Nice - you get your own flat. It’s a set of rooms that interconnect with Teddy’s nursery, in the private family wing. I’m afraid you and he have to share a bathroom. It’s a tricky job getting extra bathrooms into a building that age. His last nanny didn’t seem to mind. And I hope you don’t have a problem with stairs, because there are a lot of them in the Hall. Oh, and you have a car. The keys should be in your flat.’

A car was good, although it was a pretty standard part of the package for most nannies nowadays. It was the only way to get kids to all their after-school activities on time. Hugh kept his eyes firmly on the road as he talked to me, avoiding cyclists and rubber-necking tourists with care.

‘I’ve only seen pictures of the house. Is it as big as it looks?’

‘Huge. Completely impractical, of course, and costs a fortune to run, although that’s not such a problem these days. Becca’s money made an enormous difference to the place. Until then, the Earl had seriously been considering  handing the whole place over to the National Trust. It was the only option left, just about.’

We stopped at traffic lights and he gave me a warm smile. I decided I liked him a lot.

‘That would have been a shame.’

‘The idea was breaking his heart. Anyway, it isn’t an issue now. Of course Teddy will have to pay inheritance tax but he won’t have to worry about the Hall the way his father had to.’

‘No.’ It seemed to be dreadfully bad taste to comment that at least something good had come out of the Countess’s death, so I kept quiet.

Hugh eased the car through Oxford’s busy streets. I looked about me with interest. There were a lot of young, swotty-looking people on bikes, and some very pretty hanging baskets of winter pansies which made the bustling city look rather countrified - which I suppose it was, really. There were loads of ancient stone buildings with olde-worlde mullioned windows and quite a lot of forbidding buildings with large gates - the colleges presumably. All very different from London, I thought.

The only thing I knew about Oxford, apart from the fact that you had to be seriously bright to go to the uni, was that Inspector Morse had hung out there. I began to spot places that had featured in the series. I was musing quietly on Oxford’s unbelievably high murder figures when I noticed that the road we were travelling down, which was lined with huge Victorian villas, ended at a roundabout and on the other side of that was open country.

‘How far is it now?’ I asked.

‘About half an hour,’ said Hugh.

‘Tell me about Teddy.’

‘He’s a lovely little chap. Very friendly.’

That didn’t tell me a huge amount, but I’d find out more for myself soon enough.

‘So he’ll be going to a nursery school soon?’

‘He already goes to the playgroup in the village a couple of mornings a week.’

I was slightly surprised. I had half expected he’d go off to some swanky private establishment. ‘That’s handy,’ I said.

Hugh laughed. ‘Not really. You’ll need the car to get there. It’s not walking distance.’

Of course. Stately piles like Arden Hall had acres of grounds. My dream of living in the heart of the country was about to come true - with knobs on.

‘So what does an estate manager do, Hugh? Apart,’ I added so as not to look completely dim, ‘from managing the estate.’

‘That’s about it, really. I make sure the grounds are kept in order, and organise things like getting the hedges cut. I liaise with the tenant farmers and get the contractors in for the big jobs like the harvest. All the stuff like maintaining the roads on the estate, paying the workers’ wages, keeping tabs on the budget for the gardens.’ He shrugged. ‘All pretty dull, really.’

‘Not at all.’

‘I enjoy it.’

And then he told me about the other staff at the Hall: the ones who cleaned the whole house before the visitors  pitched up, the ones who worked in the private apartments, the ground staff, the gardeners, the administrators, the event organisers, the tour guides . . . I couldn’t believe how many there were. Everywhere else I’d worked had had a cleaner, one house had paid a bloke to do the garden occasionally and another had employed someone to do the ironing, but no one had had staff like this. It was like something out of a costume drama.

‘So how many people do work at the Hall?’ I had to ask.

‘About thirty, with about sixty part-timers on top. And I haven’t even begun on the maintenance staff and the farm hands.’

Blimey, I thought, Upstairs, Downstairs here I come. While I wondered about what life in such an establishment was going to be like, Hugh drove along the road that led west from Oxford, through countryside that was beginning to green up in the early spring sunshine. This was exactly what I had always imagined life outside London would be like - chequerboard fields, livestock grazing, tractors working, trees all at different stages of coming into leaf and blossom splashing the hedges with white. All very Trumpton or Postman Pat.

Hugh swung off the main road and down a narrow winding lane. I began to pay even more attention. We must be getting close. I could see a brown sign pointing straight ahead with the distance to the Hall. Hugh turned again.

‘This is a short cut,’ he said. ‘We don’t encourage the paying punters to come this way. Can you imagine the traffic jams?’

Just as he said that a tractor pulled out of a farm gate ahead of us, towing a vicious-looking piece of machinery that was caked in mud and goodness only knew what else. A fairly strong whiff of something agricultural instantly permeated the car. Clods of mud and muck flew off the wheels and splattered the road, and occasionally our windscreen, until the tractor turned off the road again and into a farmyard. I opened the window and let some fresh air circulate.

‘Still keen on the country?’ said Hugh.

‘Whatever that smell was,’ I answered, ‘it was still a whole lot nicer than the Tube in the rush hour.’ And I meant it.

Ahead of us was a long wall. This was a wall that had been built to tell the local yokels that someone of quality lived on the other side, and he didn’t want them getting too familiar. There was no doubt that it belonged to a time when everyone knew their place. The locals’ place was this side of the wall and the other side was his - and they weren’t welcome. As status symbols went, the wall was pretty impressive, but not half as impressive as the enormous pair of wrought-iron gates that Hugh swung the car between.

‘And this is the tradesmen’s entrance,’ he said when I commented. ‘You should see the ones at the front.’

I just managed not to say ‘Fuck’ out loud, which was my instinctive response, and not a good one for a nanny in charge of young and impressionable kids.

Once inside the gates we left behind the farm livestock and hedges and fields of crops and entered a beautifully landscaped park. Magnificent old trees had been carefully  planted to show off their shape and foliage to maximum advantage. The ground was covered in lush grass, and in the distance grazed a herd of deer.

‘Oh,’ I exclaimed. ‘Aren’t they pretty? Like Bambi.’

‘They’re fallow deer. There are some red deer too, somewhere. Bigger than these and with no spots,’ said Hugh.

‘Thanks for that. I haven’t a clue about any of this stuff.’

‘Can’t imagine there are many deer in London.’

I said, ‘No deer where I live but squillions of foxes. And I see squirrels in Hyde Park.’

‘Which I bet you think are cute and cuddly.’

I nodded. ‘They are rather.’

‘Not an opinion to hold round here. The locals will tell you that they’re just rats with good PR.’

I laughed. ‘Bloody good PR it is then. No one could ever describe a rat as cuddly. Well, not the sort you get in London, at any rate.’

The car rumbled over a cattle grid and through a peculiar wall. Well, it was more like a terrace really as it divided two areas of land of different heights.

‘That,’ explained Hugh, ‘is a ha-ha. The idea is that it stops the deer, or any other livestock for that matter, from getting into the formal gardens without any messy fences to spoil the view from the house.’

I was impressed. ‘Does it work?’

‘It does for the deer. But the rabbits . . .’

‘I imagine I’m not supposed to like them either, now.’

‘That’s right. You’re catching on. They’re not cute, they’re not cuddly, they’re vermin.’

Poor old Thumper, I thought. I’d look at him in a different light from here on in. Still, at least his mate Bambi seemed to be socially acceptable.

Ahead I could see the house. It was stunning in the pale lemony afternoon sunshine. The huge numbers of windows glinted and the grey-gold stone glowed while the lake in front of it sparkled and glittered as the gentle breeze ruffled the surface of the water. A couple of swans glided across it to complete the picture of a perfect stately home. Around the Hall were immaculate lawns and a creamy sweep of gravel that led from the front door, divided to go round both sides of the lake and then rejoined to go arrow-straight through an avenue of trees to the main gates. Or, at least, that’s where I assumed it went as the gates were nowhere in sight and the drive disappeared over a slight rise in the land, somewhere in the middle distance.

Of course, being staff, we didn’t pull up at the front of the house but followed the road round to the side. At the back of the house was an enormous arch leading into a courtyard.

‘Leave your case,’ said Hugh. ‘I’ll get someone to bring it up later.’ But of course. One of the staff. ‘Let’s go in and introduce you to Teddy.’

I was expecting to meet the Earl first but maybe he was away. Maybe he had no interest in his only child’s new nanny, but I found that a little hard to believe. Never mind.

I was led down yards of stone-flagged passages, through a number of functional fire doors and then through a panelled wooden one marked Strictly private.

We emerged in a large hall with a chequered marble floor and a large staircase which swept elegantly upwards in an oval spiral. Oil paintings hung on heavy chains on the walls and in the centre was a large oval table bearing a huge silver bowl the size of a baby bath. This wasn’t the servants’ quarters, that was for sure.

Hugh led me upstairs. ‘The nursery is this way,’ he said. The stairs might have been wide and shallow and beautifully carpeted but we still had to go up three storeys. By the time we got to the top I was panting. ‘I told you there were a lot of stairs in the place,’ he said. ‘But you’ll get used to it.’

I wasn’t so sure but was too breathless to disagree.

He opened a door at the end of the landing and there was Annie.

‘Hello again,’ I said.

‘Hello, my dear,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Welcome to Arden Hall.’ She held the door wide for me and I stepped into my new work place. I was vaguely aware of Hugh behind me, telling Annie that he was going to get my belongings brought up, but I was engrossed in taking stock of an aristocratic nursery.
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 Until now I’d worked for all sorts but none of the families were what would once have been called ‘old money’. One family had five kids and needed me just to be able to cope. Another of my families had both parents in incredibly high-flying jobs which meant they were cash rich but time poor. And then there had been my lovely Americans who had decided that they wanted their kids to be brought up with proper English manners. (Just as well they didn’t see what depths most kids’ manners in the Old Country had descended to!) But this was the first time I’d been employed by the aristocracy and, as I stepped into their world, I realised just what ‘old money’ meant.

The nursery was amazing. Full of wonderful toys from a beautiful old rocking horse with proper rockers to a wooden fort complete with whole battalions of soldiers. On the rug in front of the fire (not lit, but giving every impression of a proper coal one we could toast crumpets in front of ) lay Teddy, quietly engrossed in some sort of game that involved a wooden railway set and a group of soft toys.

To my immediate right was a long, low window with a  window seat - perfect for reading stories together on wet afternoons. I noticed it had bars screwed across it to prevent accidents. I peered out. The view, across the park, was spectacular. I was taking it in when I was aware of something tugging at the hem of my jacket.

‘Are you Miss Carter?’ said a solemn voice.

I looked down. A small face with big brown eyes, framed by pale blond hair, was gazing up at me with a serious intensity. I crouched down to be on his level. My first thought was that there was absolutely no doubting who his father was - he was the spit of the Earl of Arden.

‘Hello,’ I said. ‘Yes, I am. But I think it would be easier if you called me Lucy. You must be Teddy.’

‘Yes. Annie says you’re going to look after me.’

‘I am. And I’m looking forward to it.’

‘Do you ride horses like Mummy did?’

I shook my head. ‘No, I don’t.’

‘Oh.’ He stared at me for a minute, then walked away across the nursery.

Oh dear, I thought, was my lack of riding skill a serious fault in his eyes? Teddy had his back to me and was rummaging in a cupboard. I felt as if, by ignoring me, he was expressing his displeasure. ‘Was that the wrong answer?’ I asked Annie.

‘Lord knows,’ said Annie cheerfully. ‘Who knows how the mind of a three year old works?’

Her sensible answer put me at ease. I nodded. ‘It’s good to see you again,’ I said with feeling.

Annie smiled at me. ‘Let me show you your rooms and then we can have a nice cup of tea.’

I was just contemplating exactly how nice a cup of tea would be when Teddy appeared at my side and tugged at my skirt again. In his hand was an old wooden hobby horse.

‘I’ve got a real horse too. This is my indoor horse.’

‘And a very fine horse he is too,’ I said, kneeling down to get a better look. ‘Does he have a name?’

‘Arkle.’

‘Arkle?’

‘He was Daddy’s horse first. Daddy called him Arkle after a famous racehorse.’

‘Did he?’ Not that I knew anything about horses. The only ones I’d ever heard of were Desert Orchid and Shergar.

‘So does your Arkle do races?’

Teddy stared at me, then shook his head slowly. ‘Don’t be silly,’ he said. ‘He’s only a toy.’

Well, that was me put in my place. And by a three year old.

Teddy laid the wooden horse on the ground. ‘Can I show you my other toys?’

‘Yes, please.’

He took my hand and pulled me across to the other end of the room. There I was introduced to his favourite robot, his pirate ship and his building bricks. He explained in simple language, to make sure I understood, the rules that he’d laid down for the game he was playing with his teddies and his railway. He showed me his fort, which had once belonged to his father, and the toy soldiers, which hadn’t.
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